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Practice exam question 

Gothic literature 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 9 of the magazine. 

Sample from an answer 
The viewpoint raises two prominent issues in Gothic literature and does so provocatively, but in in 
doing so perhaps simplifies the novels. While Gothic fiction famously frightens readers, such kinetic 
effects do not preclude the exploration of serious social issues. Being serious and being shocking are 
not mutually exclusive. This essay argues that Dracula and Frankenstein are certainly both, though 
the serious issues explored are different and are presented differently in each case. Frankenstein can 
be read as a novel that uses frightening and shocking events and monstrous or extreme characters to 
offer a coherent treatise on social justice, while Dracula explores disparate social issues — such as 
late-Victorian anxieties about gender, sexuality, nationality and social class — in a more indirect and 
less connected manner. 

The different ways in which social issues are addressed are in keeping with the formal construction of 
each novel. One is a well-made moral tale with a linear narrative whose subtitle ‘Or the Modern 
Prometheus’, encourages us to read it as a myth or a legend warning of the harm of transgressing 
natural boundaries. The other is a ragged compendium of diary entries, letters and other sources, 
whose meanings are much more open and whose social concerns are more diffuse. The progression 
of the novels’ main narratives is similar in the sense that they draw the reader into each world before 
narrating shocking events, allowing for more far-reaching and powerful effects. 

In the case of Frankenstein, all the narrative events are linked and the shocking details are a means 
by which Shelley explores social issues, something that her husband, Percy, drew out in an early 
review: ‘Treat a person ill, and he will become wicked. Requite affection with scorn…divide him, a 
social being, from society, and you impose upon him the irresistible obligations — malevolence and 
selfishness’ (Shelley, P., ‘The Athenaeum’, 1831). 

Yet, in Dracula, while all of the events relate in some way to the titular character, they are more 
disconnected. For example, we have Dr Seward’s diary entries, a pasted cutting from the Dailygraph 
and Jonathan Harker’s journal. The effects of these different narratives are both of offering a sense of 
authenticity — they seem like primary sources (which the novel’s preface underlines) — and of 
disquieting the reader. The relationships between narratives are not always clear, the issues 
addressed seem disparate and they create a general sense of anxiety as the reader is unable to focus 
fully on one story or a single social issue. For example, Mina’s early writing deals breezily with 
contemporary debates about the position of women in ways that seem incidental to the main plot, 
suggesting that she and Lucy, who ate heartily ‘in an old-fashioned inn’ would have ‘shocked the “New 
Woman” with our appetites’ (Stoker, p. 99). Mina alludes to Victorian debates about femininity: a new 
type of female had been identified and labelled as the ‘new woman’ or ‘girl of the period’. Such women 
were attacked by the journalist Eliza Lynn Linton for the twin evils of flirting and wearing makeup. Such 
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a ‘creature whose sole idea of life is fun; whose sole aim is unbounded luxury’ was deemed a danger 
to society (Linton, 1868). While such social engagement seems light — Mina has a joke at her own 
expense and mocks non-traditional modes of femininity — and disconnected from the narrative of 
vampirism, perhaps it explores overtly what is examined subtextually in the main plot. Vampirism and 
the responses to it might be seen as ways in which Stoker explores sexual desire and fears of 
uncontrolled female sexual desire. Lucy is Stoker’s main vehicle for exploring these. Her desire for 
multiple sexual partners is disguised in a joke to Mina about her three suitors: ‘Why can’t they let a girl 
marry three men, or as many as want her, and save all this trouble.’ As Freud argues in ‘Jokes and 
their relation to the unconscious’ (Richards, ed., 1973), humour often reveals true feelings hidden 
within the unconscious. Stoker underlines his theme by presenting repressed female desire in other 
ways: symbolically through the blood transfusions that mean Lucy has the fluids of three different men 
in her system and in her encounters with Dracula, that are riven with sexual overtones, such as when 
she is bitten in Whitby and ‘her lips were parted and she was breathing . . . in long heavy gasps’ 
(Stoker, p. 102). The scenes of vampirism are ambiguous in that they disturb and thrill the reader, but 
their social significance is never mentioned overtly, though remains in the subtext.  

By contrast, Shelley’s exploration of social issues is more overt. While a reader steeped in popular 
culture’s images of horror and the Creature as a monster or special effect is, as is argued in 
‘Frankenstein’s Creature: more than a monster?’, ‘more likely to respond to horrific and sensational 
elements rather than those of seriousness’ (McBratney, 2019), the actual text makes its message 
about social justice clear. This is particularly true in the scenes of the Creature’s development 
independent of any paternal or maternal care, especially those that show his altruistic actions and 
responses to the de Lacey family. The scholarly Creature learns from overhearing the cottagers 
reading and discussing texts like Volney’s Ruins of Empires that: 

‘the possessions most esteemed by your fellow creatures were high and unsullied descent 
united with riches. A man might be respected with only one of these advantages, but without 
either he was considered, except in very rare instances, as a vagabond and a slave, doomed 
to waste his powers for the profits of the chosen few!’ (Shelley, M., p.165) 

Note the astonished and disgusted tone of these comments which culminate in a nearly incredulous 
exclamatory sentence. Any reader who can empathise with the outcast Creature and respond to his 
intellectual development is likely to share his views and see Frankenstein, not him, as the villain of the 
piece. Yet the view in the question cites ‘Gothic literature’, rather than the authors of the novels, and, 
viewed through the prism of the Gothic genre, it is possible to move from pure textual meaning and to 
consider the novel’s frightening and horrific effects as being pre-eminent. In this way, moments like the 
above might be glossed over by readers who have been primed by prior experience of the Gothic — in 
both literature and popular culture — and focus on elements like monstrous creation scenes, the fears 
of the creator and the crimes of his creation. 

Commentary 
• The essay begins by responding to the terms of the question directly and gives the reader a 

clear sense of its argument, comparing both novels and offering a strong overview. 

• Each paragraph makes the comparative nature of the task clear in its opening sentence. The 
second paragraph opens by setting up a comparison of form and the third, which begins ‘By 
contrast’ makes it clear that the argument is proceeding by means of comparison. 
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• The analysis is broad-ranging. While the analytical comparison of form explores the novels at 
the broad level of genre/form, closer reading is also apparent, with, for example, commentary 
on the language used to depict Lucy’s response to being bitten. In all cases, the analysis 
serves the overall argument. 

• Context is well-integrated and helps to develop the argument. For example, the quotation from 
Eliza Lynn Linton supports the point about Dracula exploring social issues, and the later 
application of Freud adds credibility and complexity to the argument that the novel explores 
sexuality subtextually. 

• Referencing is clear and consistent, though the quoted material from Linton and Percy Shelly 
should include page references. 
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