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By Mary Shelley 
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Study Guide created from comments by Felicia Mitchell 
and other sources for Barter Theatre  
 
Especially for grades 7-12 
 
Virginia SOLs 
English Ð 7.5, 8.5, 9.1, 9.5, 10.6, 11.6, 12.3, 12.6 
Theatre Arts Ð M.8, M.9, M.12, M.13, M.14, TI.8, TI.10, 
TI.11, TI.13, TII.9, TII.12, 
TII.13, TII.14, TII.15, TII.16, TIII.12 
History and social science Ð WHII.6 
 
Tennessee TCAPs 
Language Arts Ð 7.1.12, 7.1.13, 8.1.12, 8.1.13 
English I Ð 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2 
English II Ð 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2 
English III Ð 2.01, 2.02, 2.08, 2.10, 2.11, 2.12, 4.05, 4.07 
Theatre 6th-8th Grade Ð 6.0, 7.0, 8.0 
Theatre 9th-12th Ð 5.0, 6.0, 7.0, 8.0 
 
North Carolina SCOS 
Theatre Arts (grade 7) Ð 7.01, 7.7.03, 7.7.05,  
Theatre Arts (grade 8) - 7.01, 7.04, 7.06, 
Theatre Arts I Ð 5.03, 6.01, 7.02, 8.01 Theatre Arts II Ð 5.01, 5.03, 6.03, 8.03 
Theatre Arts III Ð 1.06, 5.02, 7.02, 8.0 Theatre Arts IV Ð 5.01 
English Language Arts Ð 7.5.02, 8.5.02 
English I Ð 5.01, 5.03 English II Ð 3.01, 3.04, 4.02, 4.05, 5.01 
English III Ð 5.01, 5.03 English IV Ð 5.01, 5.02, 5.03 
AP English Language Ð 5.01 
AP English Literature Ð 5.01 
Social Studies World History Ð 7.01, 7.02, 7.03 
 
 
Setting 
The North Pole; Geneva, Switzerland; and Germany 
 

 



Synopsis 
Frankenstein is a story about how one man tampers with 

nature and creates a monster that is neither dead nor alive. It is 
also a story about loneliness and the efforts humans Ð and 
monsters Ð make to find companionship. This monster, we learn, 
does not know how to be human. As the monster is not fully 
equipped to deal with his life, and other living creatures are not 
equipped to deal with him, he fears and becomes feared. He tries 
to love and learns to hate. In the end, he perishes. 

We learn about Frankenstein and his creation from Robert 
Walton, an explorer of the North Pole, who finds a man "nearly 
frozen" and brings him onto his ship. This man is Victor 
Frankenstein, who has suffered the loss of all that is dear to him 

because of the consequences of his own ambition to create life by tampering with both nature 
and morality. After the monster has killed everyone Frankenstein has loved, he flees and 
Frankenstein tracks him down. When Frankenstein is rescued by Walton, he tells him the story 
of his life and asks him to continue the pursuit of the monster. When Walton meets the monster, 
he is impressed with his eloquence but wary of his power and evil. The monster ends the story by 
committing suicide to escape from the unbearable condition given to him by his creator.  
 
The Themes of the Novel 
1) The Overreacher 
 Victor falls into the category of the 'man who tries for too much' and inevitably pays 
dearly. (Dr. Faustus is prototypical.) Victor seeks to usurp the powers of God. 
 Victor as The Overreacher is more pertinent when we consider that, although the wisdom 
and morality of Victor's project are debatable (some see it as heroic and admirable), his real sin 
is his failure to take responsibility for it. "Frankenstein is a man whose true failure is not that his 
creation has run amok, but that it has gone mad from the inadequacy of Frankenstein's love." 
(Ketterer) 
 The Overreacher theme also carries with it questions about knowledge and where it leads 
Ð questions about the difference between knowledge and wisdom. 
 
2) The Double 
 All critics deal with the question of the Creature as an agent of Victor's darker desires, the 
creature as Victor himself. This element is certainly present in the novel. 
 Tales of the divided self were fairly common at this time, even in the work of Percy 
Shelley himself. Polidori wrote papers concerning sleep-walking: one theory was that the sleep-
walking displays a second personality. It is notable that Victor is always asleep or in a kind of 
dreamy trance when the Creature commits his crimes. (Also of note is that Percy Shelley was a 
bit of a narcoleptic.) 
 The creature refers to himself at one point as "out of self." On some level he is "out of 
self" of Victor, but not (as in Jekyll and Hyde) simply the diabolical side of Victor. Rather, he is 
the "Other", that is, the side of the self Victor does not wish to acknowledge. More Freud here: 
Victor rhapsodizes about the parental love and affection of his early childhood before Elizabeth 
was quasi-adopted and before William was born. The various murders can be read as destroying 
all possible rivals for his parents' love. The namelessness of the Creature reinforces this 
"Otherness." 



 Some critics point out other "double" possibilities in the opposition of the Creature 
(repulsive, aggressive) with Elizabeth (beautiful, passive) and the opposition of Victor with 
Clerval (Victor's "moral side"). 
 
3) Technology 
 The aspect of the story that becomes increasingly striking with the passage of time is its 
treatment of technology and the Technological Imperative: "If it can be done, you must do it." 
Some critics dismiss this aspect, pointing out that technology was not a dominant force in 1818. 
However, Mary was in a position to be well aware of the recent discoveries of the New Science 
and to conjecture on their meaning. The novel, in fact, is very clear about Victor's early study of 
Paracelsus, Abertus Magnuw and Agrippa (all alchemists) and his break from them at Ingolstadt 
where he came to understand the tremendous power of the rational empirical science based 
firmly in a Newtonian universe. 
 Many sensed the nature of the New Science and its power. Astute observation by the 
critics include: "Technology can never be more than a magnified image of the self." (Martin 
Tropp) and "The duality of our relationship to creator and creature is an echo of our relationship 
to the technology that we worship even as we recognize that it is close to destroying us." (George 
Levine) 
 The question of alchemy is interesting as Victor's foundation nevertheless. Alchemists, of 
course, searched for chemical means of creating the Philosopher's Stone that could change iron 
into gold, but this was not the real goal of true alchemists. For the true alchemist, the quest to 
change metal into gold was a metaphor for achieving eternal life and, to find the Philosopher's 
Stone, one had to be pure in heart and soul in addition to following the correct 'recipe.' 
 
3) The Sublime 
 The florid descriptions of nature in the novel are linked to Mary's effort to evoke the 
Sublime. Mr. Blanc, the Arctic tundra, the ocean; the Creature is part of all this, in fact he almost 
unfailingly appears just after a long rhapsody on Nature by Victor. The Creature then becomes 
an attribute of the vast natural power immanent in the sublime. 
 The moon also is closely linked to the Creature. His eyes are moon-like, his appearances 
often have a "visionary nature" almost always associated with the moon. 
 Vaguely associated with the idea of the sublime is the idea of the novel as nightmare. 
This explains the dream-logic (or clumsy plot devices). The pursuit over the Arctic wasteland is 
standard nightmare fare. 
 
5) Moral Ambiguity, The Unjust Society 
 In the novel, both Justine and Victor undergo trials for crimes they did not commit. 
Resonances with Kafka's The Trial emerges as, although both are innocent, they feel guilty. 
 Society, which condemns them both, is unjust on one plane, but less unjust as the moral 
ambiguities of their inner selves emerge. In this view, there is no Good/Evil dichotomy in the 
book; Victor and the Creature are both complex admixtures. 
 The Creature, in a different way, is also condemned unjustly by society early in his 
experiences. 
 
6)  Miscellany 
 Some random observation by the critics: 

• The Creature is not only gigantic in size; his emotional states and mode of life are 
equally gigantic. 



• The direction North in the novel is associated with increasing isolation (North to 
Ingolstadt, Northern Scotland to make Mrs. Creature, the Arctic). 

• The Creature as Lucifer in 'Paradise Lost.' The Creature sees paradise (the 
DeLacey's) but this is inaccessible to him. As he realizes his rejection, he 
conceives an evil plan as does Lucifer. The trajectory is thus: Would-be Adam to 
Fallen Angel to Moderate Satan. An obvious resonance is with the French 
Revolution the promised the rebirth of mankind. 

 
Biography of Author 

 Mary Shelley was born in London in 1797, daughter of 
William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, famous radical writer of 
the day. Mary's mother died tragically ten days after the birth. 
Under Godwin's conscientious and expert tuition, Mary's was an 
intellectually stimulating childhood though she was emotionally 
undernourished. In 1814 she met and soon fell in love with the then 
unknown Percy Bysshe Shelley, and in July they eloped to the 
continent. In 1816, after Shelley's first wife Harriet committed 
suicide, Mary and Percy married. Of the four children she bore 
Shelley, only Percy Florence survived. They lived in Italy from 
1818 until 1822, when Shelley drowned, following the capsizing of 
his boat Ariel in a storm. 
  The idea for Frankenstein came to Mary Shelley during a 
summer sojourn in 1816 with her husband on the shores of Lake 
Geneva, where Lord Byron was also staying. She was stimulated to 

begin her unique tale after Byron suggested a ghost story competition. Byron himself produced 
'A Fragment', which later inspired his physician John Polidori to write 'The Vampyre: A Tale'. 
Mary complete her story back in England and it was published as Frankenstein or, The Modern 
Prometheus, in 1818. Among her other novels she wrote The Last Man, an apocalyptic story set 
in the twenty-first century (1826), Perkin Warbeck (1830), Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837). 
As well as contributing many stories and essays to publications such as the Keepsake and the 
Westminster Review, she contributed many biographical essays for Lardner's Cabinet 
Cyclopaedia (1835, 1839-39). Her other words include the first collected edition of P.B. 
Shelley's Poetical Works (1839) and a book based in the Continental travels she undertook with 
her son Percy Florence and his friends, Rambles in Germany and India (1844). Mary returned to 
London, where she continued to live as a professional writer until her death in 1851. 
 
Biography of the Playwright 
Richard Rose (Producing Artistic Director; Adaptor, Director and Fight Choreographer Ð 
Frankenstein) Serving in his 17th season as only the third Artistic Director in BarterÕs illustrious 
76-year history, Rick has almost quadrupled the annual attendance and expanded BarterÕs 
touring with both its Player Company and its professional tours to reach over 350,000 people 
annually around the United States.  Among his institutional accomplishments, he has overseen 
the renovation of historic Barter Theatre, the improvements on Stonewall Square and the 
renovation and expansion of Barter Stage II, including the addition of The Barter CafŽ.  Under 
RickÕs leadership, Barter received the prestigious ÒVirginia Torchbearer AwardÓ recognizing 
BarterÕs impact and business practices throughout the Commonwealth, as well as ÒBusiness of 
the Year AwardÓ for the Tri-Cities Virginia/Tennessee region, the only non-profit organization 
to receive both awards.  Artistically, Rick has brought Barter into the international spotlight 
through an international exchange with Russia, New York productions, the premieres of new 



works and the founding of BarterÕs Appalachian Festival of Plays and Playwrights.  BarterÕs 
audiences know Rick particularly as a director and author from his work on over 100 productions 
during his tenure here at Barter.  He has also won awards for his directing at other regional 
theatres.  Rick currently serves on the Executive Board of the Virginia Chamber of Commerce 
where he also serves on the Tourism Committee.  He is the President of Southern Highlands 
Attractions and serves on The Southwest Virginia Economic Development Group. Rick is a Paul 
Harris Fellow from the Abingdon Rotary Club where he has previously been a board member. 
Rick has served on the Washington County United Way and has previously served as Chair of 
their annual campaign. Rick has his Master of Fine Arts in Theatre Directing and Design from 
the University of California at Davis and his Bachelor of Arts from St. Norbert College, DePere, 
Wis., where he was honored with a Òdistinguished achievement award in Humanities.Ó  Rick has 
done post-graduate work at New York University and worked for the prestigious Juilliard School 
in New York City. 
 
Questions for Discussion 
Grades 7-9 
1. Do you think Frankenstein was playing God by trying to create human life? Relate his 
scientific efforts to current advances in cloning and genetics. 
 
2. What do you learn about Frankenstein's life that makes you think he would need to create life 
and companionship rather than find it among the living? How is his need reflected in that of a 
monster, who ultimately asks for his own companion? 
 
3. Imagine being able to create your best friend from scratch. What qualities would this person 
have? Write about your ideal companion by sharing what you most admire about your new best 
friend. Would you make someone with bad habits, too? Why or why not? 
 
4. Technology plays an important role in this playÑ Dr. Frankenstein developed the technology 
to create life and used it even though it might have been better if he didnÕt. What are some forms 
of technology that are available to us, but should maybe be left alone? What have been the 
unintended consequences of certain technologies (for example: cell phones have enabled us to 
communicate all the time, but have resulted in an increased number of car crashes during their 
use)? 
 
5. Think about the time period in which the play takes place. What did people wear? What kind 
of houses did they live in? How did they get aroundÑ what were their modes of transportation? 
 
Grades 10-12 
1. Some philosophers believe that humans are born neither good nor evil and that society shapes 
them. What about the monster? Is it "born" good or evil? Does it change morally, and why? 
Think of the social experiences it undergoes after its "birth." 
 
2. Many critics believe that Frankenstein is a critique of cultural sex roles. Consider the different 
characters and discuss how their behavior illustrates, supports and/or rejects common perceptions 
about how men and women were to behave during Shelley's time. 
 
3. The monster, which can be seen as a symbolic extension of Victor Frankenstein's greedy 
ambition, ends up killing everyone Frankenstein loves. Why and what does this say about 
Frankenstein? About the monster? 



 
4. Choose an area of technology recently discovered and put into use and either write or orally 
debate why the use of this technology is beneficial to society or not. Some topics might be the 
internet, cloning, stem cell research, electric cars, etc. 
 
5. Frankenstein the play is an adaptation of a novel. What are some other plays or movies that 
have been adapted from other sources? Are novels the only sources for an adaptation? What 
pieces from other art forms could be adapted for the stage? Write your own adapted scene and 
see how it plays. 
 
Vocabulary 
ascertain 
fortitude  
entreated    
traversed    
gales  
capitulated  
paroxysm  
interment  
penury  
celestial  
immutable  
dogmatism  
protracted 
specter  
remorse  
placid   
exertion  

irksome  
conjectured  
indelibly  
obliterated 
ignominiously  
fiend   
pinnacle  
innumerable  
sustenance  
purloined  
venerable  
enigmatic  
amiable  
scion   
immured  
asylum  
deprecate  

visage   
rustic   
inconstant  
impediment  
precipice  
ennui  
languid  
insuperable  
sanguinary  
magistrate  
precarious  
presentiment  
obstinate  
intimidated  
omnipotence  
stigma  
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