
Whitby’s Literary Scene 

 

 

Can a small town with a population of around 14,000 

people and which teeters on the edge of the North 

Yorkshire moors be said to have a literary scene?  The 

fact remains that the town is most well-known these 

days for a work of literature: Dracula.  Indeed, as 

postcards for sale locally proclaim – this is not just 

Whitby, it is... 

Whitby Abbey from Pannet Park Museum 



 

 

Yet, it is only comparatively recently that Whitby has 

stepped into the role of “Hallowe’en Town”1, when a 1986 

movie remake of Dracula prompted the opening of The 

Dracula Experience on Marine Parade in the town, and 

the recognition that vampires were “good for tourism”2. 

“Dracula,” Barnett argues, “has made Whitby famous 

beyond the catchment area of those who would normally 
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holiday in a town that has, admittedly, much more going 

for it than merely vampires.  But something captivated 

Stoker enough to make the place almost a character in 

its own right in Dracula and has done the same to other 

writers as well.”3 

 

It is undeniable that there are a host of other writers who 

have been inspired, and continue to find this rugged 

coastal town a site for inspiration.  One needs to go 

much further back than the just the last century to 

understand this fully.   

 

One of the earliest poems in English 

Literature was reputed to have been 

inspired upon the site of Whitby 

Abbey in the days when St. Hilda 

ruled over the monastery.  The 

legend states that Caedmon was  
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Caedmon from 

orthodoxwiki.org 



visited by an angel whilst he slept, who commanded him 

to “sing to me [...] sing of the origin of things,...” and 

Caedmon “at once [..] began to do so, and in verse he 

sang the praise of the Creator.”4 

 

In the Whitby Literary and Philosophical Society, there 

are two volumes dedicated to Whitby writers and their 

works; neither are small books and they cover everything 

from a poet with links to Sheffield’s own Ebenezer Elliott, 

whose statue graces Weston Park (John Watkins, a  
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Elliott’s statue in Weston Park, Sheffield 

Whitby 

solicitor who 

married 

Elliott’s 

daughter) to 

more recent 

popular  



novelists Leo Walmsley and Storm Jameson.   

 

Yet, if there was a golden age of literature for Whitby, for 

many people, it would be the Victorian age.  It was 

during the nineteenth century that the town became a 

popular place to visit for tourists, and among them, 

many writers (as is evidenced by the numerous blue 

plaques outside various houses in the town, 

commemorating famous visitors.) 

 

6 Royal Crescent, the site where 

Bram Stoker stayed during his visit 

to the town 

Listed among those 

illustrious visitors to the 

town were Elizabeth 

Gaskell, George Du 

Maurier, Violet Hunt, 

Charles L. Dodgson (aka 

Lewis Carroll), Arthur 

Machen and Wilkie Collins, 

who was reputed to have 

penned his novel No Name 



whilst staying at the Royal Hotel in the town.  

 

 

Indeed, it has almost become difficult to perceive Whitby 

as anything other than a Victorian town.   Partly, I feel, 

this is to do with the reputation Stoker’s famous novel 

has imbued it with.  As Faber’s main character, Sian, in 

his Whitby-based novella The Hundred and Ninety-Nine 

Steps observes: 

The Royal Hotel, where Wilkie Collins stayed whilst writing No Name 



 Now, in the unpeopled stillness of night, Whitby 

looked, to Sian, distinctly Victorian.  She didn't 

know why - the buildings and streets were much 

older than that, mostly.  But it wasn't a matter of 

architecture; it was a matter of atmosphere.  The 

glow of the streetlamps could almost be gaslight; the 

obscure buildings and darkened doorways scowled 

with menace, like a movie backdrop for yet another 

version of Bram Stoker's Dracula.5 
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The many visitors to the 

bi-annual Goth 

weekends add to the 

sense that time for the 

town stopped 

somewhere in the 

nineteenth-century.  

The “goths” who visit 

wear  an array of 

costumes, many of them 

Whitby Goths, 24-26 April 2015 



consciously recreating Victorianesque finery. 

 

 

However, there is more to it than two Goth weekends a 

year and the macabre reputation bestowed upon the 

town by one spooky novel.  As Barnett notes: “it seems to 

me that the town has transcended its links with Stoker 

to emerge as one of the few places remaining in Britain 

today with genuine, palpable atmosphere.”6  With the 
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Whitby Goths, parade up the street from the Harbour, 24-26 April 2015 



ruins of the abbey ever brooding over the town, 

surrounded on both sides by the sea with its ever-

changing moods, its numerous dark corners and many 

“yards” with curious names such as “Arguments Yard” or  

 

 

introduces his book of poetry dedicated to Whitby There 

Are No Such Things as Seagulls by claiming: “For many 

years Whitby has been a spiritual place for me – a place I 

“Bakehouse Yard”, 

Whitby seems to me 

to be a place of 

genuine, evocative 

atmosphere.  It is a 

place which 

continues to inspire 

literature, including 

contemporary 

Leeds-based poet, 

David Agnew who  

 

Arguments Yard, Whitby 



go to restore or renew myself when life has become 

difficult.”7  Indeed, one suspects that if the atmosphere 

could be bottled somehow, it would prove a bestseller as 

an accompaniment to creative writing courses.   

 

I asked the librarian at the Whitby Literary and 

Philosophical Society why she thought the town inspired 

so much creative effort.  Her answer was wonderful: “Our 

horizons have always been wider than most towns 

because we could always go out to sea.”  If you are 

struggling to get that novel down on paper, it seems to 

me that you could do much worse than spend some time 

in Whitby.   
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Their horizons are much wider than most people’s and 

there is plenty of inspiration and evocative atmosphere to 

be had. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Val Derbyshire 

Whitby; a town with wider horizons than most 


