Frankenstein

The 19th Century major works: 

Shelley's Frankenstein

Stoker's Dracula

Melville's Moby Dick (& Ahab)

Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes. 

Their success is a curse of sorts: they’re so familiar, so interpreted in other media, that we’ve lost our knowledge and experience of the originals.  This may be particularly true of Frankenstein, which has become a staple of horror, but distorted

But addition to being written in luxuriant gothic prose, and both a map of and a critique of the excesses of Romanticism, the original novel is one of the most profound meditations on our purpose and relation to God that has exists in our literature.

Frankenstein, in his quest for root knowledge and arrogance in his abilities, has attempted to become a god, but his creation is a horrible disappointment & so, the creator banishes his creature.

 Meanwhile, his flawed creation, longing for his maker and naïve to the world, wanders in exile seeking the meaning of his existence. He decides that to be, as is core to human nature, creation, and demands a mate. The Biblical parallels are obvious, but they work on us subtly as we read the novel. In the end, the uncontrollable urge to create, to imitate God, stands revealed as Man's driving force. And the inevitable disappointment of the creator in his creation, is revealed as the serpent in the garden.

-  the language in Frankenstein may be difficult to some of you because it is late 18th century/early 19th c. English -- very genteel, and not exactly forthright.  

· Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley was the daughter of William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, both of whom were great thinkers of their day -- especially her mother, who wrote the famous essay Vindication of the Rights of Woman.  She was born in 1797, and as a direct consequence of problems with the delivery, her mother died.  That event will mark her for the rest of her life and will have direct effects on the book we're going to read.  Godwin remarried to a woman with children of her own, a woman who found Mary something of a threat.  But Mary was always looked well upon by her father, to the point that she dedicated the book to him.  

· Though William Godwin was a significant philosopher and educator (as was Mary’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft), who entertained and worked with many famous and important thinkers, writers and artists of the time, Mary did not spend all of her time growing up in that light. In fact, she spent much of her youth away from her family, fostered with friends in a remote and hardy area of Scotland. 

· When Mary was 17, she was introduced to the Romantic poet Percy Shelley and his wife, and they struck an instant mutual attraction -- his own wife was not exactly very bright and so didn't provide much of a conversational companion.  He ended up leaving his wife and eloping with Mary that same year.  But it was hardly romantic in the sense we know because her stepsister Claire Clairmont ended up coming with them, probably because of a romantic interest in Percy.  Mary became pregnant five times, and only one of her children lived to adulthood.  Then, eight years later, Percy Shelley went boating in a thunderstorm and was lost at sea; his body washed up on shore ten days later.  

· Frankenstein came out of a pretty famous vacation the couple spent at a Geneva villa with Lord Byron and Dr. John Polidori.  In the summer of 1816, the four of them decided to have a ghost story contest, and out of that came this novel, a fragment by Byron, and the novel The Vampyre by Polidori.  Out of all the works, this is the best one.  Frankenstein was published in 1818, and that edition is considered the better by many readers and critics. It’s rawer, with more plot problems, but it is also more hopeful, a bit unnerving in elements such as the nearly incestuous relationship between Victor Frankenstein and his cousin Elizabeth, 

· We're reading the later edition of 1831 for several reasons.  First, it is easier to get, and less expensive. There’s also something to be said for respecting the author’s decision to revise her story. I’d recommend if you have an interest in comparing the two, that you find the Norton Critical Edition of the 1818 publication and see what you think for yourself. I’ve included the information on the course website ifyou want to look for that text.

· I say that the original edition is more hopeful. By that I mean that at 18, Mary Shelley had seen much of the world, including death, larger-than-life egos at work, family conflict, romantic betrayal, all the big themes of human existence. But she was young, in love, living in exciting times, and just beginning to really educate herself in a deep, meaningful way. Her views on Romanticism, on the ability of good people to raise good children, of people to positively affect the world around them, were strong.

· By the time she revised the book in 1831, Mary Shelley was a widow who’d lost four children to death, seen bad times fall on her friends and family and colleagues, and reconsidered some of her enthusiasm for heroes such as Jean Jacques Rousseau, one of the models for Victor Frankenstein. She’d developed and matured in her ideas of what exactly she was writing; in some ways it makes for a less invigorating text, but we can debate what text is the “real” Frankenstein, or are there two?

· Romanticism is contradictory:  it can be described as favoring emotion, Nature, Imagination, and so forth, but at the same time Romantic thinkers and writers were engaging with Rationalist thought, and both rebelling against and embracing the turn of the century, from a monarchal, feudal, pastoral world to the Age of Reason, of Enlightenment (the French and American Revolutions), and the coming Industrial Age.  Shelley mines these conflicts in Frankenstein. You will come away with more questions than answers: is the Creature evil? Is Frankenstein? What causes a person to become evil? Or to become good? Is science frightening? What systems (moral, ethical, institutional) should govern our technology? Our education system, our reproduction? If Nature is good, and all it creates is good, why then are humans not inherently good? Why is it that we can destroy, distort, and corrupt so easily? If God is good, why is our world such an uncomfortable place for his creations?

