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Guide to Responding to Reading Questions on The Monk 

 

Please note that answers will vary.  Here are some sample responses. 

 

1. Sydney Conger states that the medieval church’s focus on confessions and penance 
“facilitates the ‘transformation of sex into discourse’ about sins and ills, a materialization 
of a cultural system for dealing with sexuality as illness.”  Thus, Lewis’s cast of corrupt 
confessors and penitents seems to question the validity of a system that requires 
confession and penance as a mode of moral superiority. 

2. Lewis seems to blame the victim throughout The Monk.  Women who are at all self-
assertive in The Monk are tortured or killed.  When Ambrosio's mother interrupts his 
attempts to rape Antonia, he kills her.  The prioress is murdered after abusing her power 
in the convent; therefore, the mob murders her.  Agnes is entombed alive by the nuns 
because of her sexual indiscretion.  Matilda/Rosario is the exception, but her 
“femaleness” is in question due to her cross-dressing. 

3. In The Monk the character Rosario/Matilda never discloses a “true” gender.  Absent 
of a defining sexual/gender identity, Rosario/Matilda’s relationship with Ambrosio must 
also remain indeterminate.  By the end of The Monk, we learn only that Matilda is “a 
subordinate but crafty spirit” who dons a female guise to tempt Ambrosio.  As such, 
Rosario/Matilda’s relationship with Ambrosio becomes a site for Sedgwick’s “known and 
the unknown, the explicit and the inexplicit around homo/heterosexual definition.” 

4. Lewis’s damsel in distress, Antonia, sits in stark contrast to Radcliffe’s Emily.  While 
Antonia waits to be rescued, ultimately suffering both rape and brutal murder at the 
hands of her brother,  Emily comes through all her horrors and ending her days in the 
pastoral serenity of the valley, pensively musing on her father's memory, and confident 
that his injunction to demonstrate the strength of sensibility has been obeyed.  However, 
Lewis’s Matilda complicates both views of the gothic damsel in distress.  Matilda is a 
cross dressing, sensual, manipulating sorceress who is in control of her fate even as 
she is being sentenced to death.  Matilda’s characterization is further complicated by 
the ambiguity surrounding her “true” gender. 

 

 

 


