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THE MONK – A ROMANCE

MATTHEW LEWIS was born in 1775, the eldest child of a civil servant, Matthew Lewis, and his wife, Frances. He was educated at Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford. During his time as a student he visited both Paris and Weimar (Germany), where he absorbed the drama and literature of the time and began to write. After graduation he held a position in the British Embassy at The Hague. It was there, in 1794, that he wrote The Monk. A Gothic romance written under the influence of the early German romantics, it combined several literary styles and was very popular. It was also controversial because of its racy content and the author’s recently acquired status of MP – Lewis’s father having secured the position for him after his return from Holland. Amid the ensuing hue and cry Lewis withdrew The Monk, only reissuing it after making alterations. After this success Lewis turned his energies to the stage, but the death of his father in 1812 and the inheritance of sizeable Jamaican estates and the responsibility that accompanied them ended his theatrical career. Lewis died in 1818 on a return journey from Jamaica having contracted yellow fever while there. The journals of his visits there were published as The Journal of a West Indian Proprietor in 1834.
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INTRODUCTION

Such was the success of The Monk when it was published in 1796 that for the rest of his life its author, Matthew Gregory Lewis, was commonly referred to as ‘Monk’ Lewis. Reading the novel today, we may be surprised that he was happy to have it so closely identified with him personally. Its concern with sex and violence seems so revealing of its author’s darker feelings that we might expect him to want to distance himself from his creation, and the monk himself is a character who is both a criminal and a victim. Lewis however wrote in the early years of Romanticism, when the ideas of self-expression in art and the close connection between the artist’s life and work were new and exciting. For us it may seem naive that he was content to be identified with his fiction, and his fictional hero, but at the time such an identification offered a new way of reading and new ways of seeing the world and the individual’s place in it, however disturbing that might be.

Matthew Lewis’s place in the world was actually rather divided, between the world of duty and responsibility represented by his father and the more unstable, yet more artistic, world associated with his mother. He was born in 1775, the eldest child of Matthew Lewis and his wife Frances. He had two sisters and a brother. Lewis’s father was born in 1750 in Jamaica, where he had large estates, but in 1772 he was appointed as Chief Clerk in the War Office and three years later became Deputy-Secretary at War as well. He retained these well-paid offices until 1803, when he retired after over thirty years as a loyal and dependable civil servant. Lewis’s mother, however, was not so respectable. In 1781 she left her husband to live with a music master, moving from place to place to avoid Mr Lewis. The scandal was such that his superiors instructed him to divorce his wife, a process which at that time involved the passage of a bill of divorce through Parliament. This was presented in 1783, but was voted down, and the marriage officially continued, though husband and wife lived separate lives until his death in 1812. The children lived with their father, but Matthew never forgot his mother and when he grew up visited and corresponded with her, acting sometimes as intermediary between his parents. His handling of this difficult family situation is one of the more attractive aspects of Lewis’s life and character. He was rewarded by the support and encouragement of his mother in his literary activities, so that it is tempting to say that from her he derived his artistic talents.

His education was conventional. After Westminster School he went to Oxford, graduating in 1794. While still a student he began visiting continental Europe – Paris in 1791 and Weimar in Germany in 1792. In France he seems to have studied the contemporary theatre pretty thoroughly and written a comic play, as well as songs and part of a novel; in Germany he met the poets Goethe and Wieland, if only briefly, and became familiar with a wide range of new German literature, which was to influence The Monk. Lewis had some ability as a linguist and learnt enough German to read works not yet translated into English and therefore largely unknown to the British public. He certainly saw an opportunity to act as a channel of communication between contemporary German and English literature; in 1793, for example, he began a translation of one of Schiller’s major plays, Kabale und Liebe. He also wrote another comedy, The East Indian, which he tried unsuccessfully to have performed in London, and began sending verses and other small items to newspapers. He was clearly desperate to make a name for himself as a writer in some form, though his allowance from his father, and the prospect of a large inheritance, meant he did not need financial success as a writer. He wanted only the fame. His mother’s encouragement of his literary ambitions contrasted, predictably, with his father’s plan for Matthew to become a diplomat. After his graduation he was sent to the British Embassy at The Hague in Holland, which he found dull and expensive. It was here that he claimed he wrote The Monk.

‘What do you think of my having written, in the space of ten weeks, a romance of between three and four hundred pages octavo?’ Lewis wrote to his mother on 23 September 1794. ‘It is called “The Monk”, and I am myself so pleased with it, that, if the booksellers will not buy it, I shall publish it myself.’1 In fact there are signs that Lewis began the book much earlier. In 1792 he mentions in a letter to his mother that he has begun ‘a Romance in the style of The Castle of Otranto’2 (the short 1764 novel by Horace Walpole which is generally taken to be the beginning of the Gothic novel in English), and from time to time he remarks on the progress of this in his letters. He took it up again when he arrived in Holland in May 1794, when, he said, ‘I was induced to go on with it by reading The Mysteries of Udolpho, which is in my opinion one of the most interesting books that ever have been published’.3 Ann Radcliffe’s novel, central to the history of the Gothic novel in English, had just appeared. This comment suggests, together with his earlier reference to The Castle of Otranto, how Lewis took inspiration from other works, and indicates that The Monk, after a couple of years of gestation, writing and rewriting, with perhaps some false starts, at last came together in Lewis’s mind when he read The Mysteries of Udolpho. He was then able to finish the text in what seemed to him a remarkably short space of time.

Some printed copies of The Monk dated 1795 have been found, but this edition was not widely circulated and was reissued, with a new title page and a new year of publication, in March 1796.4 Four months later there was a favourable review in the Monthly Mirror and in October another in the Analytical Review. In the same month a second edition appeared, suggesting that the first had sold very well. Lewis, who had kept his name off the title page of the first edition, out of modesty or prudence, now let it appear, adding the letters ‘MP’, for after his return from Holland his father obtained for him a seat as a Member of Parliament. Lewis’s pride in his new position and in the success of his novel, which no doubt prompted his bringing them together on the title page of the second edition, was to lead to trouble. In February 1797 the Critical Review published an article on The Monk by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, one of the leading English Romantic poets and critics. Coleridge, while acknowledging the vigorous imagination and clever structure of the novel, attacked its style as gaudy and inappropriate and the plot as far-fetched and unnatural. Worse, he accused the book of ‘lacking moral truth’ and of portraying scenes of lust and debauchery in a way likely to corrupt readers. It is a book ‘which if a parent saw in the hands of a son or daughter he might reasonably turn pale’,5 he wrote. He singled out the passage in Chapter VII, where Lewis facetiously comments on the sexual improprieties of the Bible, for particular condemnation, and then marvelled that the author of such a work should dare to admit that he is ‘a Legislator! – We stare and tremble.’6

Modern readers may find some of this criticism hard to understand, especially from Coleridge, whose own works can be quite racy and whose opium addiction and hopeless marital situation hardly give him much right to judge others. His attack on The Monk, however, had a powerful effect and was immediately joined by others. The most virulent opponent of the novel was Thomas James Mathias, author of a satirical poem, The Pursuits of Literature, which appeared in various versions in the 1790s. Mathias attacked a wide range of contemporary writers in the text and notes of his poem, and in July 1797 he repeated Coleridge’s strictures on The Monk. In addition, Mathias stated that the seventh chapter of the novel, where the comments on the Bible are made, was open to legal action as blasphemous. Others quickly took up this notion and there were signs that The Monk was to be a test case for a growing movement to enforce puritanical standards of public morality. At least one critic suggests that there was also a political motive for the attack on the novel, as an attempt to embarrass not just the author but also his father, and the government he served.7

It is not clear whether in fact a court case was begun against the book, but in any event Lewis gave way before the onslaught. He withdrew the third edition of the novel, which had appeared in April 1797, and replaced it in the following year with a fourth edition in which he made many changes and alterations. The damage, however, was done and The Monk now had an unalterable reputation for blasphemy and obscenity. Whatever this affected, it did not harm sales; as Lewis’s modern biographer puts it, the public ‘had been told that the book was horrible, blasphemous and lewd, and they rushed to put their morality to the test’.8 Copies became much sought after, and numerous editions (some pirated), abridgements and chapbook versions were published. The theatrical potential of the story was almost immediately recognized and stage adaptations soon appeared; there was even a ballet based on the ballad of ‘Alonzo the Brave’.

Lewis was now able to persuade publishers and theatre managers to consider the other works he had written, and would write. Though he remained a Member of Parliament until 1802, his political career took second place to his literary career, which was mainly pursued in the theatre. One of his first ventures was his most successful. The Castle Spectre was first performed in December 1797, ran for three months, and was frequently revived in other years. As the title suggests, it is a Gothic play with a ghost in it, and as such is an obvious extension of Lewis’s success with The Monk. It is often said that by the end of the eighteenth century the tradition of Gothic represented by Walpole, Radcliffe, Lewis and others had passed its peak and was in decline, but it would be truer to say that Gothic shifted from the novel to the drama. Lewis’s career exemplifies this. Although he published some Gothic tales and poems, his energies after The Monk were directed to the theatre, producing original plays, adaptations and translations. The theatre offered scope for more striking and emotionally extreme effects than the novel, and Lewis was a leader in exploiting the possibilities of new stage machinery and techniques.

The death of Lewis’s father in 1812 ended his theatrical career. He now became a rich man with considerable responsibilities; his estates in Jamaica were worked by about four hundred slaves. Though Lewis condemned the Slave Trade and approved of its abolition in Britain in 1807, he did not believe in the emancipation of those already enslaved, but when he visited his estates in 1816 he instituted a number of reforms aimed at improving the lives of his slaves. This brought him the suspicion and dislike of the other slave-owners on the island. On his return he stayed only a few weeks in England before setting off on a tour of the continent, meeting Byron and Shelley in Switzerland before travelling south to Italy, returning to London in October 1817. Next month he sailed again for Jamaica to inspect his properties and check on the reforms he had made. As on his previous visit he kept a journal, which was eventually to be published in 1834 and is a valuable source of information about Jamaica in Lewis’s time. When he boarded ship for England in May 1818, however, he was already infected with yellow fever. Within a few days he was dead and buried at sea; like the unfortunate hero of his most famous work, his body was taken by the waves.

The Monk is Lewis’s only substantial piece of fiction and even so it shows strong influences from the theatre. The most prominent of these influences is Shakespeare. The structure of the novel, with two plots which reflect each other and converge in a final climax, mimics Shakespearean tragedies such as King Lear, and various scenes and characters owe something to Shakespeare; for example, the meeting of Ambrosio and Antonia among the tombs in Chapter XI clearly derives from the last act of Romeo and Juliet. The main plot, centring on the Monk himself, Ambrosio, dominates the first and last parts of the book. It opens with a grand scene, in which several important characters are drawn together. The spectacle of Ambrosio’s preaching is a public one, but the real interest of the scene, as of the novel as a whole, is in individuals and their private lives. Lewis skilfully encourages this interest in the reader, too, by the accounts of Ambrosio in the first chapter, which make us wish to know more, a wish which is granted when in Chapter II we are allowed not only into the monk’s private room but into his mind itself, where we find a dangerous conflict between Ambrosio’s public reputation and his inner self: ‘humility’s semblance combated with the reality of pride’ (p. 38). This theme, of the conflict between individual desire and the expectations of the community, is immediately reinforced by the next scene, the discovery of Agnes’s breach of the vows of chastity enforced on her as a nun. Here Lewis introduces his secondary plot, but neatly links it thematically to the main one and at the same time foreshadows its development; like Agnes, Ambrosio, despite his vows, falls to sexual temptation and steps on the path which will divide him from the community to which he belongs.

No sooner has he done so than the novel switches to the story of Raymond and Agnes in a long intrusive narration, clumsily placed between the consummation of Ambrosio’s lust and his first pangs of post-coital remorse. Raymond’s narrative, however, does have the advantage of a welcome variation in technique, from third person to first person, which promotes the greater sympathy the reader should feel for Raymond than for the sinning monk. As with Agnes’s briefer narrative in Chapter XI, the first-person point of view highlights the emotions of the story-teller and the sense of the individual’s struggle with an unpredictable and dangerous world. Raymond’s story takes the novel out of its main location, a somewhat sketchily realized Madrid, and enables Lewis to introduce two fine Gothic episodes, an adventure among outlaws and an encounter with the supernatural – the Bleeding Nun. Both episodes contain incidents which seem designed for the stage, for example, Marguerite’s attempts to warn Raymond of his danger without alerting the bandits, or the entrance of the Bleeding Nun herself. Both also offer further parallels to the main theme: the plight of Marguerite, condemned to live a life she detests, is like that of Agnes, and the story of the Bleeding Nun, who also broke her vows, offers another reflection of it, as well as reminding us of the situation of Ambrosio and Matilda. Lewis partly justifies the intrusiveness of the subplot by linking it closely to the main action thematically.

One significant link is that both plots depend for their outcomes on unmaskings and discoveries. The two plots converge nicely both in terms of action – the simultaneous discovery of Agnes and Ambrosio in the cemetery – and also in terms of imagery. Both centre on motions of penetration. Characters are constantly involved in attempts to get into confined places or to find people out (in either sense of the phrase). So, with the help of Matilda’s sorcery, Ambrosio penetrates into Antonia’s bedroom, while Raymond, Lorenzo and Theodore struggle to get access to Agnes in the convent, and on another level Ambrosio discovers the novice Rosario is not what he seems, and as readers we await the moment when the monk and the prioress are revealed for what we know them to be. A strong feature of the narrative technique is that the reader is given privileged information about the characters and plot (indeed, the gypsy’s prophecy in Chapter I accurately predicts much of the story) which, as Maggie Kilgour says, ‘gives the reader a sense of control and power over the narrative’.9 The predictability of events, however, also gives the plot a feeling of inevitability, and this allows the novel to explore ‘the relation between a known conclusion and the suspense that defers it’.10 Though Lewis’s use of the intruded narrative of Raymond is awkward, he correctly sees the value of delaying the dénouement of his novel and shows some skill in teasing the reader by bringing Ambrosio and Agnes close to discovery at several points only to have them avoid it. Finally, he breaks the suspense in spectacular fashion by having the prioress unmasked, and Agnes’s fate revealed, at the height of a procession of nuns which turns into a riot, an outburst of public violence which mirrors the final excess of Ambrosio’s lust, and during which his guilt is fortuitously discovered. After this the last chapter is an ironic epilogue, in which the monk struggles to reverse the direction of the narrative – now he wants out of somewhere, not in. To escape prison and punishment he is willing to drop his pretences and admit he is of the devil’s party, but this final, voluntary self-revelation leads only to his effacement in a grisly death. Fittingly, he is now completely alone, having cut himself off from the community of his fellow beings.

The message of the novel seems to be that, though we need the institutions of society, a terrible price is paid for them in terms of personal repression. There is much abuse of authority, by Ambrosio and the prioress, for example, and by Agnes’s aunt, the Baroness Lindenberg, and also by characters of whom we are supposed to approve, like Raymond and Lorenzo, who make use of what social position they have to obtain favours and assert their wills. Oppressive forces, such as the Holy Inquisition, loom over the characters. This is partly Lewis’s anti-Catholic bias, but also a more general picture of a world where individuals are at the mercy of sinister social organizations. Women seem particularly vulnerable, though when they are possessed of some authority, like the prioress and the baroness, they are shown to be just as tyrannical as men. But if organized society is oppressive, ordinary people are not shown in a better light; freed from restraint for a time, they exact a terrible vengeance in an orgy of violence in the riot in Chapter X. Violence, indeed, is common at all levels, institutionalized in church and state, so that the bandits in the forest seem no better nor worse than the prioress and her nuns who torment Agnes, and barely restrained, if at all, in individuals. It is a dark passion which serves the selfish, greedy opportunism that drives Ambrosio to disaster. It is connected, as the hostile critics of the novel realized, with sex. All the characters are driven by sexual desire. This has terrible consequences, yet Lewis seems not to present desire as bad in itself. When Ambrosio succumbs to Matilda’s charms, Lewis asks ‘Who then can wonder if he yielded to the temptation?’ (p. 81). Agnes similarly yields to Raymond when morality and prudence say she should not. Sexual desire overwhelms other thoughts and feelings, at least for a while. But Lewis is equally clear that sex is not just a matter for individuals. It has a social context which is better not ignored. It leads to commitments and complications. Other people – mothers, brothers, friends and, as Agnes’s case shows, children – are involved. Indeed, Ambrosio’s problem is that he believes, wrongly, that he is beyond such attachments; his lust drives Antonia into such a state; and Agnes’s rescue consists of a restoration of the social ties which have been stripped from her.

Sex, however, is associated in The Monk not only with violence but also with death. Matilda worms her way into Ambrosio’s embrace after a complicated sequence of poison and illness. He will later drug Antonia to a death-like state to overcome her resistance. All three, together with Agnes, will descend deeper into the underground graveyard as the novel goes on. But it is in the second plot that the most graphic image of sex joined with death appears, when Raymond embraces the Bleeding Nun, claiming her as his, as she in turn will claim him. David Morse is one of several modern critics to see the Bleeding Nun as central to the deeper meaning of the novel:

The myth of the Bleeding Nun is built around a structural opposition between the fact that the nun is veiled and the fact that she is bleeding. The veil stands for the traditional chastity ascribed to women, the fact that their charms are traditionally covered, the belief that sex does not and need not concern them. The symbol of the veil is contradicted by the symbol of blood, which implies both the defloration of the virgin and the menstrual flow, which is a perpetual sign of a woman’s capacity to have children.11

Morse’s mention of the nun’s veil reminds us of the opening scene of the novel, when Lorenzo and Christoval try to see behind Antonia’s veil, a desire for the uncovering of female beauty which reappears in a different context when Matilda discloses herself to Ambrosio. But Morse goes further in generalizing about the women in the novel. ‘All the female characters,’ he writes, ‘are shown to be highly sexed – in fact, the women characteristically take the initiative.’12 Indeed, Matilda becomes so much the dominant partner in her relationship with Ambrosio that they almost undergo a role reversal, with the result that he, ‘[n]ow she assumed a sort of courage and manliness in her manners and discourse, but ill calculated to please him’ (p. 200), transfers his attention to Antonia.

Is it possible then to see in The Monk a positive perception of women’s sexuality, a recognition of the falsity of what Morse defines as ‘the belief that sex does not and need not concern them’? There certainly seems to be a vast difference between Lewis’s women and the heroines of Ann Radcliffe. Emily in The Mysteries of Udolpho is a passive figure who seems always at the mercy of more vigorous individuals, especially men. Her father organizes her life and education, and when he dies she becomes the victim of more unscrupulous figures, notably the sinister and unprincipled Montoni, who takes her to the castle of Udolpho, where she lives as his prisoner, exposed to his threats. To be sure, she is the most refined and sensitive character in the novel, and clearly has the author’s sympathy and moral approval. She hardly says or does one wrong thing in nearly seven hundred pages, and besides is accomplished in music, poetry, painting and conversation. Her feelings for natural scenery are particularly tender, and of course she is absolutely incapable of anything approaching indelicate behaviour, let alone impropriety. The contrast with Agnes is quite strong. Lewis’s character flirts with her lover, makes fun of religious superstition and attempts to use it to aid her elopement. She meets her lover at night in lonely places, and yields her virtue to his desires. What’s more, she is capable of arguing strongly in her own defence and refuses to be condemned by conventional judges. Marguerite, the bandit’s wife, also admits she loved unwisely, but does not therefore admit that she must spend the rest of her life paying for her mistake. In contrast, the over-protected and timid Antonia seems to be the object of criticism at various points in the early part of the novel for her dimness about her own feelings and those of others and her consequent lack of honesty about herself. She has a problem, which she does not recognize, in the way her mother tries to shield her from life, but the inadequacy of Elvira’s methods of upbringing themselves suggest criticism of the ideal of sheltered feminine innocence her daughter is made to represent.

But though this way of arguing may make the treatment of women in the novel seem more interesting and unprejudiced than Mrs Radcliffe’s, it is not easy to sustain this view. As Jacqueline Howard says, ‘although the novel offers sympathetic and respectful representations of sexually active women whose lives are being ruined by the corruption and small-mindedness of society, it is difficult to maintain that The Monk champions a liberated attitude to women’s sexuality’.13 For one thing, there is the unliberated way that the ruined Antonia is quickly disposed of as the object of Lorenzo’s affections in favour of a new female character introduced for no better reason than to provide the second hero of the novel with a bride, thus ensuring the usual ending in marital bliss for all good characters. Virginia de Villa-Franca appears in Chapter X as the brilliant centre-piece of the nun’s procession, like a crowned beauty queen, and if anything she stands for an even more sexist view of women than the unfortunate girl she replaces. But it is not just Lewis’s conventional regard for tying true love knots at the end of his novel which betrays him. Throughout, the tone of the narrator in referring to women is shallow and sexist. As Howard says, ‘the narrator is too frequently given to affirming various essentialist statements about women’.14 The most glaring example of this is the treatment of Leonella, Antonia’s ugly, man-hungry aunt, who is clearly meant by Lewis as a figure of fun.

As well as revealing the crass underside of Lewis’s attitudes to women, Leonella also reveals more of his literary debts and his use of them. She is a character in the long line of comic middle-aged women, bawdy yet prudish, ill-educated but unabashed, silly yet cunning, who appear in eighteenth-century novels like Joseph Andrews and Humphry Clinker and, even more, in Restoration and eighteenth-century plays. Jacintha, the garrulous landlady, is another such character; significantly, she is introduced when Leonella leaves the story, filling the gap Lewis thinks she has left. What both characters have is a voice. Like the stage characters on which they are modelled, they talk, often inconsequentially, usually suggestively and always at length. Having said that, and implied that this is tiresome, it should be added that Lewis’s use of a dramatic style of presentation is one of the strengths of the novel. He relies very much on dialogue to further the action, so that important information is conveyed to the reader not by the narrator but by one character telling another. This allows the characters to be expressive. When describing his characters, Lewis also uses a theatrical technique and relies much on gesture and physical signs of emotion. Along with a clear sense of where his characters are at any given point, conveyed to the reader in economic but telling detail, Lewis seems to have a strong visual awareness of how they look and what they are doing. The effects he aims for are often lurid and extreme, as when in Chapter VII Ambrosio rages in his cell after Elvira forbids him to visit Antonia again: ‘he paced the chamber with disordered steps, howled with impotent fury, dashed himself violently against the walls, and indulged all the transports of rage and madness’ (p. 227). This is like a set of stage directions for an actor playing the part of a disappointed villain in a melodrama, but however stagy the effect of this and similar passages in the novel they give it a directness and liveliness of presentation which contrasts with the long, meditative paragraphs of Mrs Radcliffe. Lewis also constructs his novel round a series of incidents, like the events of a play, varying them between the public and the private and including some large set-pieces and some thrilling spectacles, notably the summoning of a devil at the end of Chapter VII and the grand procession, and its aftermath, in Chapter X. In this sort of scene Lewis shows a nice sense of the power of ceremonial ritual, even in a written description, in building atmosphere and expectation, and he also shows a pleasing ability to surprise the reader, as when the summoned devil’s appearance is the reverse of what is expected. It is typical that in this scene Lewis pays attention to the senses of sound and smell as well as sight. Coleridge was right to describe The Monk as the product of an imagination ‘rich, powerful, and fervid’,15 even though he felt this was not matched by moral insight.

The greatest difference between The Monk and a stage play is the presence of a narrator who comes between the reader and the action. It is indeed this narrator whom Jacqueline Howard most blames for the sexism in the novel, since his comments on women are so prejudiced and cannot be blamed on any of the characters. Modern criticism, of course, pedantically refuses to identify narrators with authors, though the feminist critics of The Monk come close to doing so. It is tempting to speculate that the novel’s divided attitude to women, that they ought to be pure and innocent like Antonia, but in fact they are as susceptible to sexual feeling as Agnes (see David Morse’s comments on the Bleeding Nun above), reflects Lewis’s own feelings about his beloved but erring mother. The narrator’s tone is also easy to relate to what we might suppose the young Lewis was like – brash, jaunty, eager to please, anxious to seem adult and knowing but more often immature in taste and judgement, though this at least makes for a pleasing freedom from hidebound attitudes and a refreshing willingness to take risks, or be risqué. These are surely the characteristics of a young man of talent and ambition, not quite sure of himself and rather overdoing the effort to impress. The Monk is a showy piece of fiction and, while in many ways this is a good thing, making it racy and exciting, it has its drawbacks. Lewis correctly saw that one way for a new writer to win acceptance is to remind the reader of connections with established works of literature. Hence his use of quotations from approved sources, for example in the epigraphs to his chapters and elsewhere in the text, and his deliberate appeal to contemporary neo-classical taste in his Preface, an imitation of a poem by Horace. This at once signals that the author is a man of education (for all such would have studied Horace at school), but it also challenges comparison with the greatest imitator of the Roman poet in English literature, Alexander Pope. From the outset, then, Lewis’s text is offered to the reader in a literary context. We are never far from an awareness that The Monk is a work of literary craft; when not being reminded of this by direct allusions to other books, we can hardly ignore the attention-seeking literary flourishes of the narrator. Lewis writes with force and clarity, and seldom indulges in purple prose, but his careful paragraph building and sentence patterning often seem to draw attention to themselves as fine writing, and, as Coral Ann Howells says, ‘Lewis insists on peeping out from behind his Gothic scenarios to make witty or moral comments on the action, or simply to draw attention to his own cleverness’.16 David Punter, indeed, suspects this self-display is a deliberate feature of the novel: ‘many of the lurid qualities and sensational oppositions in the text are calculated more to show us the range of the author’s dramatic abilities than to provide any profound comment on life’.17

Nowhere is this literary showiness more obvious than in the verse included in the novel. Ann Radcliffe’s novels contain poems, and the title page of The Mysteries of Udolpho bears, under the title itself, the statement ‘Interspersed with Some Pieces of Poetry’. Lewis seems to have wished to outdo this. Before we reach the text of The Monk we are given a ‘Table of the Poetry’, listing the ten poems in the novel. All of these poems rhyme but only two are in the same metre, a striking display of virtuosity which drew praise from Lewis’s contemporaries. Sir Walter Scott thought that few writers ‘exhibited more mastery of rhyme, or greater command over the melody of verse’18 than Lewis, praise echoed by William Hazlitt. To modern taste, the facility of Lewis’s poems is not such a recommendation and the light-hearted way he himself parodied ‘Alonzo the Brave’ merely confirms that its bouncing rhythms and exaggerated frightfulnesses lay it wide open to ridicule. A more serious criticism of some of Lewis’s poems, however, brings up the subject of plagiarism. ‘The Water-King’ in Chapter VIII is partly a translation, partly an expansion of a poem by the German poet Herder (the subtitle ‘A Danish Ballad’ seems deliberately misleading). There are several other passages in the novel for which parallels, sometimes almost word for word, can be found, especially in German poems and stories.19 These range from Lewis’s use of, and description of, the Wandering Jew in Chapter IV, which seems indebted to a story by Schiller and a poem by Schubart, to the close resemblance of the description of Ambrosio’s death to a passage in a 1791 story by Veit Weber. Some details of the Bleeding Nun episode are owed to a story by Musäus. Lewis was aware that these borrowings might be noticed and inserted an ‘Advertisement’ at the beginning of the novel to acknowledge some of them. He mentions the Bleeding Nun, but does not say where he got the story from; later he was to claim that he did not read Musäus’s story until over ten years after writing his novel.20 The ‘Advertisement’ did not prevent Lewis from being attacked as a plagiarist, and well into this century The Monk was regarded as relying for its success chiefly on its imitation of German originals. This underestimates both the influence of other literary elements, including English novels and plays, and Lewis’s part in bringing these materials together. It is also based on a concept of artistic originality which is unrealistic, if not perverse, as well as in practice inappropriate to the techniques and traditions of Gothic fiction. Gothic novels conventionally play games with ideas of authenticity and textual origin. The Castle of Otranto first appeared as a ‘translation’ from a rediscovered manuscript, and later works such as Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner and Stoker’s Dracula combine various kinds of text. For all that Lewis’s novel often seems closely related to him as author, it also paradoxically exists as an elaborate textual object, put together from a range of materials, some avowedly borrowed, some apparently borrowed but not acknowledged as such, some more or less new. The consequent uncertainty about the status of the text, in whole or in part, curiously mirrors the uncertainties which face the characters in the story as to their origins, identities and intentions. Several times Ambrosio, Antonia and Elvira seem close to discovering their true relationship, though it is not until the end that the puzzle is solved. The being that Matilda is revealed to be converts Ambrosio from her seducer to her victim. Raymond mistakes the Bleeding Nun for Agnes and escapes by burying her, which turns out to be the fate of Agnes herself. In all these cases statements characters make about themselves turn out to be ambiguous or capable of interpretations they or their hearers do not foresee. Absolute control over meaning is not possible and what seemed reliable ground for action and decision becomes treacherous uncertainty.

It is now accepted wisdom that the precarious universe of Gothic fiction is a reflection of its times. The rise of the Gothic novel which climaxes in the work of Radcliffe and Lewis is seen as both an expression of and a commentary upon the social and political turmoil at the end of the eighteenth century in Europe, turmoil centred on the French Revolution. It was the Marquis de Sade who suggested at the time that the terrors and misfortunes of real life were such that literature had to become even more extreme to retain any interest; of the literary works which stood this test, he praised Ann Radcliffe’s novels, but preferred The Monk.21 Lewis’s novel is set in Spain, like France a Roman Catholic country across the sea from England. The mob violence which destroys the convent is a clear parallel to events in the French Revolution, such as the storming of the Bastille in 1789. It would conjure up for English readers all their fears of foreign disorder. The narrator frequently feeds these prejudices with remarks on the temperament of the people of Spain and so forth. At the same time, the picture the novel paints of tyranny and hypocrisy in the church is a parallel with the conditions in pre-revolutionary France which were thought to have contributed to its downfall. Lewis is ambivalent about these things. In principle, the overthrow of the secretive and unregulated power of the prioress ought to be a step towards freedom and justice, thought to be guaranteed in Britain by a constitution far in advance of anything in France, or Spain or Germany, but, as Lorenzo soon realizes, the good intentions of those who try to oppose tyranny do not prevent their attempts at reform getting out of hand and bringing about what seem worse evils. Having set out to confront the prioress, Lorenzo ends up trying to protect the nuns from the riot he has begun, and as a result he himself has to take refuge. The novel seems to showboth that political activism is necessary to defend freedom and also that the price of such activism is insupportable.

What this amounts to, then, is that, like Gothic in general, The Monk gives expression to deep disquiets of its time but cannot offer solutions. Instead, it raises some of those fears and uses them as the oblique referent of its surface meaning. In this respect it manifests the first of the three things David Punter argues are definitive of Gothic, that is, the concept of paranoia. Gothic is what he calls ‘paranoiac fiction’, that is, ‘fiction in which the “implicated” reader is placed in a situation of ambiguity with regard to fears within the text, and in which the attribution of persecution remains uncertain and the reader is invited to share in the doubts and uncertainties which pervade the apparent story’.22 The other two qualities Punter says define Gothic are ‘the notion of the barbaric’, that is, the limits of the civilized, and the nature of taboo, ‘areas of socio-psychological life which offend, which are suppressed… one thinks first and foremost of the question of relations between the sexes’.23 The Monk clearly offers a paradigmatic case of Gothic defined in this way. Indeed, compared with The Mysteries of Udolpho it could be said to restore or re-invigorate these three elements in Gothic fiction in English. In Mrs Radcliffe’s novel the elements of paranoia, barbarism and taboo are shaded and softened, perhaps most obviously in her treatment of the supernatural, which notoriously in her novels is explained as the result of natural forces. Lewis’s unhesitating introduction of devils and demons, and various magical devices and events, re-asserts the role of the supernatural in Gothic fiction as a device to inspire fear of forces beyond human understanding. What these forces are is left unspoken – do they really exist, or are they projections of the psyche? However much he may have been consciously striving for sheer sensationalism in The Monk, Lewis also forces Gothic fiction further into the realms of psychological suggestiveness which his successors in the genre were to map out more and more.

In the chapter entitled ‘Something to be scared of’ in her book Powers of Horror: an Essay on Abjection, Julia Kristeva writes as follows:

Constructed on the one hand by the incestuous desire of (for) his mother and on the other by an overly brutal separation from her, the borderline patient, even though he may be a fortified castle, is nevertheless an empty castle. The absence, or the failure, of paternal function to establish a unitary bent between subject and object, produces this strange configuration: an encompassment that is stifling (the container compressing the ego) and, at the same time, draining (the want of an other, qua object, produces nullity in the place of the subject). The ego then plunges into a pursuit of identifications that could repair narcissism – identifications that the subject will experience as in-significant, ‘empty’, ‘null’, ‘devitalized’, ‘puppetlike’. An empty castle, haunted by unappealing ghosts – ‘powerless’ outside, ‘impossible’ inside.24

Though Kristeva is not speaking directly about fiction, or Gothic fiction, or Lewis’s The Monk, the passage seems full of echoes of the novel. It seems to describe the stages of Ambrosio’s career, from orphan to monkish creation, to desperate pursuer of fulfilment in the female other and to a final emptiness. The passage could be used as a starting point for a commentary on the psychological meaning of the novel, especially in relation to its male characters. Equally, the novel could be used as a source of illustrations of the psychological states Kristeva is trying to define. Whatever else Lewis did, or thought he did, in writing The Monk, he also set up a representation of aspects of the human which still fascinate us and still ask us to explain them. In some darkly secret way that representation is based on ‘Monk’ Lewis himself, so that after all his nickname was not ill-judged.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text of The Monk used in this edition is a copy of the April 1796 edition printed for J. Bell, Oxford Street, London, held in the Special Collections Department of the University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, Virginia. I am most grateful to the library for permission to use this text. Though dated 1796 on the title page, the text is probably taken from the fugitive 1795 edition, of which very few copies exist and which was little noticed at the time of publication. There have been two modern editions of The Monk. In 1952 Louis F. Peck edited a text based on printed editions of 1796 for Grove Press, New York, and in 1973 Howard Anderson edited one based on the manuscript of the novel for Oxford University Press. This was reissued as an Oxford World’s Classic, and reissued again, with a new introduction and helpful notes by Emma McEvoy, in the same series in 1995. The manuscript from which the Oxford edition was prepared is apparently that used to prepare the first printed editions and does not differ substantially from them.

The present edition reproduces as nearly as possible the text as printed in 1796. The chapters are numbered consecutively but the novel is divided into three volumes and the indications of the volume ends after Chapters III and VII have been retained. Spelling and punctuation have been left unaltered except that quotation marks in succeeding lines of some passages, such as letters and verses, have been removed. Double quotation marks have been replaced by single. A small number of corrections to the text have been made as follows (the citation consists of the volume, page and line of the 1796 edition, followed by the reading of that edition, the reading of this edition and the page reference to this edition):



	 
	 
	 



	I.
	     168.10–11
	    Rodopha’s: Rodolpha’s (p. 85).



	 
	     215.21
	     light: like (p. 104).



	 
	 
	 



	II
	     99.11
	     their: the (p. 156).



	 
	     199.12
	     closing quotation mark inserted (p. 201).



	
	     223.17
	     looks: locks (p. 211).



	 
	     235.3
	     opening quotation marks inserted (p. 216).



	 
	     241.15
	     Antonio’s: Antonia’s (p. 220).



	 
	     279.14
	     himself: herself (p. 236).



	 
	 
	 



	III.
	     72.5
	     closing quotation mark inserted (p. 275).



	 
	     73.1
	     oil: veil (p. 276).



	 
	     113.22
	     closing quotation mark inserted (p. 292).



	 
	     120.2
	     solication: solicitation (p. 295).



	 
	     230.10
	     enaroachments: encroachments (p. 341).








THE MONK

A Romance

Somnia, terrores magicos, miracula, sagas,

Nocturnos lemures, portentaque.

HORAT.1

Dreams, magic terrors, spells of mighty power,

Witches, and ghosts who rove at midnight hour.




PREFACE

IMITATION OF HORACE,

EP. 20 – B. 12

Methinks, Oh! vain ill-judging book,

I see thee cast a wishful look,

Where reputations won and lost are

In famous row called Paternoster.3

Incensed to find your precious olio4

Buried in unexplored port-folio,

You scorn the prudent lock and key,

And pant well bound and gilt to see

Your volume in the window set

Of Stockdale, Hookham, or Debrett.5

Go then, and pass that dangerous bourn

Whence never book can back return:

And when you find, condemned, despised,

Neglected, blamed, and criticised,

Abuse from all who read you fall,

(If haply you be read at all)

Sorely will you your folly sigh at,

And wish for me, and home, and quiet.

Assuming now a conjuror’s office, I

Thus on your future fortune prophesy:

Soon as your novelty is o’er,

And you are young and new no more,

In some dark dirty corner thrown,

Mouldy with damps, with cobwebs strown,

Your leaves shall be the book-worm’s prey;

Or sent to chandler-shop away,

And doomed to suffer public scandal,

Shall line the trunk, or wrap the candle!

But should you meet with approbation,

And some one find an inclination

To ask, by natural transition,

Respecting me and my condition;

That I am one, the enquirer teach,

Nor very poor, nor very rich:

Of passions strong, of hasty nature,

Of graceless form and dwarfish stature;6

By few approved, and few approving;

Extreme in hating and in loving;

Abhorring all whom I dislike,

Adoring who my fancy strike;

In forming judgements never long,

And for the most part judging wrong;

In friendship firm, but still believing

Others are treacherous and deceiving,

And thinking in the present æra

That friendship is a pure chimæra:7

More passionate no creature living,

Proud, obstinate, and unforgiving,

But yet for those who kindness show,

Ready through fire and smoke to go.

Again, should it be asked your page,

‘Pray, what may be the author’s age?’

Your faults, no doubt, will make it clear,

I scarce have seen my twentieth year,

Which passed, kind Reader, on my word,

While England’s throne held George the Third.

Now then your venturous course pursue:

Go, my delight! Dear book, adieu!

HAGUE,8

Oct. 28, 1794                                                                     M. G. L.




ADVERTISEMENT

The first idea of this Romance was suggested by the story of the Santon Barsisa,9 related in The Guardian.—The Bleeding Nun is a tradition still credited in many parts of Germany; and I have been told, that the ruins of the castle of Lauenstein, which she is supposed to haunt, may yet be seen upon the borders of Thuringia.—The Water-King, from the third to the twelfth stanza, is the fragment of an original Danish ballad—And Belerma and Durandarte is translated from some stanzas to be found in a collection of old Spanish poetry, which contains also the popular song of Gayferos and Melesindra, mentioned in Don Quixote.——I have now made a full avowal of all the plagiarisms of which I am aware myself; but I doubt not, many more may be found, of which I am at present totally unconscious.
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VOLUME I

CHAPTER I

———Lord Angelo is precise;

Stands at a guard with envy; scarce confesses

That his blood flows, or that his appetite
Is more to bread than stone.

MEASURE FOR MEASURE1

Scarcely had the abbey-bell tolled for five minutes, and already was the church of the Capuchins2 thronged with auditors. Do not encourage the idea, that the crowd was assembled either from motives of piety or thirst of information. But very few were influenced by those reasons; and in a city where superstition reigns with such despotic sway as in Madrid, to seek for true devotion would be a fruitless attempt. The audience now assembled in the Capuchin church was collected by various causes, but all of them were foreign to the ostensible motive. The women came to show themselves, the men to see the women: some were attracted by curiosity to hear an orator so celebrated; some came, because they had no better means of employing their time till the play began; some, from being assured that it would be impossible to find places in the church; and one half of Madrid was brought thither by expecting to meet the other half. The only persons truly anxious to hear the preacher, were a few antiquated devotees, and half a dozen rival orators, determined to find fault with and ridicule the discourse. As to the remainder of the audience, the sermon might have been omitted altogether, certainly without their being disappointed, and very probably without their perceiving the omission.

Whatever was the occasion, it is at least certain, that the Capuchin church had never witnessed a more numerous assembly. Every corner was filled, every seat was occupied. The very statues which ornamented the long aisles were pressed into the service. Boys suspended themselves upon the wings of cherubims; St Francis and St Mark bore each a spectator on his shoulders; and St Agatha3 found herself under the necessity of carrying double. The consequence was, that, in spite of all their hurry and expedition, our two newcomers, on entering the church, looked round in vain for places.

However, the old woman continued to move forwards. In vain were exclamations of displeasure vented against her from all sides: in vain was she addressed with – ‘I assure you, Segnora,4 there are no places here.’ – ‘I beg, Segnora, that you will not crowd me so intolerably!’ – ‘Segnora, you cannot pass this way. Bless me! How can people be so troublesome!’—The old woman was obstinate, and on she went. By dint of perseverance and two brawny arms she made a passage through the crowd, and managed to bustle herself into the very body of the church, at no great distance from the pulpit. Her companion had followed her with timidity and in silence, profiting by the exertions of her conductress.

‘Holy Virgin!’ exclaimed the old woman in a tone of disappointment, while she threw a glance of enquiry round her; ‘Holy Virgin! what heat! what a crowd! I wonder what can be the meaning of all this. I believe we must return: there is no such thing as a seat to be had, and nobody seems kind enough to accommodate us with theirs.’

This broad hint attracted the notice of two cavaliers, who occupied stools on the right hand, and were leaning their backs against the seventh column from the pulpit. Both were young, and richly habited. Hearing this appeal to their politeness pronounced in a female voice, they interrupted their conversation to look at the speaker. She had thrown up her veil in order to take a clearer look round the cathedral. Her hair was red, and she squinted. The cavaliers turned round, and renewed their conversation.

‘By all means,’ replied the old woman’s companion; ‘by all means, Leonella, let us return home immediately; the heat is excessive, and I am terrified at such a crowd.’

These words were pronounced in a tone of unexampled sweetness. The cavaliers again broke off their discourse, but for this time they were not contented with looking up: both started involuntarily from their seats, and turned themselves towards the speaker.

The voice came from a female, the delicacy and elegance of whose figure inspired the youths with the most lively curiosity to view the face to which it belonged. This satisfaction was denied them. Her features were hidden by a thick veil; but struggling through the crowd had deranged it sufficiently to discover a neck which for symmetry and beauty might have vied with the Medicean Venus.5 It was of the most dazzling whiteness, and received additional charms from being shaded by the tresses of her long fair hair, which descended in ringlets to her waist. Her figure was rather below than above the middle size: it was light and airy as that of an Hamadryad.6 Her bosom was carefully veiled. Her dress was white; it was fastened by a blue sash, and just permitted to peep out from under it a little foot of the most delicate proportions. A chaplet of large grains hung upon her arm, and her face was covered with a veil of thick black gauze. Such was the female, to whom the youngest of the cavaliers now offered his seat, while the other thought it necessary to pay the same attention to her companion.

The old lady with many expressions of gratitude, but without much difficulty, accepted the offer, and seated herself: the young one followed her example, but made no other compliment than a simple and graceful reverence. Don Lorenzo (such was the cavalier’s name, whose seat she had accepted) placed himself near her; but first he whispered a few words in his friend’s ear, who immediately took the hint, and endeavoured to draw off the old woman’s attention from her lovely charge.

‘You are doubtless lately arrived at Madrid,’ said Lorenzo to his fair neighbour; ‘it is impossible that such charms should have long remained unobserved; and had not this been your first public appearance, the envy of the women and adoration of the men would have rendered you already sufficiently remarkable.’

He paused, in expectation of an answer. As his speech did not absolutely require one, the lady did not open her lips: After a few moments he resumed his discourse:

‘Am I wrong in supposing you to be a stranger to Madrid?’

The lady hesitated; and at last, in so low a voice as to be scarcely intelligible, she made shift to answer – ‘No, Segnor.’7

‘Do you intend making a stay of any length?’

‘Yes, Segnor.’

‘I should esteem myself fortunate, were it in my power to contribute to making your abode agreeable. I am well known at Madrid, and my family has some interest at court. If I can be of any service, you cannot honour or oblige me more than by permitting me to be of use to you.’—‘Surely,’ said he to himself, ‘she cannot answer that by a monosyllable; now she must say something to me.’

Lorenzo was deceived, for the lady answered only by a bow.

By this time he had discovered, that his neighbour was not very conversible; but whether her silence proceeded from pride, discretion, timidity, or idiotism, he was still unable to decide.

After a pause of some minutes – ‘It is certainly from your being a stranger,’ said he, ‘and as yet unacquainted with our customs, that you continue to wear your veil. Permit me to remove it.’

At the same time he advanced his hand towards the gauze: the lady raised hers to prevent him.

‘I never unveil in public, Segnor.’

‘And where is the harm, I pray you?’ interrupted her companion somewhat sharply. ‘Do not you see, that the other ladies have all laid their veils aside, to do honour no doubt to the holy place in which we are? I have taken off mine already; and surely, if I expose my features to general observation, you have no cause to put yourself in such a wonderful alarm! Blessed Maria! Here is a fuss and a bustle about a chit’s face! Come, come, child! Uncover it! I warrant you that nobody will run away with it from you—’

‘Dear aunt, it is not the custom in Murcia—’8

‘Murcia, indeed! Holy St Barbara,9 what does that signify? You are always putting me in mind of that villanous province. If it is the custom in Madrid, that is all that we ought to mind; and therefore I desire you to take off your veil immediately. Obey me this moment, Antonia, for you know that I cannot bear contradiction.’

Her niece was silent, but made no further opposition to Don Lorenzo’s efforts, who, armed with the aunt’s sanction, hastened to remove the gauze. What a seraph’s head presented itself to his admiration! Yet it was rather bewitching than beautiful; it was not so lovely from regularity of features, as from sweetness and sensibility of countenance. The several parts of her face considered separately, many of them were far from handsome; but, when examined together, the whole was adorable. Her skin, though fair, was not entirely without freckles; her eyes were not very large, nor their lashes particularly long. But then her lips were of the most rosy freshness; her fair and undulating hair, confined by a simple ribband, poured itself below her waist in a profusion of ringlets; her neck was full and beautiful in the extreme; her hand and arm were formed with the most perfect symmetry; her mild blue eyes seemed an heaven of sweetness, and the crystal in which they moved sparkled with all the brilliance of diamonds. She appeared to be scarcely fifteen; an arch smile, playing round her mouth, declared her to be possessed of liveliness, which excess of timidity at present repressed. She looked round her with a bashful glance; and whenever her eyes accidentally met Lorenzo’s, she dropped them hastily upon her rosary; her cheek was immediately suffused with blushes, and she began to tell her beads; though her manner evidently showed that she knew not what she was about.

Lorenzo gazed upon her with mingled surprise and admiration; but the aunt thought it necessary to apologize for Antonia’s mauvaise honte.10

‘ ’Tis a young creature,’ said she, ‘who is totally ignorant of the world. She has been brought up in an old castle in Murcia, with no other society than her mother’s, who, God help her! has no more sense, good soul, than is necessary to carry her soup to her mouth. Yet she is my own sister, both by father and mother.’

‘And has so little sense?’ said Don Christoval with feigned astonishment. ‘How very extraordinary!’

‘Very true, Segnor. Is it not strange? However, such is the fact; and yet only to see the luck of some people! A young nobleman, of the very first quality, took it into his head that Elvira had some pretensions to beauty. – As to pretensions, in truth she had always enough of them; but as to beauty! – If I had only taken half the pains to set myself off which she did!—But this is neither here nor there. As I was saying, Segnor, a young nobleman fell in love with her, and married her unknown to his father. Their union remained a secret near three years; but at last it came to the ears of the old marquis, who, as you may well suppose, was not much pleased with the intelligence. Away he posted in all haste to Cordova,11 determined to seize Elvira, and send her away to some place or other, where she would never be heard of more. Holy St Paul! How he stormed on finding that she had escaped him, had joined her husband, and that they had embarked together for the Indies! He swore at us all, as if the evil spirit had possessed him; he threw my father into prison – as honest a pains-taking shoemaker as any in Cordova; and when he went away, he had the cruelty to take from us my sister’s little boy,12 then scarcely two years old, and whom in the abruptness of her flight she had been obliged to leave behind her. I suppose that the poor little wretch met with bitter bad treatment from him, for in a few months after we received intelligence of his death.’

‘Why, this was a most terrible old fellow, Segnora!’

‘Oh! shocking! and a man so totally devoid of taste! Why, would you believe it, Segnor? when I attempted to pacify him, he cursed me for a witch, and wished that, to punish the count, my sister might become as ugly as myself! Ugly indeed! I like him for that.’

‘Ridiculous!’ cried Don Christoval. ‘Doubtless the count would have thought himself fortunate, had he been permitted to exchange the one sister for the other.’

‘Oh! Christ! Segnor, you are really too polite. However, I am heartily glad that the condé13 was of a different way of thinking. A mighty pretty piece of business, to be sure, Elvira has made of it! After broiling and stewing in the Indies for thirteen long years, her husband dies, and she returns to Spain, without an house to hide her head, or money to procure her one! This Antonia was then but an infant, and her only remaining child. She found that her father-in-law had married again, that he was irreconcileable to the condé, and that his second wife had produced him a son, who is reported to be a very fine young man. The old marquis refused to see my sister or her child; but sent her word that, on condition of never hearing any more of her, he would assign her a small pension, and she might live in an old castle which he possessed in Murcia. This had been the favourite habitation of his eldest son; but, since his flight from Spain, the old marquis could not bear the place, but let it fall to ruin and confusion. – My sister accepted the proposal; she retired to Murcia, and has remained there till within the last month.’

‘And what brings her now to Madrid?’ enquired Don Lorenzo, whom admiration of the young Antonia compelled to take a lively interest in the talkative old woman’s narration.

‘Alas! Segnor, her father-in-law being lately dead, the steward of his Murcian estates has refused to pay her pension any longer. With the design of supplicating his son to renew it, she is now come to Madrid; but I doubt that she might have saved herself the trouble. You young noblemen have always enough to do with your money, and are not very often disposed to throw it away upon old women. I advised my sister to send Antonia with her petition; but she would not hear of such a thing. She is so obstinate! Well! she will find herself the worse for not following my counsels: the girl has a good pretty face, and possibly might have done much.’

‘Ah, Segnora!’ interrupted Don Christoval, counterfeiting a passionate air; ‘if a pretty face will do the business, why has not your sister recourse to you?’

‘Oh! Jesus! my lord, I swear you quite overpower me with your gallantry! But I promise you that I am too well aware of the danger of such expeditions to trust myself in a young nobleman’s power! No, no; I have as yet preserved my reputation without blemish or reproach, and I always knew how to keep the men at a proper distance.’

‘Of that, Segnora, I have not the least doubt. But permit me to ask you, Have you then any aversion to matrimony?’

‘That is an home question. I cannot but confess, that if an amiable cavalier was to present himself——’

Here she intended to throw a tender and significant look upon Don Christoval; but, as she unluckily happened to squint most abominably, the glance fell directly upon his companion. Lorenzo took the compliment to himself, and answered it by a profound bow.

‘May I enquire,’ said he, ‘the name of the marquis?’

‘The marquis de las Cisternas.’

‘I know him intimately well. He is not at present in Madrid, but is expected here daily. He is one of the best of men; and if the lovely Antonia will permit me to be her advocate with him, I doubt not my being able to make a favourable report of her cause.’

Antonia raised her blue eyes, and silently thanked him for the offer by a smile of inexpressible sweetness. Leonella’s satisfaction was much more loud and audible. Indeed, as her niece was generally silent in her company, she thought it incumbent upon her to talk enough for both: this she managed without difficulty, for she very seldom found herself deficient in words.

‘Oh, Segnor!’ she cried; ‘you will lay our whole family under the most signal obligations! I accept your offer with all possible gratitude, and return you a thousand thanks for the generosity of your proposal. Antonia, why do not you speak, child? While the cavalier says all sorts of civil things to you, you sit like a statue, and never utter a syllable of thanks, either bad, good, or indifferent!—’

‘My dear aunt, I am very sensible that—’

‘Fye, niece! How often have I told you, that you never should interrupt a person who is speaking! When did you ever know me do such a thing? Are these your Murcian manners? Mercy on me! I shall never be able to make this girl any thing like a person of good breeding. But pray, Segnor,’ she continued, addressing herself to Don Christoval, ‘inform me, why such a crowd is assembled to-day in this cathedral.’

‘Can you possibly be ignorant, that Ambrosio,14 abbot of this monastery, pronounces a sermon in this church every Thursday? All Madrid rings with his praises. As yet he has preached but thrice; but all who have heard him are so delighted with
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