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                  ENGL 552
Mary’s Monster and Milton’s Myth
A commentary on the parallels between Frankenstein and Paradise Lost
Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay
To mould me Man?  Did I solicit thee
From darkness to promote me?


Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is overflowing with texts: letters, journals, and books fill the novel – sometimes nestled inside of one another, other times simply alluded to or quoted from.  Indeed, this profusion of texts is an important aspect of the narrative structure, as the various writings serve as expressions of the characters' attitudes and emotions.  One of the most important among these references is Milton’s Paradise Lost.  As it is concerned with the conflict between the Creator and His spurned creations, many parts of this epic poem mirror events in Frankenstein.  The Creator/Creature symbolism in Shelley’s work goes so far as to personify God in Victor Frankenstein and Satan within the creature, producing a dynamic that can lead only to conflict.  It also addresses the potential dangers inherent in the acquisition and application of knowledge.  Ultimately, in Frankenstein, it is knowledge that brings death to both Victor and the Creature, as it is the Tree of Knowledge that allows Death into the world in Paradise Lost.  Despite the profusion of literary sources in both Shelley’s life and within the text of Frankenstein, Milton’s epic is striking in its influence and in the contemporary issues that it allows Shelley to address.

Shelley’s knowledge of Paradise Lost is easily established.  Both Mary and her husband record reading it in both 1815 and again in 1816.  Indeed, the journal provides the impression that Shelley may have been listening to her husband read Paradise Lost aloud as she worked, simultaneously, on composing Frankenstein.  In the text itself, the author includes Milton’s epic as one of the three texts that the Creature studies with “extreme delight”.
  It is through this exposure that the Creature is able to grapple with many of the emotions that drive the latter half of Frankenstein: “Like Adam, I was apparently united by no link to any other being… I was wretched, helpless, and alone” (112).   The Creature’s only salvation comes in the form of a mate, his “Eve” (113), to lessen his isolation.  Ultimately, however, Victor destroys his female construction, fearful of a malicious race capable of overcoming mankind.  Having lost his family to the Creature’s hand, Victor is forced to share in the consuming loneliness that haunts his monstrous creation.  Shelley is also able to incorporate the idea that knowledge, when excessive, is dangerous, and the doctor believes that he will be heralded as the creator of a “new species” (40), the spawn of which turns on its creator and the human race.  In this way, the text of Frankenstein is able to parallel the developments of the arch fiend within Milton’s Paradise Lost.
The conflation of Victor Frankenstein and the Creator relies on a single, paramount parallelism.  Just as God was able to with clay, Victor is able to imbue inanimate tissue with life in the construction of his Creature.  In so doing, he has adopted a role that belongs to no human being; one that belongs only to God.  Victor “had worked hard for nearly two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life into an inanimate body” (43) with intentions he describes as “benevolent” (74).  Yet another parallel is drawn here, as Victor affirms the goodwill in his intent to create this Creature that he later scorns.  Similarly, in the creation of humankind, Paradise Lost’s God provides those He made in His own image with free will, for without it His creations could not possess true love.  He does this with the best of intentions, despite the fact that his omniscient entity knows this free will shall lead to the fall from Eden.  God performs this action, seemingly terrible, with foresight of the tragedy that will occur; in describing man, God “made him just and right, / Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall” (Book III, ll. 98-99).  Even among the angels, those capable of standing stood, and those who failed fell.  It is in that freedom that God’s creatures may show Him true allegiance, and not merely blind obedience.


What pleasure I from such obedience paid,


When Will and Reason (Reason also is choice)


Useless and vain, of freedom both despoild,


Made passive both, had serv’d necessitie,


Not mee.





(Book III, ll. 107-111)
This illustrates, without a doubt, that servility is neither what God expects nor desires.  Such empty praises destroy whatever pleasure might have been in them, and worse, they destroy the crowning achievement of creation: the free will to act as one sees fit, and to claim responsibility for those actions.  While Victor commits a similar deed in his act of creation, he does so in blindness, lacking the omniscience of Milton’s God.  He is so consumed by a desire to understand life that he does not consider the consequences of his Creature’s free will.  The ensuing disaster, then, comes as a complete and total shock to him.  Both beings, however, experience some degree of disquiet from their respective attempts at creation, forced to exact either their wrath or their mercy on those that they have brought into the world.

Just as a parallel is drawn between Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein and Milton’s God, so too can the Creature be compared with Satan.  In one of the first descriptions of the Creature provided by Shelley, Victor observes that “it became a thing such as even Dante could not have conceived” (44).  From the onset, Shelley creates a parallel between the Creature and a denizen of Hell.  In a longing for the companionship of his creator, the Creature reaches his hand out to Victor.  Frightened, Frankenstein flees his bedchamber and scorns the life he had sought to create, forsaking the deeper understanding of existence that had driven him to compose his monster.  With his attempt at union rejected, the Creature begins to place himself on a level with Victor in another manner.  That is to day, by countering Frankenstein’s ability to create with his own innate ability to destroy.  The Creature contends that though Victor is his creator, he is Victor’s master, and the doctor must obey.  Even this fails, however, for the Creature is dependant upon Victor for companionship, leaving the doctor in the superior position.  Left with only the impotence of his anger, the Creature claims that he would continue to “watch with the wiliness of a snake” (149), referencing the form of the serpent that Satan adopts in the Garden of Eden.  In the same respect, Lucifer, highest of the Archangels in Paradise Lost, would not bow to humanity or to the Son of God, too possessed with his own pride.  As he felt he should share power with God, he erected his own throne in Heaven, and so was cast out by the Creator, henceforth to be called Satan and rule only in Hell.  Each seeking no more than a unity with the one who made them, both Satan and the Creature find themselves cast out and disdained.


It is in this act of being scorned that both Satan and the Creature turn to their malignancies, for neither was intrinsically evil in their creation.  Both view Paradise, though in different senses.  As Satan looks upon Eden, he is filled with jealousy.  He must exist amidst the fiery pit while these new creations have everything they could desire.  Similarly, the Creature watches mortal society go on about him, unable to partake for his hideous appearance.  He says himself that “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” (112), and that “I, like the arch fiend, bore a hell within me” (118).  Neither being can attain the objects of their desires, forced to exist in misery and torment after they are cast out.  “The fallen angel becomes a malignant devil” (200), the creature points out as reference to the fact that both were fallen from grace without having existed in sin at the offset.


Despite the sometimes tragic portrayal of both Satan and the Creature in these texts, they each possess obvious failings.  Victor chooses to forsake his creation, just as the monster chooses to exact his revenge on the doctor.  It is for only a few brief moments, but even Satan’s mind can grasp his fallen condition and take the responsibility for it upon himself.



O Sun, to tell thee how I hate thy beams



That bring to my remembrance from what state



I fell, how glorious once above thy Sphear;



Till Pride and worse Ambition threw me down



Warring in Heav’n against Heav’ns matchless King:



Ah wherefore! He deserv’d no such return



…nor was his service hard.



What could be less then to afford him praise



The easiest recompence, and pay him thanks



How due!






(Book IV, ll. 37-48)

Satan has realized that it was his own ambition, not any mistreatment from God, which prompted his fall.  He has also come to understand that to pay thanks to God is hardly a hefty price to pay for the glory of creation and ability to reason on one’s own, a far cry from his earlier assertion that it is “Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heav’n” (Book I, l. 263).  Continuing in the same line of thought, Satan further rationalizes his situation and his punishment:



…other Powers as great



Fell not, but stand unshak’n, from within



Or from without, to all temptations arm’d.



Hadst thou the same free Will and Power to stand?



Thou hadst: whom hast thou then or what t’accuse,



But Heav’ns free Love dealt equally to all?



Be then his Love accurst, since love or hate,



To me alike, it deals eternal woe.



Nay curs’d be thou; since against his thy will



Chose freely what it now so justly rues.






(Book IV, ll. 63-72)

Satan has taken personal responsibility for his fall, recognizing his faults.  Milton would, at this point, hope that his reader understands that through this recognition, one can better oneself.  Satan, however, never seizes the opportunity to repent and continues in his wretched state, unwilling to partake of God’s infinite mercy after the acts he has committed.  He asks himself, “is there no place / Left for Repentance, none for Pardon left? / None left but by submission; and that word / Disdain forbids me, and my dread of shame / Among the Spirits beneath” (Book IV, ll. 79-83), much as he must try to convince himself that he has no other recourse but to cause the fall in Eden.  As the work progresses, Satan becomes less and less empowered by the chaos he causes, gradually wishing that he could return to Heaven’s glory but never willing to take the final step towards forgiveness due to his stubbornness and free will.  So too is the Creature unable to come to terms with his creator until after Victor’s death.

Ultimately, both Victor and the Creature are destroyed by knowledge.  Victor’s quest to understand the nature of life results in the creation of his Creature, who turns the doctor’s life into a living hell.  Victor is killed as a result of his fanatical pursuit of the monstrosity that he brought into the world.  The Creature also suffers from the quest for knowledge, for until the point that he educates himself, he has not felt the pangs of loneliness or of the many other sensations to which he is now privy.  Once Frankenstein passes away, the Creature has naught to live for.  With his revenge and his isolation complete, the monster sets off to the Pole, intent on destroying himself.  So too do Adam and Eve suffer in Paradise Lost.  God allows Satan to enter the Garden as Victor allowed the Creature to come into being, and so Satan tempts Eve into eating of the Tree of Knowledge.  Death is now free to enter the world, and so in both cases, knowledge is proven deadly.


Despite the tragic consequences surrounding the acquisition of knowledge in both texts, Milton allows the voices of God and Adam to also find something positive amidst the devastation.  

O Sons, like one of us Man is become



To know both Good and Evil, since his taste



Of that defended Fruit; but let him boast



His knowledge of Good lost, and Evil got,



Happier, had it suffic’d him to have known



Good by it self, and Evil not at all.






(Book XI, ll. 84-89)

In this way, God is able to make positive the fall, for mankind will experience that which it otherwise would have remained ignorant to, despite the oftentimes painful nature of evil.



O goodness infinite, goodness immense!



That all this good of evil shall produce,



And evil turn to good; more wonderful



Then that which by creation first brought forth



Light out of darkness!






(Book XII, ll. 469-473)

Adam, too, is able to find something positive in the fall after he sees what good will come to exist in the world through the visions imparted by Michael.  Still, it is most important to note that none of this will transpire until Adam and Eve accept their transgression, as they finally are able to at the end of the work.  In the words of Eve, and the last spoken words of Paradise Lost:



…all places thou,



Who for my wilful crime art banisht hence.



This further consolation yet secure



I carry hence; though all by mee is lost,



Such favor I unworthie am voutsaft,



By mee the Promis’d Seed shall all restore.






(Book XII, ll. 618-623)

In this way, personal responsibility brings an end to Milton’s epic, and heralds the future that is to come.

In much the same way, Mary Shelley’s text closes with a look to the horizon.  Frankenstein is distinctly related to the revolutionary period during which it was written: the period of the first industrial revolution.  While it was acknowledged universally that the industrial revolution would bring about great leaps of progress in Victorian England, there was no consensus with regard to how favorable such progress would be.  As time passed, however, the underlying change was generally accepted as beneficial.  Advances in science and technology were seen as contributing to a future in which increasing knowledge would provide an increasing power over nature.  While this promised to serve England well, it is important to note that such power can breed complacency among those who wield it.  Mary Shelley was able to recognize this danger, foreseeing the perils of the newly-born technological society, inherent in scientific research and the exploitation of nature.  These same attempts to gain power lie behind the scientific exploits of Frankenstein.  Victor has sought such unlimited power to the extent of taking the place of a God in relation to his creation.  In doing so he has has usurped the power of reproduction in a maniacal desire to become the acknowledged, revered, and gratefully obeyed father of a new species.

As Victor creates life out of what was once inanimate flesh, he has taken on the powers of God, for only He may create something from nothing.  In usurping this power, he creates his Creature, a being who seeks only to achieve unity with its maker.  Outcast and detested, the Creature now seems as Satan to Victor’s God.  The Creature is “like the archangel who aspired to omnipotence” (190), now chained in eternal hell by seeking to rise up.  Satan and the Creature are each fallen from the grace they had possessed into evil and bitter revenge, and just as Satan does not strike at God directly (seeking rather to undermine the human race that God had made in His own image) the creature likewise strikes at all those Victor loves rather than assault the creator himself.  The similarities between God and Victor and the Creature and Satan stretch across all of Frankenstein, mirrored in Paradise Lost, creating a most interesting commentary regarding the conflict between science and religion of the era.  Adam and Eve fall as a result of their quest for knowledge, as that same quest shatters Victor’s life.  The science and technology referred to in Frankenstein are a mirror for the industrial advances of a Victorian England, and the dark scenario presented by Shelley serves as a warning to those who would attempt to overstep the realm of man, and enter into the dominion of the divine.
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