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Practice exam question 

The Monk and the Gothic 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 19 of the magazine. 

The opening of an answer 
The passage is, on many levels, typical of early Gothic literature. Its narrative, in which the main 
events are extreme and designed to grip, revolt and — perhaps in a voyeuristic way — fascinate the 
reader, takes place in the typically Gothic setting of an underground crypt, which adds to the mood of 
horror. The situation, where a wicked villain and a saintly victim are juxtaposed, uses familiar Gothic 
stereotypes. Lewis’s strategies position the reader in a paradoxical place: a strange, loathsome world 
in which sensational, horrific events take place. But also, for readers of the Gothic genre, a familiar 
place in which it is safe for them to enjoy feelings of horror and disgust. 

Lewis builds an atmosphere of terror in many ways, not least through characterisation. He presents 
Ambrosio and Antonia as villainy and virtue respectively, with limited characterisation beyond that of 
stereotypes. Hence, at critical points, Lewis identifies them according to their functions in the narrative: 
Ambrosio becomes ‘the Ravisher’ and Antonia the ‘Unfortunate’. Lewis evokes a terrifying mood by 
developing a contrast in their extreme feelings and actions. For example, he uses anthesis as he 
describes how ‘the Friar’s passion became more ardent, and Antonia’s terror more intense’, 
contrasting ‘passion’ and ‘terror’ as well as their adjectives ‘ardent’ and ‘intense’, and using syntax to 
emphasise these contrasting feelings. Such uses of contrast build as the narrative progresses: the 
more passive Antonia is, the more active Ambrosio becomes. The more she expresses ‘disgust’ and 
opposition, the more inflamed become his ‘desires’. In this way, paradoxically, his brutality is supplied 
‘with additional strength’. Gothic fictions are typically charged with extremes of emotion and, as we 
have seen, this extract from The Monk is no exception. Terror is an extreme emotion and Lewis 
amplifies it at the beginning of the passage by saying it grows ‘more intense’. Indeed, he saturates the 
scene with extreme emotion, building a semantic field of terror, evoking Antonia’s terrified feelings 
vividly, for example, through the use of the onomatopoeic words ‘shriek’ and ‘shrieks’ and by 
describing how she is ‘terrified’ by Ambrosio’s furious caresses and that his actions leave her ‘almost 
lifeless with terror’. 

The ways in which Lewis renders the act of rape evoke terror and horror and are disturbingly varied. 
One method is to describe actions by heaping lurid detail upon lurid detail: Antonia prays, Ambrosio 
throws himself on her, she grows almost ‘lifeless with terror and faint with struggling’, he stifled ‘her 
cries with kisses’, then later he ‘wounded and bruised her tender limbs’. Another method is to leave 
descriptions vague or euphemistic, such as when Ambrosio ‘treated her with the rudeness of an 
unprincipled Barbarian’, ‘made himself Master of her person’ and ‘accomplished his crime’. Perhaps 
this strategy involves the reader in the sense that they have to imagine details themselves, making for 
a more involving yet repugnant experience. While some readers might enjoy such effects of shock and 
disgust, others might find them dissatisfying and distasteful. One of Lewis’s contemporaries, Ann 
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Radcliffe, used the term ‘horror’ to describe overtly shocking effects that move readers directly. She 
contrasted this with ‘terror’ — an effect when the reader’s thoughts and feelings are evoked in a more 
complex and subtle manner. ‘Terror’ she claims, ‘expands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a 
high degree of life’; ‘horror’ merely ‘contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them.’ While it might be 
argued that some of the intentionally vague parts of the passage allow Lewis’s reader to appreciate 
the events with a degree of terror, it is perhaps more fitting overall to consider the passage, with its 
repulsive actions and distasteful descriptions, as being primarily one of horror. 

In addition to evoking feelings of horror, the passage is interesting in its depiction of religion. As Lilla 
Grindlay shows in ‘Monks Behaving Badly’, by the time early Gothic literature flourished, Protestantism 
was firmly entrenched in Britain, and depictions of Catholicism often allowed readers to indulge their 
fascination for the past as well as to see this older form of Christianity as ‘an exotic, strange and 
degenerate other to a Protestant norm’. The passage shows Ambrosio — twice named ‘the Friar’ and 
once ‘the Monk’ — as a ‘Barbarian’ (a primitive and savage non-Christian) who lurks beneath the 
veneer of Catholic respectability. Unlike later Gothic villains, such as the Creature in Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein, this monster has little complexity of characterisation, but seems wholly evil. After the 
turning point at the start of the second paragraph, his wicked feelings change, but do not disappear. 
Lust for Antonia turns to loathing and the reader’s sense of the depravity of the Monk is enhanced and 
their anti-Catholic prejudices are cemented. 

Commentary 
• The answer contains a range of comment on Lewis’s methods — something important when 

responding to a task in which the dominant assessment objective is AO2. 

• Comments are made on finer details, such as syntax and onomatopoeia as well as broader 
areas, such as the build-up of contrasts and the construction of a semantic field. 

• There is developed discussion of the reader’s response, which understanding of the Gothic 
genre helps to shape. 

• Context is used well, being integrated into the argument, giving it authority and helping to 
develop its complexity. The reference to Frankenstein, for example, is succinct and casts light 
on the characterisation of Ambrosio.  

• While AO5 (different interpretations) is not tested on this question, the critical views used offer 
helpful context and are applied to the passage directly, enabling the student to advance a 
confident and informed argument (AO1) as well as analyse how meanings are shaped (AO2). 
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