Mont Blanc

Percy Bysshe Shelley
from “Mont Blanc” (1817)
Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:—the power is there,
The still and solemn power of many sights,
And many sounds, and much of life and death.
In the calm darkness of the moonless nights,
In the lone glare of day, the snows descend
Upon that Mountain—none beholds them there,
Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun,
Or the star-beams dart through them:—Winds contend
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath
Rapid and strong…
The secret Strength of things
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome
Of Heaven is as a law, Inhabits thee!
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind's imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy?

Mary Shelley’s Parents
Mary Wollstonecraft
—A Vindication of the
rights of Woman

William Godwin
—Of Political justice

Mary Shelley’s Dream:
“I saw the hideous phantasm of a man
rush away from his odious handiwork,
horror-stricken ... And he might sleep in
the belief that the silence of the grave
would quench for ever the transient
existence of the hideous corpse which he
had looked upon as the cradle of life. He
sleeps, but he is awakened; he opens his
eyes; behold the horrid thing stands at
his bedside, opening his curtains, and
looking on him with yellow, watery, but
speculative eyes.
I opened mine in terror.” (13)

DURING COMPOSITION
OF FRANKENSTEIN
 October 1816: Fanny Imlay (Mary’s half-sister) discovers
her illegitimacy and commits suicide
 10 December 1816: the body of Shelley’s wife, Harriet;
she had drowned herself
 March 1817: Percy Shelley is refused custody of his
children with Harriet by a court in England
 May 1817: Frankenstein draft completed
 September 1817: another daughter (Clara) born to Mary
and Percy
 March 1818: Mary, Shelley, Claire, and children leave
for Italy; Frankenstein published
 September 1818: baby Clara dies
 March 1819: son William dies
 November1819: son Percy born
 July 1822: husband Percy killed at sea

THREE VERSIONS OF
FRANKENSTEIN
 MARY SHELLEY’S MANUSCRIPT
 PUBLISHED VERSION OF 1818
 REVISED VERSION OF 1831

Two Versions of the Ending
Mary’s version:
“He sprung from the cabin window as he said this
upon an ice raft that lay close to the vessel and
pushing himself off he was carried away by the
waves and I soon lost sight of him in the darkness
and distance.”
Percy’s change:
“He sprung from the cabin-window, as he said this,
upon the ice-raft which lay close to the vessel.
He was soon borne away by the waves, and lost in
darkness and distance.”

Percy’s Helpful Suggestions
Mary’s version:
“Nor were these my only visions. The raising of
ghosts or devils was also a favourite pursuit and if I
never was successful I attributed it rather to my own
inexperience and mistakes than want of skill in my
instructors.”
Percy’s version:
“Nor were these my only visions. The raising of
ghosts or devils was a promise liberally accorded by
my favourite authors, and the fulfilment of which I
most eagerly sought; and if my incantations were
always unsuccessful, I attributed the failure rather
to my own inexperience and mistakes, than to a want
of skill or fidelity in my instructors.”

1818 Version

1831 Version

 advocates the idea of
 More determinist
radical human free will
 F. has complete
freedom in deciding to
pursue his studies and
creation of the
monster

 “Destiny was too
potent, and her
immutable laws had
decreed my utter and
terrible destruction.”

 Organic view of nature

 Mechanistic view of
nature

 Frankenstein as author  Frankenstein as victim
of evil

Margaret
Walton
Seville
Mary
Wollstonecraft
Shelley

Prometheus

Prometheus Unbound,
Percy Shelley
Monarch of Gods and Dæmons, and all Spirits …
Behold with sleepless eyes! regard this Earth
Made multitudinous with thy slaves, whom thou
Requitest for knee-worship, prayer, and praise,
And toil, and hecatombs of broken hearts,
With fear and self-contempt and barren hope.
Whilst me, who am thy foe, eyeless in hate,
Hast thou made reign and triumph, to thy scorn,
O'er mine own misery and thy vain revenge.
Three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered hours,
And moments aye divided by keen pangs
Till they seemed years, torture and solitude,
Scorn and despair, — these are mine empire.

Margaret Homans’
Biographical Reading
“the novel’s logic would seem to be this:
to give birth to an illegitimate child is
monstrous, for it is the inexorable life of
these babies, especially those of Mary
Wollstonecraft and of Harriet Shelley,
that destroys the life of the mother.
Subsequently.... the guilty daughter pays
for the destruction of her own mother in
a fantasy of being destroyed by her own
child.”

Frankenstein’s Speech
to Walton’s Men:
“Are you then so easily turned from your
design? Did you not call this a glorious
expedition? ... You were hereafter to be hailed
as the benefactors of your species; your
name adored, as belonging to brave men who
encountered death for honour and the
benefit of mankind.... Do not return to your
families with the stigma of disgrace marked
on your brows. Return as heroes who have
fought and conquered.” (213-4)

Frankenstein’s Final
Words to Walton:
“Seek happiness in tranquillity,
and avoid ambition, even if it be
only the apparently innocent
one of distinguishing yourself in
science and discoveries.” (216)

Creature as Part of
Victor’s Own Psyche:
“I considered the being whom I had
cast among mankind and endowed
with the will and power to effect
purposes of horror ... nearly in
the light of my own vampire, my
own spirit let loose from the
grave and forced to destroy all
that was dear to me.” (99-100)

Why “Catastrophe”?
“With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I
collected the instruments of life around me, that I
might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing
that lay at my feet. It was already one in the
morning; the rain pattered dismally against the
panes, and my candle was nearly burnt out, when, by
the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I was the
dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed
hard, and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs.
How can I describe my emotions at this
catastrophe...?” (83)
=> Is the moment of the monster’s looking more
important than his looks?

What does it mean that
Victor “Just Knows”?
“It was the wretch, the filthy
daemon to whom I had given life.
What did he there? Could he be (I
shuddered at the conception) the
murderer of my brother? No
sooner did that idea cross my
imagination, than I became
convinced of its truth.... The
mere presence of the idea was an
irresistible proof of the
fact.” (99)

The Kiss of Death:
“I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the
bloom of health, walking in the
streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted
and surprised, I embraced her; but
as I imprinted the first kiss on her
lips, they became livid with the hue
of death; her features appeared
to change, and I thought that I
held the corpse of my dead
mother in my arms.” (84)

The Creature’s Final Moments =
the end of the novel (is he a
double for Shelley herself?):

“Fear not that I shall be
the instrument of future
mischief. My work is nearly
complete.” (220)

