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Teaching notes 

Frankenstein: horror or more? 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes use the prefaces to different editions of Frankenstein as a springboard to re-
evaluating the novel. 

Reception 
It’s hard to separate Shelley’s novel from the ways in which it has been received. The story has 
become so well known that its title is part of our language. For example, journalists sometimes use the 
term ‘Frankenstein food’ to warn of genetically modified crops and a ‘Frankenstein’s monster’ is a way 
of referring to anything that becomes terrifying to its maker. In addition, there is confusion over names, 
as people who have not read the book often ascribe the name ‘Frankenstein’ to the creature rather 
than his creator. The pejorative term ‘monster’ is usually preferred to the more neutral ‘creature’. 

It is the creature, rather than the scientist or Shelley’s ideas, who captures the popular imagination, 
and the novel tends to be remembered for its monster, the monstrous acts that it commits and the fear 
that it engenders. Such responses are nothing new. As early as 1823, only five years after the first 
edition, melodramatic stage versions of the story, which foregrounded the creature as a frightening 
special effect, were being produced.  

The prefaces 
With the horrific creature usually being the main interest in the novel, it’s easy to forget that he only 
appears after four chapters, four letters and at least one preface. Surely Shelley must have had at 
least some interest in the material that came before this monster? A close look at her prefaces — one 
was written in 1817 for the first edition which was published in 1818, the other for her publishers in 
1831 (by which time her novel had achieved fame and notoriety). 

The 1831 preface 
Read the 1831 preface closely.  

Consider the following biographical aspects: 

• What do you learn about Mary Shelley’s childhood?  

• What were the events in the summer of 1816 that led to the writing of the novel?  

• Explain what Shelley says the intended effects of the story were on the reader. 

Also consider:  

• In what ways were the ideas of the following scientists influential: Erasmus Darwin (the 
grandfather of Charles Darwin) and Galvani (the founder of galvanism)? 
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• To what extent do you agree that Shelley’s account of the genesis of Frankenstein is 
presented like a Gothic story? 

The 1817 preface 
Read the 1817 preface closely, particularly the first two paragraphs. 

In what ways might this preface offer a different view of Shelley’s intentions? 

How might this preface be seen to: 

• denigrate horror in a way that suggests the novel has a higher purpose than to inspire fear? 

• be more about human nature and less about monsters and monstrous behaviour? 

The following extracts are relevant:  

‘I have not considered myself as merely weaving a series of supernatural terrors.’  

‘The event on which the interest of the story depends…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.’ 

Read in the light of the 1817 preface, then, the novel might be less about monsters and more about 
men. What is it about human nature, then, that Shelley is so keen to explore? You might want to 
research more about her radical parents and their writings and ideas. For example, consider her 
father, William Godwin, who was one of the leading philosophers of his day. Note that Frankenstein is 
dedicated to him. Godwin’s most famous work was Political Justice. It put forward the idea that 
humankind is inherently perfectible: without the constraints of society and its laws and institutions the 
actions of people would be naturally good and helpful to both them and to others. To what extent 
might the novel explore similar ideas? 

Comparing the versions of the novel 
Many scholars prefer the first edition of the novel (1818) to the second edition (1831). It is possible to 
read the second as a version produced to order for the demands of publishers keen to satisfy the 
demands of a reading public who would prefer to be thrilled by the workings of fate and the horrific 
exploits of a monster than ponder a political message. Note how Shelley’s first sentence flags the 
preface as being written at the publishers’ behest, who wanted her to ‘furnish them with some account 
of the origin of the story’. Might this account, with its Gothic atmosphere and sensational narrative, 
exaggerate the events in the Villa Diodati and emphasise Romantic ideas of the author as creator at 
the expense of the novel’s political motivations and contents. 

The same might be said to be true of the versions of the novel themselves. If you don’t have time to 
read each one side by side you might like to visit ‘1818–1831 Comparing Versions: An Annotated 
Frankenstein’ by Victoria Machado: 
https://sites.google.com/site/frankensteinmachado/comparingversions 

Some areas to consider: 

• How are the motivations of the creature different in the 1818 version?  
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• In what ways is Elizabeth more concerned with ideas about justice and human laws in the 
1818 version? 

• Why do you think the workings of fate were emphasised in the 1831 version? 

Further reading 
The website of the exhibition ‘Shelley’s Ghost: reshaping the image of a literary family’. As well as 
material on Mary Shelley and Frankenstein, there are podcasts, pictures and information relating to 
William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft and Mary Shelley’s husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley: 
http://shelleysghost.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/political-justice 

A lecture that includes comments on another philosophical context for the novel — the writings of John 
Jacques Rousseau — that suggests it is more than just a monster story: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FiYGPKkOOc 
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