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Focus Your Learning
Reading this retelling of
a historical horror
classic will help you:

examine the plot of a
horror tale
explore the theme of
technology

Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein R E TO L D  BY  S T E V E  PA R K E R

It is a winter day in the late 18th century, and St.
Petersburg is thick with snow. 

Shadowy figures scurry through the streets, keeping their heads
low as the cold northern breeze swirls around them. Among these
huddled characters, one man stands tall, laughing at the wind.
Wouldn’t you, if you had just inherited a fortune?

With this money, Robert Walton was pursuing his dream—to
travel to the North Pole. No human feet had ever trod this fabled
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place, where the sun never sets and a wondrous power attracts the
needle of the navigator’s compass. Some believe that snow and frost
are banished there, and that the pole is a region of amazing beauty
and wonders.

Walton had spent the last six years preparing for this quest,
enduring cold, hunger, and other hardships on whaling expeditions in
the northern seas. Now he was heading north, to the port of Archangel,
to hire a ship and crew. Throughout his journey, he wrote to his sister,
Margaret Saville, who was back in England. This is his story—a tale of
discovery, obsession, and monstrous fear...

During the month of June, Walton set sail to begin his search for
the pole. Fair winds swept his ship safely past the giant icebergs of
the northern seas, and his heart beat faster with each passing day.
But Walton felt terribly alone—not one of his crew seemed to share
his dream.

Two months into the voyage, and hundreds of miles from port, a
thick fog descended. Overnight, a sea of ice closed in around the ship,
leaving no escape from its icy jaws. By midday, however, the fog began
to clear, revealing an astonishing sight. A gigantic human figure drove
a dog sled at great speed over the ice. It swept past the ship, then
disappeared into the distance. How could this be, so far from land?

The next day, the sailors found another dog sled, its occupant
almost frozen to death. He was quickly brought on board, but for days
lay weak and silent.

Finally, struggling to speak, the stranger whispered, “I am Victor
Frankenstein, and before I die, I must tell you how I came to be in this
terrible place...”

Victor told Walton of his happy childhood in Geneva with his
caring father and mother. When he was four years old, his parents
adopted a baby girl, who became his greatly loved sister, Elizabeth.

As a young boy, Victor thirsted for knowledge, and became
obsessed with the search for the secrets of heaven and earth. Deep
into the night he would read the works of the alchemists, who
aimed to turn iron into gold and to discover the secret of eternal
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youth. At school, he became best friends with a fellow student,
Henry Clerval.

One night, a huge thunderstorm erupted in the sky. Victor watched
from the door of the family house, wondering at the violence of the
storm. He saw a huge lightning bolt snake through the sky toward the
ground, where it struck an oak tree in the yard. This awesome display of
electrical power convinced him that he was wasting his time on the
alchemists. He was fifteen years old.

From now on, he would study the secrets of electricity and the
physical world.

When Victor turned 17, his parents decided he should go to
Ingolstadt University in Germany. But on the day of his departure, his
adopted sister Elizabeth caught scarlet fever. Nursed by his mother, she
recovered. But his mother contracted the disease herself, and passed
away. Victor was heartbroken. “Why are those dear to us taken away,”
he cried. “Is there no way to bring them back?”

After his mother’s funeral, Victor left for Ingolstadt. He took an
instant dislike to Krempe, his professor of natural philosophy, who
hated the alchemists and called their work “nonsense.” Krempe was
also a squat and ugly man, and this annoyed Victor. He much preferred
his professor of chemistry, Waldman, who was pleasant and kind
looking. “The old alchemists may have proved nothing,” Waldman
said, “but they showed the way to the heavens, penetrating the tiniest
recesses of nature in their quest for knowledge.”

Victor was fascinated by these comments, and as he lay awake
one night, he vowed to make the ultimate discovery, life itself!

As the weeks passed, Frankenstein’s rapid progress amazed his
professors. He spent every waking hour learning all he could from
them, even from Krempe, who offered sensible advice. In his secret
quest, Victor became interested in anatomy and physiology—the
structure and workings of the human body. What makes a body live?

To solve the mysteries of life, Frankenstein first studied death.
In the dead of night, he visited lonely graveyards and dug up bodies, to
see how the flesh rotted away and was consumed by worms. Despite
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his horror with this work, Victor drove himself on, neglecting his
friends, his appearance, and his health.

It was in a sudden and brilliant flash of genius that Victor finally
realized the secret of life and how to make it. “But,” said Frankenstein
as he told his story to Walton, “I cannot reveal the secret of life. When
I have finished, you will know why.”

Driven by obsession, Frankenstein began to build a human body,
to which he would give the gift of life.

He knew that many body parts were small and difficult to work on.
So he decided to make his creation eight feet tall, as this meant he could
work with larger parts. Now when he visited graveyards, he didn’t just
look at bodies, he sawed parts off them! Returning with the bloody bags
to his attic room, he worked all night, as though in a feverish trance.

For two years, Frankenstein slaved away, his room piled high with
strange devices and chemicals. Little by little, he perfected his methods,
piece by piece, his creation took shape.

One stormy November night, at one o’clock in the morning, the
rain beat against the attic window, and the lightning flashed above.

Frankenstein looked at the huge body, his body tingling with
anticipation. Finally, he was ready to do something that only God had
done before—create life...

The thunder burst with a terrific crash, and a bolt of lightning
struck the roof. Rain and wind swept the attic, blowing out the candles
and knocking Victor to the ground. In the darkness, something stirred.
The lightning flashed again—and Victor stared into the eyes of his
breathing, moving creation. Then, at the moment of his great triumph,
he came to his senses.

He had tried to make the monster beautiful, but looking now, he
found it to be repulsive. Filled with horror, he ran away to hide in his
room. Eventually, he slumped into restless sleep, dreaming terrible
nightmares about the monster, his sister Elizabeth, his dead mother,
and slithering worms.

He awoke to see the monster standing there, grinning and
holding out its hand. Frankenstein escaped and ran as fast as he
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could. After a night wandering the streets, he returned to the attic, to
find his friend Henry Clerval outside. Frankenstein opened the door.
The monster was gone...!

Finally exhausted by his traumatic work, Frankenstein sank into a
fever. With Henry’s care, he recovered in time to hear happy news of
his family in Geneva. “We have adopted another girl, Justine,” wrote
Elizabeth, “so now you have two sisters!”

All the while, Frankenstein said nothing about his creation. But
just when thoughts of the monster were fading, a letter arrived from
his father. Victor’s brother William had been murdered! The poor boy
had been strangled, and the portrait of his mother, which he always
wore around his neck, had been stolen.

Frankenstein rushed to Geneva. As he stood on the spot of his
brother’s murder, Victor felt something behind him. He turned, to see a
huge figure lurking in the trees. Was this the monster? And could it have
murdered his brother? Victor screamed in rage, but the monster ran off...

Frankenstein reached home to find that his adopted sister Justine
had been arrested. The portrait missing from little William’s body had
been found in her pocket! As she stood in court, Victor suffered a
living hell. He knew her to be innocent, but who would believe in
his monster? Justine was found guilty, and the day she was hanged,
Victor wept tears of regret.

Victor decided to take a break in the lovely mountain scenery of
Chamonix, France. He climbed Montanvert for the beautiful view, but
as he rested on a rock, a huge figure swept across the icy crags. It was
the monster again!

The monster spoke, ignoring Victor’s rage. “If you look deep into
my soul, you will see that I am good and kind, but looking like this, I
am hated and rejected by people. Because of you, I live a cold,
miserable life in remote mountains and caves.

“You are my creator, lord and king. If you can carry out just one
vital task, I will leave you alone forever.

“But first, hear my tale,” said the monster. “After you created me,
I lived wild in the forests near Ingolstadt. I learned to eat and drink,
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and identify trees and animals. But whenever I approached a village,
people drove me away. My only refuge was the outhouse of a cottage.

“Through a hole in the wall I could see and hear a man, Felix,
his aged father, and a young woman called Safie. She had come from
Turkey, so Felix taught her the local language and customs and told
her about history, society, and good and evil. As she learned, so did
I. I found some old books and taught myself to read. Watching Felix
and Safie, I also learned what love is.

“Among the books was a Bible, and I read how God made Adam—
the perfect man. But when I looked at my face in the water, I thought
my creator must be the devil himself!

“When I fled from your laboratory, I took a coat and later, I found
your notes in the pocket. I knew then,” said the monster, “that you
were my father, who made me so hideous that even you could not
bear to look at me!

“I approached the old man in the cottage. He was blind, so spoke
kindly to me. But when Felix and the others returned, they saw my
foul appearance. They beat me with sticks and, for the first time,
feelings of hatred filled my heart. I waited until they had gone for a
walk, then set fire to the straw I had gathered. In minutes, the cottage
was engulfed in flames. I danced in joy as it burned to the ground.

“I learned from your notes that you lived in Geneva. On the way
there, I saw a young girl slip and fall into a fast-flowing river. I rescued
her, but the only reward I got was a gunshot wound. Nursing my
injury, I swore revenge on all mankind.

“I came to Geneva to search for my maker. I hoped that a young
child might accept my appearance, but as I came near a boy, he
screamed that his father, Mr. Frankenstein, would rescue him. I knew
this child must be your relative, and saw an opportunity to get my
revenge. In a blind fury, I grabbed his throat and lifted him off the
ground. He wriggled in agony, but my powerful hands squeezed the
life from his helpless body.

“When I found a locket around the boy’s neck, I took it, and
went in search of a hiding place. I eventually came to an empty barn,
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where I found a woman asleep. She looked so innocent as she lay
there in the hay. So I placed the locket in her dress, knowing she
would be blamed for the boy’s murder. For the next few days, I
haunted the murder spot, but once I knew that you had returned,
I came to the mountains, ready with my request.” Victor shuddered
as Justine’s innocence was revealed, but the monster continued,
“My wish is this: Create a female monster, as hideous as I am, to
be my companion. We will live wild in South America, far from
humankind.”

After much argument, Frankenstein agreed. The monster left,
saying it would watch him constantly. Victor returned to Geneva,
where his father suggested that he should marry Elizabeth. He had
always loved his adopted sister, so he agreed, but knew he must first
complete his gruesome task.

So he travelled to England, collecting parts for the female monster—
an arm here, a leg there. Then, heading north, he rented a cottage on the
remote Orkney islands. But his nightmare had only just begun...

Frankenstein sweated through days and nights, slicing and
stitching the parts that would form the female monster. But his blood
ran cold at the thought of this new creation. Would it agree to be the
partner of the male monster? If the pair went to South America, could
they start a new breed that would destroy humankind?

As Frankenstein sat in his laboratory, he sensed that someone
was watching. He looked up, and his eyes met the ghastly face of the
monster, pressed against the window. Trembling with passion, Victor
ripped apart the half-finished monster. Frankenstein had broken his
promise—and the monster would be alone forever. With a blood-
curdling howl, it smashed the cottage door with a single blow.
Terrified but resolute, Victor refused to continue his task. “If that is
your decision,” said the monster, “so be it. But remember, I shall be
with you on your wedding night.”

The next day, Victor got a note from Henry, asking to meet him in
Scotland. He set off in his boat, and far from land, threw the female
monster’s remains into the sea.
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With the gentle rocking of the boat, Victor drifted asleep. When
he awoke, the breeze had changed direction, and he found himself
being blown toward a foreign shore. The moment he landed, he was
surrounded by a hostile group of people. One man spoke up, “You are
in Ireland, Sir, and I am arresting you for murder.” Murder! Victor was
shown the body of a strangled man. As the sheet was drawn back, he
gasped in horror—it was his friend, Henry Clerval!

Frankenstein knew his monster had caused the deaths of William,
Justine, and now Henry, and he fainted in shock. After two months he
lay in a prison bed in the grip of a fever. At his trial, the jury decided
that Victor was innocent of Henry’s murder, and he returned to
Geneva to await his wedding day. The happiest day of his life?

But the monster would keep his promise. That night, Victor
armed himself with pistols to kill the fiend—or be killed. Elizabeth
waited in the bedroom. The hours passed by when suddenly, a blood
curdling scream filled the air. Victor rushed into the bedroom, to find
his beloved Elizabeth on the bed, strangled...

Frankenstein looked up from his dead wife, to see the monster’s
grinning face at the window, its once sad features twisted into a
mask of evil. Victor fired his pistol, but the shot whistled past the
monster’s ear. The beast raced away, laughing as it went, and
plunged into the lake.

The sound of the pistol brought servants rushing to Victor’s side,
but the monster had vanished. The news of Elizabeth’s death proved
too much for the weak heart of Victor’s father, and he died a few days
later. Though Victor’s heart was broken, one thought ruled his mind—
death to the monster!

The next day, he visited the graves of his murdered family—and
there was the hideous ogre, challenging him to follow. The chase had
begun.

Victor pursued the creature from the Rhône to the Mediterranean,
from the Black Sea to Russia. All the while, it taunted him with
messages left on trees, leading him to the icy north. There he would
feel the cold, hunger, and loneliness it had endured.
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The final message left by the monster included these words:
“Prepare! Wrap yourself in furs, for we shall soon enter upon a journey
where your sufferings will satisfy my eternal hatred.” A few weeks
later, having obtained a sled and dogs, Frankenstein reached a small
town on the northern shore of Russia. The night before his arrival, a
gigantic monster had terrified the local people, stolen food, and headed
out to the ice-covered ocean. Frankenstein followed it for three weeks,
consumed with rage. He even sighted the monster, but the ice broke
up, and he became stranded on a small iceberg.

“Now that you have heard my story,” said Frankenstein to
Walton, “swear to me that you will seek out the monster and kill
him.” At that moment, the first mate ran into the cabin, his face a
picture of fear. “Captain, if the ice does break, for all our sakes, forget
your quest to find the North Pole and sail south instead.” But Walton
simply replied, “Never...”

As the days passed, Frankenstein became weaker and weaker.
The ice held tight, and the crew again asked that the ship turn south.
This time, Frankenstein answered, “Are you so easily turned from your
glorious expedition? Be steady to your purposes and firm as a rock.
Return as heroes who have fought and conquered, and who do not
know what it is to turn their backs on the foe.” Frankenstein spoke
with such passion that the crew was silenced. But Walton had learned
from Frankenstein the evils that obsession could bring, and gave in to
the crew’s demands.

The next evening, after clinging to life for many days, Victor
Frankenstein died. Walton had listened to his incredible story—and
believed it. Later that night, as he wrote to his sister Margaret, Walton
heard what sounded like a human voice in Victor’s cabin.

When he entered the cabin he saw a huge figure crouched over
Victor’s body—the monster!

The monster looked at Walton, paused, then turned again toward
the lifeless form of its creator, weeping tears of remorse and guilt.
Seeing this, fear gave way to anger in Walton’s heart: “How dare you
weep, when it you who killed Frankenstein.”
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“I have never had sympathy from any man,” replied the monster,
“and I do not expect it from you. But it was only my loneliness that
drove me to kill the lovely and the helpless. How could Victor marry
Elizabeth, yet not give me the same happiness by making a partner for
me? But fear not, for I shall leave your vessel and seek the farthest
northern point of the world, build a funeral fire, and burn in agony for
my terrible sins.”

Then the giant being sprang from the cabin window onto an
iceberg near the vessel, and was swept away into the darkness by the
icy currents.

Historical Note

Frankenstein was written by Mary Shelley in 1816, when she was just
eighteen years old. The story resulted from a game among Mary and her
friends, who were on vacation near Geneva, Switzerland.

As the weather was stormy, the friends warmed themselves by a
blazing log fire, telling tales of the supernatural. Each agreed to write a
story in “playful imitation” of the old ghost stories. Mary was the only
one to finish, excited by her awful nightmares. And what a story it was!
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1. Create a timeline of the events of the Frankenstein story. Choose
one key point on the timeline at which events could have taken a
different turn. Make an alternative timeline showing how events
would have been different. Post your timelines for the class to view.

2. Mary Shelley wrote this story during the industrial revolution, a time
when great advances were being made in technology. With a partner,
discuss in what ways Shelley’s story might be a comment on her
time. Then prepare your own view of the impact of technology, or
any one aspect of technology, in our time. Either write a story or
prepare a comic strip or cartoon.
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