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G. The Real Frankenstein—by Mary Shelley (1797-1851)

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley XE "Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft"  (1797-1851) was the daughter of William Godwin XE "Godwin, William"  (1756-1836), author of Political Justice, and grew up in a household where several significant philosophers crossed paths with her father.
 She wrote the original Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus XE "Prometheus, Modern (Frankenstein)"   XE "Frankenstein, Modern Prometheus" in 1818, anonymously as a young woman of only 21, her husband Percy crafting the delicate preface of the story’s origin in Geneva in the winter of 1816 in the company and challenge of Lord Byron. Shelley finely tuned  XE "Byron, Lord" the work in 1831, crafting a longer and delicate preface of her own. A best seller and one of the first in the Gothic genre, her Frankenstein became a monumental piece of literature on human conflict still researched today, her monster becoming the most famous monster of all time.

In her 1831 preface, on the task of Dr. Victor Frankenstein, Shelley recounted from her vivid dreams how she came upon the story, how she began to see the doctor as the “pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together”; then with a delicate and precise sensitivity to human frality, Shelley said, 

I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavor to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world. His success would terrify the artist; he would rush away from his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this thing, which had received such imperfect animation, would subside into dead matter.
 

What classic and literary artistry—here even Dr. Frankenstein sees his mistake. 

The more famous and visual 20th century representation—and character—came in the 1931 classic movie adaptation and departure from Shelley, Frankenstein, which starred Boris Karloff as a slow, nearly mute, clunky hulk.
 Who has not seen the movie? 

The now classic spoof, Mel Brook’s Young Frankenstein, starred Gene Wilder as the younger scientist ashamed of his grandfather’s work while lampooning nearly every element of the 1931 classic.
 There have been other adaptations in movies and plays, some departing and some trying to follow Shelley, and a few more lampoons.

Compare Shelley’s Frankenstein and her literary skill with the anti-Mason work, and the Frankenstein monster is more human, less prejudice, more studious and delicately conscientious—even more moral at the start. Shelley’s monster read more books than SBC expert Bill Gordon used in his Closer Look; the real Frankenstein more well read and literate than the SBC expert!
Shelley’s Frankenstein character is one of the great paradoxes in fiction literature, for he is more human and emotionally adaptive than his creator. Shelley’s Frankenstein finds himself in the woods coming to his physical senses slowly, as his sight, hearing, and hunger force him to adjust to the wildness of 19th country life. Finding a hovel behind a lonesome cottage, he begins to spy on the human occupants, and he learns from them, eventually falling in love with them and their winsome ways. He learns their language piece meal, and then longs to reveal himself to his “friends.” He is agile, big, strong, and nearly indestructible, only more ugly and lonely than the devil (for even the devil has his fellow demons). Shelley’s Frankenstein has a brain and can stand on his own two feet. When we come to his narrations in the book, he is more educated, articulate, and attractive than anything the anti-Masons have created. The real Frankenstein studied both books and people, was artful, self-aware, and ever-so-generous careful of human feeling; he wants with all of his heart to talk to people, to befriend. 

Shelley’s masterpiece, Frankenstein, was study in character counting most of all: the monster diligently and from the bottom of his heart studied the character of the persons inhabiting his new world, even turning from virtue to vice as he emulated their hatred, ever so delicately hoping to find an honest relationship on earth, turning to extortion of his creator in order that his creator would make another creation, even bride, another like himself to avert his lonely destiny. 

The monster sought love. 

In the book, the monster is never named, starts out as virtuous as an angel, and becomes monstrous right along with Victor Frankenstein as they both learn to hate and seek vengeance. As Shelley weaved her tale, the lonely character of the monster—that we now call Frankenstein—incurred hatred because of his outward appearance while no one seemed interested in his heart, not even his creator. Unlike the 1931 Karloff movie, Shelley’s monster grieved over the death of his creator, lived on, and departed into isolation, vowing never to be beheld again by human eyes. 

Without saying so, one of the great literary elements in Shelley’s masterpiece is that the real monsters were those engulfed in their own prejudices, afraid, and practically unable to seek out the truth. How true it is that great ignorance often breeds great hate, and few things are more illustrative of that ignorance-inspired hate than the anti-Mason Frankenstein concoctions—as least in the light. 

Toward the end, heeding Dr. Victor Frankenstein’s warnings about the monster’s “powers of eloquence and persuasion,” a grieving friend heaved “Hypocritical fiend!” toward the monster, degrading the monster’s grief over the death of his creator. At that, the monster recalled his days of virtue and longing for affection, which had become a “shadow” and which had turned “into bitter and loathing despair.”
 The monster lamented and poured forth near poetic remorse of soul from his own departure from a virtuous life, his total rejection by humans, his isolations to date, and forlorn over his isolations to come. Therein, we saw more humanness and genuine self-awareness than anything in the last 100 years of anti-Mason literature and their Frankenstein concoctions. In the last short sentence of Shelley’s tale,  the ever-so-human creation leapt out the window, never to be seen again. Many a conscientious reader leaves the story wondering just who the real monster was.

We pity Frankenstein, the loneliest creature in literary history. 
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