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FRANKENSTEIN : A CRITICAL
lHey

ANALYSIS

Frankenstein, A Trail-Blazing Novel By Mary She N by (he

Frankenstein - or. The Modern Promethens is n novel written by 'I Ii
British author Marv Shelley. Shelley wrote the novel when she wa | # ly;.u;;:
old. The first edition was published anonymously I”.l'”“d”” “,l .” )
Shelley’s name appears on the revised third edition, published in 1831, The
title of the novel refers to a scientist, Victor Frankenstein, wlu__) learns how to
create life and creates a being in the likeness of man, bul largr than nverage
and more poweTful. In modern popular culture, people have tended 1o refer
to the Creature as “Frankenstein™ (especially in films since 1931), desiplte
this being the name of the scientist. Frankenstein is a novel infused witl
some elements of the Gothic novel and the Romantic Movement, [t wis also
a warning against the “over-reaching” of modern man and the Industrial
Revolution, alluded to in the novel’s subtitle, 7he Modern Prometheus, ‘The
story has had an influence across literature and popular culture and
spawned a complete genre of horror stories and films, It is arguably
considered the first fully realized science fiction novel. The novel raises
many issues that can be linked to today’s society.

Plot

The novel opens with Captain Robert Walton on his ship sailing north
of the Arctic Circle. Walton's ship becomes ice-bound and he spots a figure
travelling across the ice on a dog sled. Soon after, he sces an ill Victor
Frankenstein, and invites him onto his ship. The narrative of Walton is a
frame story that allows for the story of Victor to be related. At the same time,
Walton’s predicament is symbolically appropriate for Victor's tale of
displaced passion and brutalism.

Victor takes over telling the story at this point. Curious and intellipent
from a young age, he learns from the works of the masters of Medieval
alchemy, reading such authors as Albertus Magnus, Cornelius Agrippa and
Paracelsus and shunning modern Enlightenment teachings of natural
science (see also Romanticism and the Middle Ages). He leaves his beloved
family in Geneva, Switzerland to study in Ingolstadt, Bavaria, Germany.
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14 Mary Shelley : *Frankenstein’
only wanis companionship. He begs Vi,

revenge. But now, the crealure | el .
(o the synthetic man), with vy, .

create a synthetic woman (counterparl ] 4
creature can live, sequestered from all humanity bul ““Pl"/_w'“‘ his hnatg

At first, Victor agrees, but later, he fears up lh‘-"huH-lm.ulu Lomyp
in disgust and madness due 1o the thought that the Female Creatuje
be just as evil like the creature himself. In retribution, the ereature kil jy,
Clerval, Victor's best friend, Thomas kearney, and later, on V',"i“'"‘ls Wreidg,
night, his wife Elizabeth. Soon afier, Victor's father dies of griet. Vicy i,
becomes the hunter: he pursues the creature into the Archic e, thoug,
vain. Near exhaustion, he is stranded when an iceberg breaks away, cu Yl
him out into the ocean. Before death takes him, Captain Wallon's o,

arrives and he is rescued.

Walton assumes the narration again, describing & temporary recyy,
in Victor's health, allowing him to relate his extraordinary stoiry. Howe,e
Victor's health soon fails, and he dies. Unable to convince his shipmae |
continue north and bereft of the charismatic Frankenstein, Waltai is o
to turn back towards England under the threat of mutiny, Finally, the crea
boards the ship and finds Victor dead, and greatly laments whit he has do,
to his maker. He swears to commit suicide. He leaves the ship by lesy,
through the cabin window onto the ice, never to be seen again,

dhll‘

Shelley’s Inspiration
“It was on a dreary night of November that | beheld iny me
completed...”

During the rainy summer of 1816, the “Year Without a Sumimer,” %
world was locked in a long cold volcanic winter caused by the equption 4
Mount Tambora in 1815, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, age 19, und her boe
(and later husband) Percy Bysshe Shelley, visited Lord Byron et the Vb
Diodati by Lake Geneva in Switzerland. The weather wiis consistently
cold and dreary that summer to enjoy the outdoor vacation activities (i
had planned, so the group retired indoors until almost dawn talking &
science and the supematural, Afer reading Fantasmagoriana, an sl
of German ghost stories, they challenged one another 1o each compos*
story of their own, the contest being won by whoever wrote (e scaries! €
Mary conceived an idea after she fell into a waking dream or night*
during which she saw “the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling b+
the thing he had put together.” There is speculation that this was b’
work by Andrew Crosse of Fyne Court, Broomfield, Somerset who ¢4
out early experiments passing an electrical current through o cherih’
solution in an attempt to induce crystal formation. On the 26t diy ' g
experiment he saw what he described as “the perfect insect, standing ¢’
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| | Frankenstcin':A Critical Analysis 15
on a few bristles which formed ijts tail” -

instruments.  This was the birth apg gro
managed to write just a fragment based o
while travelling the Balkans, and from this
(1819), the progenitor of the romantic vampir
horror tales originated from this one circumst
Publication

Mary Shelley completed her writing in May 1817, and Frankenstein,
oi-_’l’he Moadern Pr?rrrethezls was first published on | January 1818 by the
small London p l.lbhsmng house of Harding, Mavor & Jones. It was issued
anonymously, with a preface written for Mary by Percy Bysshe Shelley and
with a dedication to philosopher William Godwin, her father, It was published
in an edition of just 500 copies in three volumes, the standard “triple-decker”
format for 19th century first editions. The novel had been previously
rejected by Percy Bysshe Shelley’s publisher, Charles Ollier and by Byron’s
publisher John Murray.

Critical reception of the book was mostly unfavourable, compounded
by confused speculation as to the identity of the author. Sir Walter Scott
wrote that “upon the whole, the work impresses us with a high idea of the
author’s original genius and happy power of expression”, but most
. reviewers thought it “a tissue of horrible and disgusting absurdity”
(Quarterly Review). | |

Despite the reviews, Frankenstein achie?/ed an almost nnmcdmt'e
po;)ular success. It became widely known especnal]y. through melodrfllllflllc
theatrical adaptations—Mary Shelley saw a produ.ctlon of Presu.mptu;n. o/:
The Fate of Frankenstein, a play by Richard Brinsley Peake, in 'l 823. y
French translation appeared as early as 1821 (Frankenstein: ou le

Prométhée Moderne', translated by Jules Saladin). | .
The second edition of Frankenstein was publISh(?d on 11 Augl‘nzt | 2:
in two volumes (by G. and W. B. Whittaker), and this tifae credited Mary
Shelley as the author. o
();n 31 October 1831, the first “popular” edition m.onc. .volumc
appeared, published by Henry Colburn & RicharddBentley.IThuz :ﬂ:ﬂ?:cr{;;
i ’ i d included a new, longer prel:
uite heavily revised by Mary Shelley, and In¢ b . '
ger resent{n a somé)‘/.vhat embellished version of the genesis Of|thel§[t'(z,r:q
Thi’sped't' tgnds to be the one most widely read now, although edition:
m:)ntainilnlgmtlhee original 1818 text arc still being published. In fact, many

scholars prefer the 1818 edition. They argue that it preserves the spirit of

probably from contaminated
Wth of Frankenstein. Byron
the vampire legends he heard
Polidori created The Vampyre

e literary genre. Two legendary
ance,
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L6 My Nholloy  'Prankenstein’
Hhelloy"s orlinal publication (iee Anne K Mellor's “Chooshig i ey
Frankenstoin 1o Teneh™ in the W, W. Norton Critienl edition),
Nitine Origlng
(1) Frnnlensteln’s Creature | |

Dart of Primbkensteln's vejection of his crention b (hee Taet thit e (fg,
Not give 1t e, which ghves 10a tnek of identity. l’urslmul U1 referred o,
words el an monster”, ereature® wfemon”, "Nend™, “demonle COIpse
and "wretoh”, When Frankensteln converses witl (e monster in Chapter i,
ho nddressen 10 s "Devil®, "Vile fntect”, "Abhorred monsier, “fieyg:
mwretehod devil™, nnd "ubhorred devil”, i

Durhg  telling ihe did of Frankensteln, she referred to the erenture y,
"Adam™, 11 lkely Gat Shelley win refereing, 1o the (st man dnthe Gapdey
of Fden, au v her epigraph

DI 1 request thee, Maker from my ¢liy

To monld Me mnn®? DId 1 rollelt thee '

From darkness (o promote me?

John Milton, Paradise Lost (X,7473<5)

I'he monater has often been mdstakenly called "Fronkenstein®™, T 1904
one author sald "1 Is strange (o note how well=nigh universally the tem /
"Frankensteln™ Inombsuged, even by ntelllgent persons, ng describing some &
hideous monster, " PEEAIY Wharton's The Reef (1916) deseribes an unruly
ehile as an "Infind Frankensteln," David Lindsay's *1he Bridal Umnnnun!."’
published n- 7he Rover, 12 June 1844, mentioned “the maker of ool
Frankensteln®, After the release of James Whale's popular 1931 fil
Frankenstein, the public nf lnrge began apenking of the monster ftsell ns
“Frankenateln®™, A veference (o (his oceurs tn Drfde of Frankensteln (1915)
anel I severnl subsequent (s In e serles, me well as tn (1m ttles such s ('
Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, >

Some Justily refering o the Crenture ns "Frankensteln® by pointing
out that the Crenture Is, 5o to speak, Vietor Irankenstein's n“ﬁ]’lﬁilll" Also,
one might say thit the monster s (he Invention of' Doctor |r‘,,‘.,j\.-,..;|("i.._ and
Inventions are often numed aflor (he person who invented them ﬁmlilum« Iy
‘f‘ conslder the erenture his son (for he did pive |y l“l»‘)‘ 'l'|'“-”|.;‘:”;i|(;|ll' js s y
famlial name, and thus would also Hightly belong to the erention. :

\/ () Frankensteln I
f M;'”’ Shelley maintalned that she derived the nume “Frankensteln”
.‘ 3 ’ = | - ) . ' : '
rom a dream-vision, Despite her public elnimg of orlginlity, the signlficance !

of the N Inlrnk AP o , e

l..,' ”:‘ nmll(; hirs l)t’tﬁll Isoures of hl)(",‘“hlli”“( |1I|(,"“l‘»,. I Chermim, the pamt 15
1 | A LI 3 ' # '
rankenstemn means :“lnnv o the Prianks'", The name Is associated with ‘h

¥ .

- e
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‘Frankenstein' © 4 Critival Aplysis 19
various_places such a-SMEES,”E_EJEDJQQIEL@IH (Burg Frankenstem), whiich;
M‘é}y Shelley had seenh whilst on a boal hefore writing (e ;.(-,y;xi

ankenstein is also a town in the region of P me
Z'bkowice (El'skie, a city in Silesia, Poland
common family name in Germany,

More recently, Radu Florescu, in his book In Search of Frankenstein.
argued that Mary and Percy Shelley visited Castle Frankenstein on their iy
v 1 T P -
to Switzerland, near Darmstadt along the Rhine, where a notorions alchermist

named Konrad Dippel had experimented with human bodies, but that Mary
suppressed mentioning this visit, to maintain her public clajm of originality,

A recent literary essay by A.J. Day supports Florescu’s position that Mary

Shelley knew of, and.,\!isi_tfzéQ@L&Fj@ﬂkC,r_lS‘@Lb_cio_r_c.w;jtinghcc_ debut
novel. Day includes details of an alleged description of the Frankenstein
castle that exists in Mary Shelley’s ‘lost’ journals. I-lowevcr,_—lm;‘_fﬂiﬂ'}‘i_é
not without critics; Frarkenstein expert Leonard Wolf calls
“unconvincing...cor}spiracy theory”.

aliatinate and was the sigiie af
.+ Moreover Frankenstein js 4

it an

” e (iii) Victor

- A possible- interpretation of the name Victor derives from Paradise

Lost by John Milton, a great influence on Shelley (a quotation from Paradise
e it

Lost is on the opening page of Frankenstein and Shelley even allows the
monster himself to read it). Milton frequently refers to God as “the Victor™ in

Paradise Lost, and Shelley sees Victor as pla ing God by creating life. In
addition_to-this, Shelley’s portrayal of the monster owes much to the
clig_@q_el_o_f_s_algl in Paradise Lost, indeed, the monster says, after reading
the epic poem that he sympathizes with Satan’s role in the story. o
" Victor was also a pen name of Percy Shelley’s, as in the collection of
poetry he wrote with his sister Elizabeth, Original Poetry by Victor and
Cazire. There is speculation that one of Mary Shelley’s models for Victor
Frankenstein was Percy, who at Eton had “experimented with electricity and
magnetism as well as with gunpotvder and numerous chemical reactions,”
and whose roons at Oxford were filled with scientific equipment,

(iv) “Modern Prometheus”.

~ The Modern Prometheus is the novel’s subtitle (though some modem
publishing of the work now drops the subtitlc, mentioning it only in an
introduction). Prometheus, in some versions of Greek mythology. was the
Titan who created mankind. Prometheus was also the bringer of fire who
took fire from heaven and rgg’y_e#_i_t_@_mgp.‘_ Zeus cternally punished
Prometheus by fixing him to a rock where each day a predatory bird came 1o
\__ . ——— ST, bRk .
devour his liver, only for the liver to return again on TIie next day; ready f
the bird to come again. “
-y
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Frankenstein’ : 4 Critical Analysis 19
A ¢0Ommon critique views th
novel taps into the widespread fears

Eompllc}fiﬁOHS in c_lelivery. Shelley had a stillborn child the previous year, and
€I mother had died dye to complications from her birth. Frankenstein, the

ster’ i i i
monster’s parer.lt,.m a sense. is fearful of the release of the monster from his
control, when it is free
"—‘—&H

better or worse. Also, d
dgare tod

-

uring much of the novel Victor fears the creature’s

€stroy him by killing evervone and everything most dear 1o him.

- However, It must be noted that the creature was not born evil. but only
\\Ented to be loved by its creator, by other humans. and to love a sentient
creature like Ttself, It&sﬂanﬁina who taught it evil: Victor rejected it, and

tgge;creamre;s POor treatment by villagers tausht it how to be evil. In this

——

reading, the creature Tepresents the natural fears of bringing 2 new innocent

life_into the world ang TaIsing 1t properly so that it does not become =z
___‘-—’_-\ =
monster. —

—

The l%ok can be seen as a criticism of scientists who are unconcernad
by the potential consequences of their work. Victor was heedless of those
dangers, and irresponsible _Wwith_his_invention. Instead of immediataly
destroying the evil he had created, he was overcome by fear and 22l
psychologically ill. During Justine’s trial for murder. he had the chancs 10
perhaps save the young girl by revealing that a violent man had recently
declared a vendetta against him and his loved ones. Instead, Frankenst=in
indulges in his own self-centered grief. The day before Justine is executad
and thus resigns herself to her fate and departure from the “sad and bitter

world™, his sentiments are as such:

“The poor victim, who was on the morrow to pass the awful boundary
between life and death, felt not, as | did, such deep and bitter agony... The
tortures of the accused did not equal mine; she was sustained by innocence,
but the fangs of remorse tore my bosom and would not forego their hold.”

Representing a minority opinion, Arthur Belefant in his book,
Frankenstein, the Man and the Monster (1999) contends that Mary
Shelley’s intent was for the reader to understand that the Creature never
existed, and Victor Frankenstein committed the three murders. In this
interpretation, the story is a study of the moral degradation of Victor. and the
science fiction aspects of the story are Victor’s Imagination.

Alchemy was a very popular topic in Shelley’s world. In fact. it was
becoming an acceptable idea that humanity could infuse the spark of lifz into
a non-living thing (Luigi Galvani’s experiments, for example). The scientific
world just after the Industrial Revolution was delving into the unknown, e_.:xd
limitless possibilities also caused fear and apprehension for many as to the
consequences of such horrific possibilities.
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