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Themes
Target your thinking
What is a theme? (AO1, AO3)
What are the main themes in Frankenstein? (AO1, AO3)

●
●

What is a theme?

Key quotation
The sun might shine,
or the clouds might
lower: but nothing could
appear to me as it had
done the day before.
Build critical
skills
Think about
each of the main
characters. How
balanced are they
in terms of these
characteristics?
Does any character
have a characteristic
that seems to
dominate? Does this
change as the novel
progresses?

In literature, a theme is an idea that a writer explores through the plot,
structure, characters and descriptions in the novel. It is usually something
that the writer wants you, the reader, to think about. In some instances,
writers may hope that as a result of thinking about a particular theme,
the reader may change their attitudes towards it. Although Shelley was
addressing the ideas of a particular time and place, it can be argued that
the themes of Frankenstein are as relevant today as they were when she
wrote the novel.

The main themes in Frankenstein
The elements
Frankenstein deals with power and strong emotions. Shelley often
makes use of the elements – earth, air, fire and water – to convey
these. The power of the natural world is a suitable way of representing
her characters’ shifting emotions and the situations they face. A good
example of this occurs when Victor reflects on the murder of Elizabeth.
The four elements are often connected to character traits.
● Air is associated with being courageous, hopeful and carefree.
● Fire is linked with being ambitious, restless and easily angered.
● Earth is linked with being despondent, analytical and serious.
● Water is connected with being calm, patient and thoughtful.
People believed that the ideal temperament contained all four humours
in balance. Too much of one and not enough of another was thought
to lead to imbalance and was therefore a failing in character. Because
of their connection with the humours, we can see that Shelley’s use of
the elements is significant. Indeed, her most striking use of the elements
occurs at moments in the novel where her characters are the least
rational and balanced.
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Themes

Nature
Shelley had very close connections with the Romantics. For the
Romantics, the natural world provided a very appropriate symbol – it
was abundant, it was wild, it was creative, it was vibrant and excessive.
The Romantics rejected what they saw as the unnecessary restrictions
of balance, order, proportion and objectivity, and looked to nature as a
model. The natural world also seemed to them to represent the antithesis
(the opposite) of the rapidly developing sciences that attempted to
impose order and definition. The influence of these ideas on Shelley is
important. Frankenstein seeks to apply rigid, scientific rules to the act of
creativity – as a result he loses his connection with the laws of nature
and the creature he makes is not, as he anticipates, a thing of beauty, but
instead proves to be hideous. This in its turn spoils Victor’s relationship
with the natural world that he used to love so much.
Key quotation
His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his
hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but
these luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that
seemed almost of the same colour as the dun-white sockets in which they were
set, his shrivelled complexion and straight black lips.
Frankenstein’s experiments set him at odds with nature – creating the
creature is seen as ‘unnatural’ – and so nature fittingly becomes part of
his punishment. He experiences physical punishment through cold and
exposure when he is on the ‘sea of ice’. The hardships he experiences at
the hands of the elements when he goes to the Scottish isle to make the
creature’s companion are like a punishment from God for his arrogance
and foolishness. Shelley makes particular use of thunder and lightning
storms. It is by harnessing the power of a storm that Frankenstein is able
to impart life into his creature. Frankenstein then experiences what he
calls the ‘most violent and terrible thunder-storm’ when he returns to
Switzerland after William has been murdered. Thunder storms seem to
represent power, but may also represent warning, danger and destruction.
Shelley also employs extreme and dangerous locations. Such locations
reflect the nature of her tale: the situations her characters face in the
novel are often perilous and they are forced to deal with harsh moral
dilemmas. These locations and landscapes also connect with important
ideas such as isolation, death and destruction. They might be taken to
symbolise, for example, the inner turmoil of the creature, Frankenstein
and other characters. They also provide a suitable backdrop to the
extraordinary and almost unbelievable events of the novel.

Build critical
skills
Why do you think
that Shelley uses
thunder storms in
the novel? Do they
always represent
the same thing?
Think about the
different ways in
which she uses
them and the
reasons why.

Dilemma: a situation
requiring a hard
decision; often none of
the available options is
particularly good, or all
could lead to potentially
bad consequences.
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Frankenstein
Key quotation
Were we among the tamer scenes of nature, I might fear to encounter your
unbelief, perhaps your ridicule; but many things will appear possible in these
wild and mysterious regions, which would provoke the laughter of those
unacquainted with the ever-varied powers of nature.

Build critical
skills
Watch two or
three different film
adaptations of the
novel. How do the
directors use the
elements and the
natural world to
create effect and to
reflect the events
they are portraying?

Victor recognises the ambiguous power that nature holds over him. It
is beautiful and creative, but also powerful and destructive. Remember:
when Frankenstein introduces his tale to Walton he employs the image of
a mountain stream as a simile for his downfall.
Key quotation
When I would account to myself for the birth of that passion, which afterwards
ruled my destiny, I find it arose, like a mountain river, from ignoble and almost
forgotten sources; but, swelling as it proceeded, it became the torrent which, in
its course, has swept away all my hopes and joys.
His inability to accept the ‘boundaries’ of nature leads to Victor’s eventual
destruction. His passion for the dark areas of science and his obsession
with creating life are seen as ‘unnatural’ passions, and they ruin his ability
to relate to nature, which then physically torments him.

Good and evil
Original sin: the belief
that humans are by
nature born with the
tendency to commit sin.

Morality tale: a story
told to teach a moral
lesson.

Frankenstein explores good and evil. An important concept here is
the idea of ‘original sin’. In the Bible this idea is found in the story
of Adam and Eve, who are tempted to sin by the serpent. Sin and
punishment are also central to the three main literary sources for
Frankenstein: Paradise Lost, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and the
Prometheus myth.
Frankenstein explores how good can be turned into evil. At first the
creature is benevolent and loving. It is through the rejection and cruelty
of humans that he is transformed into the evil and vengeful beast of
popular imagination.
The potential of science and human nature for both good and evil are
considered in Frankenstein. Both Victor and Walton believe that science
and exploration can broaden and improve existence. When he is making
the creature Victor envisages a race of beautiful and well-meaning
people, while Walton is seeking a new passage for shipping to improve
communications. Both, however, are also relentlessly driven by the hope
of fame and are prepared to make morally dubious decisions. In this
sense, the novel is a kind of morality tale.
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p The Downfall of Adam and Eve and their Expulsion from the Garden of Eden,
by Michelangelo

Decay and disease
Frankenstein grotesquely raids the graveyards of Ingolstadt for body parts.
This connects his work closely with decay and disease. It is ironic that his
creation – life – is constructed from decayed bodies. This could represent
the decay of Victor’s soul and morals. Similarly, it might reflect the decay
of human society, which allows such scientific exploration and then
thoughtlessly rejects the creature simply because of the way he looks.
Remember: when he is rescued by Walton, Frankenstein is emaciated and
terminally ill. It is as if he is being ‘eaten alive’ by his hatred of the creature.

Death and destruction
Death and destruction link closely to decay and disease. Readers know
that Frankenstein cannot survive for long after his rescue from the
drifting ice; he is mortally ill. Death is constant in the novel as one by one
Frankenstein’s family die at the hands of the creature. It seems ironic that
these deaths are caused by Frankenstein’s ambition to create life.
Death and destruction could reflect the death of Victor’s moral
responsibility and the destruction of his hopes and dreams. It is therefore
appropriate that Frankenstein should end with the deaths of both Victor
and the creature.
Remember: Paradise Lost and the Prometheus myth both involve characters
who are mortal and who are immortal. Frankenstein and Walton both
dream of immortal fame for their scientific achievements, but as a
consequence of their actions both are forced to recognise their mortality.

Build critical
skills
Life and death are
very important ideas
in Frankenstein. Do
you think there are
some ways in which
Frankenstein’s
and the creature’s
lives are a kind
of ‘death’?

Key quotation
[I am] thy creature, to
whom thou art bound
by ties only dissoluble
by the annihilation of
one of us.
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Frankenstein
Build critical
skills

The marvellous

Prepare to hear of
occurrences which
are usually deemed
marvellous.

Gothic novels often include supernatural beings and ghosts. Frankenstein
does not; the creature and his threats are very much real and his
horrible fascination depends on the fact that he is flesh and blood. He
is superhuman rather than supernatural: bigger and stronger in every
way than the humans he encounters. Although the creature is real, however,
other characters in the novel often react as if he were a supernatural being.
Walton informs us of Frankenstein’s ‘love for the marvellous.’ The
two men share this love, and it prepares us to expect strange events.
Frankenstein explicitly tells Walton to identify his tale with the
supernatural, saying that under ordinary circumstances it would appear
unbelievable. We therefore wonder if it is the story of a madman, is
supernatural, or is simply beyond the range of normal experience.
We also know that the supernatural and the ghostly is something that
has been part of Victor’s studies ever since he was a child. He seeks out
supernatural experience after reading Paracelsus and Albertus Magnus.

Key quotation

Dreams

The raising of ghosts
or devils was a promise
liberally accorded by my
favourite authors.

When we think about dreams, we think about two different things. Firstly,
we think about hopes and aspirations; secondly, we think about the
visions we have in our sleep. Both are important in Frankenstein.
Frankenstein has many dreams. He aspires to create life and imagines
himself as the ‘father’ of a new race of beings with which he will have a
great relationship. He dreams of the benefits his experiments will bring
for humans. He also dreams of fulfilling his mother’s wish (‘dream’) that
he should marry Elizabeth. When he comes to realise the true nature
of his dreams he wishes to destroy the creature and in so doing to gain
freedom from the terrible punishment he suffers. He even contemplates
suicide, believing that death is preferable to what he faces. In one
extraordinary scene, Victor’s real world and his aspirations become a
nightmare vision in which he is visited by Elizabeth and his mother.
The creature also has his dreams. First and foremost, he wishes to win
the love and care of his creator and to be accepted into human society.
When it becomes apparent that these ‘dreams’ will not be met, however,
he seeks new dreams: having the companion he persuades Frankenstein
to make for him and also finding the basic necessities of life, such as food
and shelter. When even these dreams prove unattainable, he dreams of
wreaking terrible revenge on Frankenstein.
Walton is an interesting combination of Frankenstein and the creature
in terms of his relationship with the idea of dreams. Like Victor, he has
dreams of aiding mankind and winning renown, by finding a new shipping
route. Like the creature, however, he is lonely and dreams of finding
companionship.

Frankenstein is not
a conventional
supernatural story.
In what ways do
you think the novel
is more frightening
because the
creature is real?

Key quotation

Key quotation
Now that I had finished,
the beauty of the
dream vanished, and
breathless horror and
disgust filled my heart.

Key quotation
This expedition has
been the favourite
dream of my early years.
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Sanity and madness
Many of the novel’s events are unpredictable and frightening. It is hard
to understand why the characters behave, speak and think in the ways
they do. They are often aware of this themselves, but prove unable to
control their behaviour, words and thoughts. For this reason readers might
question their sanity. Both Frankenstein and Walton are almost mad in
the pursuit of their dreams and both seem unaware of the potentially
deadly consequences of what they are doing. At the beginning of the novel,
however, Frankenstein tells Walton that the tale he is about to tell will
stretch the bounds of credibility – it is a tale that might be deemed mad.
Frankenstein blurs the boundaries between madness (fantasy) and sanity
(reality).

Key quotation
Unhappy man! Do you
share my madness?
Have you drunk also of
the intoxicating draught?

GRADE BOOSTER
Examiners are always looking to reward effective
commentary on writers’ use of language. As you read,
log the vocabulary of madness that Shelley uses and
note to whom she applies it. Consider how you think
this might have an impact on readers.

Revenge
As the novel progresses it becomes increasingly obvious that Frankenstein
and the creature cannot escape from a destructive cycle of revenge.
When Frankenstein refuses to accept and care for his creation, the
creature sets out to wreak his revenge – though not before he has given
Victor the chance to do the right thing. A responsible creator should care
for his creation and, in failing to do so, Victor condemns the creature to a
life of isolation and loneliness.
Remember: while hiding in the outhouse behind the de Laceys’ cottage,
the creature reads Paradise Lost. Like Satan in that poem, the creature
takes his revenge not directly on his creator, but by attacking the people
who are most dear to his creator – his family and friends. As the deaths
begin to mount up (William, Justine Moritz, Clerval, Elizabeth, his father),
Frankenstein becomes more and more vengeful himself and determines
to destroy the creature.

Key quotation
You can blast my other
passions, but revenge
remains – revenge,
henceforth dearer than
light or food! I may die,
but first you, my tyrant
and tormentor, shall
curse the sun that gazes
on your misery.

Exploration
Frankenstein’s scientific research is a kind of exploration. As he works
to find the secret of imparting life, he is building on the scientific
explorations of Galvani (see p. 21). Walton is also an explorer, trying to
find a new shipping route. The other scientists in the novel (Paracelsus,
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Frankenstein
Key quotation
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.

Albertus Magnus, Krempe, Waldman and the other scientists at
Ingolstadt) are explorers.
Mary Shelley could also be considered an explorer. She explores what
might happen if scientific experiments go too far, and how dangerous
human obsession can be. She uses the stories of Frankenstein and Walton
as a kind of morality tale for all explorers.

Imprisonment
Sometimes characters are literally imprisoned, but at other times they are
imprisoned in symbolic ways.

Literal imprisonment
After the murder of William, Justine Moritz is wrongfully imprisoned
when she is found to be in possession of the locket. Safie and her
father are imprisoned in Paris on the basis of their beliefs, and when
Clerval’s body is found washed up on the Irish coast, Victor is imprisoned
on suspicion of his murder. Notice that all of these imprisonments
are unjustified.

Symbolic imprisonment
Frankenstein becomes increasingly imprisoned within dreams and
fantasies, which eventually turn into a nightmare reality. He is trapped
in a relationship with the creature, and they find themselves prisoners
within an unbreakable and deadly cycle of hatred and revenge.
The creature is not rejected only by Frankenstein, but is repeatedly a
victim of prejudice. His hideous body becomes a kind of prison for him.
The outhouse behind the de Laceys’ cottage becomes a symbol of his
confinement. The creature’s rejection is universal, and as such the whole
world is a prison to him.
Elizabeth’s relationship with Frankenstein could be seen as a kind
of prison. Victor is unwilling or unable to commit to her as he is too
obsessed with his own needs and dreams. He is so blinded by his selfobsession that he locks Elizabeth in their room on their wedding night in
an attempt to protect her, and in doing so ensures her death.
M. de Lacey is trapped in a world of darkness by his blindness. It is ironic
that it is this that temporarily leaves him free to appreciate the creature’s
true good nature.
Walton is in danger of becoming trapped within his own desire for
discovery and fame. The encroaching ice that eventually totally surrounds
his ship is a symbol of the dangers he faces if he does not learn his lesson
from Frankenstein.
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Human and inhuman behaviour

Key quotation

Throughout Frankenstein we see that humans are capable of great
inhumanity. The creature meets universal rejection simply because of his
external appearance, and Victor separates himself from his family and
friends in order to pursue his own selfish desires. Conversely, the creature
demonstrates that he is capable of kindness, humility and affection. In
many ways he appears more ‘human’ than his creator.
Elizabeth is disillusioned by humans and she sees how ‘monstrous’ they
can be. Elizabeth loses her faith in humanity when Justine Moritz is falsely
accused of murder.

Alas! How shall I ever
again believe in human
goodness?

Loneliness and isolation
All the major characters in the novel suffer from this, but from different
causes. Frankenstein’s isolation is self-imposed; when he goes to
Ingolstadt he effectively cuts off all communication with his family and
friends. He then takes this still further by separating himself from his
fellow students and teachers. On board his ship, Walton laments his
isolation and lack of companionship. The creature soon learns that he will
never be able to enjoy companionship and society with humans, as they
all reject him as a result of his horrific appearance. Clerval is left behind
when Frankenstein goes to Ingolstadt and is again abandoned by him on
their journey to Scotland. Elizabeth is left alone by Victor for extended
periods of time, and is left fatally isolated on their wedding night. Justine
Moritz, in gaol for a crime she did not commit, is isolated and threatened
by a priest with permanent separation from God. Safie is isolated in
Paris, abandoned by her father, then forced to travel alone. The de Laceys
become social outcasts when Safie’s father betrays them.
Notice also how often Shelley uses isolated and lonely locations, which
reflect the loneliness and isolation of her characters.

Key quotation
Now misery has come
home, and men appear to
me as monsters thirsting
for each other’s blood.

Key quotation
Satan had his
companions, fellow
devils, to admire and
encourage him, but I am
solitary and abhorred.

Ambition and determination
Sometimes ambition is a good quality, but it can be destructive when
it runs out of control and becomes obsession. Frankenstein and Walton
both find their ambition and determination lead them into danger,
because they are not able to control their dreams sensibly. Once Victor
is aware of the threat that the creature poses, he doggedly pursues him
across Europe in the attempt to destroy him. The creature displays great
determination in pursuing revenge. In a more positive way, however, the
creature shows great determination in learning language, in surviving
against the odds and in attempting to persuade Frankenstein to fulfil
his responsibilities as a creator. In the face of injustice and the death
penalty, Justine Moritz remains determined and proud. Elizabeth Lavenza

Key quotation
My life might have
been passed in ease
and luxury; but I
preferred glory to every
enticement that wealth
placed in my path.
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Frankenstein
is determined to maintain her relationship with Victor in spite of his
poor treatment of her. Clerval does not allow his desire to study to be
deflected by his father’s initial refusal, and he is loyal to Victor in spite
of his friend’s abandonment. The de Laceys and Safie demonstrate great
strength of character in the face of considerable hardships.

Journeys
Build critical
skills
Journeys in
Frankenstein have
both a literal
and a symbolic
importance. The
physical journeys
the characters
undertake are
often into rugged,
inhospitable and
foreign territory. How
do you think this
might reflect their
states of mind?

Frankenstein, his father, Walton, Elizabeth, Clerval, the creature, Safie and
the de Laceys all undertake journeys – sometimes of considerable length:
Victor’s father travels from Switzerland to Ireland to bring Victor back home
after he has been falsely accused of Clerval’s murder; in the later stages of
the novel, Frankenstein and the creature endlessly pursue one another.

Science
Frankenstein is obsessed with scientific research, and we are presented
with a number of scientists: Paracelsus, Albertus Magnus, Waldman and
Krempe. As we saw earlier, scientific research – especially the work of
Galvani – is an important context.

The dangers of science
Shelley can see the possible dangers of scientific research. Even at the
end of the novel, when he is on the verge of death, Victor never repents
of his research itself, only its consequences. He holds on to the possibility
that someone else (such as Walton) may succeed where he has failed. He
does, however, refer to the desire for knowledge as a kind of disease.
Key quotation
None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of
science. In other studies you go as far as others have gone before you, and there
is nothing more to know; but in a scientific pursuit there is continual food for
discovery and wonder.
Build critical skills
Shelley never passes moral judgement on scientific research, but it
seems that Frankenstein does raise moral and ethical issues. What moral
and ethical points of view does the novel suggest? Can you identify a
particular scientific ‘moral’ of the tale?
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The aims and ethics of science
Both Frankenstein and Walton begin their scientific explorations in the
hope of benefiting the world: Frankenstein initially hopes to find a way
of preserving life, while Walton wishes to find a quicker and safer trading
route. Science works at the boundaries of human knowledge, though, and
this comes with risks; it leads to moral choices, which may or may not
be made sensibly. Walton and Frankenstein both demonstrate this, and in
the creature, Shelley provides us with a grotesque symbol of irresponsible
scientific experimentation. Frankenstein’s and Walton’s tales suggest
that, in order to try to avoid this danger, scientific research should not be
carried out in isolation.
Build critical skills
The poet William Wordsworth argued that science, which sought always
to dissect the natural world and to try to define everything, was the
opposite of poetry. How far do you find this idea useful when thinking
about Frankenstein? Do you think the novel is anti-science?

Review
ReviewyouR
youRleaRning
leaRning
(Answers are given on p. 107.)
1 What is a theme?
2 Name three of the main themes in Frankenstein.
3 What are the two types of dream we see in Frankenstein?
4 Who are the major scientists in the novel?
5 What two kinds of imprisonment does Shelley portray?
6 How is the body of the creature made?
7 What are the four elements?
8 Name three characters who take journeys in Frankenstein.
9 Which characters become very disillusioned about human nature?
10 How does Victor describe his and Walton’s fascination with discovery?
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