MARILYN BUTLER

Frankenstein aud Radical Sciencet

Mare Shelley's Frankensten: is famoushy reinterpretable. 1 can be a late
version of the Fanst meth, or an early version of the modern miyth of
the mad scientist the id on the E::x.«ﬂn, the proletariat ranning amok
o what happens whon a raan tries to have a baby withont a woman |
Mare Shellev dnvites speeulabon, and o the fast ‘mo:cézc: has vamm
ewarded with u great deal of it , ;

Lror professionals, thot is. Since 1823, the vear when the novel’s
tithe, characters and plot first became public property, the general ﬁ:vw
fie Bas seemed rearkable Bitle divided abont what the mn».wo: signifies
ACalifornian researcher recertiv emploved tn find out what 13@:2&
thinks of scientiste was able 1o summarise his findings wordlessly ér
a ek sketeli of Frankenstein’s Monster, Readers, flmgoers, ._J‘eo_u_a
0 me peither, take the vere word Frankenstein to convey an awful
don't oairp Cod's prerogative by the ?EE:E,F\:,:.A,‘ or don't
et with technology. ;

Yot this is by oo means what knowledgeable first readers in 1818
were dikely 1o ink. or on the evidenee of cardy press comment did
think. Al Hiree serions reviews in 1818 mention that the novel is top-
bl ,./MI,,:: appears o discern. as some modern eritios do, an m:omm_ﬂ,ﬂ
revoiution or popular onvest; instead they suspeet it of covertly vch
M.S:Z_U favarrite projects and passions of the times'. By ﬁ::.ﬁn?.. st
»epeant ;

pet loo ¢

78 o of's network of allnsions to contemporany seience —
ence as formatle taoght. but crrrent seientific activity as repre-
sented 1o the Britich public in the 18105 by lectires, :a:xﬁmvﬂt a few
acy castble books, abuve all the serions Reviews. ,
4 Phe idea Mary Shelley m::::av, hit upon in a house rented by Byron
beside the shores of Lake Geneva between 16 and 20 June 1816 almost
cetainiy does draw on a scientifie dispute, conducted in lectures after-
wards published as books, the fisst of which was the subjeet of an atticle
incthe Bdinbrurgh Review the previous vear - The novel which grew from
thic ane dotal beginmng introduces 4 range of scientific news repotted
S partiendarh i the Quarterly Review, in the vears yww_al;

+, s o " . Jortrieate ) e
topies suck ae electricity and magnetism, viviseetion and  Polar

nod
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T RANKENSTETY AND RANMCAL SCIENGY

exploration —and the spectie of new radical French work i what be
came evolutionism®

After o long, costly Furopean war. these were vears o recossion,
social nnrest, and much frantic comment, in moods ranging between
ontrageous and outraged, in media that incladed popular papers calling
themselves black, red and vellow. Froyn early 1817 the pro-govermuent
press, including the feading cultural journal, the Anglican and Ton
Quareriy Review, published atticles calling for press censorship. espe-
cially of radical materiaks intended for 4 popular readeiship? From
1818 the Quarterly several times called for the revieal of the Inng-
neglected charge of blasphemy agaivst irreverent wiitings * fn 1819 0t
for the first time directed this call against 2 serious book on evolution
science - with which, as 1 <hall show. Frankenstein itsclf i directv
implicated

The 1818 Frankenstein, which had drawn nourislunent, energy. im-
pottance from lectnres and joumals, had lived by the media, and after
1819 might well have died by the media. The public contreversy con-
ceming some of the kinds of science represented iu Frankenstein on-
dangered the book’s future, for it read differentty after readers became
mare knowing, It is not so much becanse of what Mare Sheles thought
ut becanse of what readers thought. that Frankensiein becime a sub-
Qantialle different and less contentious novel when rensued in popular
form i 1831

However unalike their approaches, modern critics are fikely 1o be
looking al the same text of Frankenstein, It will he a reprint of this very
third edition of 1531, which Many Shelley not onhy changed bat, na
new Preface, interproted —as the story of 4 human endeavons to mock
the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world” ™ "That i not
an impression casily left by the novel in its 1818 fanm. But i 1831
Mary Shellev added long passages in which her main varrator, Frank-
enstein, expresses religious remorse for making o creatwre, and it is on
such passages of reflection and analysis that the cpathetic modern
reader is encouraged to dwell Our current undertanding of Franken-

stein is dispropotionately mmpressed by passages introduced i what

1 See v g [John Barrow ] Capt, Bumey. Memoir - 01 the Question whether Asia arnd America
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4. See copeciath 1R Soothev, Quarferh Review 16 ¢ i, 2250

5. Fg article on johu Rellane’« trandation of the New Testarment, Lhid e 19 ENTS
25051

6. Kev evidenes for tlos connection etic]e on vila b

?:,,.: e
le is reprinted a Appendis U o an editton, I

for which see i 3 abave That artic
n Al Pickeang, DR

O, The Modern Prometheus The ISis Te
2 Widd's Classies paperback (Oxfond.

Mare Sheller, Pr to 1931 ed  Bety
Sheflin Reader N Y Ohdord Urpveraty Teess 1

%




FRANKENSTEIN AND RADICAL SCIENCE

14-19:" But in Lict no critic has exumined Lawrences
relaticn to the writings of the intellectaally
which at this time included Percy and Mary
1 { Byron.
by Abemethy’s colleague and former protége,
L care i make the materialist position sound like the
! pos: more brilliant, cogent writer than Abemethy,
ismatic lecturer und a formidable adversary. Histori-
e claims, if ofien cautious ones, for Lawrence’s con-
lon i1 evolution controversy. But his major book,
iol and the Natural History of Man (1819),
1 be sceptical and discriminating over new evolutionist
as over everything else. What seems more certain is that his
i ent Continental work, the French doctor Bi-
nerves and counecting bissue, or the Genman
s cthnogaphy, must have opened up the way anatowy
gy taught to London medical students in the sccond

noe probably ensured that both Shelleys
i tively on scientific matters than
t he alio Liad a strong imaginative appeal for
the deleat of the French Revolution, his
aite e way of envisaging progress, free
ical vocubulary, This was above all natural
" rionscrsptural and for some minds anti-
ie lile of animal species. Mankind, the other
rod , in response to their envi-
own, of adaptation or what
pettectibility, The writers in turn showed
¥ 1ol literary platform from which to
over ds of cautious colleagues.
| ti ce's role in Frankenstein as a
lat ae ides o Erasmus Darwin and Hun-
and there in the novel. But the coincidences
s bes i Shelley’s are so different in
tol hros in effect, a single intermesh-
“ i ith aggressive materialism, aud
i both b uses célebres. it
ook on teristics of the other's work that
a+ well as a medical professional,
coul deen have attacked Christianity. In

d scientific contacts, especially Withawm

i ence, Physician to Shelley and Maxy',
flerd (1000, 141452, and N. Crook and D, Guiton,
s G, 1986).
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i 1 is that in 1815 Mary Shelley’s
, conte wous, with a touch of Lawren-
er. Not w0 nch a mythical Prometheus,
tice, Frankenstein as first devised
scicnce rather than too much.

wicssional qualifications of the novel’s first two

in and Wallon, an inventor and an explorer, the
as ird. Just as he owes his existence

oce s efies all odds, as a parentiess

all. Yet the voice 1 which he narrates
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/ 5 s treatment ol 1he Creature's rear-
oidance of idualisod, sentinental
‘ tuare’s life in e woods is neither
it raises 1o question of his belonging 1o a
ku -So firnly is that specutative listorical nar-
' Mary Shelley, like Lawrence, deliberately
il to the evolutionist hypothesis both Erasmus
wsed, that all forms of orgavic life had evolved
the Creature's life-experience hardly sceras scient-
sinee it bear out the careful phiiology of luad's
By ichay, in {raité sur les mo nes (1800), Re-
vie et sur la mort (1800), and Anatomic
fronpl ¢ functions and connecting lissue
rgans, 4 pive the most accurate account yet
itve i s with ity environinent.
in relation to fiction's estublished con-
career w on two levels as a swvivalstory
as o slory which does alter all have histor-
i as an allegorical account of the
eons of time. That sidestep into allegory
o render night ulso bring to mind, the evo-
e ascent of lhe species.
flence and the intriguing suggestiveness of volwne 11
odern readers probably find volume il
tive and ormal part of the bouk, and this
as of | actenisation. There are signs
\ tion between the Shelleys and
rections. In his polemical 1817
don, Lawrence seems to skay imto Mayy Shelb-
d vecabulary — ‘an inumaterial and spiritual
discovered among the blood and filth of
|y turn Mary Shelley seems to draw more in hes
tails o different writings by Lawrence, nol neces-
ey include entries he contributed to Reey’

'

s
e on Monsters, and an academic papey of

se ol a boy bomn without part of his brain, whom
for in his own home.? That picce of fiekdwork

ve helped prompt Mary Shelley's ‘hideous phantow’,

o ‘Crantunt, ‘Generation” and May s Cyelo-
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by portra the arisiocr:
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undedin such stronger and healihier are
L Fr 1 indeed seems more aroused when
i Monster than at the prospect of
ht. It is, of course, the Crea-
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eb the Creature to life, because his
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5 b rminated ariage kills Fran-
ises th speet that the Fonily will become
tin censtein is hinocdf a monster. He
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human father ever played so
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t parenting—the medical mis-

is subject; the one sure feature of any
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Jationship after a fashion obeys the
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