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    A spark wrested from nature becomes a weight on the soul, as creation demands to know what a creator owes. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein confronts the reader with the peril and promise of human invention, binding wonder to responsibility. It stages a collision between visionary ambition and the unanticipated claims of empathy, law, and community. In these pages, ingenuity does not merely break boundaries; it discovers their purpose. The novel asks how far knowledge may reach before it must kneel to conscience, and how identity forms when recognition is denied. Its drama is intimate yet colossal, unfolding between laboratory, wilderness, and mind.

This novel is a classic because it stands at the crossroads of literary history, where the Gothic meets modern science and philosophy. It is often cited as a starting point for science fiction, yet it also remakes the Gothic by shifting terror from haunted castles to the chambers of experiment and the recesses of the self. Its ethical inquiry remains startlingly fresh, and its imaginative power has shaped the language of cultural debate. Writers, critics, and readers keep returning to it because it captures a permanent human dilemma: the exhilaration of discovery alongside the fragile bonds that make discovery humane.

Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein during 1816 and 1817, in the creative ferment of the Romantic period and against the backdrop of a famously inclement summer in Switzerland. First published anonymously in London in 1818 as a three-volume novel, and subtitled The Modern Prometheus, it was the work of a remarkably young author whose name would soon be inseparable from it. This edition preserves the original 1818 text, prior to the substantial 1831 revisions. The book’s premise is simple and daring: a gifted student of natural philosophy seeks to animate life, and must confront the moral and social consequences of that triumph.

The story arrives through a frame of letters written by an Arctic voyager, drawing us into a nested series of personal narratives. At the center stands Victor Frankenstein, a prodigious mind who turns from respectable study to a singular, consuming project. He succeeds, and the boundary between the human and the created becomes a field of conflict. Landscapes shift from city to glacier, from hearth to desolation, while voices alternate and complicate our judgments. The opening promises exploration in more than geography, asking us to weigh ambition against duty and to consider what recognition, companionship, and justice mean when invention changes the terms of life.

Shelley’s purpose was not to condemn knowledge but to interrogate its uses, its motives, and its debts. She examines how discovery can isolate as well as illuminate, and how the hunger to exceed familiar limits may impoverish the feelings that keep us answerable to others. She is alert to the ways society creates outsiders, and to the responsibilities that follow from the power to name, to educate, and to withhold. The novel invites readers to listen and to judge, to test sympathy against fear. It is a moral thought experiment animated by narrative suspense rather than didactic certainty.

Frankenstein emerges from a period charged with debates about galvanism, vitalism, and the promises and perils of the laboratory. Romanticism challenged and reimagined Enlightenment faith in reason, turning attention to the sublime in nature and the depths of subjective experience. Shelley draws on both currents, setting instruments and lecture halls against mountains, storms, and polar seas. The novel is acutely aware of its moment’s scientific vocabulary and philosophical disputes, yet it remains mindful of ordinary bonds of family, friendship, and social recognition. The tension between mechanized inquiry and living feeling gives the book its unsettling energy and its enduring modernity.

Formally, the book is daring. Its layered narratives compel us to hear competing testimonies, to feel sympathy flex and recoil as new perspectives come to light. The epistolary frame places the tale within a voyage of discovery, while the central confessions carry us through education, aspiration, and estrangement. Shelley’s design forces readers to become ethical witnesses, weighing eloquence against action and intention against effect. This structure also mirrors the book’s themes: creation within creation, stories generating further stories, responsibilities multiplying as power expands. The result is a novel that teaches us how to read it, and then holds us accountable for what we have learned.

The influence of Frankenstein is vast. Its central conflict echoes in later speculative fiction, from the social laboratories of H. G. Wells to contemporary narratives that measure technology against humanity. The book helped define the figure of the scientist in literature and seeded a vocabulary for unintended consequences. Its images and characters have been adapted, simplified, and contested on stage and screen for two centuries, while the novel itself continues to surprise readers who meet the original voice. That durable afterlife testifies to a work that speaks beyond its moment, shaping how artists imagine invention, isolation, and the urgent claims of sympathy.

Reading the complete 1818 edition matters because it preserves the novel’s first balance of daring and doubt. Later revisions, while authoritative in their own right, shift emphasis and tone, smoothing and recasting elements that here retain youthful urgency. The original phrasing and pacing sharpen the questions of agency, responsibility, and social judgment, and keep the narrative’s moral suspense at a high pitch. This text showcases Shelley’s early imaginative architecture, unburdened by later reconsiderations. For readers and students of literary history, it offers a direct encounter with the novel that startled its contemporaries and set a new course for modern storytelling.

The themes gathered here are both intimate and civic. The book considers the ethics of creation, the formation of identity, the education of feeling, and the social conditions under which recognition is granted or denied. It studies ambition’s rhetoric and the loneliness that can follow from singular achievement. Nature is not a mere backdrop but a participant, expressing in vast scenes the storms and calms of conscience. Law, justice, and community provide fragile frameworks that invention can strain or reinforce. Through all of this, Shelley sustains a question no reader can escape: what do we owe to what we bring into being.

For contemporary audiences, Frankenstein feels startlingly current. Its concerns resonate with debates over artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, and other technologies that extend human agency while outpacing established norms. The novel also speaks to social questions of inclusion, prejudice, and the making of outsiders, asking how communities respond to difference and need. Its meditation on mentorship, accountability, and the uses of education remains urgent. Readers will find in its pages not a blueprint for policy but a clarifying drama of motives and consequences. That clarity, earned through complexity, is why the book continues to instruct, unsettle, and inspire.

This introduction invites you into a work that is visionary, rigorous, and humane. Frankenstein endures because it binds narrative momentum to ethical scrutiny, wonder to restraint, and invention to care. The complete uncensored 1818 edition restores the original voice that first posed its searching questions and trusted readers to meet them. Here, classic status is not a museum label but an ongoing conversation. To enter the novel is to confront ambition and compassion at their limits, and to measure oneself against both. That challenge is as exhilarating now as it was when Mary Shelley first lit the spark.
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    Frankenstein opens with a series of letters from Arctic explorer Robert Walton to his sister in England. Pursuing a northern passage and scientific discovery, Walton records his ambitions and isolation amid ice and fog. His crew sights a distant traveler on a sledge, followed by the rescue of a weakened stranger from the frozen sea. The man, Victor Frankenstein, gradually recovers and, noting Walton’s aspirations, offers the account of his own life as a cautionary narrative. He proposes to describe how a pursuit of knowledge carried him beyond ordinary limits, leading to consequences he believes may illuminate the risks confronting Walton and his expedition.

Victor recounts a sheltered childhood in Geneva, surrounded by affectionate family and close companions. An adopted cousin, Elizabeth, and a friend, Henry Clerval, feature prominently in his memories. Early curiosity leads him to the writings of medieval natural philosophers, whose bold claims captivate him despite their dated methods. A dramatic storm and later instruction steer him toward modern science. He departs for the University of Ingolstadt, where his studies in chemistry and natural philosophy intensify. There, he encounters professors whose skepticism and encouragement alternately challenge and inspire him, shaping a rigorous resolve to penetrate nature’s secrets and to discover the animating principles of life.

Immersed in anatomy, physiology, and the emergent ideas surrounding electricity and magnetism, Victor narrows his focus to the generation of life. He labors in secrecy, scavenging materials and perfecting techniques in a relentless schedule that estranges him from society and health. Seeking to surpass human limits, he constructs a being of unusual size to simplify delicate procedures. When the moment of animation arrives, the success appalls him. Startled by the creature’s appearance and his own transgression, Victor flees the laboratory, haunted by dreams and mounting dread. Physical collapse follows, leaving him dependent on the restorative presence of his newly arrived friend.

As Victor convalesces, letters from home and the companionship of Clerval restore a semblance of order. He attempts to resume studies and ordinary routines, but troubling memories persist. News from Geneva abruptly recalls him: a calamity has struck his family, and suspicion falls on someone vulnerable and beloved. Returning, Victor confronts an ominous sight and an accusation that he does not publicly challenge. The legal process proceeds to a painful conclusion, aggravating his private remorse. He senses a connection between his earlier experiment and the misfortune shadowing his household, yet he withholds disclosure, fearing disbelief and the irreversible consequences of confession.

Seeking relief in the sublimity of alpine landscapes, Victor journeys into the mountains. There, on a glacier, he is approached by the being he animated. The creature, articulate and insistent, requests to be heard. He narrates his earliest sensations, his struggle for warmth and food, and the gradual awakening of perception. He describes finding shelter near a rural cottage and, while hidden, observing a family’s daily labors and lessons. Through this clandestine study, he acquires language, history, and moral concepts. He reads books that broaden his understanding and, seeing his reflection, recognizes his difference, deepening his loneliness and sharpening his questions of origin.

Concluding his account, the creature describes an attempt to seek acceptance that ends in fear and violence. He attributes his suffering to isolation and implores Victor to create a companion sharing his condition, promising withdrawal from human society in exchange. Weighing potential consequences, Victor reluctantly agrees and sets terms for secrecy and distance. He departs with Clerval for England to consult recent scientific work and locate a suitable site for the undertaking. The plan leads them through bustling cities and remote coasts, where Victor gathers materials and knowledge while growing increasingly uneasy about the implications of repeating his earlier experiment.

In the desolate reaches of the northern British isles, Victor begins the second construction, but doubt overtakes him. Imagining outcomes he cannot govern, he decides against completion, destroying his progress. The creature witnesses this reversal and issues a grave warning that personal happiness will not go unchallenged. The threat soon carries weight, and a devastating event entangles Victor with unfamiliar authorities far from home. After a period of illness and inquiry, he is released, burdened by grief and a sharpened sense of pursuit. Summoned by family concerns, he returns to Geneva, where attempts at consolation contend with mounting apprehension.

Victor resolves to secure a future unmarred by fear, setting plans in motion for a long-anticipated union and an eventual departure. Yet the earlier warning shadows every arrangement. On a night meant for celebration, catastrophe strikes, shattering the fragile hope his family has tried to nurture. Overwhelmed, Victor dedicates himself to retribution. With his father’s support faltering and his own health uncertain, he traces the creature’s path across rivers, villages, and rugged wilderness, guided by clues and messages left behind. Prepared with sledges and supplies, he drives northward onto the ice, sustaining the chase into extreme latitudes where Walton’s ship encounters him.

Walton records the remainder: Victor’s admonitions about unchecked ambition, the hazards of discovery, and the obligations attending creation. Ice closes around the ship, and the crew urges a return. After deliberation, Walton balances duty to his men with his original goals. A final visitation aboard the vessel offers another voice on suffering, remorse, and intention, giving the expedition a solemn conclusion to the history Victor began. Decisions are made about the voyage’s direction, and the narrative closes on reflections of aspiration, responsibility, and isolation. The fates and judgments remain for readers to weigh within the boundaries of the tale’s unfolding.
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    Set chiefly in the late eighteenth century, the novel unfolds across a trans-European geography that was undergoing rapid political and scientific change. Key locales include republican Geneva, the University of Ingolstadt in Bavaria, the Rhine corridor, the Alpine valleys around Chamonix and Mont Blanc, the Orkney Islands off northern Scotland, and finally the drifting pack-ice of the Arctic Ocean. Geneva, annexed by France in 1798 and admitted to the Swiss Confederation in 1815, frames Victor Frankenstein’s patrician upbringing. Ingolstadt, a renowned university town, embodies the era’s experimental science. The Arctic frame narrative situates the story within contemporary ambitions of northern exploration and imperial science.

The settings mirror a Europe transitioning from Enlightenment rationalism to industrial modernization, punctured by revolution and war. Alpine scenes draw on the celebrated scientific tours of Mont Blanc (first ascended in 1786 by Paccard and Balmat; de Saussure in 1787), while the Orkneys represent peripheral, laboring communities on the edge of Britain’s maritime economy. Urban lecture halls, anatomical theaters, and private laboratories evoke public science and clandestine research that flourished in the period 1770–1818. The timeline overlaps with resurgent British Arctic projects and the restoration of post-Napoleonic borders, allowing the novel to juxtapose cosmopolitan ideals with the social dislocation left by decades of upheaval.

The French Revolution (1789–1799) dismantled ancien régime authority, spread republican ideals, and precipitated warfare that reshaped Europe. In 1792 the monarchy fell; between 1793–1794 the Reign of Terror radicalized politics; in 1795–1799 the Directory struggled to stabilize France. Geneva, a historically independent republic, was annexed by revolutionary France in 1798, becoming the département du Léman until 1813. The revolution galvanized debates on citizenship, rights, and the legitimacy of authority that touched Mary Shelley through her parents, Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin. The novel mirrors this turbulence in its depiction of institutions failing to protect the innocent (e.g., Justine’s trial) and in its anxiety over unleashed, transformative power.

The Napoleonic Wars (1799–1815) extended revolutionary conflict across the continent. Major campaigns included Austerlitz (1805), Jena (1806), the Peninsular War (1808–1814), and the invasion of Russia (1812). After Napoleon’s abdication (1814) and brief return (Hundred Days, 1815), the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815) redrew borders; Geneva joined the Swiss Confederation on 19 May 1815. In 1814 Mary Godwin and Percy Shelley traveled through war-scarred France and along the Rhine, witnessing ruined fortifications and displaced populations. The novel’s restless journeys, border crossings, and haunted landscapes echo Europe’s postwar recovery, while its pervasive sense of moral exhaustion and the costs of ambition parallel the era’s experience of charismatic authority and catastrophic overreach.

Eighteenth-century experimental science—especially chemistry and electricity—supplied a new language about life. Antoine Lavoisier’s chemical revolution (Traité élémentaire de chimie, 1789) reorganized matter’s taxonomy before his execution in 1794. Alessandro Volta’s invention of the voltaic pile (1800) enabled steady electric currents; Humphry Davy’s Royal Institution lectures (from 1802) popularized electrochemistry and the laboratory as public theater. Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia (1794–1796) speculated on organic development, stoking debates about generation and vital forces. Frankenstein draws on this milieu of bold, measurable intervention into nature: Victor’s laboratory synthesizes electricity, anatomy, and chemical processes, dramatizing Enlightenment technique turning toward the Promethean attempt to animate inert matter.

Galvanic reanimation experiments crystallized public fascination with the boundary between life and death. Luigi Galvani’s late-1780s work on frog-leg convulsions suggested animal electricity; Giovanni Aldini, his nephew, staged large demonstrations. On 17 January 1803 in London, Aldini applied galvanism to the corpse of George Forster, executed at Newgate, producing facial grimaces and limb movements before assembled observers in anatomical venues. Similar displays occurred across Europe. Such spectacles blended science, medicine, and sensation. The novel clearly channels this cultural moment: Victor’s clandestine manipulation of cadavers and harnessing of electricity rework well-known galvanic imagery into a moral fable about responsibility for the animated body.

The 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora (Sumbawa, present-day Indonesia) ejected an estimated 150 cubic kilometers of material, injecting aerosols into the stratosphere and depressing global temperatures. The Northern Hemisphere experienced extreme anomalies in 1816, the “Year Without a Summer.” In central Europe and the British Isles, June frosts, incessant rain, and dim sunlight led to crop failures. Switzerland, landlocked and dependent on imports, suffered acute shortages; grain prices surged, and relief committees formed in cantonal centers. In June–July 1816, Mary Godwin, Percy Shelley, Lord Byron, and John Polidori resided near Lake Geneva, where persistent storms and gloom confined them indoors, framing the famous storytelling challenge.

Swiss records from 1816 document flooded fields along the Rhône and Arve, hailstorms, and alpine snow at unusual elevations. Contemporary newspapers reported food riots and emigration from German states; in Britain, 1816 saw “Bread or Blood” protests (e.g., Ely and Littleport, May). Byron composed “Darkness,” meditating on apocalyptic dimming; conversations at the Villa Diodati turned to recent scientific works by Davy and speculations about Erasmus Darwin’s ideas. The Shelleys read travel and scientific literature while watching lightning over the lake. The Year Without a Summer directly shaped the novel’s atmosphere: its perpetual storms, shrouded mountains, and feverish night-labors mirror an environment of climatic anxiety and social strain.

Mary Shelley’s later account dates the germ of Frankenstein to a waking vision during these Geneva nights in June 1816, after ghost stories from the Fantasmagoriana and discussions of “the principle of life.” The Tambora-forced enclosure heightened attention to corporeality, mortality, and the artificial manipulation of nature. Additionally, Geneva was undergoing political recalibration after its 1815 accession to Switzerland, with heightened charitable activity addressing regional scarcity. In this crucible—poised between meteorological disaster, postwar rearrangements, and public science—the novel’s core problem emerges: what obligations does the creator bear to the creature in a fragile society buffeted by forces larger than any one will?

The Industrial Revolution, accelerating from the 1780s through the 1810s, transformed Britain and parts of continental Europe. Watt’s improved steam engine (commercialized in the 1770s), mechanized textile production, and factory discipline reorganized labor and time. The Luddite uprisings (1811–1813) in Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire protested wage cuts and deskilling; Parliament’s Frame Breaking Act (1812) made machine-breaking a capital crime, and executions followed at York in 1813. Urban growth and pollution intensified. Frankenstein reflects anxieties surrounding mechanization and authorship of artificial processes: Victor’s assemblage of parts, pursuit of efficiency, and disregard for communal ties echo fears that productive systems could outstrip ethical governance and generate dehumanized byproducts.

Anglo-Scottish medical training relied on cadaver supply regulated by the Murder Act of 1752, which permitted dissection of executed murderers. By the early nineteenth century, rising demand from London and Edinburgh anatomy schools outstripped legal supply, fueling the black market in corpses by “resurrection men.” Public scandals, graveyard watchhouses, and anti-dissecting riots spread, decades before the Anatomy Act of 1832 regularized procurement. Newspapers in the 1810s detailed nocturnal body-snatching and grim laboratory scenes. The novel’s graveyard scavenging, clandestine rooms, and moral unease transpose this social reality into fiction, insisting that scientific progress founded on illicit bodies cannot escape legal, communal, and spiritual reckoning.

Polar exploration captivated British policy after the Napoleonic Wars. Earlier, Constantine Phipps led a 1773 attempt toward the North Pole aboard HMS Racehorse and Carcass, with midshipman Horatio Nelson. Whaling captain William Scoresby charted Greenland waters in the 1810s, publishing detailed observations (1815). In 1818 the Admiralty dispatched John Ross to Baffin Bay and David Buchan toward Spitsbergen, inaugurating a renewed quest for a Northwest Passage under Sir John Barrow’s advocacy. Although Mary Shelley wrote before news of these voyages circulated, northern ambition, ice navigation, and scientific nationalism were already widely discussed. Captain Walton’s letters embed the narrative within this imperial-scientific project and critique its heroic rhetoric.

Alpine science and tourism formed a celebrated Enlightenment enterprise. Horace-Bénédict de Saussure’s Voyages dans les Alpes (1779–1796) combined geology, meteorology, and altitude physiology. The first ascent of Mont Blanc by Jacques Balmat and Michel-Gabriel Paccard (8–9 August 1786) and de Saussure’s own ascent in 1787 helped make Chamonix a laboratory for the earth sciences. Naturalists mapped glaciers like the Mer de Glace and measured barometric pressure. By the 1810s, British and European travelers frequented these sites on educational tours. The novel’s careful toponyms—the Montanvert, the Arve, the Mer de Glace—draw authority from this scientific cartography, using the sublime terrain to stage moral confrontation and catastrophe.

Post-Napoleonic social unrest in Britain intensified in 1816–1819 under economic contraction and food scarcity. The Corn Laws (1815) protected grain prices, worsening urban hardship; mass meetings for reform culminated in the Peterloo Massacre at Manchester (16 August 1819), when cavalry charged demonstrators, killing at least 15. Government responded with the Six Acts (1819) restricting assembly and press. Though Frankenstein appeared in 1818, this climate of repression and protest formed its immediate backdrop. The novel’s depiction of a voiceless being denied recognition, and communities closing ranks against perceived threats, resonates with contemporary anxieties about authority’s violent maintenance of order amid calls for representation.

Ingolstadt’s intellectual history sharpened the novel’s choice of university. The Jesuit-run University of Ingolstadt (founded 1472) became a center of Counter-Reformation scholarship, then secularized after the Jesuit suppression in 1773. Adam Weishaupt founded the Bavarian Illuminati there in 1776, a secret society suppressed by Elector Karl Theodor by 1785. Around 1800, Bavarian reforms moved the university to Landshut (later to Munich), reflecting broader German educational reorganization under Napoleonic pressures. Ingolstadt thus signified both clandestine knowledge and modern scientific curricula. Victor’s studies in “natural philosophy” at this site align the tale with European debates over oversight of research, academic freedom, and the political suspicion cast on transformative knowledge.

As social and political critique, the book interrogates the moral economy of knowledge in a revolutionary and industrializing age. It exposes how elite, self-authorizing inquiry—mirroring centralized power forged in wars and factories—produces subjects without rights. The wrongful execution of Justine highlights the fragility of due process in early modern legal cultures; the De Lacey episode shows how surveillance and prejudice collapse hospitality toward the outsider. Walton’s expedition frames ambition as policy—state-sponsored and glory-seeking—inviting scrutiny of national projects that subordinate human welfare to conquest of nature and renown.

The narrative further critiques patriarchal and class structures by dramatizing creation without communal consent, kinship, or maternal mediation—an allegory for governance that arrogates sovereignty while disavowing care. Scenes of hunger, itinerancy, and enclosure echo the post-1815 economy of scarcity and the displaced poor across Europe. The creature’s demand for reciprocity exposes a social order that labels need as criminality. Across courts, laboratories, cottages, and ships, the book indicts a period that celebrated mastery yet tolerated injustice, arguing that scientific, legal, and imperial authority must answer to obligations of nurture, accountability, and the inclusion of marginalized voices.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (1797–1851) was an English novelist, biographer, and editor associated with the late Romantic era. Best known for Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, she helped shape Gothic fiction and early science-fictional inquiry into the ethics of creation. Across novels, tales, and travel writing, she explored exile, responsibility, memory, and the pressures of history. She also acted as a crucial curator of Romantic poetry, assembling and promoting the works of Percy Bysshe Shelley. Working across the early to mid-nineteenth century, her career traced the possibilities and constraints of professional authorship, and her achievements have steadily grown in critical stature.

Raised in a household steeped in radical letters, she had unusual access to books, visiting intellectuals, and debates. Her father, the philosopher-novelist William Godwin, encouraged wide reading, languages, and independent study rather than formal schooling. Her mother, the feminist writer Mary Wollstonecraft, died soon after her birth, but her writings remained a touchstone. Early notebooks and juvenilia show a precocious commitment to fiction and history. Time spent in Scotland during her teens broadened her horizons and fed a habit of reflective travel later visible in her prose. She absorbed Enlightenment arguments about reason and rights alongside Romantic attention to imagination and feeling.

Her intellectual formation was intensified by travel on the Continent in the mid-1810s, when she joined a circle that included Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron, and John Polidori near Lake Geneva. During the famously inclement summer of 1816, a friendly contest to produce ghost stories spurred her to conceive Frankenstein, a narrative about an ambitious creator and a neglected being. She later described reading about electricity and experiments in reanimation as provocations to her imagination, alongside conversations about poetry and philosophy. The alpine landscapes and nocturnal discussions provided a potent setting for a work that engages both scientific possibility and moral responsibility.

Frankenstein appeared anonymously in the late 1810s and quickly drew attention for its stark meditation on creation, education, and social exclusion. Early responses mixed fascination with moral anxiety, yet the book’s dramatic power ensured reprints and theatrical adaptations. She revised the novel for a widely read edition in the early 1830s, adding a reflective introduction that has shaped interpretations of its origins. The work’s composite form—travel narrative, epistolary frame, and philosophical romance—exemplified her ability to blend genres. It established her as a novelist of ideas, capable of turning contemporary debates about science and society into compelling narrative art.

In the 1820s and 1830s she pursued ambitious historical and speculative projects. Valperga reimagines Italian politics and conscience; The Last Man presents a panoramic, plague-riven future that probes loss, leadership, and human resilience; Perkin Warbeck revisits contested claims to the English crown; Lodore and Falkner examine education, obligation, and women’s agency within social constraint. She wrote numerous tales for literary annuals and composed biographies for Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia. Her travel book Rambles in Germany and Italy reflects observant, often political travel writing. The novella Mathilda, exploring grief and desire, was not published in her lifetime but later gained significant critical attention.

Her fiction balances skepticism about unrestrained ambition with sympathy for the vulnerable, echoing Enlightenment debates and Romantic ethics. She queried the limits of scientific mastery, the duties owed by creators and governments, and the shaping force of education and environment. As an editor and commentator on poetry, she assembled and annotated editions of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s writings, helping to secure his standing while navigating the period’s conventions of propriety and authorship. She sustained herself through professional writing, reviews, and commissions, adapting to the marketplace without abandoning intellectual inquiry. Across genres, she advocated through example for imaginative responsibility and humane judgment.

In her later years she lived mainly in England, with periods of travel on the Continent, publishing fiction, non-fiction, and new editions while contending with recurrent ill health. She died in the mid-nineteenth century, by which time Frankenstein had already entered popular culture through stage adaptations. Since then her reputation has expanded far beyond a single book. Scholars have illuminated the range of her historical novels, political vision, and experiments with form. She is widely cited as a progenitor of science fiction and a central voice in Romantic prose. Today her works are read for their ethical urgency and narrative ingenuity.
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THE event on which this fiction is founded has been supposed, by Dr. Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence. I shall not be supposed as according the remotest degree of serious faith to such an imagination; yet, in assuming it as the basis of a work of fancy, I have not considered myself as merely weaving a series of supernatural terrors. The event on which the interest of the story depends is exempt from the disadvantages of a mere tale of spectres or enchantment. It was recommended by the novelty of the situations which it developes; and, however impossible as a physical fact, affords a point of view to the imagination for the delineating of human passions more comprehensive and commanding than any which the ordinary relations of existing events can yield.

I have thus endeavoured to preserve the truth of the elementary principles of human nature, while I have not scrupled to innovate upon their combinations. The Iliad, the tragic poetry of Greece, Shakespeare, in the Tempest and Midsummer Night’s Dream and most especially Milton, in Paradise Lost, conform to this rule; and the most humble novelist, who seeks to confer or receive amusement from his labours, may, without presumption, apply to prose fiction a licence, or rather a rule, from the adoption of which so many exquisite combinations of human feeling have resulted in the highest specimens of poetry.

The circumstance on which my story rests was suggested in casual conversation. It was commenced partly as a source of amusement, and partly as an expedient for exercising any untried resources of mind. Other motives were mingled with these as the work proceeded. I am by no means indifferent to the manner in which whatever moral tendencies exist in the sentiments or characters it contains shall affect the reader; yet my chief concern in this respect has been limited to the avoiding the enervating effects of the novels of the present day, and to the exhibition of the amiableness of domestic affection, and the excellence of universal virtue. The opinions which naturally spring from the character and situation of the hero are by no means to be conceived as existing always in my own conviction; nor is any inference justly to be drawn from the following pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of whatever kind.

It is a subject also of additional interest to the author that this story was begun in the majestic region where the scene is principally laid, and in society which cannot cease to be regretted. I passed the summer of 1816 in the environs of Geneva. The season was cold and rainy, and in the evenings we crowded around a blazing wood fire, and occasionally amused ourselves with some German stories of ghosts, which happened to fall into our hands. These tales excited in us a playful desire of imitation. Two other friends (a tale from the pen of one of whom would be far more acceptable to the public than anything I can ever hope to produce) and myself agreed to write each a story founded on some supernatural occurrence.

The weather, however, suddenly became serene; and my two friends left me on a journey among the Alps, and lost, in the magnificent scenes which they present, all memory of their ghostly visions. The following tale is the only one which has been completed.

Marlow, September, 1817








Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay
From darkness to promote me?



To mould me man? Did I solicit thee
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TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

St. Petersburgh[1], Dec. 11th, 17 – .

You will rejoice to hear that no disaster has accompanied the commencement of an enterprise which you have regarded with such evil forebodings. I arrived here yesterday; and my first task is to assure my dear sister of my welfare, and increasing confidence in the success of my undertaking.

I am already far north of London; and as I walk in the streets of Petersburgh, I feel a cold northern breeze play upon my cheeks, which braces my nerves, and fills me with delight. Do you understand this feeling? This breeze, which has travelled from the regions towards which I am advancing, gives me a foretaste of those icy climes. Inspirited by this wind of promise, my day dreams become more fervent and vivid. I try in vain to be persuaded that the pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination as the region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun is for ever visible; its broad disk just skirting the horizon, and diffusing a perpetual splendour. There – for with your leave, my sister, I will put some trust in preceding navigators – there snow and frost are banished; and, sailing over a calm sea, we may be wafted to a land surpassing in wonders and in beauty every region hitherto discovered on the habitable globe. Its productions and features may be without example, as the phænomena of the havenly bodies undoubtedly are in those undiscovered solitudes. What may not be expected in a country of eternal light? I may there discover the wondrous power which attracts the needle; and may regulate a thousand celestial observations, that require only this voyage to render their seeming eccentricities consistent for ever. I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visited, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man. These are my enticements, and they are sufficient to conquer all fear of danger or death, and to induce me to commence this laborious voyage with the joy a child feels when he embarks in a little boat, with his holiday mates, on an expedition of discovery up his native river. But, supposing all these conjectures to be false, you cannot contest the inestimable benefit which I shall confer on all mankind to the last generation, by discovering a passage near the pole to those countries, to reach which at present so many months are requisite; or by ascertaining the secret of the magnet, which, if at all possible, can only be effected by an undertaking such as mine.

These reflections have dispelled the agitation with which I began my letter, and I feel my heart glow with an enthusiasm which elevates me to heaven; for nothing contributes so much to tranquillize the mind as a steady purpose – a point on which the soul may fix its intellectual eye. This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. I have read with ardour the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at the North Pacific Ocean through the seas which surround the pole. You may remember, that a history of all the voyages made for purposes of discovery composed the whole of our good uncle Thomas’s library. My education was neglected, yet I was passionately fond of reading. These volumes were my study day and night, and my familiarity with them increased that regret which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my father’s dying injunction had forbidden my uncle to allow me to embark in a sea-faring life.

These visions faded when I perused, for the first time, those poets whose effusions entranced my soul, and lifted it to heaven. I also became a poet, and for one year lived in a Paradise of my own creation; I imagined that I also might obtain a niche in the temple where the names of Homer and Shakespeare are consecrated. You are well acquainted with my failure, and how heavily I bore the disappointment. But just at that time I inherited the fortune of my cousin, and my thoughts were turned into the channel of their earlier bent.

Six years have passed since I resolved on my present undertaking. I can, even now, remember the hour from which I dedicated myself to this great enterprise. I commenced by inuring my body to hardship. I accompanied the whale-fishers on several expeditions to the North Sea; I voluntarily endured cold, famine, thirst, and want of sleep; I often worked harder than the common sailors during the day, and devoted my hights to the study of mathematics, the theory of medicine, and those branches of physical science from which a naval adventurer might derive the greatest practical advantage. Twice I actually hired myself as an undermate in a Greenland whaler, and acquitted myself to admiration. I must own I felt a little proud, when my captain offered me the second dignity in the vessel, and entreated me to remain with the greatest earnestness; so valuable did he consider my services.

And now, dear Margaret, do I not deserve to accomplish some great purpose. My life might have been passed in case and luxury; but I preferred glory to every enticement that wealth placed in my path. Oh, that some encouraging voice would answer in the affirmative! My courage and my resolution is firm; but my hopes fluctuate, and my spirits are often depressed. I am about to proceed on a long and difficult voyage; the emergencies of which will demand all my fortitude: I am required not only to raise the spirits of others, but sometimes to sustain my own, when their’s are failing.

This is the most favourable period for travelling in Russia. They fly quickly over the snow in their sledges; the motion is pleasant, and, in my opinion, far more agreeable than that of an English stage-coach. The cold is not excessive, if you are wrapt in furs, a dress which I have already adopted; for there is a great difference between walking the deck and remaining seated motionless for hours, when no exercise prevents the blood from actually freezing in your veins. I have no ambition to lose my life on the post-road between St. Petersburgh and Archangel.

I shall depart for the latter town in a fortnight or three weeks; and my intention is to hire a ship there, which can easily be done by paying the insurance for the owner, and to engage as many sailors as I think necessary among those who are accustomed to the whale-fishing. I do not intend to sail until the month of June: and when shall I return? Ah, dear sister, how can I answer this question? If I succeed, many, many months, perhaps years, will pass before you and I may meet. If I fail, you will see me again soon, or never.

Farewell, my dear, excellent, Margaret. Heaven shower down blessings on you, and save me, that I may again and again testify my gratitude for all your love and kindness.

Your affectionate brother,

R. WALTON.


LETTER TWO


Table of Contents


TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

Archangel, 28th March, 17 – .

How slowly the time passes here, encompassed as I am by frost and snow; yet a second step is taken towards my enterprise. I have hired a vessel,and am occupied in collecting my sailors; those whom I have already engaged appear to be men on whom I can depend, and are certainly possessed of dauntless courage.

But I have one want which I have never yet been able to satisfy; and the absence of the object of which I now feel as a most severe evil. I have no friend, Margaret: when I am glowing with the enthusiasm of success, there will be none to participate my joy; if I am assailed by disappointment, no one will endeavour to sustain me in dejection. I shall commit my thoughts to paper, it is true; but that is a poor medium for the communication of feeling. I desire the company of a man who could sympathize with me; whose eyes would reply to mine. You may deem me romantic, my dear sister, but I bitterly feel the want of a friend. I have no one near me, gentle yet courageous, possessed of a cultivated as well as of a capacious mind, whose tastes are like my own, to approve or amend my plans. How would such a friend repair the faults of your poor brother! I am too ardent in execution, and too impatient of difficulties. But it is a still greater evil to me that I am self-educated: for the first fourteen years of my life I ran wild on a common, and read nothing but our uncle Thomas’s books of voyages. At that age I became acquainted with the celebrated poets of our own country; but it was only when it had ceased to be in my power to derive its most important benefits from such a conviction, that I perceived the necessity of becoming acquainted with more languages than that of my native country. Now I am twenty-eight, and am in reality more illiterate than many school-boys of fifteen. It is true that I have thought more, and that my day dreams are more extended and magnificent; but they want (as the painters call it) keeping; and I greatly need a friend who would have sense enough not to despise me as romantic, and affection enough for me to endeavour to regulate my mind.

Well, these are useless complaints; I shall certainly find no friend on the wide ocean, nor even here in Archangel, among merchants and seamen. Yet some feelings, unallied to the dross of human nature, beat even in these rugged bosoms. My lieutenant, for instance, is a man of wonderful courage and enterprise; he is madly desirous of glory. He is an Englishman, and in the midst of national and professional prejudices, unsoftened by cultivation, retains some of the noblest endowments of humanity. I first became acquainted with him on board a whale vessel: finding that he was unemployed in this city, I easily engaged him to assist in my enterprise.

The master is a person of an excellent disposition, and is remarkable in the ship for his gentleness, and the mildness of his discipline. He is, indeed, of so amiable a nature, that he will not hunt (a favourite, and almost the only amusement here), because he cannot endure to spill blood. He is, moreover, heroically generous. Some years ago he loved a young Russian lady, of moderate fortune; and having amassed a considerable sum in prize-money, the father of the girl consented to the match. He saw his mistress once before the destined ceremony; but she was bathed in tears, and, throwing herself at his feet, entreated him to spare her, confessing at the same time that she loved another, but that he was poor, and that her father would never consent to the union. My generous friend reassured the suppliant, and on being informed of the name of her lover instantly abandoned his pursuit. He had already bought a farm with his money, on which he had designed to pass the remainder of his life; but he bestowed the whole on his rival, together with the remains of his prize-money to purchase stock, and then himself solicited the young woman’s father to consent to her marriage with her lover. But the old man decidedly refused, thinking himself bound in honour to my friend; who, when he found the father inexorable, quitted his country, nor returned until he heard that his former mistress was married according to her inclinations. “What a noble fellow!” you will exclaim. He is so; but then he has passed all his life on board a vessel, and has scarcely an idea beyond the rope and the shroud.

But do not suppose that, because I complain a little, or because I can conceive a consolation for my toils which I may never know, that I am wavering in my resolutions. Those are as fixed as fate; and my voyage is only now delayed until the weather shall permit my embarkation. The winter has been dreadfully severe; but the spring promises well, and it is considered as a remarkably early season; so that, perhaps, I may sail sooner than I expected. I shall do nothing rashly; you know me sufficiently to confide in my prudence and considerateness whenever the safety of others is committed to my care.

I cannot describe to you my sensations on the near prospect of my undertaking. It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to unexplored regions, to “the land of mist and snow[2];” but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety.

Shall I meet you again, after having traversed immense seas, and returned by the most southern cape of Africa or America? I dare not expect such success, yet I cannot bear to look on the reverse of the picture. Continue to write to me by every opportunity: I may receive your letters (though the chance is very doubtful) on some occasions when I need them most to support my spirits. I love you very tenderly. Remember me with affection, should you never hear from me again.

Your affectionate brother,

ROBERT WALTON.
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TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

July 7th, 17 – .

MY DEAR SISTER, I write a few lines in haste, to say that I am safe, and well advanced on my voyage. This letter will reach England by a merchant-man now on its homeward voyage from Archangel; more fortunate than I, who may not see my native land, perhaps, for many years. I am, however, in good spirits: my men are bold, and apparently firm of purpose; nor do the floating sheets of ice that continually pass us, indicating the dangers of the region towards which we are advancing, appear to dismay them. We have already reached a very high latitude; but it is the height of summer, and although not so warm as in England, the southern gales, which blow us speedily towards those shores which I so ardently desire to attain, breathe a degree of renovating warmth which I had not expected.

No incidents have hitherto befallen us, that would make a figure in a letter. One or two stiff gales, and the breaking of a mast, are accidents which experienced navigators scarcely remember to record; and I shall be well content, if nothing worse happen to us during our voyage.

Adieu, my dear Margaret. Be assured, that for my own sake, as well as yours, I will not rashly encounter danger. I will be cool, persevering, and prudent.

Remember me to all my English friends.

Most affectionately yours, R. W.
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August 5th, 17 – .

So strange an accident has happened to us, that I cannot forbear recording it, although it is very probable that you will see me before these papers can come into your possession.

Last Monday (July 31st), we were nearly surrounded by ice, which closed in the ship on all sides, scarcely leaving her the sea room in which she floated. Our situation was somewhat dangerous, especially as we were compassed round by a very thick fog. We accordingly lay to, hoping that some change would take place in the atmosphere and weather.

About two o’clock the mist cleared away, and we beheld, stretched out in every direction, vast and irregular plains of ice, which seemed to have no end. Some of my comrades groaned, and my own mind began to grow watchful with anxious thoughts, when a strange sight suddenly attracted our attention, and diverted our solicitude from our own situation. We perceived a low carriage, fixed on a sledge and drawn by dogs, pass on towards the north, at the distance of half a mile: a being which had the shape of a man, but apparently of gigantic stature, sat in the sledge, and guided the dogs. We watched the rapid progress of the traveller with our telescopes, until he was lost among the distant inequalities of the ice.

This appearance excited our unqualified wonder. We were, as we believed, many hundred miles from any land, but this apparition seemed to denote that it was not, in reality, so distant as we had supposed. Shut in, however, by ice, it was impossible to follow his track, which we had observed with the greatest attention.

About two hours after this occurrence, we heard the ground sea, and before night the ice broke, and freed our ship. We, however, lay to until the morning, fearing to encounter in the dark those large loose masses which float about after the breaking up of the ice. I profited of this time to rest for a few hours.

In the morning, however, as soon as it was light, I went upon deck, and found all the sailors busy on one side of the vessel, apparently talking to some one in the sea. It was, in fact, a sledge, like that we had seen before, which had drifted towards us in the night, on a large fragment of ice. Only one dog remained alive; but there was a human being within it, whom the sailors were persuading to enter the vessel. He was not, as the other traveller seemed to be, a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island, but an European. When I appeared on deck, the master said, “Here is our captain, and he will not allow you to perish on the open sea.”

On perceiving me, the stranger addressed me in English, although with a foreign accent. “Before I come on board your vessel,” said he, “will you have the kindness to inform me whither you are bound?”

You may
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