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In the central pages of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein or, The Modern Prometheus the reader encounters for some six chapters a personal narrative of the monster. For the first time since his creation, he is approaching his maker who sits sad and pensive near the awful majesty of Mont Blanc. Conscious of his "duties as a creator towards his creature" [2.2.7], Frankenstein agrees to listen to the tale of this blighted being who has developed from a tabula rasa, experiencing first confused, then distinct sensations, and developing in turn social affections, then moral and intellectual judgments. Crucial to his learning, we discover, has been a leather portmanteau, found one day in the forest where he has hidden himself from the eyes of mankind, and in which are contained, together with some articles of dress, a volume of Plutarch's Lives, the Sorrows of Werter, and Milton's Paradise Lost. The latter, he explains, has had a most profound effect upon him:

I read it [Paradise Lost], as I had read the other volumes which had fallen into my hands, as a true history. . . . I often referred the several situations, as their similarity struck me, to my own. Like Adam, I was apparently united by no link to any other being in existence; but his state was far different from mine in every other respect. He had come forth from the hands of God a perfect creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of his Creator; he was allowed to converse with, and acquire knowledge from, beings of a superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, and alone. Many times I considered Satan as the fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, the bitter gall of envy rose within me.1 

This is no idle image which the creature evokes here, comparing his own situation with Satan's, and with Adam's paradisaic state in Eden. The confusion apparent in his own consciousness -- whether he is an Adam, destined ultimately for eternal grace, or a Satan, doomed to eternal darkness -- is a motif crucial to the entire novel. It is crucial to the monster's tale, embedded as the innermost circle of the text. It is crucial to Frankenstein's narrative, which, unfolded to Captain Walton, encircles the monster's tale like the middle ring of a vast inferno. And it is crucial to Walton's letters, which hover about the outermost fringes of these depths. Indeed, these three circles -- their relationship to one another and to the Miltonic motif -- form the basic structure of the novel, a structure from which Mrs. Shelley has spun a moral web, with consistency and with precision. This is a narrative structure very typical of Gothic literature as it adds to the chaos and distortion of narrative voice and creates a question over the reliability f each narrator, thus adding to the terror and horror of the narrative as a whole. 

Partially responsible for the view that Frankenstein is merely a "ghost story" is Mrs. Shelley's own preface to the 1831 edition, which explains how she, Shelley, Byron, and the physician Polidori each agreed one June evening in 1816 to write a tale of horror. Hers, she writes, was to be "one which would speak to the mysterious fears of our nature, and awaken thrilling horror -- one to make the reader dread to look round, to curdle the blood, and quicken the beatings of the heart".

The novelist's appeal to horror and terror was certainly indicative of no new trend for the early nineteenth century. Almost a hundred years before, Addison had propounded the Great and Uncommon as the most fertile sources for pleasures of the imagination, and by mid-century this had been expanded into a whole aesthetic, with Edmund Burke contending that the excitation of terror and pain, the true source of sublimity, produces the strongest emotion man is capable of feeling. 

Yet, unlike modern exponents of horror who revel in the hedonism of violence, the writers who worked within this new aesthetic -- Lewis in The Monk, Mrs. Radcliffe in The Mysteries of Udolpho -- were never devoid of the moral fabric so crucial to eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century England. Though the moralizing was generally crude and obvious, superimposed upon the structure to meet the demands of the public, nevertheless it was consistently present. Even in Burke, where passions have clearly surmounted the newly dethroned reason as the source of art and reality, pleasure in terror bears ethical and social implications. "The delight we have in such things," explains the author of On the Sublime and Beautiful, "hinders us from shunning scenes of misery; and the pain we feel, prompts us to relieve ourselves in relieving those who suffer."2 Morality in Burke, as with the writers who followed in his wake, is never absent. For Burke, it has simply become instinctive, a branch of the pleasure-pain principle and antecedent to that mainstay of the preceding age, the power of reason.

Unless we allow ourselves to be misled by the intentions revealed in Mrs. Shelley's preface, written for a later edition only at the request of her publishers, it is in the light of this aesthetic that Frankenstein must be viewed. To examine the novel for the terror it evokes, without perceiving its relationship to the moral context of early nineteenth-century England, is, in reality, to distort the essence of the tale. 

Morality shown through Captain Walton:

We encounter the first indications of this moral context in the letters of Captain Walton, who has been inspired since early youth to satisfy a passionate curiosity about the unknown regions of the earth. Glowing with an enthusiasm which has elevated him to "heaven," Walton lives in "a Paradise" of his own creation [Letter 1.3]. His opening letters from St. Petersberg and Archangel (the place-names are not a coincidence!) anticipate the glory and knowledge that await him, once he penetrates the deeper mysteries of the earth in the northern-most regions of "eternal light," where "the sun is forever visible" [Letter 1.2]. His obsession with this has utterly consumed him, but Walton concedes that no price is too large "to pay for the acquirement of the knowledge which I sought; for the dominion I should acquire and transmit over the elemental foes of our race" [Letter 4.6].
One major failing seems to threaten Walton's relentless pursuit: the lack of compassionate society, "intimate sympathy with a fellow mind." Significantly, Walton regards this want as "a most severe evil" and he readily acknowledges that "a man could boast of little happiness, who did not enjoy this blessing" [Letter 4.6].

Once he encounters Victor Frankenstein amid the ice floes of the north, this conflict -- between his thirst for knowledge which increasingly carries him away from society and a thirst for social love which is frustrated by this pursuit of knowledge -- appears happily reconciled. His newly-found friend reminds him, however, "You seek for knowledge and wisdom, as I once did," and hopes that Walton's temptation "may not be a serpent to sting you, as mine has been" [Letter 4.8]. In order that Walton might "deduce an apt moral" from his own experience, Frankenstein consents to disclose the secret of his life. 

Frankenstein's tale, forming the middle circle of the novel, is clearly intended as an exemplum, aimed at weaning Captain Walton from his obsession. Just as Walton's opening letters sound this didactic note, so do his closing epistles. "Learn my miseries, and do not seek to increase your own" [Walton in Continuation, frame 1] Walton is cautioned at the close of Frankenstein's narrative, just as he has been previously warned: "Learn from me, if not from my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge" [1.3.4]. Apparently Walton does learn from the miseries of his dying friend, who has already partaken of the bitter apple, for once his mariners approach, urging him to abandon his rash scheme that can lead only to death, the captain relents, agreeing to return to England, where they may once again encounter fellow-feeling in a sympathetic and compassionate society.

The Morality shown through Victor’s Tale:

An examination of Frankenstein's central narrative reveals that this opening motif, the temptation of knowledge and the punishment of estrangement, is echoed with consistency and clarity.
From the beginning Frankenstein is "deeply smitten with the thirst for knowledge." He too is tempted by the forbidden fruit, and his earliest sensations are "curiosity, earnest research to learn the hidden laws of nature." For him "the world was . . . a secret which I desired to divine" [1.1.5], and even in his youth his "inquiries were directed to the metaphysical, or, in its highest sense, the physical secrets o[ the world." Like Eve and her precursor, Satan, Frankenstein is tempted by "the secrets of heaven and earth." Immersing himself in the works of Cornelius Agrippa, Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus, he is soon consumed by a "passion, which afterwards ruled my destiny" [1.1.6]. His studies at Ingolstadt leave him more than ever determined to "pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation" (pages 27-40).

Convinced that a new species would bless him as its creator, he begins work upon a project to break through the bounds of life and death by animating lifeless matter. But the same curse that was to beset Walton begins to assert itself. Labouring in a solitary chamber, insensible to the sympathies of nature and friendship, he is conscious of having "to procrastinate all that related to my feelings of affection until the great object, which swallowed up every habit of my nature, should be completed" [1.3.7] Before too long, he confesses, "I shunned my fellow-creatures as if I had been guilty of a crime" (pages 48-50). Like Walton, whose intellectual pursuits were to isolate him from mankind, Frankenstein discovers that "study . . . secluded me from the intercourse of my fellow-creatures, and rendered me unsocial" (page 66).

His labours have already denied him the sympathies of society in general; now, the monster succeeds in depriving him, one by one, of those whom he loves most dearly: first, his brother William, then innocent Justine, his benevolent father, his friend Clerval, and finally that "living spirit of love" (page 29), his betrothed Elizabeth. He recognizes that those who have died are "hapless victims to my unhallowed arts" and the "result of my curiosity and lawless devices" (pages 80, 89). 

Estranged from all he has held dear, conscious only of loneliness and guilt, Frankenstein calls upon the spirits of night and death, those wandering ministers of vengeance, to aid him in pursuing "the daemon who caused this misery until he or I shall perish in mortal conflict. . . . Let the cursed and hellish monster drink deep of agony; let him feel the despair that now torments me." The same monomania displayed in creating the being is now passionately hurled into its destruction. "Cursed by some devil," embracing his "eternal hell" (pages 219-220), Frankenstein pursues his daemon into the wastes of the north country. Here, in his final hours of life, he confesses to Robert Walton the sin he shares with Milton's archangel: 

“All my speculations and hopes are as nothing; and, like the archangel who aspired to omnipotence, I am chained in an eternal hell. .  . I conceived the idea and executed the creation of a man.”
