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Lesson plan 

Monstrous warnings 
Luke McBratney 

This lesson plan uses the articles by Gary Farnell on pp. 14–15 and 16–19 as a 
springboard to explore the depiction of monsters in Gothic fiction, with particular reference 
to Frankenstein and Dracula. 

Objectives 
• To explore the writers’ presentation of monsters (AO2). 

• To use contextual, including biographical readings, to enhance textual 
understanding and aid interpretation (AO3). 

• To explore connections across texts (AO4). 

Introducing the topic: what is a monster?  
Students first: 

• look up the word ‘monster’ in some dictionaries 

• name the first four of five examples of a monster that they can think of from 
popular culture (each might be from film, for example) 

• think of the qualities that are associated with the particular monsters they use as 
examples. Explain the responses they generate in readers or audiences 

Students then:  

• read closely the opening section of Gary Farnell’s article ‘The new monster 
literature’ (from the beginning until the first subheading: ‘Why monster mash-ups 
now?’) 

• explain how Gary Farnell defines ‘monster’. What is different about this definition, 
which pays close attention to the word’s linguistic roots, to more recent ideas of 
what a monster is? 

• in their own words, explain what Farnell says about why monsters exist? (He 
writes that ‘They exist because we do and relate to us in articulating a warning 
about human propensities and capacities, specifically their dangerousness in 
reaction to the human race’,p.16) 

• consider the following question: What are your initial ideas about what Dracula, 
Frankenstein’s Creature, or other ‘monsters’ from the Gothic texts you are 
studying, might be warning of?’ This is the focus of the rest of our lesson 
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Frankenstein 
Biographical readings of Frankenstein 

Percy Shelley’s review 
Student tasks: 

• Read the early review of the novel, written before the publication of the first edition 
in 1817 but published later in The Athenaeum on 10 November 1832, by Mary 
Shelley’s husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley: 
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-frankenstein-from-the-athenaeum 

• How does the reviewer characterise the Creature (referred to as the ‘single Being’ 
or ‘Being’)? Is he viewed as intrinsically evil? 

• What else interests you about Percy Shelley’s response to the novel and what he 
says about the Creature? 

Mary Shelley’s father, William Godwin 
Student tasks: 

• Research Mary Shelley’s dedication to the 1818 edition of Frankenstein. 

• See, for example, the critical edition from the University of Pennsylvania: 
http://knarf.english.upenn.edu/1818v1/fded.html 

• Find out about the works mentioned in the dedication: what sort of text is each, 
what are its aims; what issues are explored? 

• You might like to view related materials from the University of Pennsylvania: 
http://knarf.english.upenn.edu/Articles/blumberg.html 

• A brief explanation of one of the texts may be found on the website accompanying 
the exhibition, ‘Shelley’s Ghost’, which explored Mary Shelley’s literary family: 
http://shelleysghost.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/political-justice 

• Comment on the overall influence of Shelley’s father on her writing. 

Mary Shelley’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft 
Students should research the influence of Mary Shelley’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft. A 
starting point might be the entry on Wollstonecraft on the Shelley’s Ghost exhibition 
website: http://shelleysghost.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/mary-wollstonecraft-index 

Other websites that might be of interest when considering the influence of Shelley’s 
mother include: 

• the website of the British Library which comments on Wollstonecraft’s most 
celebrated work, A Vindication of the Rights of Women: www.bl.uk/collection-
items/mary-wollstonecraft-a-vindication-of-the-rights-of-woman 

• details of a biography that treats mother and daughter together: 
https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/on-writing/on-writing/2015/feb/28/why-mary-
wollstonecraft-and-mary-shelley-were-rule-breakers/ 

• https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/books/review/romantic-outlaws-about-the-
lives-of-mary-wollstonecraft-and-mary-shelley.html 
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Students should think about the overall impact of Shelley’s upbringing and her radical 
parents. How may they have affected the development of her ideas and her intellectual 
development. Which aspects of her parents’ influences are most evident in Frankenstein? 

Is there a ‘monster’ in the text? 
Student tasks: 

• Consider the idea that Frankenstein is preoccupied by childbirth and that his 
Creature might be seen in this light rather than as an evil force: 
https://newrepublic.com/article/101435/mary-shelley-frankenstein-godwin-
bodleian-oxford 

• Look again at the ways in which Shelley encourages empathy towards rather than 
hostility against the ‘monster’. 

• What do we discover about the Creature’s education and his reading? 

• Find out about each of the books he reads and consider their significance — what 
sorts of ideas he might take from them. You can find out about such references 
easily by using the electronic edition from the University of Pennsylvania 
http://knarf.english.upenn.edu/1818v2/f2701.html 

• Consider the idea that Mary Shelley’s ‘monster' may have been conceived less to 
provoke feelings of terror and more to provoke feelings about social justice. Like 
Percy Shelley in the review in the Athenaeum, we might feel pity towards the 
Creature. 

The author’s methods 
Think about the novel’s narrative strategies and the effects of, for example: 

• having the Creature’s narrative right at the heart of the novel 

• the use of the first person and the Creature’s manner of speech 

• the presentation of the Creature and his creator when they meet, including their 
dialogue 

Pay close attention to the Creature’s manner of speech and his understanding of human 
emotion. 

Editorial changes 
Some students might explore the ways in which readers’ responses to the Creature 
change. For example, they might consider the differences between the 1818 and the 1831 
editions of the text. Consider the prefaces: 

• Comment on the differences between the prefaces. 

• How far does the preface to the second edition encourage the reader to respond 
to the elements of horror in the text? 

The removal of the dedication 
Student tasks: 

• Students should answer the following: ‘What are the effects of Shelley removing 
the reference to her father and his radical works?’ 

• Students might like to explore the ways in which the characterisation of the 
Creature developed in the drafting process: 
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• Consider the effects of the corrections (made by Shelley’s husband, Percy 
Shelley).  In what ways might they contribute to our sense of the Creature and of 
the relationships between Creature and Creature and Creature and creator? 

• View the facsimiles of Shelley’s notebooks reproduced on the Shelley’s Ghost 
website. For example: http://shelleysghost.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/frankensteins-
creature-comes-to-life?item=155#Description 

The monster in popular culture 
• In what ways might popular culture affect our perceptions of the Creature? For 

example, it is common for those who have not read the novel to think of the name 
of Frankenstein as referring to the Creature not the creator. 

• How might previous conceptions of Dracula and vampire colour our perceptions of 
the Count in Bram Stoker’s novel? 

• Which other Gothic texts have received popular attention? In what ways and how 
might these affect perceptions of the texts in question? 

• In what ways might you read the monster in another text you are studying as 
being about more than just a way to shock readers? 

Dracula 
Consider Gary Farnell’s idea from Karl Marx, who argued: ‘Capital is dead labour which, 
vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it 
sucks.’ To what extent might this be applied to Dracula (1897)? 

Some aspects that might be considered include: 

• Dracula as an aristocrat, ruling with fear and feeding off the lifeblood of peasants 
on his estate; 

• The Irish context in which Dracula is a Protestant landlord, who cares little for his 
Catholic tenants. See, for example, the article by Seamus Deane 
http://www.historyireland.com/20th-century-contemporary-history/land-soil-a-
territorial-rhetoric-by-seamus-deane/ 

• Students might read Terry Eagleton’s review of From the Shadow of Dracula: A 
Life of Bram Stoker by Paul Murray, published in the LRB: 
https://www.lrb.co.uk/v26/n23/terry-eagleton/running-out-of-soil 

Dracula and fear 
• Read the article by Greg Buzwell on the British Library’s website: 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/dracula 

• Explain the fears that vampires play upon in the minds of late Victorian readers. 

• Include comments on sexuality and on xenophobia (fear of foreigners). 

Sympathy for the vampire 
Students should consider: 
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• In what ways might Count Dracula be presented in a more favourable light than a 
simple monster? Think, for example, about the times when Jonathan Harker is 
impressed by the Count. 

• Using a biographical approach, students should research the relationship between 
Bram Stoker and Henry Irving, the powerful and charismatic actor for whom he 
worked. What elements of the Stoker/Irving relationship might be suggested by 
the Harker/Dracula relationship in the novel? In what ways might this biographical 
line of enquiry enhance your response to Stoker’s text? 

• For whichever contextual aspects are explored, students must find textual 
references to substantiate their readings. 

Essay tasks  
• ‘Monsters in Gothic fiction are much more than the means by which writers 

provoke feelings of fear and terror in readers, they point to the moral of the tale.’ 
Compare the presentation of the monster in least two Gothic texts as you respond 
to this statement and justify your answer. 

• ‘The monster figure in Gothic fiction is always more compelling and sympathetic 
than those who battle against it.’ Compare at least two Gothic texts in the light of 
this statement.  

Differentiation 
The task on editorial changes might be reserved for the most able or experienced 
students. 

The other tasks might be assigned to groups. Groups could be differentiated by ability.  

Not all of the parts of each section need be used. Students might be able to choose, or 
teachers might like to assign parts to individuals or groups. 

More or less support could be given. For example, page references to relevant and helpful 
parts of the play, or further prompts could be offered. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


