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INTRODUCTION


TWO HUNDRED YEARS OF FRANKENSTEIN


On a rainy night in 1816, eighteen-year-old Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley sat with her new husband, the celebrated poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, and their friends in a villa on the shores of Lake Como in Italy; among them, the poet and adventurer Lord Byron. To pass the time Byron suggested that each member of the company create a ghost story. In response, Mary Shelley drew on her imagination, her own life, and the science of the time to write Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus.


Shelley’s tale about a tormented creature created in a laboratory by the fatally ambitious scientist Victor Frankenstein was published, at first anonymously, in 1818. The power of her story has never since waned. With the audacity of its central idea and the richness of its themes, Frankenstein has become a literary touchstone, a cultural phenomenon, and a global icon—and in its bicentennial year of 2018, this story still has lessons for us in the 21st century.


Few stories have reached the worldwide prominence that Frankenstein enjoys. It has been translated and adapted countless times, and versions of Shelley’s novel have appeared in every possible medium and in every conceivable variation. The novel itself has not been out of print in nearly two hundred years and has appeared in about five hundred editions according to one source, perhaps more than any other work of fiction. It is routinely read by students from middle school to graduate school. Scholarly interest in the work is perennially high. Even a cursory look in Google Books or a university library reveals hundreds of books and articles in many languages devoted to literary and cultural analysis of Shelley’s work, its milieu, and its popular forms. Its impact is undiminished in the digital age: in 2013, when reproductions of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein notebooks went online, the response was overwhelming. The site drew almost sixty thousand visitors from around the world in its first twenty-four hours.


Frankenstein has inspired a multitude of stage, screen, and television adaptations as well. The classic film version is the 1931 Frankenstein, directed by James Whale with Boris Karloff as Dr. Frankenstein’s creature, which was a box office hit in its day. Now it is acknowledged as one of the 100 all-time greatest American films chosen by the American Film Institute, and contemporary critics give it a perfect 100% rating on RottenTomatoes.com, but it is only the peak of a mountain of Frankenstein films. These range from vintage (the earliest was a 1910 short from Thomas Edison’s film company) to contemporary, including James Whale’s follow-up Bride of Frankenstein (1935); Abbot and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), which, along with Mel Brooks’s Young Frankenstein (1974), is listed by AFI among the 100 funniest American movies; and Kenneth Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994), with Robert DeNiro as the Monster. Most recently, Haifaa Al-Mansour directed a new Mary Shelley biopic in 2017. A big-budget reboot of Frankenstein is on the way, slated for release in 2019.


One guide lists hundreds of Frankenstein-related films and television shows, many with only a tenuous connection to the original story. Another compilation, limited to versions that expressly attempt to follow Shelley’s novel, still lists dozens of feature films and TV productions. Entering “Frankenstein” in a key-word search on the movie site IMDb brings up about one hundred entries since 1994 alone. The phenomenon is a global one: Frankenstein films have been made in the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, Spain, Turkey, Japan, Canada, and Czechoslovakia. In addition to attracting audiences around the world, Frankenstein as a media property runs the gamut in terms of genre, budget, tone, and era, from cheaply made exploitation films to lavish period productions, from ’50s teen-pics to racy “adult” movies in the 1970s. Indeed, almost no movement in the evolving art of the moving image is without its take on Shelley’s timeless creation.


Clearly the ideas and emotions engendered by Shelley’s story cut across decades and centuries and across cultural and national lines to find wide expression, partly because it has been continually adapted and reinterpreted. The text has been opened up to explore the many potential perspectives of the novel’s rich cast of characters. For example, in Paul McGuigan’s 2015 film Victor Frankenstein, the story is told from the viewpoint of Dr. Frankenstein’s assistant; in a recent theatrical production in Newcastle, UK, titled Dr. Frankenstein (written and directed by Selma Dimitrijevic), the scientist who creates life is a woman, Dr. Victoria Frankenstein; and in 2011, Danny Boyle directed a well-received stage version of Frankenstein (written by Nick Dear) at London’s Royal National Theatre, in which Benedict Cumberbatch and Jonny Lee Miller alternated the roles of Victor Frankenstein and his creature.


Manifestations of Frankenstein are just as prevalent elsewhere in popular culture. Beginning with the iconic image of Boris Karloff as the lurching Monster with electrodes in his neck from the 1931 film, they have continued nonstop. The phrase “Frankenstein’s monster” is widely understood to represent a horrific, menacing, and shambling creature created by some other entity and used in every imaginable context; for instance, to cast slurs in the heated US presidential campaign of 2016. In another example, the very prefix “franken” has come to mean an ill-chosen collection of parts or something badly out of kilter. In 1992, Paul Lewis, an English professor at Boston College, first called genetically modified food “frankenfood.” The name has stuck and is also applied to junk food. Then there is “frankenstorm” for violent weather and “frankenword” for awkward portmanteau words like “docudrama” or, self-referentially, “frankenword” itself.


Frankenstein has also been interpreted in less threatening ways for the younger set. Boxes of Franken Berry strawberry-flavored breakfast cereal for kids, sold by General Mills since 1971, come adorned with a pink cartoon version of the Monster. Or children can play with Frankenstein-themed dolls, action figures, and even Frankenstein “plushies.” Described as making the Monster “more adorable than ever” for ages three and up, these stuffed versions come complete with soft electrodes. Kid-friendly versions of the Monster turn up on Saturday morning cartoons like The Groovy Ghoolies (1970–1971) and The Drac Pack (1980), and in animated features like Hotel Transylvania (2012) and books for young readers like Lola M. Schaeffer and Kevan Atteberry’s Frankie Stein. And of course, Frankenstein and his monster both remain stalwart features of the annual Halloween masquerades in the United States.


Apart from its popular and cultural significance, and its impact on literature and the media, Frankenstein powerfully expresses the ethical issues raised by the relentless advance of science. After all its long history, the story’s central premise—that science, not magic or God, can create a living being, and that the creators must answer for their actions as humans, not gods—is increasingly relevant as the modern science of manipulating DNA approaches the possibility of changing the biological nature of humanity and even of creating synthetic life. These ethical issues arise from the impact—for good or ill—of this kind of genetic manipulation on all humanity. Synthetic beings themselves would also raise ethical questions. In Mary Shelley’s story, Dr. Frankenstein’s artificial being keenly feels his own lack of natural parentage and blames his creator’s rejection for his anger, his desire for revenge, and the lack of a moral structure that together drive him to murder.


Deeper still, Shelley’s story raises compelling questions of conscience and consciousness—of how thinking beings understand and process their experience of the world, and the ways in which they try to share and use that experience. Part of the fear and fascination of Shelley’s book comes from our following the characters on their respective journeys of discovery, as they confront the horrors their obsessions and desires have driven them to. As the subtitle The Modern Prometheus suggests, this tale touches the topical ethical dilemmas we confront not only on the ever-advancing frontiers of science but also in philosophy, morality, and myth. Small wonder that a tale conjured by a teenager that rainy night on the shores of Lake Como to send a shiver up her friends’ spines still exercises such allure for scientists, scholars, artists, and curious minds the world over.


For all these reasons, the story of Frankenstein calls for new consideration on its two hundredth birthday. To provide that assessment, we have assembled leading scholars, scientists, and media experts and practitioners. They bring a diversity of voices and writing styles, from academic papers based on deep research, to interviews with media figures that express how their personal interactions with the Frankenstein story have inspired their creativity. The contributed chapters take a fresh look at Mary Shelley’s marvelous creation and its global legacy by tracing how “Frankenstein” has developed from 1818 to 2018 and what the story means today. Like Victor Frankenstein’s creature itself, stitched together from varied body parts, the different perspectives we present provide an integrated and, we hope, fully alive and lively view of this meaning.


To help you the reader categorize the great diversity of themes the story supports, these chapters are organized into three parts.


The Roots and Themes of Frankenstein. The origins of the Frankenstein story are varied and complicated. Besides Mary Shelley’s own creativity, they include a deep intellectual heritage from her parents—William Godwin, a political philosopher and writer, and Mary Wollstonecraft, an advocate for women’s rights and writer who died soon after her daughter’s birth. This adds emotional overtones to Mary Shelley’s story, which is, after all, about the “birth” of a new being and the defeat of death. Another thematic thread comes from the scientific beliefs of the time, which form the background of Victor’s work in creating a living thing. One of its most important facets was the discovery of “animal electricity” by the Italian scientist Luigi Galvani in the late 18th century, thought then perhaps to be the animating principle for life.


These roots and more are addressed by our contributors. Catherine Nickerson, a literary scholar at Emory University, writes about the origins of the story, its emotional and intellectual themes, and how it reflects significant social, political, and ethical issues in 19th-century British society. Dwayne Godwin, a neuroscientist at Wake Forest University, and cartoonist Jorge Cham, who created PHD Comics, collaborate in an entertaining and scientifically accurate comic strip about how Galvani’s work with animal electricity came to be associated with Frankenstein’s creature. Laura Otis, who studies the interactions between science and literature, brings psychological and literary insight to discuss the emotional state of Frankenstein’s creature as a being “born” without parents or family and rejected by its maker. Finally, Steven Kraftchick, a scholar of religion at Emory University who studies the meaning of trans-humanism, reflects on a different aspect of Frankenstein’s creature, the meaning of its “monstrosity.”


The Monster, the Media, and the Marketplace. After two centuries of extensive exposure, the Frankenstein story and its variants continue to engage audiences in every medium. Studying how it is presented in the media offers new insights into the evolution of its meaning over time and also into how the media deal with the story’s scientific, ethical, and human questions. Our contributors tackle these issues as media scholars and as creative voices in the media, the writers and directors of Frankenstein-based stories on big and small screens.


Setting the stage, Evan Lieberman, a professor of cinema studies at Cleveland State University, surveys the Frankenstein myth as expressed on the movie screen from a broad perspective, examining the diversity of its adaptations from around the globe. Then Kevin LaGrandeur, who teaches English and the impact of technology at New York Institute of Technology, presents an interview with the celebrated director Mel Brooks about his beloved dark comedy Young Frankenstein (1974).”


Alexis Gambis, founder of Imagine Science Films, brings a different view as he writes about his vision for science in film, including his Chimera project to produce an independent film about hybrid artificial beings, and how that relates to Frankenstein on-screen. Jaime Paglia, cocreator of the Eureka series on the Syfy Channel, writes about how he and his colleagues probe the boundaries between life and death in the series, in homage to Mary Shelley’s story. Then coeditor and film scholar Eddy Von Mueller interviews John Logan, creator and head writer of the Penny Dreadful Showtime cable series, and Stuart Beattie, director of the feature film adaptation of I, Frankenstein, about their takes on the timeless tale. In a second piece, Von Mueller traces the evolution of the Monster as an iconic figure in cinema, from the first version produced in 1910 by Thomas Edison’s film company to more recent ones, such as Kenneth Branagh’s Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.


Finally in a different vein but still within the world of popular culture, Carol Colatrella, professor of literature and cultural studies at Georgia Institute of Technology, writes about how the Frankenstein story has been absorbed into the world of toys, games, and costumes and what it may mean for childhood development.


The Challenges of Frankenstein: Science and Ethics. From the standpoint of how science and technology affect society, the most important aspects of Mary Shelley’s story are what it tells us about the scientific possibility of seriously altering or re-creating humanity and the ethical considerations this raises. These questions are becoming more insistent as recent work in manipulating DNA brings us closer to changing the human genome in a controlled way and maybe building entirely synthetic versions of ourselves, a process whose first small steps have already been taken.


To begin addressing these questions, coeditor Sidney Perkowitz, a physicist and science writer, reviews what we can learn from Frankenstein and other fictional treatments of synthetic life, from early myth to today’s media; then he shows where today’s science stands in actually allowing us to radically change or remake ourselves, going on to discuss the resulting ethical issues looming on the horizon. Two other scientists, research chemists Jay Goodwin and David Lynn, explain how the contemporary scientific approach to understanding and duplicating the origins of life, including their own work on the molecular basis of life, echoes ideas expressed in Frankenstein. They end by noting the warnings for society that can be read in Mary Shelley’s work, not only for new genetic technology but also for all the technological changes that along with their benefits threaten our own nature and the natural world we occupy.


In the same way that thinkers and artists can never exhaust the possible variations and interpretations to be mined from Shelley’s story, even this diverse array of varied topics and writers cannot hope to cover every facet of what Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein has historically meant and what it means today. We nonetheless hope that these selections will act as guides to the richness of the story and inspire further exploration from readers and students. To help those who wish to look more deeply into this classic work, many of the subsequent chapters provide references and guides to further reading and viewing.


Our book will have been a success if it makes readers appreciate the remarkable staying power of this cultural icon and helps them understand where modern bioscience may be taking us all, and what that may mean for society and humanity.


For their roles in helping to express these important issues, we the editors wish to applaud our contributors and thank them for their efforts.


Sidney Perkowitz


Eddy Von Mueller


Atlanta, Georgia
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PART ONE


THE ROOTS AND THEMES OF FRANKENSTEIN


The world to me was a secret, which I desired to discover; to her it was a vacancy, which she sought to people with imaginations of her own.


—Victor Frankenstein, describing himself and his foster sister and fiancée Elizabeth.


Mary Shelley, Frankenstein





The origins of Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, the novel, are almost as arresting and dramatic as the origins of the creature so famously brought to life by its title character. Mary Shelley, just eighteen years old, the precocious daughter of decidedly offbeat parents—her mother was the fiercely independent feminist Mary Wollstonecraft, who died when Mary Shelley was still an infant—is whiling away a dark and stormy night in a lakeside villa cooking up scary stories with her husband, the poet-philosopher Percy Bysshe Shelley, and their Bohemian pals. What occurred to the young woman during this casual exercise would become one of the most enduring works in the English language and would spawn two centuries of imitation, adaptation, and obsession.


Frankenstein, then, is a work both very much of its time, but also of our time. Our first group of essays returns to Shelley’s celebrated novel, viewed through several different critical lenses, and explores where this remarkable story came from and why it speaks so eloquently across the centuries and generations.


Literary critic and scholar Catherine Ross Nickerson takes a closer look at the author and her times—the late 18th and early 19th centuries—to reveal some of the forces that likely influenced Shelley’s sensibilities and storytelling: from the traditions of the Gothic novel and the Enlightenment thinkers she was exposed to at home to the traumas and complexities of her own unconventional domestic life and the iconoclastic ideas and ideals of her parents and her literary circle. Nickerson also cannily exposes the many ways in which the young author’s life is reflected in the lives of her ill-fated characters, whose constellations of family relationships are nothing if not complicated.


On the lighter side (or the lightning side), neurobiologist Dwayne Godwin and cartoonist Jorge Cham remind us that Frankenstein’s Monster, like Victory, had many fathers: Frankenstein was written at a time of intense interest in “natural philosophy,” when gentlemen amateurs, traveling showmen, and serious scientists alike were experimenting with, among other phenomena, electricity—creating the rich intellectual environment for the genesis of Shelley’s story.


Laura Otis, with a background in science and a deep understanding of its many intersections with the humanities and the arts, sees in Shelley’s novel expressions of emotional impulses and reactions relevant to any audience or era as Frankenstein, his creation, and their victims experience rejection, rage, yearning, and isolation. Otis’s essay underscores both the timeliness and timelessness of this remarkable text, demonstrating how both the young writer’s powerfully poetic use of language and contemporary psychological and sociological research resonate with the story’s enduring themes.


Finally, biblical scholar and theologian Steven J. Kraftchick articulates the nuanced and complex ways in which Mary Shelley compels us to confront monsters and monstrosity, good and evil. His exegesis reveals how this now perhaps deceptively familiar story presents its characters on a moral spectrum along which nobility and compassion can be far too easily corrupted by ambition, cowardice, and intolerance.


A thread weaving through all these essays is that of unintended consequences: the myriad ways in which actions, ideas, and influences—personal, poetic, psychological, historical—ripple out through stories and through lives to give rise later to things wondrous, tragic, and new, like the tale born on that blustery night so many years ago, which, as we shall see, continues to echo throughout our scientific and popular culture today.




1


“HIDEOUS PROGENY”:
TELLING A TALE OF MONSTERS IN FRANKENSTEIN


Catherine Ross Nickerson
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Even if you have never read Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus (1818), you almost certainly know the story because of the book’s status as a touchstone in popular culture. Mary Shelley’s tale of ambitious folly and the unleashing of a resentful monster, has, as this volume attests, inspired many creative interpretations and adaptations. In this chapter, we will focus on the book itself: how it came to be, how its complex form highlights themes and issues in the story, and how it expresses the cultural anxieties of its day in the tale of a scientist who, in the process of creating a monster, makes himself into a kind of fiend.


This book about unhallowed beginnings has its own famous origin story. Mary Shelley wrote the original version of the tale as an entertainment for a circle of artists and writers, including Lord Byron and her husband, Percy Shelley, on vacation in Italy in the summer of 1816. They were staying together in a large house, and it rained a great deal. To entertain themselves, they started reading ghost stories aloud in the evenings, and when they ran out of published stories, they proposed writing their own. Shelley’s first version of the story was created there, as a tale to be read aloud in a single evening. She continued to work on it, expanding it into a novel over the next two years, and publishing it in 1818. Shelley revised it significantly for a new edition in 1831, adding an introduction that sheds light on her own understanding of the novel. The introduction also discusses her intellectual history and background. She was the daughter of two intellectual radicals, Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, both of whom were involved in revolutionary movements in the late 18th century. The way that they had grappled with the troubling characteristics of British social order in the period—the sexism, the racism, the disenfranchisement of the middle and lower class—clearly influenced Shelley and shaped the narrative of Frankenstein.


What most readers first notice is that the book takes a long time to get going. Indeed, the story as a whole moves rather slowly, with a good deal of time spent on the backgrounds of characters, descriptions of landscapes, and long philosophical passages. The slow pace of the story may seem counter to the needs of a classic horror story, but Shelley was working within an established literary tradition for writing about fear: the Gothic novel. Shelley’s precursors in the Gothic tradition include dozens of popular novels, including Anne Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). A typical novel of this type features a young woman who has been orphaned or separated from at least one parent. She comes to reside in a strange house, a big and complicated structure. She undertakes, bit by bit, a quest to understand the mysterious people, sounds, and activities around her, but her investigations are thwarted in multiple ways. Metaphorically, the heroine is exploring the way the larger, patriarchal society works. Within the story, we continually encounter locked doors and windows, missing keys, candles that won’t stay lit, people who cannot speak. This repeated highlighting of obstacles to knowledge and resolution is reinforced by the narrative structure of these kinds of stories, which Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick likens to a “Chinese box” (a puzzle of boxes within boxes with hidden springs and sliding panels that allow them to be extricated from each other). While the plot is quite different from other novels of this type, Frankenstein’s multiple stories-within-stories form a narrative structure inherited from the Gothic.


Frankenstein, the novel, is also distinguished by its multiple first-person narrators. Walton, the icebound captain of an exploration vessel, rescues Victor Frankenstein. The reader learns about Victor through letters Walton writes to his sister, and Shelley uses Walton’s telling of Victor’s story as a classic sort of “framed tale.” In addition, within Victor Frankenstein’s narrative, other characters speak: Elizabeth and Alphonse (Victor’s adopted sister and his father) speak through letters to Victor; the monster speaks through the story he tells Victor about his escape and education. Furthermore, several stories that intersect with the main narrative are told in great detail: the life of adoptee and Frankenstein household servant Justine, before, during, and after her trial for a murder the monster actually committed; Safie’s family history before coming to live with the De Lacey family in the cottage where the monster is hiding. In Gothic novels, the layers of narration serve as testimony to the power and frightfulness of the tale being told, as if it is a hot pan that needs to be muffled in layers of cloth so no one gets burned. Documents like the letters we see here offer a verification of the authenticity—a fake authenticity—of the story, indicating that the story has been heard and accepted by more than one person. In Frankenstein, there are stories within stories as well as stories, like Walton’s, that frame the story. As a result, a reader can open the book in the middle and not be sure who “I” is. Is it Victor speaking, or is it the monster? That is clearly an intended effect, to enact in the narrative structure one of the main Gothic themes of the novel: that Victor and his monster are doubles for each other.


When we think about the differences between the novel and the films based on it, all the carefully constructed layers of narrative in the novel make a sharp contrast to the iconic, exciting “It’s alive!” moment of so many of the films. In the novel, we have, instead of a literal or metaphorical lightning strike of triumphant genius, a report of the creature opening its eyes, taking a breath, and twitching, tucked into the end of a sentence, followed by Victor’s direct address to the reader about the difficulty of telling this story at all: “How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch … ?” (chapter 5 [chapter numbers refer to the 1831 edition]).


The novel represents the moment of animation not as a moment of thrilling triumph but as a moment of underwhelmed disappointment shading toward despair. Victor admits that he wanted his creation to be “beautiful,” but instead, after two years of work, “the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart” (chapter 5). What is so horrifying about the creature is that it shows Victor to be a failure. Victor realizes that he does not instill life and vigor but rather deals in death and decay, which the nightmare he has immediately after reinforces. In it, he kisses his beloved Elizabeth and she morphs from a young woman in the “bloom of health” (chapter 5) into the corpse of his late mother, ridden with worms. He wanted to create a superior form of human; he realizes that what he has created is freakishly inhuman, a “miserable monster,” more “hideous” than a reanimated mummy, “demoniacal,” something even Dante, master portraitist of Hell, could not have imagined (chapter 5).


Undertaking this transgressive project has transformed Victor as well. He has isolated himself from his fellow students in a “workshop of filthy creation,” and his obsessive ambition has led him to seek body parts from “the dissecting room and the slaughter-house”; he is filled with “loathing for my occupation,” and yet he pushes on compulsively (chapter 5). He is made physically and mentally ill, he becomes secretive and cuts off communication with his family, he strays far from his own ideal of a life that does not allow “any pursuit whatsoever to interfere with the tranquility of [one’s] domestic affections” (chapter 5). Even as he knows that his kind of overweening, brutal ambition leads to calamity, war, the destruction of empire, and the enslavement of people (chapter 5), he cannot stop himself from piecing together his experiment in defiance of the proper limits of human power. By his own standards, he has become a monster, too.


The creature, then, is born out of an unholy conjunction of male ambition and a belief that new scientific methods could hold the keys to the locked mysteries of the universe. In this portrait of Victor as a scientist seeking, without ethical constraints, to isolate and control the life force, the novel expresses the urgent anxiety growing in British culture immediately after the Enlightenment. Victor’s education recapitulates the changing scientific paradigms and practices throughout the 18th century. When Victor’s father refers to the work of Cornelius Agrippa, Albertus Magnus, and Paracelsus as “sad trash” (chapter 2), he is expressing a widely held belief among educated people that the age of alchemy was over and had to yield to modern disciplines like chemistry. Alchemy, which Agrippa referred to as “natural magic,” appealed to the young Victor and his “fervent longing to penetrate the secrets of nature” (chapter 2). However, when he witnesses a massive oak tree near his home reduced to splinters by a lightning strike, he comes to feel that the mysteries of the natural world would always elude his understanding, and he turns to the study of mathematics instead.


At the university in Ingolstadt, Victor is taught that alchemy has been thoroughly discredited, and he takes up the study of chemistry with Waldman instead. But even as Victor learns something we can recognize today as a rational scientific method based on experimentation and observation, he is also under the spell of the charismatic Waldman, who proclaims that modern scientists “have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the invisible world with its own shadows.” These words, which portray scientists as gods, are what set Victor on his disastrous course. He calls them “words of fate, enounced to destroy me” (chapter 3). In the moment, though, they awaken Victor; “soon my mind was filled with one thought, one conception, one purpose … I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation” (chapter 3). Victor, the maker of monsters, is himself brought to life at this moment. We might even say that he is “galvanized,” as a nod to the term Shelley uses in her introduction to the tale. He synthesizes the alchemists’ pursuit of “boundless grandeur” (chapter 3) and the restless and relentless experimentation of the chemists and biologists. He is, in his own way, a frightening figure in the post-Enlightenment landscape, a pieced-together chimera of irrational motivations and rational methods.


How did poor Victor turn out so badly? He seems to lack the internal ethical gyroscope that would have steered him away from such a hideous, dangerous, and blasphemous project. The novel hints at a domestic source of the trouble. In the early 19th century, questions about the proper nurture of children and the best arrangements for family life were increasingly in the air. Victor attests that “no human being could have passed a happier childhood than myself” (chapter 2). And yet there are multiple anomalies in the Frankenstein household. The novel opens with an account of how Alphonse and Caroline, Victor’s parents, came to be married: Caroline, left orphaned and destitute by her irresponsible father, was rescued by Alphonse, raised by a Frankenstein relation, and wed to him two years later. Theirs was not an entirely normative marriage: There is a significant difference in age, there is the way that Caroline went from being something like an adopted daughter to a wife, there is a complex web of emotional debts they owe and pay to each other, there is a kind of post-traumatic fragility in Caroline that draws Alphonse to hover near.


This pattern is then duplicated with Victor’s intended. Elizabeth Lavenza, another orphaned daughter of an upper-class man, is adopted into the family because she is so pretty and charming. Victor tells us twice that she is “my more than sister,” and we see another case of the blurred roles of women in the house, with patterns of intimacy different from what one might expect. The novel asks us to see Caroline and Elizabeth as twinned, or even interchangeable, in the way that Elizabeth comes down with scarlet fever and infects only Caroline, who dies; Elizabeth then takes on the role of mother to her younger brother, William (chapter 2). She also takes on the role of lover and bride to her older brother, Victor. There is also the complicated relationship that Justine has with the Frankenstein family; she has the dual role of servant and a sort of cousin. Her relationship with her rejecting, resentful biological mother is a grim mirror of the system of obligations that tie together the Frankensteins. Like Caroline and Elizabeth before her, Justine’s proper role is to be “the most grateful little creature in the world” (chapter 6). All three women seem to be without larger ambitions, content to shape their lives to the needs of the Frankenstein household.


With these grateful women—all brought into the family by way of rescue—and an indulgent father, Victor does have an idyllic boyhood and is spared the difficulty of finding a mate, as Elizabeth is right there already, bound to him by the deathbed promise extracted by their dying mother. This irregular, structurally incestuous household, bound together by the “silken cord” (chapter 1) of a benevolent patriarch, seems to fail Victor in some significant ways. He complains that he feels “cooped up” and is eager to leave for university. But more fatally, all the attention and generalized gratitude focused on him by female kin allow his ego to grow to enormous proportions. His masculine grandiosity is apparent in his studies before the age of seventeen: he is attracted to the sweeping promises of the alchemists, hoping for the “glory” that would come with finding the elixir of life, and attempting incantations to raise “ghosts or devils” (chapter 2). These fixations of course foreshadow what he will accomplish in building his monster at Ingolstadt, but they also suggest that his excessive ambitions were cultivated in the hothouse of the Frankenstein home.


Victor himself is wholly inadequate as a “father.” The monster is of course Victor’s double, but he is also Victor’s “hideous progeny,” to borrow a term Shelley applied to the novel itself. He rejects his newly alive creation—twice that first night and on their second encounter, it reaches out to him with a “grin” on its face. He abandons the creature in a passive attempted infanticide and is relieved when it seems to have fled the premises by the next day. Victor is horrified by what he has wrought, but he doesn’t think at all about what it might be like to be the monster. And as we learn later, the monster does indeed have subjectivity and an inner life. He has the intelligence to differentiate amongst his five senses, to understand pain, fear, misery, and delight, and, eventually, to acquire spoken and written language. In her narration of the education of the monster, Shelley is playing with the theories of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Locke, and other Enlightenment thinkers who were important to the Romantics. The monster is born into a state of innocence: it has an instinct for self-preservation, but also an instinct for compassion. We see that it knows to hide itself from angry, frightened villagers, but also that it is able to empathize with the De Lacey family, to see their sadness and suffering, and even to discern their “gentle manners.” The monster longs for community, and it attempts to use its superhuman strength to help children in particular, but it is attacked violently every time it makes itself visible. The bitterness and cruelty and destructiveness we see later is all learned; the monster is fundamentally a moral creature, who says that while hearing narratives of human history, “I could not conceive how one man could go forth to murder his fellow” (chapter 13).


The monster’s more formal education teaches it what it has been deprived of, which is to say the kind of idealized childhood that Victor enjoyed: it reads about “how the father doted on the smiles of the infant … how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapped in the precious charge … and all the various relationships which bind one human being to another in mutual bond” (chapter 13). Its ability to read strengthens its sense of deprivation: when it reads John Milton’s Paradise Lost, it notes that Adam, unlike itself, is able to converse with his doting creator, and realizes that the envious, hell-banished Satan is its true entry point into the poem. By the time it discovers Victor’s journal in his coat, it has a moral perspective on what Victor has done, on the “disgusting circumstances” of the creation of “my odious and loathsome person.” It cries, “Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust?” (chapter 15).


With those words, the monster sums up Victor’s profound failure. Victor’s ability to bring a pieced-together creature to life does not endow him with the glory he sought as a child. He becomes instead a frightened, heartbroken man whose greatest accomplishment must be kept a secret. Even before we hear the monster’s account of his first two years, there is little to admire in Victor. And yet, we feel Victor’s agony and his fear as the monster launches the campaign of revenge that ultimately consumes everyone Victor loves.


One of the reasons that the narration works the way it does is the tension between the different kinds of fear that Shelley invokes. In an 1826 essay, “On the Supernatural in Poetry,” Gothic novelist Anne Radcliffe made a famous distinction: “Terror and Horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates them.” Horror is what we and Victor and all the various villagers feel when we see the gruesomely animated corpse. Terror builds as Victor senses, instinctively, that his monster has killed his younger brother, William, has successfully framed Justine for the murder, and is out to get revenge in ways that Victor can only imagine, leaving him in “dread and misery” (chapter 20). Terror is about anticipation of something only partly known and is the element that advances the narrative momentum in this book of stories within stories. What will the monster do? we and Victor wonder. It is like us, it is partly human—but it is also partly other things.


When Victor and the monster meet after those two years, the monster comes off as the more rational of the two and exhibits a level of self-knowledge his creator has yet to attain. It explains, “I am malicious because I am miserable” (chapter 17) and “make me happy, and I shall again be virtuous” (chapter 10). Its proposed solution—that Victor create a mate for it—comes from its education in issues of what Enlightenment thinkers would have called “natural rights”: “Shall each man … find a wife for his bosom, and each beast have his mate, and I be alone?” (chapter 20). For Shelley, and for her first audience in the early 19th century, the fantastical tale of a scientist who brings a corpse to life quickly connects to questions about the definition of personhood, natural rights, and the burning questions of the ethics, politics, and economic systems of empire and slavery.


Our monster subscribes to the Enlightenment formulation, repeated in the American Declaration of Independence, of the “self-evident” rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The creature also uses the language and metaphor of slavery with ferocity. When Victor absolutely refuses to carry out the plan to create a bride for his monster, the monster roars, “Slave, I have reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself unworthy of my condescension. Remember that I have power” (chapter 20). The monster, which in the same conversation refers to Victor as a “tyrant and tormentor,” evokes the turmoil of the current moment, as Britain is struggling with the profitable evil of chattel slavery within its empire; the specter of the being who is not exactly “us” rebelling and seizing control adds another note of fear to the narrative of Frankenstein.


In her introduction to the 1831 edition, Shelley tells us that her first image of the story that was to become Frankenstein was of the young scientist animating his creature, becoming horrified by his “odious handywork,” hoping it will die, and being terrified when the creature comes to his bedside. That moment of origin is the center of gravity in this novel, what everything else leads up to or points back to. In the book, the moment is less cataclysmically dramatic than in many of the film versions; it is underwhelming because the creature itself is so disappointing to Victor. The real terror comes later, when Victor discovers that the monster he created to prove his own genius and power turns out to be capable of thinking, knowing, and plotting revenge for the crime of its own creation.


Victor thinks he is fulfilling his proper masculine destiny and achieving his ambition by creating a being, a new Adam, who will submit to his command. The attempt to steal the divine fire of creation is what gives the novel its alternate title, “The Modern Prometheus.” But the actual product of this flawed ambition is the creation of conjoined demons—Victor and his monster. Both become versions of the Satan of Paradise Lost, “the archangel who aspired to omnipotence, chained in an eternal hell” (chapter 14). In the end they are twin monsters, locked in an “insatiable passion” (chapter 14) for their mutual extinction, utterly alike in their resentment, loneliness, and despair.
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FRANKLIN TO FRANKENSTEIN


Dwayne Godwin and Jorge Cham


[image: Images]


Did Benjamin Franklin somehow inspire the novel Frankenstein? Perhaps he did not do so directly, but Franklin’s experiments are said to have inspired Luigi Galvani’s experiments in nerve conduction. That connection stimulated in turn the cartoon “Franklin to Frankenstein” (Figure 25, image insert) that is based on real history.


Around 1744, Benjamin Franklin’s work in electricity was translated into Italian. Galvani was particularly intrigued with Franklin’s results and demonstrated that muscle movements in the legs of frogs could be stimulated by electrical currents. Alessandro Volta later showed the conductive nature of nerve fibers, but it was Galvani who pushed the first domino that cascaded into our modern understanding of nerve function.


In a macabre turn of events, Galvani’s nephew, Giovanni Aldini, took his uncle’s discoveries to a new and gruesome level. Touring Europe, he demonstrated the postmortem movement of the bodies of recently executed criminals when they were probed with electricity. These spectacular demonstrations peaked in 1803 when Aldini electrified the body of George Foster, a recently executed murderer. Those who observed the demonstration remarked that it almost seemed as if the corpse was being restored to life. It’s notable that Aldini’s Foster demonstration came only thirteen years before Mary Shelley wrote her famous novel.


In the preface to the 1831 edition of Frankenstein, Shelley provided explicit insight into her conceptualization of her patchwork monster when she wrote, “Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galvanism had given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth.” Like a spark, a popularized scientific experiment had entered the public consciousness and inspired the imagination of a young woman who gave the world a tale that endures as the first science fiction novel, and a warning of the perils of scientific hubris.
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FRANKENSTEIN: REPRESENTING THE EMOTIONS OF UNWANTED CREATURES


Laura Otis


[image: Images]


Words that describe painful emotions suggest how physiology and culture combine to shape emotional experiences. Metaphors for the rage and self-loathing of rejected people convey the life forces of bodies trying to assert themselves but also the internalized hate of detractors who wish that the rejected didn’t exist. Mary Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein, depicts the emotions of an unwanted being in a way that can inform scientists and that few writers have matched. Accused of murder and bullied by her confessor, Shelley’s character Justine laments, “I almost began to think that I was the monster that he said I was” (Shelley, 66). Like Justine, scientist Victor Frankenstein’s abandoned creature sees himself as a monster—almost. One of the commonest words in Shelley’s text is “wretch,” used both by Frankenstein for the creature he has made and by the creature for himself. This double-edged word means both a ‘despicable person’ and a ‘miserable person,’ suggesting a vicious cycle (OED, 1245). “All men hate the wretched,” says the creature, who feels wretched because he is unwanted and is unwanted because he is wretched (Shelley, 77). The pain, gall, ice, fire, and whirlwinds that represent his emotions reveal the forces acting on him, but also his fierce will to live. Shelley’s Frankenstein stands out among literary works for its sympathetic depiction of an unwanted being. Even though the creature’s rage and hatred lead to murder, Shelley represents his emotions as the products of natural and social forces that could work similarly on any deserted human being.


This brief study of Frankenstein examines the way that Shelley’s emotion metaphors reveal the interplay of natural and social forces. It surveys the many forms that rejection takes in Frankenstein and the ways that the creature responds to being shunned. It draws on the psychological literature of attachment and abandonment, including John Bowlby’s classic studies of the 1970s and more recent experiments assessing the capacity of revenge to bring pleasure after rejection. It analyzes patterns in Shelley’s metaphors for the creature’s emotions, focusing on spontaneous and learned components. Ultimately, this study aims to discover how unwanted people learn to hate themselves and others, and how their life-affirming impulses, which Shelley describes so eloquently, can be activated to overcome this hate. People feel anger and hatred for reasons, and Frankenstein encourages readers to seek these reasons in social treatment rather than flaws of character (Li, 16).


In Shelley’s novel, the explorer Robert Walton retrieves Victor Frankenstein from an ice floe as Walton’s ship is struggling toward the North Pole. In a long confession, Frankenstein tells Walton how his passion to discover the “principle of life” led him to animate a creature made of dead human body parts (Shelley, 33). Frankenstein describes how he fled his creature in horror rather than educating and nurturing him. Alone and regarded by most people as hideous, the creature educates himself and instinctively tries to help the humans he encounters. After increasingly violent rejections, however, the creature begins to harm the people who abuse him. Felix De Lacey, whom he has observed for months and from whom he has learned of human love, drives him off with blows; he later burns the De Laceys’ cottage. When the creature learns that Frankenstein created and abandoned him, he focuses his anger on his “father,” killing those closest to him so that his creator will feel as unloved as the creature does. At the time Walton encounters Frankenstein, the scientist has lost all those dear to him and is pursuing his creature with the aim of ending his “son’s” life. After Frankenstein dies on board Walton’s ship, the creature cries over his dead “father” and vows to burn himself to death. Walton, perhaps moved by Frankenstein’s warning not to pursue knowledge relentlessly, heeds his crew’s plea to return home.


Shelley wrote Frankenstein in three concentric layers so that readers would have three perspectives on the creature’s making, abandonment, and revenge. In the outer layer, Walton encounters Victor Frankenstein and the creature he has made; Walton describes his interactions with them in letters home to his sister. Walton confronts the creature only after hearing Frankenstein’s tale, so that his letters depicting the creature may be biased. Frankenstein’s narrative provides the central, thickest layer, but the novel’s most compelling section is the creature’s story that forms its core. Here the creature describes his painful, solitary learning and offers a distinct perspective on the murder of Frankenstein’s younger brother. Letters from Frankenstein’s friends and family provide additional viewpoints. Shelley seems to have structured her novel so as to show its events from as many different angles as possible.


All three narrative layers resonate with their speakers’ calls for sympathy. Walton writes to his sister, “I have no friend … I desire the company of a man who could sympathize with me; whose eyes would reply to mine” (Shelley, 8). By “sympathy” he means an ability to understand, share, and respond to his feelings and thoughts. He doesn’t seek this sympathy in his officers or sailors but in Frankenstein, who comes from his own social class. Frankenstein is less vociferous in his desire for sympathy, but his desire for understanding and compassion drives his tale. Ostensibly he wants to warn others from repeating his mistakes, but he also says, “I myself have been blasted in these hopes, yet another may succeed” (Shelley, 186). Probably, like the creature, Frankenstein is narrating in order to be; he is enlisting another being as a witness to his life. Of the three narrators, the creature begs for sympathy most passionately. “Let me see that I excite the sympathy of some existing thing,” he tells Frankenstein as he demands a mate. “My evil passions will have fled, for I shall meet with sympathy” (Shelley, 120–21). His heartrending plea carries a threat but also the message that love could transform his rage.


The creature’s emotions aren’t born but made. The novel’s plot hinges on his rejection, and echoes of his abandonment resonate through the text. Walton’s shipmaster is on his way to the North Pole because his fiancée preferred another man, and he gave the couple his entire fortune. Frankenstein’s own fiancée and cousin, Elizabeth, was raised with his family because her father no longer wanted her after her mother died. Justine Moritz, also embraced by the Frankensteins, had to leave her family because her mother “could not endure her” and mistreated her after her father’s death (Shelley, 46). The De Laceys, whom the creature loves, live in poverty because a Turkish merchant whom they aided in France refused to help them once he gained his liberty. The novel even sympathetically mentions Charles I, whose 1649 beheading might be seen as the ultimate rejection. Compared to most other characters, Frankenstein meets with good treatment, but he is stung when his father and Professor Krempe—his first potential academic mentor—dismiss the alchemy he loves as “sad trash” (Shelley, 23). Emotionally sensitive, he blames this intellectual rejection for setting him on the path toward “filthy creation” (Shelley, 36).
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