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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein is one of the most influential and controversial novels of the
nineteenth century; it is also one of the most misunderstood and misinterpreted. It has been
vivisected critically by latter-day Victor Frankensteins who have transformed the meanings
emergent from the novel into monsters of post-modern misconception. Seldom has a work of fiction
suffered so scandalously from the slings and arrows of outrageous criticism. In many ways a classic
of the genre of “science fiction,” the novel considers the effects of a “Promethean” instinct, that
human life is not simply a gift received by the Creator, but something that can be manipulated and
even produced through human agency. As such, its subject matter is entirely relevant in an age
where medical interventions and medical-moral issues related to the beginning and end of life are
developing at breakneck speed.

As a Pythagorean, or believer in An Essay on Abstinence from Animal Food, as a Moral Duty by
Joseph Ritson, Mary Shelley saw Prometheus not as a hero but rather as something of a devil and
blamed him for bringing fire to humanity and thereby seducing the human race to the vice of eating
meat. The term "Modern Prometheus" was derived from Immanuel Kant who described Benjamin
Franklin as the "Prometheus of modern times" in reference to his experiments with electricity.
Furthermore, in versions of Greek mythology, Prometheus was the Titan who created humans in the
image of the gods so that they could have a spirit breathed into them at the behest of Zeus.

ABOUT MARY SHELLEY:

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (1797 — 1851) was an English novelist who wrote the Gothic novel
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818), which is considered an early example of science
fiction. She also edited and promoted the works of her husband, the Romantic poet and philosopher
Percy Bysshe Shelley. Her father was the political philosopher William Godwin and her mother was
the philosopher and women's rights advocate Mary Wollstonecraft.

In 1814, Mary began a romance with one of her father's political followers, Percy Bysshe Shelley,
who was already married. Together with her stepsister, Claire Clairmont, she and Percy left for
France and travelled through Europe. Upon their return to England, Mary was pregnant with Percy's
child. Over the next two years, she and Percy faced ostracism, constant debt and the death of their
prematurely born daughter. They married in late 1816, after the suicide of Percy Shelley's wife,
Harriet.

In 1816, the couple and Mary's stepsister famously spent a summer with Lord Byron and John
William Polidori near Geneva, Switzerland, where Shelley conceived the idea for her novel
Frankenstein. The Shelleys left Britain in 1818 for Italy, where their second and third children died
before Shelley gave birth to her last and only surviving child, Percy Florence Shelley. In 1822, her
husband drowned when his sailing boat sank during a storm near Viareggio. A year later, Shelley
returned to England and from then on devoted herself to raising her son and her career as a
professional author. The last decade of her life was dogged by illness, most likely caused by the
brain tumor which killed her at the age of 53.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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What did you think about Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus?

There are several parallels drawn between Frankenstein and the monster in the book. Why
do you think that Shelley draws parallels between Victor Frankenstein and the monster?

Why does Frankenstein abandon the monster as soon as he created him? Do you think he is
justified in abandoning the monster?

At various points in the novel, Frankenstein (and other characters) reference nature as being
inspiring, calming, enervating, sublime, and frightening. Why do you think they are making
these references?

The monster refers to Satan in Paradise Lost at several points throughout the novel. Does the
monster identify with Satan, and if so, how? Why would the monster identify himself with
Satan?

Frankenstein urges Walton to not strive after fame arising from scientific discoveries, yet
Frankenstein does not heed his own advice. Why not? Does Walton listen to Frankenstein’s
advice? Is the pursuit of knowledge, to the exclusion of everything else, a worthy goal?

Shelley begins the novel with a series of letters from Walton to his sister. She ends the novel
by a similar series of letters from Walton to his sister. This technique is known as a
“Chinese box.” Does the technique of using a “Chinese box” work in the novel? What could
the author gain by using this technique? Does the technique seem outdated now?

Is the monster portrayed sympathetically in the novel? Do you feel inclined to like the
monster because of his portrayal in the novel?

What does the novel have to say about Frankenstein’s attempt to create life? Does Shelley
view the attempt to create life in a positive vein?

Does the novel work as science fiction, that is, a reflection on scientific advances and the
moral complexities surrounding science? What is the nature of the morality of
Frankenstein’s creation of human life? Is a “monstrous” choice?

Why would this novel be of interest to a person of faith? How does Shelley’s reference to
Paradise Lost offer a clue in this vein? The main character in Paradise Lost is Satan. Might

Shelley be comparing the rebellion of Satan to the character of Frankenstein?

Would you recommend Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus? Why or why not?



