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Introduction: The Enduring Significance of Frankenstein
• First published January 1, 1818
• Second edition 1823
• Third edition 1831
• Mary Shelley’s macabre literary creation simply will not die.
• What accounts for the enduring success of this literary creation? 
• Why has it struck such a deep intellectual and emotional chord with generations 

and generations of readers? 
• Why does it continue to show up on syllabi and reading lists in countless English 

literature classes? 
• Why is this tale of transgressive hubris appropriated and retold on the stage, in 

films, in musicals, in cartoons, in comic books, in children’s puppet shows, and on 
television programs (both comedic and dramatic)? 
• Is it possible that Mary’s “hideous progeny” lingers in our collective cultural 

consciousness largely because we continue to grapple with the prescient 
warnings and revelations writ large on the body of her literary Creature? 



Engaging the Materialism-Vitalism Dichotomy in Romantic 
Science

• Overly ambitious presentation title and plans
• Will look forward to Christina Bieber Lake’s presentation
• We can interact on these ideas during Q&A 
• Moving along… 



Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity

• Mary Shelley dramatically illustrates this theme of natural domesticity 
through plots of denial, longing, and embracement as textually embodied in 
the actions of Victor, the Creature, and Walton.
• The Frankenstein family in general, and Victor specifically, represent the 

destructive consequences of domestic disruptions and the tragedy of willfully 
denying natural domesticity. 
• Karla Alwes: “The monster’s creation is an inversion of the process of birth, 

whereby the creator becomes ‘disintegrated’ rather than made psychically 
whole, fragmented from others rather than embraced into community, and 
the creator dissolves into his creation. The ‘family’ that is predecessor to the 
monster will be summarily destroyed because of Victor’s alienation from 
them and from himself following the ‘birth’ of his creation.”



• Debra Best: Victor represents a type of procreative transvestitism who adopts 
a feminine identity and corresponding duties and gives birth to the creature.
• Victor purposely creates life in the disturbing absence of woman through 

unnatural scientific means that is ultimately destructive of human life, not 
procreative, and that is disruptive of human relationships, as opposed to 
fostering domestic formation. 
• Anne Mellor: “The genuine improvement of the species can result only from 

the fusing of both male and female sexuality. In trying to have a baby without 
a woman, Frankenstein denies to his child the maternal love and nurturance it 
requires, the very nourishment that Darwin explicitly equated with the female 
sex. Frankenstein’s failure to embrace his smiling creature with maternal love, 
his horrified rejection of his own creation, spells out the narrative 
consequences of solitary paternal propagation.” 

Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity



• Anne Mellor: “The De Lacey family represents an alternative ideology: a vision 
of a social group based on justice, equality, and mutual affection. … [T]he 
structure of the De Lacey family constitutes Mary Shelley’s ideal, an ideal 
derived from her mother’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women. In the 
impoverished household, all work is shared equally in an atmosphere of 
rational companionship, mutual concern, and love.”

• Adam Komisaruk: “I would suggest, however, that Shelley’s irony cuts much 
deeper: that she scrutinizes the principles upon which the bourgeois family 
itself is erected; that she calls into question whether these principles ever can 
result in egalitarianism; that she raises these questions as early as the 1818 
Frankenstein; and that no family in this novel escapes reproach—including the 
De Laceys.”

Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity



• Creature: “Other lessons were impressed upon me even more deeply. I heard 
of the difference of sexes; and the birth and growth of children; how the 
father doated on the smiles of the infant, and the lively sallies of the older 
child; how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapped up on the 
precious charge; how the mind of youth expanded and gained knowledge; of 
brother, sister, and all the various relationships which bind one human being 
to another in mutual bonds. But where were my friends and relations? No 
father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me with smiles 
and caresses.” 

Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity



• The Creature does not seem to take into account the female Creature’s liberty 
of body and mind. 
• He has prescribed an identity and destiny for her, one which she may not 

embrace. 
• Victor, on the other hand, does contemplate this possibility, producing in him 

great fear and despair. He wonders what would happen if she were to reject 
the Creature as have other humans and, instead, prefer the company of 
human men.
• Victor denies the Creature what he rejects and denies for himself—sexual 

union and domestic communion with the female other.  

Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity



• Walton is a recipient of both Victor’s and the Creature’s narratives, and as 
such functions as a surrogate reader for the flesh-and-blood readers of Mary 
Shelley’s text.
• Karla Alwes: “The ‘darkness and distance’ that now lie between the monster 

and Walton effectively manifest Walton’s newfound lack of desire for 
community and dismissal of the desire for masculine knowledge, 
characterized by solitude, that returns Walton to the aforementioned culture 
of self-alienating masculine prerogative.” 
• Catherine Vedder: “It is important to see that his self-proclaimed concern for 

his sister’s feelings, as well as his high regard for the men on his ship, is 
superficial and ostentatious, masking his real self-absorption. Walton’s 
personality is driven by the same factors destroying Victor: the ambition for 
glory; the need to justify himself to—while rebelling against—a godlike 
patriarchal figure; and the avoidance of intimacy with any except a double.”

Denials and Celebrations of Natural Domesticity



• Catherine Vedder: “Mary seems to be suggesting that the ‘extreme’ 
Romanticism indulged by Victor/Percy is a step too far from the values 
represented by the works of Coleridge and Wordsworth alluded to in the 
novel.” 

• Katy Beavers: “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner was a great influence on the 
works of second-generation Romantic writers, particularly Mary Shelley, 
whose novels reveal the fragmentation and disintegration of the family, both 
as a comment on her personal domestic situation and itinerant lifestyle, and 
of family as a microcosm of society as a whole.” 

• Beth Lau: “Coleridge was a profoundly sympathetic and congenial figure to 
Mary Shelley, and his ideas and literary themes resonated with and helped 
shape her own.”

Appropriation and Critique of High Romantic Theory



• “He was a boy of singular talent and fancy. He loved enterprise, hardship, and 
even danger for its own sake. He was deeply read in books of chivalry and 
romance. He composed heroic songs, and began to write many a tale of 
enchantment and knightly adventure.”
• Victor explains, “Study had before secluded me from the intercourse of my 

fellow-creatures, and rendered me unsocial, but Clerval called forth the better 
feelings of my heart; he again taught me to love the aspect of nature, and the 
cheerful faces of children. …A selfish pursuit had cramped and narrowed me, 
until your gentleness and affection warmed and opened my senses; I became 
the same happy creature who, a few years ago, loved and beloved by all, had 
no sorrow or care.” 

Appropriation and Critique of High Romantic Theory



• Clayton Koelb: “The figuration of the poet as a divine creator was a common 
topos in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and Shelley was 
engaged in exploring the demonic underside of that topos.”
• Mary Poovey: Mary Shelley “explodes the foundations of Romantic optimism 

by demonstrating that the egotistical energies necessary to self-assertion—
energies that appear to her to be at the heart of the Romantic model of the 
imagination—inevitably imperil the self-denying energies of love.”
• Nora Sellei: Frankenstein can be “considered not as a critique of irresponsible 

science and the mad and egotistical scientist but a critique of the creative 
genius, who is inevitably locked up in spaces that are not only uninhabited 
but also uninhabitable by others.”   

Appropriation and Critique of High Romantic Theory



• Walton observes, “Even broken in spirit as he is, no one can feel more deeply 
than he does the beauties of nature. The starry sky, the sea, and every sight 
afforded by these wonderful regions, seems still to have the power of 
elevating his soul from earth. Such a man has a double existence: he may 
suffer misery and be overwhelmed by disappointments, yet, when he has 
retired into himself, he will be like a celestial spirit, that has a halo around 
him, within whose circle no grief or folly ventures.”
• “Even now as I commence my task, his full-toned voice swells in my ears; his 

lustrous eyes dwell on me with all their melancholy sweetness; I see his thin 
hand raised in animation, while the lineaments of his face are irradiated by 
the soul within.”  

Appropriation and Critique of High Romantic Theory



• The Creature explains, “Many times I considered Satan as the fitter emblem 
of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, 
the bitter gall of envy rose within me.”

• The Creature claims, “All, save I, were at rest or in enjoyment; I, like the 
archfiend, bore a hell within me, and finding myself unsympathised with, 
wished to tear up the threes, spread havoc and destruction around me, and 
then to have sat down and enjoyed the ruin. … No: from that moment I 
declared ever-lasting war against the species, and, more than all, against him 
who had formed me, and sent me forth to this insupportable misery.”

• The Creature explains, “I gazed on my victim, and my heart swelled with 
exultation and hellish triumph; clapping my hands, I exclaimed, ‘I too can 
create desolation; my enemy is not invulnerable; this death will carry despair 
to him, and a thousand other miseries shall torment and destroy him.’”

Appropriation and Critique of High Romantic Theory



• Michael Lowy and Robert Sayre, Romanticism Against the Tide of 
Modernity
• Romanticism not so much a literary era as a critical perspective that 

examines modernity, critiquing its negative effects upon individuals and 
their social relationships. 
• Romanticism confronts dehumanization, objectification of the human 

individual, and the disruption of fundamental human relationships 
caused by social and culture challenges of modernity.
• Mary Shelley demonstrates the importance of producing art that has a 

critical edge, examining views of imaginative, artistic production and 
interrogating the reception and consumption of artistic works.

Conclusion: The Critical Romanticism of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein


