When we read critically, that is, beyond simply enjoying the story for its events and characters, we try to understand works, and their authors, from various points of view. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is rich with possibilities for interpretation. Just reading the story, with no other expectations or knowledge, opens up a long list of themes to explore. 

· The nature of creation

· The nature of genius – what are its limits? What responsibilities does it entail?

· The nature of science and scientific exploration

· Motherhood

· Good and evil

· How we become who we are: are we inherently good or evil? Are we products of our families? Our education? Our societies?

We might use the lens of history, or of biography, of psychology, or of some political or philosophical structure such as Marxism (by which we mean an examination of the economic and power structures inherent in the text or in its author’s time period), or of gender and sexuality, or Darwinism, or post-colonialism, or we might stick to the structural elements of the story, or its language. We won’t dig deeply into these specialized approaches, but we will employ them, since as readers we bring our whole range of experiences and viewpoints with us when we read.

I want to start by look at Shelley and her creation in the context of its historical and biographical backgrounds.  The movement that we associate Shelley with is called Romanticism; the genres we use to categorize Frankenstein include gothic and science fiction. In fact, many consider this to be the first work of science fiction. 

Gothic fiction – meant to please the senses, so, an entertaining sense of terror: elements of terror (both psychological and physical), mystery, the supernatural, haunted houses and Gothic architecture, castles, darkness, death, decay, doubles, madness, secrets.

Among the stock characters of Gothic fiction you’ll see tyrants, villains, maniacs, Byronic heroes, madwomen, magicians, vampires, werewolves, monsters, demons, and so on.

Byronic Hero (romantic hero) – idealized, but flawed, after the writer Lord Byron, who was labeled by one of his ex-lovers as “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”

There’s also a tendency to romanticize the ancient Medieval past – you see that in Victor’s interest in alchemical texts.
Let’s talk about Romanticism first. We’re talking about a period roughly between 1760 and 1850. Think about Europe and America in the period leading up to mid-1700s –what do you know about that?

· We’ve transitioned from alchemy to the beginnings of empirical physical science, with Galileo and Newton in the 1600s

· European nations that began exploration and colonization of Asia and Africa; North, South and Central America and the Caribbean in the late 1400s are now seeing the first de-colonizations, with independence movements in these territories

· But they’re also continuing efforts to explore even farther out, to the poles – the search for a Northwest Passage, from Europe across the Atlantic and north of North America to the Pacific in order to trade with China and other eastern nations, goes back to the 1500s, and we see Walton continuing it in this novel. It will finally be found in 1906.

· What about social and political changes?

· American Revolution

· French Revolution

· Devaluing of monarchy and aristocracy, rise of a middle class, gradual expansion of rights – property, vote, etc. This will go on through the 1800s.

· Beginning a change from an agrarian (farm-based, largely rural) society to an industrial one.

In short, it was a time of great change and upheaval in traditional authority and structures. The movement that fueled our American revolution is called the Age of Enlightenment, or the Age of Reason. This is the way of thinking that values reason above tradition—this is the philosophy of the signers of our Declaration of Independence and the authors of our Constitution.

Romanticism is a reaction to the Enlightenment’s emphasis on rationality and the mind. It’s sometimes called the Age of Reflection, as a response to the Age of Reason. The Romantics are not a cohesive lot. They don’t have a single, unifying philosophy, and even while reacting to the Enlightenment thinkers, they share a number of beliefs with that group:  the emphasis on individual worth, the belief that society can be bettered, the opposition to monarchy. But the Romantics believed that the ability to change society for the better was as much a matter of emotion and sense than of the mind. It is a creative and expressive school of thought.

The major features of Romanticism include”

· A belief in the reciprocal relationship between humanity and Nature. The natural world is the source of good, of inspiration, of rejuvenation.

· Thus science should be connected to nature, and benefit it, not harm it.

· A corresponding rejection, or concern, about the increasing technological and industrial world, both because of its abuse of nature (pollution) and its abuse of the people who work in the new factory economy.

· A valuing of emotion and expression over reason. The senses are seen as on par with the mind for informing us about reality.

· An emphasis on the individual, particularly the tragic hero, 

It’s a huge movement, encompassing at least two generations of major writers whom we tend to break up into Early Romantics and Late Romantics. The early Romantics include poets William Blake, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and William Wordsworth, French philosophor Jean-Jaques Rousseau, and British activists/writer Mary Wollstonecraft and philosopher William Godwin – Mary Godwin Shelley’s parents. The later Romantics include her husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley, their friend Gordon Lord Byron, among others.

Of this first group, Mary Shelley is most greatly influenced by her parents, and by Rousseau.  

Rousseau strongly influenced Romantic thinkers and writers in his ideas on education, which were radical. He introduced the concept of man as a “noble savage” more pure and instinctive than what we become under the constraints of civilization – i.e., the institutional bonds of schools, church, monarchy and other social pressures. His book on education looked more to nature and our natural urges as sources of education than to religion and society. The book, Emile, begins with this statement:

“Everything is good in leaving the hands of the Creator of Things; everything degenerates in the hands of man.”

Can you see that thought echoed in Shelley’s story?

But Shelley is conflicted about how she sees Rousseau. He was a great thinker in many ways, but also problematic. Personally, he was abusive to the women in his life, and abandoned his children, who were actually put into a workhouse since he left them in poverty. His mother major work, his Confessions, describes many incidents of him abandoning personal responsibility and shifting the blame for his own behavior onto the influence of a corrupt society. In one incident, as a boy in Geneva (is that familiar?), he stole a locket from his mother’s jewelry box. When the family maid was blamed for the theft, and fired, he did not speak up to clear her.  We will see this very event echoed in the story of the Victor Frankenstein and his Creature, and it plays an essential role in establishing the climax of the book and in forming our opinion of its central characters.

His book Emile also relegates girls’ education to a lesser importance – their role is to be a good companion to men, just smart enough to keep a discussion going but not enough to be unattractive. Mary Shelley’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, while inspired by Rousseau’s ideas on reforming education, opposed this kind of approach and advocated full equality for women – keep in mind that at time time women generally were not allowed to attend any higher education, and could not enter the trained professions. Wollstonecraft is less a Romantic than an Enlightenment thinker, but her passionate opposition to the monarchy and other institutions fit her into that group as well.

Mary’s parents, not surprisingly, influenced who she became as a person, and as a writer. Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, is one of the major names in the early feminist movement, and as a reform activist in other areas of British society, including education. She was a supporter of the French Revolution, which made her a reviled figure in England, where supporters of monarchy were deeply threatened by what was happening just across the English Channel. She wrote in 1990 a defense of it called “A Vindication of the Rights of Man,” which may sound familiar to you (Thomas Paine followed up in 1791 with “The Rights of Man,” a classic text in American political philosophy.)  She then published “A Vindication of the Rights of Woman” and that extended her fame to France and the U.S.

She had had a baby while unmarried, and professed to oppose marriage as an unequal state of affairs, calling it “legalized prostitution.” Later, though, she would marry William Godwin while pregnant with Mary, as they both worried about the legal status of the child, given that despite their activism, little changed in the legal and social status of children born out of wedlock. She died two weeks after giving birth to Mary, of complications from the delivery.

Godwin was an anarchist and we’d probably call him a sort of libertarian, though unlike the current crop of libertarians (think Ron Paul), he also believed in subordinating the individual’s interests to the collective good – I suppose that makes him a sort of libertarian Marxist, if such a thing is possible. I did mention that the Romantic movement incorporates a lot of ideas, not all of them compatible with one another. Godwin was a true revolutionary, though. He was born into a family of religious dissenters, and was tortured for that as a youth. He later became an atheist. His novel The Adventures of Caleb Williams, is a sort of thriller, and its main character illustrates how government overwhelms and crushes individuals and controls every level of society. While Wollstonecraft seemed to advocate reform of government, Godwin wanted to abolish it. 

Mary Shelley was raised in the midst of a teeming intellectual circle, though not always in the same home as Godwin, as she didn’t get along with his second wife. Among his followers were the poet and privileged aristocrat Percy Bysshe Shelly. Shelley was expelled from Oxford for his writings on atheism, spent some time in Ireland and Wales advocating for those countries’ independence from England, and got married. Then he ended up in Godwin’s circle, where, despite being married, he fell in love with Mary, who was 16 at the time. They eloped, and after his wife Harriet drowned herself in grief,  they married. Until then, Godwin wouldn’t speak to either of them  -- perhaps he got a bit more conservative in his elder years?

That brings us up to Mary as a teenager. It’s easy to look at this history and think that the book obviously comes from her experiences wholesale. This way of thinking is dismissive of her ability as a writer and intellectual. It is amazing that an 18-year-old developed this story, but not so amazing given the context of her life. She published her first short story at age 11. She had planned to be a writer, like her parents, her entire life. She was raised surrounded by intellectuals, with full run of her father’s extensive library. She had the shadow of her dead, enormously famous, mother to live up to. She married a famous, and infamous, man, and continued to live in writerly circles with him, traveling with the poet Byron and others well-known in literary, and gossip, circles of the time. Really, these people were the National Enquirer subjects of their time. We find them in Geneva at the time of the famous summer where the ghost story challenge was issued because Byron had to flee England over uproar about his personal life. He loved women and men, and had polyamorous relationships, including an incestuous one with his half-sister Augusta Leigh (where do you see that echoed in Frankenstein?) Along for the Geneva visit was his personal physician J.W. Polidori, who also wrote a vampire story, but who was not a great doctor. After three patients died under his care, he committed suicide at age 26. 

As an imaginative writer with themes to explore, Mary had plenty of source material to work with, from her own studies (echoed in the Creatures readings), to the lives and works of the men and women in her family and social circles.

As a child of the Romantic movement, and grounded in the ideas of reform that were powerfully making waves throughout Britain, Continental Europe and America, Mary Shelley will propose large themes in this book, through its plot, characters, and settings, that echo the concerns of these reformist movements. That raises one of two questions to think about:  Why was Frankenstein an instant success? But also, as we read, I think we’ll see that some of those themes bridge the nearly two hundred year gap between the world of 1816, when she began writing, and today, raising our second question: What accounts for our ongoing, even growing, interest in the book?

