
 

 

CHAPTER 40 
 

Borderline Gothic 
 

PHIL RICKMAN AND 
THE MERRILY WATKINS SERIES 

 
John Whitbourn 

 
I have got a first-rate Gothic woman at last! 

 
—Augustus Pugin (b. London, 1812-1852), 

leading architect of the Gothic Revival.1 
 
 
 

 
            Pugin's words, albeit applied to a very different end (his impending marriage 
to his third wife), are relevant to the subject of this chapter. For not only does Phil 
Rickman's character Merrily Watkins provide us with a proper Gothic heroine, but 
Pugin parallels extend further still. Via indomitable will and skill, Pugin is held to 
have revived Gothic (architectural) style in the course of his short and driven life. By 
its close, courtesy of putting myriad concrete (actually, stone) facts on the ground, he 
changed his chosen world—designing the Palace of Westminster and dozens of 
Victorian mansions, colleges, and churches—and left a legacy for others to enhance. 
Willingly overworked to an early grave, he closed his eyes for the last time upon a 
landscape lastingly enriched by their ever having opened. I shall be arguing that 
Rickman's ten-book (to date) Merrily Watkins series has similar significance for the 
Gothic literary genre, but thereafter the Pugin correspondences cease. I am far from 
wishing Mr. Rickman such an early end. On the contrary, may he have a full crop of 
years, and Merrily likewise.  
 
            The task is to persuade others to be of similar opinion and also to secure 
Rickman/Merrily a room in the haunted mansion of Gothic literature. Where then to 
start? Especially with a series already sailing in stately armada past the multi-million-
word mark? 
 
            Born in Lancashire, Phil Rickman (aka Will Kingdom, aka Thorn Madley) 
lives on the Anglo-Welsh border, just as his series does. Over the course of his career, 
he has been successively bracketed in the horror (to his horror) or supernatural or 
thriller or, mostly recently (and most happily), crime genre—there being, as yet, no 
bookshop shelves labelled "Gothic." Apparently, Rickman's own preferred best-fit 
description for the Merrily Watkins books is "spiritual procedurals," in imitation of 
the police procedural subgenre. Beyond that, such slim Rickman curricula vitae as 
exist reveal a journalistic past and the existence of an indispensable 
spouse/muse/editrix, which suffices. Rickman's achievement is in the art of 
"subcreation," in the Tolkienesque sense. Therefore, the world of Rickman's devising 
stands alone, and so details of its flesh-and-blood creator are irrelevant. We will see 
that Rickman's act of subcreation is truly as Tolkien described it: 



 

 

 
 
“What really happens is that the story-maker proves a successful "subcreator." He 
makes a Secondary World which your mind can enter.Inside it, what he relates is 
"true": it accords with the laws of that world. You therefore believe it, while you are, 
as it were, inside. The moment disbelief arises . . . you are then out in the Primary 
World again, looking at the little abortive Secondary World from outside.”  
 
 
            The supernatural things which Mrs. Merrily Watkins sees and experiences and 
learns are also our encounters—phenomena possibly awaiting us in our everyday life, 
and outside our front door, or worse still, given the nature of Merrily's supranormal 
trade, already within our front door, uninvited! This is not just clever writing or "old 
tales around the campfire" craftsmanship, but the embedding of a creation into present 
reality so seamlessly that you feel that the division between the reader's world and 
Merrily's is merely geographic. The only difference is that, just perhaps, our world is 
now imbued with fresh significance, fresh potentialities—in short, enriched. At the 
risk of repetition, this is subcreation indeed, bearing comparison with such celebrated 
world making as Tolkien's Middle Earth and C. S. Lewis's Narnia, as well as lesser-
known but no less lifelong labors of love like Austin Tappan Wright's Islandia or M. 
A. R. Barker's Tekumel (3)  
 
            Watkins first appears in The Wine of Angels (1998). Rickman has reportedly 
confessed that Merrily was not even the intended subject of the book, let alone the 
vehicle for a series. She walked in and came to life and took over—as only true 
subcreation can.  
 
            The salient points as we meet Merrily are that she is a thirtyish English lady, a 
widow, and ordained priest in the Church of England. Merrily is described as small 
and dark haired, and is, it becomes clear from the reviews of others, not unattractive. 
She smokes, which is fairly unusual nowadays and might be taken as a foretoken of 
individuality .  or something. Her widowhood and priesthood are of recent occurrence 
(as is the entire concept of female priesthood in the Anglican communion). Having 
just lost a husband (faithless, in every sense), she remains both blessed and burdened 
by an intelligent but stroppy teenage daughter of the marriage. Said daughter, Jane, is 
unenthused by her mother's faith or role and more inclines to the modern mishmash 
called "neo-paganism." Both decant into a huge old vicarage (though Merrily has the 
less secure role of "priest-in-charge" rather than vicar or rector) in the Herefordshire 
village of Ledwardine, her first parish posting. 
 
            "Merrily's world" is the county of Herefordshire, which sits on the English 
side of the border with Wales. English counties have depth of meaning and are 
arguably the oldest (Dark Age vintage) surviving units of government in Europe. 
Their history is thus deep and, human history being what it is, often dark. Over that 
span of time, they have developed personalities, they pass on atmospheres, and they 
foster loyalties informed by that past. Prod that background, even lightly, and history 
exudes. And so our story begins.  
 
 



 

 

            And what a story, divided into ten weighty volumes to date! Though 
thoroughly stand-alone in reading terms, the tales within each installment are not lost 
from book to book but interweave, overlap, and inform each other, even if only as 
memory. In movie-town parlance, there are story arcs: time moves on, Merrily 
acquires experience, and Jane maturity. The claimed truths of Christianity and 
paganism are tried against unsympathetic reality. Meanwhile, subplots abound, just as 
they do in reality, and mundane duties (like shopping and remembering to feed Ethel 
the cat) call, heedless of other important, even life-anddeath, things going on. Some 
matters are resolved, but by no means all. Some lessons are clear to be drawn, but 
others are merely hints. In short, all is as messy and maddening—but also involving 
and vital—as life itself. And, as with life and the accumulation of years, throughout 
the series snatches of secret harmonies are occasionally heard, haunting music on the 
edge of hearing. Inklings arise from contemplating the books' experiences but are 
never hammered home as a "message."  In some instances, these implications explode 
later, like delicious delayed detonations. For instance, after Midwinter of the Spirit, 
the second volume, this reader pondered: "If X did indeed do Y, then X's vocation 
must have been a sham all along, a decades-long deception. And if the support 
network that X claims is true, then there must be a parallel structure: a whole inverted 
hierarchy! Which means..." And likewise: "That Lolita serial seducer, cutting a 
scandalous swathe through sexually repressed churchmen—is she powered by her 
own urges or operating on behalf of a bigger, badder, agenda?" And so on—although 
such  a prosaic phrase doesn't really cover it.  
 
            This "trick" is an achievement indeed, but also a fragile flower if handled 
without care. Though a purpose of this chapter, as stated, is locating and ranking 
Merrily within the living Gothic tradition, describing her adventures necessarily 
treads the tightrope between divulging necessary information and draining the stories 
of any suspense or joy. However, a sense of the menu and courses in store from the 
Merrily Watkins decalogy can be conveyed in such a way as to minimize any risk of 
spoiling the appetite. 
 
 
Summaries 
 
            Book 1 introduces us to Merrily and daughter Jane, and almost as importantly 
to the village of Ledwardine, the cathedral town Hereford, and the county of 
Herefordshire, all of whom are set in "the border country" between England and 
Wales, two similar but profoundly different entities corralled within the same 
nation-state, the United Kingdom. Wales is tenuously linked by history to the 
Roman province of Britannia, and England to the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes 
(Englaland) which (mostly) conquered and supplanted it. The extrapolating 
consequences of that past endure even to the present day, fifteen hundred years later. 
 
            Merrily is unusual not only in her Christian name but in that she is a Christian 
priest(ess), which, as noted, remains a recent and still controversial innovation 
in the Anglican Church (Henry YIII's creation; equivalent to Episcopalian 
in America). She has a rural parish to look after (from which comes the archaic 
term and fourth book title The Cure of Souls, an older way of saying "Care of 
Souls," or the modern "Pastoral Care") and all the daily duties and the seasonal, 



 

 

liturgical round that go with it. By book 2, Merrily has, with much modesty and 
even more trepidation, accepted the role of diocesan exorcist—or deliverance 
consultant, as it apparently needs to be rebranded in modern mealymouthed church 
discourse. This is in the teeth of stereo opposition from traditionalist or sometimes 
reactionary tendencies opposed to priestesses per se, as well as progressive 
or liberal opponents of literalist theology, especially medieval throwbacks such 
as the rite of exorcism. On either count, by virtue of merely existing, Merrily 
is inadvertently either an ambassador of, or affront to, modernity. Meanwhile, 
whilst Merrily lives in the exact same world that her readers do, she also tries to 
walk faithfully according to a far bigger truth and oppose the forces that oppose 
it. We are invited to tag along and consider, at her side, what our response and 
reactions might be. Merrily has allies within the cathedral administration (some 
of whom are perceptively revealed as servants of the time-hallowed cathedral 
itself rather than the here-one-century, gone-the-next, Church which currently 
runs it); she has the Reverend Huw Owen, a battle-hardened Welsh exorcist, as 
tutor and continuing mentor, and then a continuum of support ranging from 
well-wishers through fair-weather friends to covert opponents and underminers. 
 
            Investigations ensue. Things are—intermittently, unreliably, least of all 
when expected—seen or experienced. Merrily, martyred by her overdeveloped 
sense of responsibility, applies all the diligence at her command, which proves 
to be a surprising amount for a diminutive lady swimming against the current of 
her Church and age. Some case resolutions are made—maybe. Aforementioned 
inklings unfold in the reader's mind, some merely interesting, others absolutely 
huge. 
 
            And that's about it, really, except that Rickman is also a wizard of 
characterization, a better-than-Baron-Frankenstein creator of flesh and blood. Merrily 
is made (and I use the term advisedly, in subcreation terms again) rather than 
portrayed, a living, breathing person, with all the unpredictable individuality 
that appends to living breathing persons. Conviction develops, via mere marks 
upon paper, that a possible encounter with the actual Merrily, or her daughter 
Jane, or Lol the damaged ex-rock star, or Gomer the village wiseacre, is just a 
matter of a journey to the actual city of Hereford. More subcreation, this time 
intersecting like a Venn diagram with the reader's own lived reality. 
S 
            imultaneously, the Reverend Watkins is also on that cliched but no less real 
thing, a spiritual journey, as she wades through the mundane whilst glimpsing 
the sublime, and the reader travels irresistibly along with her on that road. In 
the course of her days, over the never-faltering narrative of such a lengthy series, 
she encounters good and evil, and quite often an admixture of the two, as one 
might expect from a faithful depiction of existence. Good and ill often emanate 
from unlikely sources, and Rickman shows the good as believably human and 
the evil likewise—except when it's from a superbly hinted-at beyond human. As 
I've fairly warned the reader, the much-mentioned implications do not only leap 
from the page but also insert themselves, seedlike, in the mind to germinate in 
slower time and quieter reflection: those stimulating and life-justifying moments 
of mental growth. 
 



 

 

            In short, there is philosophical depth in the Merrily series to explore long 
after each book has been set down, not to mention untelegraphed lines that 
crackle like electricity and raise the neck hairs—genuine I-think-I'll-just-check- 
I've-locked-the-doors writing. Rickman can convey malignity like no other 
writer I've encountered. Ditto unease. Ditto supernatural events forming around 
you, sudden and clammy as a sea mist. 
 
            Now, even simply as a literary experience, this is champagne stuff. In the 
course of a century, perhaps two, of literary accumulation of the Gothic and 
supernatural literary field, depending on how you date its nativity, there has been, 
quite naturally, ample opportunity for familiarity to the point of jadedness with 
every technique for depicting the uncanny, from high literature to splatter-fests. 
Yet, time and again, in book after succeeding book, I contend that Rickman 
astounds with pages that quicken the pulse and chill the room. This is modern 
and developed Gothic (as we shall see) fiction come of age with meaning beyond 
its pages and tale-telling. 
 
            Therefore, Rickman's Merrily Watkins series is more than the sum of its 
parts—which, speaking of a decalogy, is a bold statement and praise indeed. 
It is also, I cannot forbear from advertising, the closest thing you will get to 
experiencing the supernatural, on demand, in the safety and comfort of your 
own home. 
 
            Having thus, I hope, whetted your appetite for better particulars, I can 
move on to details of the individual books. In scant (and sometimes facetious) 
summary, so as to avoid any possibility of spoilers, they comprise: 
 
 
• The Wine of Angels (1998). Cast introductions, apple and orchard lore, ancient 
injustice, seventeenth-century metaphysical poetry, and sex murders. 
• Midwinter of the Spirit (1999). Merrily inherits the role of exorcist, her learning 
curve, apparitions, and Hereford Cathedral. 
• A Crown of Lights (2001). The interplay of Christianity (committed but 
uncharitable variant) and paganism (the tree-hugging, not cat-strangling, variety), 
the inadvisability of buying a decommissioned church. 
• The Cure of Souls (2002). Hop farming (the bitter flavoring for English ale) 
and hops lore ("the Lady of the Bines"), gypsies, guitars, and sexual possession. 
• The Lamp of the Wicked (2002). A horrific (real-world, alas) serial killer and 
his remains, corporeal and otherwise; a subplot concerning grounds for concern 
about electricity pylons; and, by the by, page 415 contains an evocation 
of despair that stands comparison to Macbeth's "Tomorrow and tomorrow' 
speech, crushingly concluding with, "Nothing. Nothing but going through 
life . . ." 
• The Prayer of the Night Shepherd (2004). Sir Arthur Co nan Doyle, creator ol 
Sherlock Holmes and the hound of the Baskervilles, among other things. 
• The Smile of a Ghost (2005). Strange and sinister (can there be any othei 
kind?) suicides in a fashionable provincial town. 
• Remains of an Altar (2006). Inexplicable road accidents; the composer Elgai 
and mystical music; prehistoric "old straight tracks" as rediscovered by Merrily's 



 

 

namesake and undercelebrated Herefordshire luminary, Sir Alfred Watkins; 
an ex-special forces (UK Special Air Service) priest; postmortem bottorr 
pinching of lady cyclists. 
• The Fabric of Sin (2007). The Knights Templar and one of their churches 
something rum happening there to famous ghost-story writer M. R. Jame: 
(1862-1936); dealings with Prince Charles, England's future (?) king; archaeology. 
• Dream of the Dead (2008). A best-selling professional atheist, biblical-styl< 
floods and murder, more archaeology. 
 
 
 
 
The Gothic Mrs. Watkins; or, 
How Is the Series Gothic? 
 
It is probably wise to take a stab (an appropriately Gothic action) at a working 
definition of the New Gothic, which is the depiction of life with both its brighter 
and darker hues enhanced, for dramatic and stylistic effect. Therefore, Gothic 
equals the baroque grandeur of the—often grim but always grand—underlying 
reality of life. And, by that definition, I can confidently report that the Merrily 
Watkins series cries out with Gothic power. But trust must be put in the beholders; 
they will know Gothic when they see it, even in the unlikeliest forms. 
Therefore Gothic is as Gothic does. 
 
            Anyone can list a litany of "things Gothic," a tick list of classic, even cliched 
elements, from bone-white faces and red lips on introduction, to whitened 
bones and red gore at the denouement. The supernatural, however defined, also 
usually shows its generally disobliging face. Along the way, there will probably 
be castles, heaving alabaster bosoms, and romantically sickly (albeit hygienically 
so) Byronic youths. Quite possibly on the bill of fate will be some Heathcliff or 
other on the heath. 
 
            However, to delineate Gothic thus, to set a boundary about it, is to court 
disaster. A modicum of historical knowledge confirms that any entity which is 
avowedly self-limiting, content to crouch behind confining walls, is destined to 
first enervate, then ossify, and finally crumble. Ask the Roman Empire—that 
great wall builder and province downsizer, the emperor Hadrian, doubtless saw 
the error of his ways in the afterlife, but by then it was too late. That's why it's 
called the afterlife. As with empires, so with literary genres: the rule of life is to 
expand or die. 
 
            So, in common with all living things, Gothic evolves to survive, and I take 
survival for the Gothic tradition to constitute continuing stylishness. However, 
also by definition, the cliched cannot be stylish, or leastways not for long. Therefore, 
Gothic must tread lightly and with poise, not plod, for all its serious subject 
matter. Otherwise it is not Gothic but some lesser breed beyond the pale, like, 
say, "horror." 
 
 



 

 

            Rickman's work contains none of the cliches discussed above. Yet the Merrily 
Watkins series is modern and stylish and, yes, Gothic down to its component 
atoms. And this is because it conveys a clearer reflection of reality as it is 
presently lived—and thus Gothically endarkening* 
 
            In Merrily Watkins's world, the eternal verities and values of nature and 
tradition—some good or for our own good, but often containing little for our 
comfort—have the habit, right, and necessity to rudely protrude their unchanging 
truths into the constructed fiction of bright and shiny modernity. These shock- 
ing moments of protrusion constitute a revolutionary subversion of the humanist 
fable that existence can be comfortingly corralled within the fence of reason, 
science, secularly inspired goodwill to all men, and the like. And this is the precise 
source of much of the hostility and obstruction that Merrily meets from her 
surrounding society, namely that she constitutes a challenge to that worldview. 
Moreover, the phenomena which accompany her work, though usually subtle 
and subject to interpretation, are occasionally in your face and sweep all disbelief 
before them. Therefore she makes for unsettling and subversive company. Many 
people, especially powerful people, do not like their philosophies questioned at 
all, let alone by things they must countermand their senses to deny. 
 
            And of course the rite of exorcism is the very pinnacle of such offensiveness. 
If accepted, it implies the existence of richer realities, not least that of invisible 
powers that can possess, or likewise invisible but reliable remedies which should 
be impotent. Worse still (not only if accepted but even if merely entertained), it 
presents the notion that the religion Merrily teaches might have, however imperfectly, 
something in it, some basis in fact. In the words of the 1995 Eric Bazilian 
song, "What If God Was One of Us?" (covered by Alanis Morissette, Prince, 
etc.), would you really be so keen on meeting him on the bus, particularly if 
 
Seeing meant that you would have to believe In things like heaven and Jesus and the 
saints And all the prophets? 
 
It is this, surely, that accounts for the curious perennial curiosity about, and 
fascination for, exorcism, from famous films and novels to surprise best sellers like 
a recent modest booklet on exorcism in the UK5 and two volumes of memoirs 
by the former exorcist of the Catholic diocese of Rome.6 The latter especially 
were practical, pragmatic, even prosaic, and were intended as reference works, 
but nevertheless they proved to be "shelf jumpers," in bookshop parlance. 
 
            Therefore, in Rickman's work, Merrily is a both a figure of opposition and 
the ambassador of the Gothic—that is, a deeper, maybe darker, underlying 
reality—to the world in which she moves. Being Merrily, she might not see or 
describe that as so, but it is. One recurrent motif is Merrily's collisions with 
communication across "great divides." These divides are invariably left for the reader 
to assess and evaluate postreading, but they seem to be between comparatively 
wholesome human life and a hinted-at vast hinterland of further realms, further 
experiences, and further powers, or indeed the great divide of life and death 
itself. Likewise, we are apparently shown possession, temporary or otherwise, as 
one should only expect from someone of Merrily's profession and confession. 



 

 

But by what exactly? And to whose end? 
 
            Weirdness is also embodied in the nonmaterial residue left by evil and (a 
Rickmanian trademark, this) the resurrection of memories in the landscape  
better left buried. I also cannot forbear to mention the most memorably reported 
encounter with something that the narrator can only inadequately describe as 
"blue and gold," something utterly ineffable which sweeps all, including time, 
away before it.7 To attempt to identify or label that would be to dishonor the 
writing, but the incident unavoidably brings in those implications again in the 
most profound way possible. Albeit brief, the incident may be the crux of the 
series, or a still higher peak of significance soaring above the rest. 
 
            Compounding the uncertainty, creeping anxiety, distrust, and dread are 
glimpses of secret, inverted structures matching those of the church. The shadow 
church has friends in very high places, and "dark sanctuaries" where they find 
shelter and regroup. Almost as troubling, there are the stand-alone anecdotes 
of wonder arising from the uncanny experiences people confide to Merrily. For 
example, in Midwinter of the Spirit, the phenomena surrounding the hospital 
deathbed of an elderly farm laborer are introduced by a normally hard-boiled 
and skeptical nurse. We can, if we so wish, interpret this as his meeting the 
consequences of, or perhaps even reaping the reward for, a lifetime of active 
wickedness. The appalling scenes are so well but subtly described that they have 
clung to this particular reader's memory like an affliction. 
 
 
Why '"Borderline" Gothic? 
 
At this point, it can be revealed that the title of this chapter is as multilayered as 
the works it describes and seeks to popularize and expound. That subtitle stems 
not from the plain-sense meaning of almost Gothic or occasionally Gothic, but 
instead a play on words. The Merrily Watkins series is Gothic of the borderline, 
namely those borderlines which exist 
 
1. Between prosaic reality and actual (Gothic) reality as—sometimes—sensed. 
2. Between Christendom/faith and post-Christendom/secularism. 
3. Between traditional/ancient England and modern England. 
4. Between England and Wales (two different—and diverging—cultures). 
 
            To expound, point one has already been dealt with above in identifying the 
series as Gothic. Borderline number two follows organically from it. That is to 
say, Merrily and her profession (profession of faith and profession as exorcist) 
bestride the borderline between tradition and modernity, where modernity can 
be taken as a belief in ever-upward progress (where progress equals bright, shiny 
secularism shedding light into all the dark places of existence, and the triumph 
of the rule of reason). There is in contemporary Britain, and Europe as a whole, 
a fervid secularizing drive, driven by law and activists, and, as noted above, Mer- 
rily's involvement with exorcism is of itself an intrusion of the Gothic premodern 
into modernity, to the extent that even within the Anglican Church it mus 
be disguised and sweetened by rebranding it as "deliverance." As Merrily hersel: 



 

 

sadly reflects, "I might have to operate on the basis that the Unseen permeate: 
everything, but society functions well enough—if a little colourlessly—withou 
it. 
 
            This secularizing schism is part, though far from all, of the borderlint 
between two Englands, new and old, the former increasingly dissociating itsel 
from all that went before, except as "tourism heritage." To those not in sym 
pathy with this minority-driven project-cum-process, English modernity seem: 
a frivolous drape over something more substantial and more vital, the shape o 
which is still visible under the concealing folds. There are moments in the serie: 
when some characters express a sort of bewildered lament for this decrease o 
depth, as when Gomer Parry (traditional "deep England" personified) says o 
some possibly supernatural event, 
 
I don't know what to say about this kind of thing. . . . When I was 
a boy, people laughed. When my granny was a girl, nobody laughed. 
What's that? Barely a century. For hundreds of years, folk never questions 
there's more in an orchard, more in a cornfield. Few decades of 
computers and air-conditioned tractors, even the farmers thinks it's 
all balls. Sad, en't it? Computers and air-conditioned tractors.9 
 
 
As Merrily herself remarks regarding the likelihood of a third party explaining 
away (as opposed to explaining) something uncanny, "Everything has a rationa 
explanation, she'd say. Just that most people's idea of what's rational is severely 
limited."10 
 
            These two different Englands grind against each other like continenta 
plates, with all the associated friction and generation of subterranean heat 
Sometimes volcanoes erupt through. It is over that eruptive border that Mr 
Rickman and Merrily Watkins work. 
 
            Finally, even if prosaically, there is the boundary between England anc 
Wales, near where Merrily resides. This border is not often evident on th( 
ground: the Dark Age delineating earthwork of Offa's Dyke survives only as ; 
fragmented ancient monument. Certainly, outside of the fevered dreams of som< 
Welsh nationalists (and even a few English ones), no border guards maintain it 
and no passport is required to cross. Despite a partly autonomous Welsh As 
sembly sitting since 1998, it remains a border mostly of the mind and memory 
Nevertheless, it is a border still, even in today's globalizing and homogenizing 
world, and Rickman's characters are actively aware of it. For instance, Ledwardine 
stalwart and Merrily's prime ally in the village, Gomer Parry, remark: 
of an undesirable that he appears from time to time from some unknown Welsr 
fastness just like one of the Cymric bandits of old (five-centuries-ago old), 
venturing out to raid and wreak havoc before retreating back over the border. 
Clearly, though such memories may be ancient, they remain fresh and close to 
hand, to be applied to current experience. Englishness and Welshness are forces 
in Merrily's world, and, interestingly, one of Rickman's earlier novels dealt with 
unpleasant fates befalling English settlers moving into one of the remaining 



 

 

Welsh strongholds.'1 
 
From this inexorably follows the question, "Is the Merrily series 'Modern 
English Gothic'?" I affirm that the answer is yes, and furthermore that it is one 
of the finest—and still unfolding—examples of it. 
 
            The source for such confidence lies in the fact that Merrily's England and, 
as discussed, its more ancient (and Gothic and interesting) doppelganger-
cumunderlay, is simultaneously older and newer than what might be termed the 
classic Gothic genre. It is older because England is intrinsically very old, the 
oldest unified nation state in Europe, with roots reaching back before and into 
the dying Roman Empire, back even to a before-England of Druids, Stonehenge, 
and folk memory from the Ice Age. Therefore, any literary project intimately 
connecting with this version of England, which the Merrily series emphatically 
does, draws its literary energy from deep—and deeply Gothic—wells. 
 
            Simultaneously, Merrily's England is also brand new in the sense that 
England has recently changed from being merely mistaken shorthand for Great 
Britain into a self-aware cultural entity stirring from centuries-old sleep, buried 
under the political creation of the United Kingdom and the associated rulingclass- 
enforced amnesia. England—rightly termed the largest stateless nation in 
Europe—has, as a deliberate act of government policy, no political structures 
particular to itself, unlike Scotland and Wales. Officially, it is represented only 
by its football team and a gaggle of artificial divide-and-conquer regional assemblies. 
That is now altering in ways both radical and rapid. I propose that 
Rickman's Merrily works are identifiably "English Gothic" rooted in both of 
these disparate Englands, and that, moreover, they are being written in interesting 
times. They are a timely surfing upon a wave of history when England and 
Englishness are reviving from the four-century coma of Britain and Britishness. 
In other words, twenty-first-century England contains fertile Gothic fields which 
Mr. Rickman knows well how to plow. The fine harvest that has come forth is 
Merrily Watkins. 
 
 
The Significance of the Merrily Watkins Series 
 
I once drew up a personal wish list for a hypothetical work of supernatural fiction 
and arrived at the following unreasonably tall order: 
 
• An English setting, preferably countryside, preferably very English. 
• A contemporary setting, but with deep links to a still vital past. 
• Profound characterization. Cardboard cutouts, walking placards, and thinly 
disguised authorial wish fulfillment need not apply. 
• The full continuum from unease to terror, expressed with economy in words 
that thrill even on rereading, but never through the cheap trick of gore, or 
even worse, gratuitous gore. 
• The "glamour of evil" and "all its empty promises"—to borrow phrases from 
the church's baptismal vows. 
• Deep issues like religion and ethics, via the medium of the story itself rather 



 

 

than as a bolt-on or pause in the action—in other words, a realization that all 
of these ghosties and supernatural shenanigans surely imply something beyond 
mere thrills. 
 
 
I've now discovered that such writing and such a writer exists in my day, 
and herein I've sought, however imperfectly, to convey that the Merrily Watkins 
series covers all of these and many other bases. I further say that something 
profound is under creation (that subcreation spoken of above) therein. It may 
be that the best is yet to come. 
 
Rickman has enriched the Gothic tradition as part of a living and evolving 
literary genre and culture, and not as a reenactment or pastiche which, like ivy 
around a tree, can only ultimately harm the host. He has, I suggest, invigorated 
and adorned the Gothic for our times, creating a corpus of work which crosses 
great divides. He does so to such effect that I hazard it will find recognition not 
only now but also beyond our time, when the harsh winnowing of multigenerational 
quality control has done its necessary worst. In my humble opinion, 
Merrily Watkins will become part of the canon. Or else there is no justice (which 
I concede is possible—and very Gothic). 
 
            For those of you yet to meet Merrily but now minded to do so, I can 
only say that the catchphrase of the renowned English comedian, Mr. Tommy 
Trinder, surges irresistibly to mind: "You lucky people!"12 
 
 
 
Books in the Series 
 
Volumes 1 through 7 have hardbacks from Macmillan UK and paperbacks from 
Macmillan UK/Pan Books. The paperback date follows the semicolon. Volumes 
8 through 10 have hardbacks from Quercus Publishing, plus a special Quercus 
mass-media issue for the last volumes that came after the Quercus trade paperback. 
The paperback date follows the semicolon. 
 
1. The Wine of Angels (1998; 1999) 
2. Midwinter of *the Spirit (1999; 1999/2000) 
3. A Crown of Lights (2001; 2001) 
4. The Cure of Souls (2001; 2002) 
5. The Lamp of the Wicked (2003; 2003) 
6. The Prayer of the Night Shepherd (2004; 2004) 
7. The Smile of a Ghost (2005; 2006) 
8. The Remains of an Altar (2006; 2006) 
9. The Fabric of Sin (2007; TP 2008, MM 2009) 
10. To Dream of the Dead (2008; TP 2008, MM 2009) 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Notes 
 
1. August Pugin, letter to a friend, written on the eve of his third wedding, 1848. 
2. J. R. R. Tolkien, "On Fairy-Stories," in Tree and Leaf (London: Allen & Unwin, 
1964), 60. 
3. All readily Googleable. For the last named, also search under "Empire of the Petal 
Throne." Deep joy awaits. 
4. A useful neologism and partner for "enlightening," for which I am indebted to 
Professor Geoffrey Hunt of the University of Surrey and New Buddha Way 
community. 
5. Fr. Jeremy Davies, Exorcism (London: Catholic Truth Society, 2008). 
6. Fr. Gabriele Amorth, An Exorcist Tells His Story (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1999) and An Exorcist: More Stories (San Francisco: Ignatius Press 2002). 
7. Phil Rickman, Midwinter of the Spirit (London: Macmillan, 1999), 66 passim. 
8. Phil Rickman, The Cure of Souls (London: Macmillan, 2001), 481. 
9. Phil Rickman, The Wine of Angels (London: Macmillan, 1998), 488. 
10. Rickman, The Wine of Angels, 354. 
11. Phil Rickman, Candlenight (London: Duckworth, 1995). 
12. Thomas Edward Trinder, CBE (1909-1989), one of the best-loved comedians in 
England from the late 1930s to the 1960s, also inventor of "Trinder's Impossibility," a 
paper currency trick. 
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