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INTRODUCTION:
WHY A STUDY
GUIDE FOR MARY
SHELLEY’S
FRANKENSTEIN?

F e w  n o v e l s  h a v e
captured  the  human
i m a g i n a t i o n  a s
powerfully  as  Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein;
o r ,  T h e  M o d e r n
Prometheus.  Written
when  the  author  was
only eighteen years old
and published in 1818,
the  story  of  Victor
Frankenstein  and  his
unnamed Creature has

become a cornerstone
of  Gothic  literature,  a
precursor  to  science
fiction,  and  a  profound
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
a m b i t i o n ,
responsibil ity,  and
what  it  means  to  be
human.  This  Mary
S h e l l e y
Frankenstein  study
guide  is  designed  to
h e l p  s t u d e n t s ,
educators, and curious
readers  navigate  the
n o v e l ’ s  l a y e r e d
narrative,  its  enduring
t h e m e s ,  a n d  i t s
complex  characters.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
preparing for an exam,
writing  an  essay,  or
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s i m p l y  s e e k i n g  a
deeper appreciation of
the  work,  this  guide
offers  a  thorough
examination  of  the
text.  We  will  explore
the  historical  context,
p l o t  s t r u c t u r e ,
character  motivations,
symbolism,  and  key
questions that continue
to make Frankenstein a
vital work of literature.

1. THE WORLD
THAT SHAPED
FRANKENSTEIN:
AUTHOR AND
CONTEXT

Understanding  the
circumstances in which
Mary  Shelley  wrote
Frankenstein  adds
invaluable depth to any
s t u d y .  M a r y
Wollstonecraft  Godwin
was  born  in  1797  to
t w o  r a d i c a l
inte l lectua ls :  the
feminist  philosopher
Mary  Wollstonecraft
a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l

philosopher  William
Godwin.  Her  mother
died  shortly  after  her
b i r t h ,  a  l o s s  t ha t
echoes  through  the
novel’s explorations of
c rea t i on  w i t hou t
maternal care. In 1814,
M a r y  b e g a n  a
scandalous relationship
with  the  poet  Percy
Bysshe  Shelley,  and
the  couple  spent  the
summer  of  1816 near
Geneva  w i th  Lord
Byron and others. That
f a m o u s l y  r a i n y
s u m m e r ,  B y r o n
proposed a ghost story
competition,  which
directly inspired Mary’s
waking nightmare that
became Frankenstein.
The novel is steeped in
the  scientific  and
philosophical  debates
of the Romantic period.
T h e  I n d u s t r i a l
R e v o l u t i o n  w a s
underway,  galvanism
(experiments  with
electr icity  in  dead
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tissue)  was  popular,
and  th inke rs  l i ke
E r a s m u s  D a r w i n
speculated  about  the
possibility  of  creating
l i fe .  Mary  Shel ley
engaged  with  these
i d e a s  w h i l e  a l s o
q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e
unchecked ambition of
Enlightenment science.
She  wove  in  allusions
to  Prometheus  (the
Titan  who  stole  fire
from the gods and was
punished for his hubris)
a n d  t o  M i l t o n ’ s
Paradise  Lost,  which
the Creature reads and
identifies  with.  This
rich interplay between
Romantic  sensibility,
Gothic  horror,  and
philosophical  inquiry
makes  Frankenstein  a
uniquely  rewarding
text  for  analysis.

2. PLOT
OVERVIEW: A
STORY IN FRAMES

A hallmark of Shelley’s

novel  is  i ts  frame
narrative  structure.
The story is  told from
three  inter locking
perspectives. It  begins
with  letters  from  the
Arctic  explorer  Robert
Walton  to  his  sister.
W a l t o n  r e c o u n t s
e n c o u n t e r i n g  a
desperate, dying Victor
Frankenstein, who then
relates  his  own  tragic
tale.  Within  Victor’s
narration, the Creature
h i m s e l f  s p e a k s ,
offering  his  side  of  the
story. This Chinese-box
s t r u c t u r e  f o r c e s
readers to question the
rel iabi l i ty  of  each
n a r r a t o r  a n d  t o
consider  the  events
from  multiple  moral
viewpoints.
Summary of key plot
points:

Victor
Frankenstein, a
gifted scientist
from Geneva,
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becomes
obsessed with
discovering the
secret of life. He
spends two years
in isolation,
assembling a
humanoid
creature from
body parts and
animating it
through an
unspecified
(likely electrical)
process.
Horrified by the
grotesque
appearance of
his creation,
Victor abandons
the Creature
immediately. The
Creature,
confused and
rejected,
disappears into
the wilderness.
Victor falls ill; his
friend Henry
Clerval nurses
him back to
health. Upon

receiving news
that his younger
brother William
has been
murdered, Victor
suspects the
Creature is
responsible but
says nothing. An
innocent servant,
Justine Moritz, is
executed for the
crime.
Overcome with
guilt, Victor
retreats to the
mountains,
where the
Creature
confronts him.
The Creature
tells his story: he
learned to speak
by observing a
family through a
crack in a wall,
sought their
friendship, but
was violently
rejected due to
his appearance.
Enraged and
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lonely, he killed
William and
framed Justine.
The Creature
demands that
Victor create a
female
companion for
him, promising to
flee to South
America. Victor
reluctantly
agrees, travels to
the Orkney
Islands to work,
but then
destroys the
unfinished
female creature,
fearing a race of
monsters.
In revenge, the
Creature
murders Victor’s
best friend,
Clerval, and later
murders
Elizabeth,
Victor’s bride, on
their wedding
night.
Victor’s father

dies of grief.
Swearing
vengeance,
Victor pursues
the Creature
across the globe,
eventually
reaching the
Arctic. There, he
encounters
Walton’s ship.
After finishing his
story, Victor dies.
The Creature
appears, mourns
his creator, and
then disappears
into the polar
darkness to end
his own life.

This  arc  of  creation,
rejection, revenge, and
mutual  destruction
forms the core tragedy
of the novel. A quality
Frankenstein  study
guide  w i l l  a lways
emphasize the cyclical
nature of  the violence
and the consequences
o f  f a i l i ng  t o  t ake
responsibil ity.



6

6 Mary Shelley Frankenstein Study
Guide

2025-10-17

3. MAJOR
CHARACTERS:
COMPLEXITIES
AND
CONTRADICTIONS

Victor
Frankenst
ein
V i c t o r  i s  o f t e n
described as  a  classic
Romantic hero—driven,
p a s s i o n a t e ,  a n d
brilliant—but  he  also
embodies  the dangers
of unchecked ambition.
He pursues knowledge
without considering its
ethical  dimensions,
and  h is  obsess ive
isolation  leads  him  to
neglect his family and
fr iends.  Crucial ly,
Victor  is  no  clear-cut
villain;  his  suffering  is
real,  and  his  guilt  is
pa lpab le .  Ye t  h i s

inability  to  empathize
with  his  Creature,  his
refusal to acknowledge
his  own  responsibility,
and  his  constant  self-
justification  make  him
a  deeply  flawed
protagonist.  When
ana lyz ing  V ic to r ,
students should ask: Is
he a victim of his own
hubris, or a perpetrator
of monstrous neglect?

The
Creature
Perhaps  the  most
misunderstood  figure
i n  a l l  o f  E n g l i s h
literature, the Creature
is articulate, intelligent,
a n d  i n i t i a l l y
b e n e v o l e n t .  H i s
eloquent  narration  of
h i s
experiences—learning
language, experiencing
kindness  from the  De
Lacey  fami ly ,  and
suffering
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rejection—humanizes
him  and  implicates
s o c i e t y  f o r  i t s
prejudice. The Creature
h o l d s  a  m i r r o r  t o
humanity: he becomes
what he is treated as.
Shelley  deliberately
never  g ives  h im  a
name, emphasizing his
status as an outcast, a
blank slate shaped by
cruelty. The Creature’s
d e m a n d  f o r  a
companion,  and  his
l a t e r  r e m o r s e ,
complicate any simple
reading of him as pure
evil. He is both a victim
and  a  perpetrator,
making him one of the
most  tragic  figures  in
literary  history.

Robert
Walton
As the  outer  narrator,
Walton serves as a foil
to Victor. He, too, is an
ambitious  explorer

w i l l i n g  t o  r i s k
everything  for  glory.
V ictor ’s  s tory  is  a
cautionary tale for him,
and at the novel’s end,
Walton chooses to turn
his ship around rather
t h a n  p u r s u e  a
d a n g e r o u s  g o a l .
Walton  thus  provides
the  reader  w i th  a
potential  alternative
ending:  the  choice  to
stop  before  it  is  too
late.

Elizabeth
Lavenza
and
Henry
Clerval
These  characters
represent the domestic
and  affectionate  world
that  Victor  abandons.
Elizabeth  embodies
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compassion,  patience,
and  loyal ty ,  whi le
Clerval is the creative,
balanced  opposite  to
Victor’s  obsessive
science.  Their  brutal
deaths underscore the
col lateral  damage
created  by  Victor’s
actions.

4. CORE THEMES
IN FRANKENSTEIN

Creation
and
Responsi
bility
The  most  prominent
theme of Frankenstein
is the moral obligation
t h a t  c o m e s  w i t h
creation.  Victor  forges
a  n e w  l i f e  b u t
a b a n d o n s  i t
i m m e d i a t e l y ,  a
dereliction of duty that

leads  to  catastrophic
consequences.  Shelley
essentially  asks:  If  we
create  something  that
can  feel  and  reason,
w h a t  a r e  o u r
responsibilities  toward
i t ?  T h i s  t h e m e
resonates powerfully in
our  age  of  artificial
intelligence,  genetic
eng ineer ing ,  and
biotechnology.

Ambition
and
Knowledg
e
The novel is a critique
of  the  Promethean
impulse—the desire to
exceed  natural  limits.
Victor’s  goal  is  not
merely to learn but to
become  a  creator,  a
god.  This  hubris  is
punished by the loss of
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everything  he  loves.
The  sub t i t l e ,  The
Modern  Prometheus,
makes  th is  theme
explicit.  Shelley  does
not  condemn  science
itself,  but  she  warns
against  knowledge
p u r s u e d  w i t h o u t
wisdom or empathy.

Isolation
and
Alienation
Both  Victor  and  the
Creature  suffer  from
profound  isolation.
Victor  isolates  himself
from his family during
the  creation  process
and then from society
a s  h e  h u n t s  t h e
monster. The Creature
i s  i so la ted  by  h i s
appearance  and  his
inability  to  find
companionship.  Their
loneliness  fuels  their

hatred and destruction.
The  novel  suggests
that  human  beings
need  community,  and
that loneliness can be
as  destructive  as  any
physical force.

Prejudice
and
Monstrosi
ty
W h o  i s  t h e  r e a l
monster? The Creature
is judged solely by his
appearance, not by his
ac t ions  o r  words .
Society’s  prejudice
transforms him from a
gentle,  curious  being
i n t o  a  w r a t h f u l
murderer.  Victor,  on
the  other  hand,  is
h a n d s o m e  a n d
art iculate,  yet  his
actions  are  monstrous
in  their  recklessness



10

10 Mary Shelley Frankenstein Study
Guide

2025-10-17

and  selfishness.
Shelley  forces  us  to
r e c o n s i d e r  w h a t
monstros i ty  t ru ly
means: it may lie not in
outward form, but in a
lack of compassion.

5. SYMBOLS AND
MOTIFS

Light and Fire:
Light often
represents
knowledge and
discovery, as in
the famous
scene where
Victor sees the
spark of life. But
fire also brings
destruction (the
Creature burns
down the
cottage, and he
is comforted by
fire only to be
burned by it).
Knowledge, like
fire, can be
beneficial or
dangerous.
Ice and the

Arctic: The
barren, cold
landscape
mirrors the
emotional state
of both Victor
and the
Creature. The
pursuit into the
Arctic represents
the ultimate
desolation of
revenge and the
failure of human
connection.
The Creature’s
Appearance: It
symbolizes
society’s
irrational fear of
difference. The
fact that no one
can look beyond
his yellow eyes
and black lips
underscores how
superficial
judgments can
ruin lives.
Dreams and
Nightmares:
Victor’s dream of
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Elizabeth turning
into his mother’s
corpse
foreshadows the
destruction of his
family and links
his creative act
with a violation
of natural order.

6. STUDY TIPS AND
ANALYSIS
QUESTIONS

A  t h o r o u g h  Mary
S h e l l e y
Frankenstein  study
guide should also offer
practical  approaches
f o r  r e a d i n g  a n d
analyzing  the  novel.
Below  are  severa l
questions  that  can
d e e p e n  y o u r
understanding  and
help  you  prepare  for
discussions or exams:

Why does1.
Shelley use a
frame narrative?
How does it
affect your

sympathy for
Victor and the
Creature?
Compare the2.
characters of
Victor and
Walton. What
does Walton
learn from
Victor’s story?
Examine the role3.
of the De Lacey
family. Why is
their rejection of
the Creature so
significant?
How does the4.
Creature’s
education
(reading Paradise
Lost, The
Sorrows of Young
Werther, etc.)
shape his
worldview?
Is Victor a tragic5.
hero? Does he
experience
anagnorisis (a
moment of
critical
realization)?
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What does the6.
novel suggest
about the
relationship
between parent
and child?
Consider the
absent mother
figure.
Discuss the7.
theme of justice.
Is anyone
punished
appropriately in
this story?
How does Mary8.
Shelley critique
the Romantic
ideal of the
solitary genius?

When writing an essay,
focus  on  specific
passages  that  support
y o u r  t h e s i s .  F o r
e x a m p l e ,  t h e
Creature’s  speech  in
Chapter 10 (“I ought to
be thy Adam, but I am
r a t h e r  t h e  f a l l e n
angel”)  offers  rich
m a t e r i a l  f o r

discussions  of  identity
and  abandonment.
Also,  pay  attention  to
t h e  m o m e n t s  o f
recognition  between
c r e a t o r  a n d
creature—these  are
the emotional cores of
the novel.

7. LITERARY
DEVICES AND
STYLE

Shel ley’s  prose  is
highly  evocative.  She
uses pathetic fallacy
extensively:  storms,
lightning, and desolate
landscapes  reflect  the
characters ’  inner
turmoil.  The  language
of  the  Creature  i s
elevated  and  formal,
which  contrasts  with
h i s  m o n s t r o u s
a p p e a r a n c e  a n d
h i g h l i g h t s  h i s
humanity. The novel is
also  rich  in  allusion,
particularly to Paradise
Lost,


