
FRANKENSTEIN

BY MARY SHELLEY



Who was Mary Shelley?
 Born in 1797 to William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft 

– extremely radical thinkers of their time

 Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, died from sepsis 
(blood poisoning) shortly after Mary was born.

 Mary learned about her mother only through her 
writings, 

Including her feminist piece, A Vindication of the 
Rights of Women (1792) which advocated that 
women should have the same educational 
opportunities and rights in society as men.



Who was Mary Shelley?

Mary’s father, William Godwin 

• ex-minister, atheist, influential writer 

• his name became associated with truth, justice and liberty

• Both her parents were anti-marriage, but did wed when Mary 
became pregnant

 After her mother’s death, Mary’s father remarried

 As a father, he was emotionally void, but intellectually guided

• Mary was an avid reader and scholar

• Knew (through her father) some of the most important men of the 
time – including Romantic poets: William Wordsworth and 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge) and Percy Shelley.



Mary Shelley

Her soon-to-be-husband, 
Percy Shelley  



Mary and Percy Shelley
 Met in 1814

 Percy Shelley, a “Romantic,” attached himself to Godwin 
(her dad) and his idealistic political notions

 Shelley eventually abandons his wife to spend time at 
Godwin house

 After he leaves her, Percy’s first wife drowns herself 

 Elopes with Mary in July 1814 (Mary is 17 at this time.)

 In 1815, Mary gives birth to their first baby, but the baby 
dies a few days after birth
 “Dreamt that  my little baby came to life again: that it had only 

been cold, and that we rubbed it before the fire and it lived.” 



Mary and Percy in Geneva

 Mary and Percy decide to summer in Switzerland with Lord 

Byron (another Romantic poet.)

 Environment is the opposite of gloomy London, yet rained much 

in summer, confining them to house

 Ghost story contest

 Mary, Percy, Lord Byron, and others

 Discussion of Erasmus Darwin’s experiments with galvanism (uses 

of electricity) and “the nature of the principle of life and whether 

there was any chance of its ever being discovered.”

 From this, she has a “waking dream,” which eventually becomes 

the novel Frankenstein.

 Mary wins the ghost story contest hands down.



Mary’s Tragedies

• She was always guilt-stricken regarding her own mother’s death 
(since it happened in childbirth)

• She reportedly felt some guilt over Percy’s first wife’s suicide

• She gave birth to 4 children in 5 years. 3 of them died in infancy

• Shelley lost her husband in a boating accident after only 8 years of 
marriage

• Critics say that Frankenstein is greatly influenced by Mary’s 
experiences and her continual exploration of birth, parenting 
roles, moralities, and death.



Historical context
• You’ll notice at the start of the novel, Walton’s letters are dated “17-

” with no reference to anything specific to pinpoint the date.

• This is purposeful on Shelley’s part.

• Frankenstein is set in the latter part of the 18th century (1700’s).  

• The novel critiques the excesses of the Enlightenment era and 
introduces the beliefs of the Romantic time period.

• Remember, Shelley was influenced by some of the strongest 
Romantic thinkers of her time, including her husband, Percy 
Shelley, who is a premier Romantic poet.

• Frankenstein reflects a shift in social and political thought

– from humans as creatures who use science and reason to shape and 
control their destiny to 

– humans as creatures who rely on their emotions to determine what is 
right.



IDEAS OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT ERA

• Logic and reason; science and technology

• Nature should be controlled by humans

• Thinking was rigid and based on form during this 

literary era.



Science and technology

 Technology/machines replaced workers creating low 
wages and poor working conditions

 Erasmus Darwin, scientist who wrote about biological 
evolution was a big influence (people began to question 
power of God)

 Percy and Mary also attended lectures by Andrew 
Crosse, a scientist who experimented with electricity

 discussed galvanism-- or the study of electricity and its 
applications. 



Arctic exploration
 The late 1700s also marked the beginnings of a new era 

of ocean exploration. 

 Explorers wanted to find a trade route through the Arctic 

to connect the Atlantic and the Pacific. 

 This is what Robert Walton is trying to accomplish in the 

novel.



What is Romanticism?

Romanticism is a reaction to the Age of Reason                           

(also known as the Enlightenment)



Characteristics of Romantic Period

 1800-1850

 Emphasis on the five I’s:  imagination, individuality, 
inspiration, intuition, and  idealism

 The Romantics were big on emotion

 Rejections of formal, upper class works 

 A preference for writing (particularly poetry) that 
addresses personal experiences and emotions in 
simple language.

 A turn to an inner dream world that is thought to be 
more picturesque and magical than the current world 
(industrial age)



Characteristics of Romantic Period

 Belief in individual liberty

 Concerned with common people

 Fascination with nature; perception of nature as 
transformative

 Viewed nature as a place of solace and comfort to 
the individual

 Nature should not be tamed or controlled

 Humans are born inherently kindhearted and moral



Characteristics of Romantic Texts
 Close relationships and concern for poor and less 

fortunate

 Friendship is highly revered. People search for a 
“kindred spirit.”

 Search for fundamental knowledge and 
consequences of acquiring knowledge

 The Romantics believed in the pursuit of a 
Romantic quest – a grand quest for something 
unknown.
 Look for this with Robert Walton and Victor 

Frankenstein

You will see all of these elements at play in 

Frankenstein.



Natural World

•In the novel, Walton’s attempt 

to conquer the sea, and Victor’s 

scientific experiments reveal 

man’s attempt to control or 

exploit the natural world



Sublime Nature

• Throughout the novel, pay attention to how 

the characters are influenced by the natural 

world.

• Also note Shelley’s long descriptions of the 

natural world.  

• This is classic Romanticism!



The Individual

Romanticism favored the idea 

of the Individual 

This individual  (above) is Percy Bysshe Shelley, 

Mary’s husband!



The Individual
• The Romantics had a preoccupation with the genius, the hero, and 

the exceptional figure

• They focused on his passions and inner struggles

• They viewed  the artist as a supremely individual creator, whose 

creative spirit is more important than strict adherence to formal 

rules and traditional procedures. 

• Victor Frankenstein is classified as a Byronic hero which first 

appeared in several of the works of Lord Byron (the Romantic 

poet). Like Byron himself, a Byronic hero is a melancholy and 

rebellious young man, distressed by a terrible wrong he committed 

in the past.

• Examples:  Bruce Wayne, Wolverine, Mr. Rochester

• They emphasized imagination as a gateway to the transcendental, 

leading to belief in . . .



THE SUPERNATURAL 

Which leads us to:

The Gothic Novel



The GOTHIC STYLE 

• In addition to classic Romanticism, Frankenstein is 

generally categorized as a Gothic novel, a genre of 

fiction that uses gloomy settings and supernatural 

events to create an atmosphere of mystery and 

terror.

• Watch how the novel will delve deeply into the 

psychology of its main characters at an attempt to 

understand their motivations and desires



TTHE GOTHIC STYLE 

 Supernatural forces & imaginative excess

 Magical realism (we’ll discuss later)

 Religious and human evil

 Use of weather and lightning to indicate mood 

and suspense (moonlight, lightning, 

gloominess)

 Mental disintegration; spiritual corruption



Gothic Archetypes

•Gothic Hero: isolated either voluntarily 
or involuntarily

•Villain: epitome of evil, either by his own 
fall from grace, or by some implicit 
malevolence

•The Wanderer, found in many Gothic 
tales, is the epitome of isolation as he 
wanders the earth in perpetual exile, 
usually a form of divine punishment



What the novel is not:



Study the 

painting for a 

few minutes.

Jot down three 

things you 

notice.

What title 

would you give 

this artwork and 

why?

What is the 

feeling or mood 

you get from 

this artwork?



Study the painting for a few minutes.  What do you notice? Jot down 

three observations. 



Art for thought…

• We will study art off and on throughout the 

year.  Here’s why it is such a close parallel to 

literary analysis.

• This painting is called “Nighthawks at the 

Diner”

– 1942 oil canvas by Edward Hopper

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=7j5pUtRcNX4

