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AP English Literature and Composition

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
Mary Shelley 
Mary Shelley’s mother died after giving birth to her on August 30, 1797. After her father remarried, Mary was raised by her stepmother, a widow with two children of her own. Although her father had hoped to provide a stable family for his daughter, Mary had a difficult childhood, due in part to her contentious relationship with her stepmother. When Mary was 15, she moved in with the Baxters, who were friends of her father. It was at the Baxter home, in May 1814, that she met Percy Bysshe Shelley, a notable young poet who was there visiting Godwin. Although Percy was already married, he and Mary fell in love. In June, they left England together to travel through Europe. On February 22, 1815, Mary gave birth to a premature child, who died three weeks later. Another child, William, was born in January 1816. 

Five months later, Percy and Mary traveled to Switzerland where they rented a cottage for the summer. Shelley’s wife, Harriet, committed suicide, drowning herself on December 10, 1816. Percy and Mary were legally married three weeks later. Another son, Percy Florence, was born shortly after the wedding. 

Mary’s novel, Frankenstein, was published in 1818 and its success brought Mary considerable recognition. Five months after it was published, a friend wrote from England that the book was “universally known and read.” But this success would soon be overshadowed by tragedies in the author’s life. Two of her three children became ill and died—Clara on September 24, 1818, and William on June 7, 1819. Then, three years later on July 8, 1822, Percy Shelley drowned with two companions when his boat was caught in a heavy squall on the Bay of Spezia in Italy. 

Shelley’s only surviving child, Percy Florence, became Lord Shelley in 1844. He married a few years later and Mary lived comfortably with his family until her death, at the age of 54, on February 1, 1851. 

Style 

Narration 
Instead of beginning with Victor's point of view, Shelley introduces us to Walton first. Using a frame device, in which the tale is told to us by someone who reads it or hears it from someone else, Shelley invites readers to believe Victor's story through an objective person. Shelley also uses an important literary device known as the epistolary form—where letters tell the story—using letters between Walton and his sister to frame both Victor's and the creature's narrative. Before the novel's first chapter, Walton writes to his sister about the "wretched man" he meets, building suspense about the "demon" Victor mentions at the beginning of his narrative. Once Victor begins telling his story, we slowly learn about his childhood and the eventful moments leading up to his studies at the University. Then, the creature interrupts Victor, and we get to hear all the significant moments leading up to his request for a partner. Since the theme of listening is so central to this novel, Shelley makes sure, by incorporating three different narratives, that readers get to hear all sides of the story. Walton's letters introduce and conclude the novel, reinforcing the theme of nurturing. 

Setting 

The majority of the novel takes place in the Swiss Alps and concludes in the Arctic, although Victor and Clerval travel to other places, such as London, England, the Rhine River which flows from Switzerland north to the Netherlands, and Scotland. All of these locations, except for the Arctic, were among the favorite landscapes for Romantic writers, and Shelley spends great care describing the sublime shapes of the majestic, snow-clad mountains. However, aside from the dark Arctic Ocean, Shelley's setting is unusual; most Gothic novels produce gloomy, haggard settings adorned with decaying mansions and ghostly, supernatural spirits. It is possible the author intended the beautiful Alps to serve as a contrast to the creature's unsightly physical appearance. In addition to the atypical Gothic setting, Shelley also sets her story in contemporary times, another diversion from Gothic novels which usually venture to the Middle Ages and other far away time periods. By using the time period of her day, Shelley makes the creature and the story's events much more realistic and lifelike. 

Language 

Frankenstein itself is a “novel within a novel”; within this “inner novel” we see many other types of language—letters, notes, journals, inscriptions, and books, whether physically present or alluded to, appear time and time again. Each document is an attempt to preserve a particular kind of language. 

Walton’s language is that of the sea – bold, strong words that resist the flowery style of a great deal of prose of the period. His letters to his sister are relatively simple and straightforward, telling of his time on the sea and his time spent with Victor; it is almost as if he is speaking to her directly rather than writing. 

Victor’s language, on the other hand, is expressed in his journals – mathematical formulas, charts and graphs, sketches of machines and fragments of sentences. His prose in his journals is more flowery than that of Walton’s letters, but Mary Shelley’s depiction of him as a madman scribbling scientific text is undeniable. We have a hard time feeling anything for Victor as he writes down the results of his experiments. 

The monster has no language, and he must learn one for himself. He learns some from Victor, some from the townspeople who briefly befriend him, and some seems to come from within. At the end of the novel the monster uses his language to punish Victor, leaving messages cut into trees and rocks to taunt him. It is a language of anger and of grief, as incomplete as Walton’s is clear and Victor’s is superior. In the end the only language that survives to speak another day is Walton’s, again underscoring the idea that the simplest view of the world is often the best.

Romanticism 
Mary Shelley combined the ethical concerns of her parents with the Romantic sensibilities of Percy Shelley's poetic inclinations. Her father's concern for the underprivileged influenced her description of the poverty-stricken De Lacey family. Her appeals to the imagination, isolation, and nature represented typical scenes and themes explored in some of Percy Shelley's poetry. However, Mary's choice of a Gothic novel made her unique in her family and secured her authorial place in the Romantic period. 

Gothicism 
Gothic novels were usually mysteries in which sinister and sometimes supernatural events occurred and were ultimately caused by some evil human action. The language was frequently overly dramatic and inflated. Following this movement was the Romantic movement's fascination with the macabre and the superstitious aspects of life, allowing them the freedom to explore the darkest depths of the human mind. Most critics agree that Mary Shelley's Frankenstein reflected her deepest psychological fears and insecurities, such as her inability to prevent her children's deaths, her distressed marriage to a man who showed no remorse for his daughters' deaths, and her feelings of inadequacy as a writer. The Gothic novel usually expresses, often in subtle and indirect ways, our repressed anxieties. The settings usually take place far away from reality or realistic portrayals of everyday life. Shelley's setting, of course, is the exception to most Gothic novels. The fact that the creature wanders the breathtaking Alps instead of a dark, craggy mansion in the middle of nowhere either compounds the reader's fear or makes the creature more human. 

Doppelganger 

Many literary critics have noted the Doppelganger effect—the idea that a living person has a ghostly double haunting him—between Victor and his creature. Presenting Victor and the creature as doubles allows Shelley to dramatize two aspects of a character, usually the "good" and "bad" selves. Taken together as one person, Victor and his creature combine to represent the full spectrum of what it means to be human—to be joyful, compassionate, empathetic, and hateful, and also love humanity, desire knowledge, honor justice, fear the unknown, dread abandonment, and fear mortality. No other character in the novel assumes this range of human complexity. 

Themes 
Ambition (A)
Frankenstein portrays human beings as deeply ambitious, and yet also deeply flawed. 

Forbidden Knowledge (A)

In Mary Shelley’s time science was just beginning to make powerful strides alongside the beginnings of industrialization; she feared that these strides were somehow inhuman, that there were things Man was not meant to know. She created the tandem characters to show the two paths the pursuit of forbidden knowledge creates. 

Science vs. Nature (A)
Romantic writers portrayed nature as the greatest and most perfect force in the universe. Mary Shelley’s disdain for the “New Science” prompts us to think about similar issues in our own lives – is science for its own sake “good science,” or is it “bad” if it disturbs a natural balance? What exactly is a natural balance, and what constitutes “science”? The novel raised these questions during the Romantic period, and we are still trying to answer them today. 

Duty to Family (B)

The role of responsibility or duty takes many shapes throughout Frankenstein, but familial obligations represent one of the novel's central themes. 

Isolation from Family and Society (B)
The events in Frankenstein suggest that tragedy, murder, and despair occur because of a lack of connection to either family or society. 
Prejudice (C)
Frankenstein explores one of mankind's most persistent and destructive flaws: prejudice. 

Revenge (C)
Frankenstein postulates that, in a sense, the very human desire for revenge can transform people into true monsters that have no feelings or desires beyond destroying their foe.

Assignment

1. No charts! Try not to cry too much; I only have one box of tissue.
2. Mark passages that introduce and develop the characters in the list that follows. It would also greatly behoove you to keep a list of characters along with the page numbers of the passages you mark regarding their introduction and development. 
a. Robert Walton

b. Victor Frankenstein

c. Alphonse Frankenstein

d. Caroline Beaufort Frankenstein

e. Elizabeth Lavenza
f. Ernest Frankenstein

g. William Frankenstein

h. M. Krempe
i. M. Waldman
j. Justine Moritz

k. the Creature

l. Felix De Lacey

m. Agatha De Lacey

n. M. De Lacey

o. Safie

p. Safie’s father

3. At the end of each section (as delineated below), write a 3-5 sentence summary of the major events. (You won’t turn these summaries in. However, if you type and save them, you will be ahead on the major work review.)
4. Choose three of the thematic topics in Frankenstein. For each assignment, mark/highlight one passage for each topic (three passages per reading assignment). Each passage should also include clear examples of two literary elements:  characterization, contrast, detail, figurative language, foil, foreshadowing, imagery, and/or tone. You may mark more than three passages. Find an electronic copy of the text, copy/paste your passages, and print/bring them to class on the day the reading is due. YOU WILL NEED THE PRINTED PASSAGES FOR THE CLASS ACTIVITY, AND THE ACTIVITY WILL BE GRADED!
5. Vocabulary will be a part of the major work review rather than each reading assignment; however, you need to be marking words and working on the assignment as you read. Rather than finding your own words, I will provide a list of words for chapters of the book. You need to choose 5 works from each reading section (as delineated below) and look for those words as you read. You will be completing the same assignment you usually do, so you can work on that as you go and add that work to your major work review when we finish the novel.

Dates

Letters: 


Thursday, November 5

Chapters I-II:

Monday, November 9

Chapters III-V:

Wednesday, November 11

Chapters VI-X:

Monday, November 16

Chapters XI-XVI:

Thursday, November 19

Chapters XVII-XXIV
Tuesday, December 1

