A Critical Analysis of Romanticism in Frankenstein
As one of the earliest science fictions, Frankenstein, or the modern Prometheus, is a classic for its distinctive characters and intriguing plot. In the story, Mary Shelly depicts a young ambitious scientist Victor Frankenstein who creates a gigantic creature and is revenged by the creature. The protagonist Frankenstein is created by reinventing the original Prometheus who is always favored by the writers during the Romantic era. Mary’s complex ideas of the Romantics’ ceaseless and hopeless longing to realize objectively the inner aspirations, to go beyond nature’s limitations and achieve sublime glory through their creative power are best exemplified in the story. 

As Percy’s wife and Byron’s friend, Mary is deeply influenced by Romanticism. According to Watts-Dunton, Romanticism is “the rediscovery of wonder, and an American clergyman-critic of the transcendental period praised it as the literature of aspiration”.
 It holds a poetic and beautiful imagination different from science. Many characters are filled with imagination and passion in the novel, like Frankenstein, Walton, Cleval, who are curious about novelty, strange and remote regions, and adventure. At the beginning of the story, Walton poured out to his sister:“ I try in vain to be persuaded that the pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination as the region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun is for ever visible; its broad disk just skirting the horizon, and diffusing a perpetual splendour.”
 According to the content of the letter and the tone, the writer of the letter is more of a Romanticist rather than a scientist. A scientist’s judgment is based on facts and logic, and only Romanticists would imagine the northern pole as Arcadia and use adjectives to praise the fantasy land.  

Like other Romanticists, Mary shows her love of nature, especially the majestic landscapes. Mary got the inspiration of describing these beautiful scenery when travelling to the Europe. And she shares the same attitude with her husband to the nature. She indicates the effects of nature explicitly in Frankenstein: Frankenstein usually rambles in the Alpine valleys because “these sublime and magnificent scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was capable of receiving”.
 Actually, the landscapes not only relieve Frankenstein’s anxiety, but also remove Mary’s grief in miserable domestic circumstances — her mother’s death, her children’s deaths, her husband’s infidelity and her total friendlessness. But it is noticeable that all the natural scenery in the story are vividly depicted in a beautiful and elegant way, but once when it comes to the industrialized and civilized city, the language of the novel would immediately be full of ugliness and blackness, which demonstrates the author’s two opposite attitudes towards nature and city. 
However, Mary is not just a Romanticist. She is an introspective writer and lays emphasis on traditional values. As Veeder remarks, “Mary’s espousal of domesticity shows forth at its bravest and angriest against the full backdrop of the era she called, futilely, to account.”
 Besides, William Godwin’s Utilitarianism — “He knows that nothing is so essential to true virtue, as an utter disregard to individual disadvantage”
 — exerts a profound influence on Mary. Like Godwin, she criticized selfish egoism or heroism. Besides, she condemned the so-called creativity by Romanticists. Frankenstein, as a scientist who believes in supernatural power, creativity and egoism, is a perfect idol who satiates Romanticists’ all expectations. The destruction of him reflects the different belief that Mary holds from other Romanticists. 
In the following part, I will illustrate Mary’s ideas of Romanticism through three groups of contrasts: Frankenstein vs. Walton, Frankenstein vs. the creature, and Frankenstein vs. the traditional Prometheus. 
Firstly, Frankenstein and Walton have one thing in common, that is, they are very imaginative regardless of natural laws. Some scholars point out that the impulse that drives Frankenstein and Walton is a kind of masculine and abnormal imagination. And  this masculine imagination leads to the arrogation of nature and finally the tragic endings of the two figures. But compared with Walton. Frankenstein is more selfish. When Walton finally realized humans’ limitations and was going to give up the voyage after other sailors’ demand, Frankenstein’s eyes “sparkled” and “his cheeks flushed with momentary vigour”.
 He turned towards the sailors and said:“ What do you mean? What do you demand of your captain? Are you then so easily turned down from your design? Did you not call this a glorious expedition?......For this was it a glorious, for this was it an honourable undertaking. You were hereafter to be hailed as the benefactors of your species; your names adored, as belong to brave men who encountered death for honour, and the benefit of mankind”.
 Such inconsistent words reflect Frankenstein’s inner perplexities and selfish individualism. Sacrificing others’ lives doesn’t matter to Frankenstein if it is for the benefit of himself. He regarded himself as the rule maker, while the rules are carried out by others. 
In his A Defence of Poetry, Percy claims that “A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of another and of many others; the pains and pleasure of his species must become his own. The great instrument of moral good is the imagination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the cause”.
 According to Percy, imagination not only functions in art, but also plays an important role in ethics. There is no denying the fact that there are some disquieting elements in Percy’s over-optimistic interpretation of imagination. According to Percy’s interpretation, Frankenstein can be regarded as a perfect person in terms of imagination. However, different from most romanticists’ ideas, especially Percy, Mary thinks that unrestricted imagination is just the source of horror. 

The second contrast is between Frankenstein and the creature. The creature is always called as “monster” or “demon” by Frankenstein, however, it is more humane than Frankenstein. In the early years of its life, the creature has some noble endowments of humanity: benevolence, kindness and sympathy, which we can tell according to his help of the DeLacey family. Schug C once asserted that:“ The crux of the monster’s defense of his actions is that while he was basically good to begin with the hostility of other people, and particularly of his creator, forced him to become evil; their rejection of him wrought a severe and hideous change in his nature”.
 Just as the creature exclaims himself:“... Remember, that I am thy creature; I ought to be the Adam; but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou divest from joy for no misdeed.... I was benevolent and good; misery made me a fiend.”
 Through these words Mary made it clear that if Frankenstein or others are convinced that the creature is evil, then they should realize the creature isn’t born with evil. Mary describes how Rousseau’s natural person falls in a civilized society by narrating how the creature becomes a criminal as a result of mental distortion.

It is ironical that it is Frankenstein that destroys all the romantic beliefs the creature holds and pushes it into the abyss of eternal sin. It is Frankenstein who leads the creature to the endless loneliness and trap into the desperate circumstance. Mary makes an analogy between the God and Frankenstein, but the latter is more tyrannical. The God gives Adam a chance to escape and creates Eve to accompany him, while Frankenstein rejects his creature continually. Furthermore, the creature is more innocent compared with Adam. Adam is expelled from Eden for violating the covenant; but the creature is sentenced without a justification. And it has never enjoyed a minute of the Eden life. 

And even before Frankenstein was going to die, he told Walton:“ If I do, swear to me, Walton, that he shall not escape; that you will seek him, and satisfy my vengeance in his death….He is eloquent and persuasive….His soul is as hellish as his form, full of treachery and fiendlike malice”.
 There is an old Chinese saying that men speak kindly in the presence of death . But Frankenstein never really sympathizes his creature and regards the creature as a human although he admits that everyone is innocent. For Frankenstein, the creature is just a thing. On the contrary, the creature shows more humanity than its creator. After Frankenstein’s death, the gigantic being “hung over the coffin” and uttered “exclamations of grief and horror”. 

The third contrast is between Frankenstein and the traditional Prometheus.     As is known to all, Romanticists prefer the Promethean theme greatly. And Percy Shelly’s poetic drama Prometheus Unbound is a typical example. His Prometheus is the “type of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature, impelled by the purest and the truest motives to the best and noblest ends.”
 In the Greek version of Prometheus, he stole the fire and was then “chained to a rock on Mount Causcasus, where a ravenous vulture ever tore at liver which ever grew again.”
 While in Ovid’s Matemorphoses, Prometheus created man using clay. Among the different versions of Prometheus, there is one thing in common: Prometheus creates humankind and steals fire from the gods for humans to use and defend themselves. Not only is Prometheus humans’ creator and protector, but also humans’ friends. And he is favored by romanticists because of his rebellion against the gods and his love for all mankind. While Mary’s modern Prometheus, Frankenstein is the one who defies god by bestowing animation upon lifeless matter and an evil scientist of “unhallowed arts” rather than a highly moralistic and altruist person. Similar to his prototype, Frankenstein is also punished. However, the difference lies in the fact that Prometheus is punished by Zeus but Frankenstein is punished by his creature. He just gives life to the creature without considering the happiness of his creature. He creates a life because he wants to be worshiped like a god rather than benefit his creature. “A new species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me. No father could claim the gratitude of his child as completely as I should deserve theirs”. And the process of creating the creature is evil. He “dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave” and “torture the living animals”. Even He himself also feels disgusting. Frankenstein claimed that all the revenge by the creature should be attributed to the innate evil of the creature. Actually, it is Frankenstein’s irresponsibility that causes the disaster. 

Watt summarized egoist as “exorbitant ego”, trying to do “something no one else has done” and “pursue their choice at any cost” in Myths of Modern Individualism.
 These characteristics can be all found in Frankenstein. The figure of Frankenstein suggests that wild passion and yearning for the unknown world might bring people new discovery, but the excessive and unguided pursuit could probably lure them to their doom. Mary’s sarcasm of other self-contradictory Romanticists like Percy is revealed clearly by depicting Frankenstein. And it is self-evident that Percy is self-contradictory. For instance, in Percy’s letter to his father on 30 August 1811, he wrote:“I know of no one to whom I can apply with greater certainty of success when in distress than you ... you are kind of to forgive youthful errors.” Then on 15 October 1811, he accused his father of “a cowardly, base, contemptible ... had I had money enough I could meet you in London and hollah in your ears Bysshe, Bysshe, Bysshe — aye, Bysshe till you’re deaf”.
 
In the story, Mary uses the word “modern” to refer to the time Frankenstein lives in. It is a time when people experience great advancement in science and success in their ideals and excessive pursuit of self-realizations pose a danger to society. As Mellor asserts,“ Mary Shelly specifically associated her modern Prometheus with the Romantic poets she knew personally”
, and this reminds me of the relationship between Percy and Mary. Percy brought new life to Mary but his betrayal and selfishness also shattered her hope of life. On the one hand, Percy escaped the family and left the burden of taking care of the family to Mary; on the other hand, he complained that “a person possessing such excellent powers and so pure a mind as hers should not excite the sympathy indispensable to their application to domestic life”.
 And on the end of June 1822, Mary desperately wrote that:“I wish I could break my chains and leave this dungeon.”
 

Harold Bloom, a leading critic of Frankenstein, holds that the novel, as a critique of Romantic idealism — the masculine sublime of power and the egotistical realization of human perfectibility, is a counterstatement to Romantic doctrines of Prometheanism and hence to the Romantic mythology of the self. Mary converts the images of Prometheus full of individual heroism in Percy’s and Byron’s works into an fake hero full of lies. She satires sharply the irresponsible egoism in Romanticism through the comparison of these two Prometheus.  
To sum up, Mary Shelly has very complex attitudes towards Romanticism and Romanticists. There is an obvious clue of Romanticism’s influence in scenery description, but there are also many doubts of it in portraying characters throughout the story. Through a reproduction of the Promethean myth, Mary warns the Romantics of their egotistical quest for glory and power, sometimes disguised in their claim to build up a better world. Modern industrialization has enabled us to realize more dreams in the physical world, but in the meantime has devoured more of our spirits. Self-aggrandizement and moral decadence are side-products of social advancements. Thus, it has become a fable of the contradiction between the pursuit of extreme egoism and the development of human nature. As Lee Sterrenburg claims, “For a number of reasons...she (Mary Shelley) rejected her utopian and radical heritage and opted for a more conservative and pessimistic view of the world.”
 Actually, Mary presents a critical view of the craze of the Romantic ideas that are full of stimulus to escape from reality. In a word, Mary starts from Romanticism and finally returns to Rationalism.
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