A Close Reading of Chapter Ten of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
In this essay, I reflect upon chapter ten of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein through an ecocritical lens and discuss the text as an example of British Romantic literature. I believe approaching a piece of writing such as Frankenstein from an ecocritical viewpoint is a useful way of dissecting how the literary movement of Romanticism understands the relationship between humans and nature. The natural world plays a significant role throughout Shelley’s Frankenstein, especially throughout chapter ten as Victor traverses the alps and reflects upon the past month of his life. The elements of romanticism throughout this passage are clear and easily highlighted, as the reader is presented with a series of paragraphs in which Victor compares his own grief and inner turmoil to the landscape which surrounds him. The peace he finds within this serene wilderness is then tainted by the appearance of the creature whom he brought to life, the one who has murdered his brother William and inadvertently caused the death of his friend Justine. An ecocritical analysis of chapter ten shows how Shelley presents the natural landscape in contrast with the unnatural lifeform that is Frankenstein’s monster.
Ecocriticism was discussed as a method of literary critical theory in the late 1970s during meetings between the Western Literature Association.[footnoteRef:1] However, it wasn’t until Cheryll Glotfelty revived the term in the 1980s that anyone gave it much thought.[footnoteRef:2] Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as ‘the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment.’[footnoteRef:3] There is a minor distinction between the American and British versions of ecocriticism. American ecocriticism finds its roots in 19th century writing and depictions of the ‘wilderness as manifested in America.’[footnoteRef:4] British ecocriticism, sometimes alternatively referred to as green studies, more closely relates to the era of British romantic literature of the 1790s.[footnoteRef:5] Peter Barry’s Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory suggests that American romantic literature tended to be more ‘celebratory’ of nature, where British romantic literature ‘sought to warn us’ of threats to nature.[footnoteRef:6] This fear of the evolution of industry posing a threat towards the environment is seen clearly throughout Shelley’s Frankenstein. As such, I believe it is entirely appropriate to analyse Frankenstein using ecocritical theory. [1:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (Manchester University Press, 1995; Fourth Edition, Manchester University Press, 2017), p. 249.]  [2:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 249.]  [3:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 248.]  [4:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 249.]  [5:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 250.]  [6:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 251.] 

The beginning of chapter ten illustrates Victor’s journey through the natural environment and features a detailed and dramatic description of the Alps. Victor lives in awe of nature; he reveres the landscape through which he travels. In the line, ‘the solemn silence of this glorious presence-chamber of imperial Nature,’ we can see how Victor is forced to recognise his own insignificance.[footnoteRef:7] He, who has challenged the natural order of things in an attempt to play God, is faced with the overwhelming vastness of ‘Nature’. The use of a capital letter at the start of ‘Nature’ here implies that the word is being used as a proper noun, highlighting its importance. It could also suggest a link between how Victor views both nature and God in a similar way - as omnipotent beings. In his effort to further his scientific research, he has attempted to climb to the same level of power as God. However, in the face of the natural world that surrounds him, he must realise that he is no god. He does not possess the immortal power of the nature that surrounds him. He is met with ‘solemn silence’ as he comes to understand his place in the world. He grieves for William and Justine, victims of his hubris. Additionally, the use of the adjective ‘glorious’ strengthens this connection between God and ‘Nature.’ The word ‘glory’ can be traced back to the 13th century and may have come from the old French word ‘glorie’, meaning ‘the splendor of God or Christ; praise offered to God, worship.’[footnoteRef:8] [7:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley’, n.d., ch. 10 <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41445/41445-h/41445-h.htm> [accessed 1 December 2025].]  [8:  ‘Glory - Etymology, Origin & Meaning’, Etymonline, n.d. <https://www.etymonline.com/word/glory> [accessed 28 January 2026].] 

After Victor is able to come to terms with his place in the world, he finds peace in nature. According to Peter Barry’s Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, the environment surrounding Victor would be classified as area two, or the scenic sublime, where there are degrees of both nature and culture, predominantly the former.[footnoteRef:9] Victor finds solace in nature, away from other people. We see this in the two sentences, ‘These sublime and magnificent scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was capable of receiving. They elevated me from all littleness of feeling; and although they did not remove my grief, they subdued and tranquillised it.’[footnoteRef:10] Victor is comforted by nature, far more so than he would have been by any person in his life. He feels as though he is emotionally close to nature, especially as he has spent his life and education studying the natural world so intensely. He describes the scenery as ‘sublime and magnificent,’ once again showcasing his great respect for the environment. [9:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 255.]  [10:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley’, ch. 10.] 

When the creature appears for the first time in chapter ten, Shelley illustrates the dichotomy between the natural world and the unnatural creature in the line, ‘He bounded over the crevices in the ice, among which I had walked with caution.’[footnoteRef:11] Victor notes how easily the creature is able to traverse the ice in comparison to himself. The creature leaps over the natural environment with ease, because he is something more, something beyond what is natural. Victor ‘walked with caution’ because he has already made the mistake of underestimating nature, by creating his unnatural monster. The creature stands out against the surrounding landscape, bounding over it because he is not chained to nature as man is. It could also be said that the creature here represents progress in the industrial revolution. Just as he is able to overcome a difficult task with ease, so too could the machines of the industrial revolution. Shelley was born in 1791 and grew up during the height of industrialisation across Great Britain.[footnoteRef:12][footnoteRef:13] This had extreme consequences on the environment, as carbon emissions increased to levels unseen before by humanity.[footnoteRef:14] With this line, Shelley makes a comparison between the affront to nature that was the industrial revolution and Frankenstein’s monster. [11:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley’, ch. 10.]  [12:  ‘Timeline of the Industrial Revolution’, Historic UK, n.d. <https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/Timeline-Industrial-Revolution/> [accessed 28 January 2026].]  [13:  ‘Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley | Biography, Books, Frankenstein, Parents, & Facts | Britannica’, 28 January 2026 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-Wollstonecraft-Shelley> [accessed 28 January 2026].]  [14:  ‘What Was the Industrial Revolution’s Environmental Impact? - Greenly’, n.d. <https://greenly.earth/en-gb/blog/ecology-news/what-was-the-industrial-revolutions-environmental-impact> [accessed 28 January 2026].] 

Shelley draws further links between Victor, the monster, and Christian theology. Following my previous point in which I stated that Victor had defied the natural order of things by attempting to climb to the same level of God, we bear witness to the monster’s own opinion of this connection between Victor and God later in the chapter. The monster says to Victor, ‘Remember, that I am thy creature; I ought to be thy Adam; but I am rather the fallen angel.’ This line makes a direct comparison between the story of creation and the story of Lucifer. The creature imagines Victor as God, his creator. Although, his creation is not joyous as the birth of Adam is described. Rather, his existence parallels the story of Lucifer, an abomination cast out by his creator. However, there it could be said that the story of Lucifer not only parallels the monster, but also Victor himself. In the Bible, Lucifer begins to seek the power and glory that God possesses, which is why he is cast out of Heaven. This again relates to Victor’s God complex and his desire to create life. Victor and the monster represent two sides of Lucifer. Victor, the prideful and power hungry, reaching for a power that is not his to wield. The monster, the fallen angel, abandoned by the one who gave him life, full of wrath and vengeance. Just as Lucifer betrayed what is natural by defying God, both Victor and the monster defy what is natural; Victor by creating the monster, and the monster by being born. They are unnatural and therefore they are unholy.
Although the monster himself is the representation of the unnatural throughout this novel, he finds solace among the natural landscape, much like his creator. The creature says, ‘The desert mountains and dreary glaciers are my refuge.’ This sort of landscape would most likely be categorised as an area one, completely removed from all culture and entirely wild.[footnoteRef:15] This is similar to the monster himself, as a living sentient and sapient being but far removed from the usual cultural aspects of human life. Despite being unnatural, he finds comfort in the part of nature that is most natural, rather than the parts touched by humanity. The monster is still connected to nature, the wildest parts of it, because every part of him was once nature also. [15:  Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 255.] 

In conclusion, I believe that an ecocritical analysis of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein provides beneficial insight into both the beliefs of the author and the characters. Shelley compares nature and the natural environment to an omnipotent God, as Victor’s God complex leads him to crave that same power. Victor Frankenstein recognises his place in the world as he is surrounded by the untamed wilderness; he is awestruck by the power of nature. Shelley links the unnatural monster of Victor’s creation, which is stronger and faster than any born human would be, to the evolution of mechanical industry that took place during the industrial revolution. The monster, although unnatural, can find some peace in the wildest parts of nature because it is the furthest he can escape from humanity.

Creative Piece – Rebirth
I lie still in my white-walled prison, an invisible heavy force pushing down on my chest. I could not lift my head if I tried. The incessant noise of beeping machines echo throughout my cell. A crowd surrounds me. My family, I’m sure they are. But their voices are muffled, their faces blurred and strange. They believe my life will end soon. When I draw my last breath in this cursed hospital bed, my hand will fall limp in the palm that holds it, and my heart will finally rest. But no, I will not die.
There was a meadow near the house where I was born, stretched over the valley like an emerald blanket. In the mornings the sun would rise behind it, bathing the grass in rays of light and the dewdrops would sparkle like stars in the sky. In the spring, the cornflowers would bloom, swaying gently as the breeze danced through the field. You could almost mistake the hill side for a towering wave.
I wish I was there now, amidst the flowers. I can see it clear as day. My hair, thick and auburn, trailing down my back in a plait tied neatly with a ribbon. I’m in my favourite yellow dress and my walking boots. The sun caresses my face, warm and friendly, and I cannot help but smile. I lay myself down in the blossoming sea and the petals tickle my shins, inhaling the scent of pollen and gazing into the bright blue sky. My body is free of pain.
My little sister, Rosemary, lies beside me. Of course, she follows me everywhere. She is so small — we both are. “Iris,” she says, “where do clouds come from?” I turn my head towards her. She’s staring up into the sky with wonder sparkling in her eyes, watching the clouds drift by. Her blonde hair has fallen out of its ribbon and has scattered itself around her head like a ring of gold. ‘And where are they going?’
“Well,” I start, “clouds are made up of water. So when it’s sunny like this, all the puddles dry up and they go into the sky to make clouds. Then when they get too big, they rain and make more puddles. It’s like a big circle.”
“A circle,” she repeats slowly. “So, does that mean puddles are clouds? And clouds are puddles?”
“I guess so,” I reply, turning my head to face the sky again. “In a way.”
“Daddy said we’re made of water, does that make us clouds too?” I pause for a moment, weighing the question in my mind. I lift my hand to the heavens and feel the breeze on my skin. The clouds look so miniscule, like they could fit in the palm of my hand. 
“Yeah,” I reply, finally, “we’re clouds.” Rosie giggles beside me.
“I like being a cloud.”
“Me too,” I smile.
“But,” she continues, “you didn’t say where they were going.” I hum softly to myself.
“I’m not sure, Rosie,” I admit. “Maybe they’re just… going.”
“Anywhere?”
“Everywhere.”
I hear a muffled sob at my side and slowly, painfully turn my head. My sister is sitting in a chair, golden hair falling in front of her face. She’s different, older than before. The heart rate monitor beeps slowly and quietly. “Rosie?” I say to her, my voice thin and raw, “what’s wrong?” She brushes the hair out of her face, and I see the tears streaming down her flushed cheeks.
“Mum?” she warbles. “It’s me. It’s Annie, Remember?” She squeezes my palm in her own. I breathe out, studying her face. Annie. My daughter, my baby girl. 
“Oh,” I smile, “oh, my darling. Hello.” She smiles back. Her eyes are red and raw, framed in dark circles, but there’s still a soft light behind them. I want to reach out and cup her cheek, brush those tears away with my thumb. I want to tell her to rest her head in my lap so I can brush her hair and hum her a lullaby until she falls asleep. But I no longer have the energy. I can barely keep my eyes open.
I think of the sunlight on my face again, soft and gentle as it flutters through a window. Voices mumble behind me. I stand tall, draped in my best dress, clutching a bouquet of flowers. They smell like home. The door swings open and I turn my head to the noise. “Is it time?” I ask. The woman at the door nods with a smile. I can’t help but return the grin.
My father tucks his arm in mine as we stand ready in front of the church doors. The organist begins to play and I feel my stomach flip upside-down. I take a deep breath, steadying myself. My father looks to me and asks, “How are you feeling?” I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and rest my head on his should for just a moment, savouring the moment.
“Perfect,” I say. “Absolutely perfect. My sister, my maid of honour, checks my veil for the umpteenth time, before slotting into her place in line. The church doors open wide and the procession begins. My cousin’s little one is the flower girl, showering the aisle with petals. I walk slowly, in time with the organ’s song. Through my veil I can only make out bits and pieces, bodies sitting in pews with their eyes glued on me. I should feel embarrassed at their gaze, but I remain focused on something far more important.
The man standing at the end of the aisle, hands folded nervously in front of himself. Though I can’t see his face through the fabric, I know there’s tears in his eyes and the widest grin plastered across his face. My father and I stop at the end of the aisle, and he unlinks our arms before pulling me into a hug, careful not to crush my bouquet. I walk to place in front of my beloved, taking his hands in my own. 
He lifts the veil from my face. “Hi,” he whispers, grinning. I was right about the watery eyes.
“Hi,” I whisper back, as if we are a pair of shy little children. The organ softly ends it’s song, and the priest begins to speak. The pews of people rise, but I barely register their presence. I am lost in this moment, surrounded by the aroma of wildflowers. The priest goes on, his voice blurred and distant. The sun grows warmer. I feel as though I am floating above the ground.
“It won’t be long now,” I hear the priest say. But that’s not right. I look to find him but he’s gone. The walls are white again and the machines are beeping. The sun is gone again and I sigh, closing my eyes and wishing it would return. If it were up to me, and I had the strength, I would tear off these bedsheets and run straight out the front door. I’d run home, not to my son’s house in the city, where my bedroom overlooks a busy street of cars that would keep me awake throughout the night. 
No, I would run back to that field of flowers where I grew up. I would spend my final moments lying in the grass, inhaling pollen and watching the birds fly over my head. I just want to see the sky one last time. Not these ceiling tiles. If it were up to me, I’d be far, far from here. But now, I can barely lift my head from this stiff pillow. I’m waiting for my death to come, so I can finally escape this damn prison. So I can move on to my next life.
“Mum,” a voice says, but I can’t bring myself to open my eyes to see who it belongs to. It’s quiet, but close to my ear. I can almost feel their breath. “If you can hear me, I… I just want you to know that I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was such a pain in the arse. I didn’t mean it. None of it. And- and I love you. I love you so much, okay?”
“I love you too.”
That’s what I want to say, but nothing happens. I can’t remember why it is, why I love this person, but I know I do. But I’m fading now, I can feel it all drifting away. Suddenly I’m upright, sitting out on the grass. The sun is here again, gentle and caring as it always is. But my body’s still floating away. I stare ahead at the gravestone in front of me, and I let the tears fall down my face. 
The skin of my hands has wrinkled with time since our wedding. My hair is greying at the roots, and my knees ache sitting like this on the hard ground. Flowers have sprouted over the soil, all the colours of my bouquet from that beautiful day years ago. A sob escapes my throat and my head drops, crying into my hands. I feel the cool metal of my wedding ring against my cheek.
I let my body sink lower to the ground, until I’m lying next to the grave with one hand atop the mound of soil and flowers. Part of me wishes the cancer could have taken me too. That we could be lying in that grave together. But someone had to stay and take care of the kids. It wouldn’t be fair. And yet…
I stared up into the overcast sky, my face still wet and my eyes still sore. The breeze danced over the field of graves and a wave of calmness washes over me. There’s something different here, something out of place. I raise my hand to the sky, and my skin is seemingly wrinkling before my very eyes. I lift a lock of my hair and see that it is as white as snow. I’d almost forgotten that my death was soon to come.
I smile, one last time, up into the beyond. This time I am not here at my husband’s grave to mourn, but to celebrate our reunion. I will join him soon, in the ground at his side. And as my body decays under the soil, I will be reborn again as part of the earth. I will be returned to nature. I will be whole. I will be

Reflective Essay
For my creative piece for this module, I chose to write about the cycle of life and death in nature through the perspective of an old woman dying in a hospital bed. The main character, Iris, is surrounded by her family in her final hours, but as her family grieves, she finds peace in the end of her life knowing that she will return to nature. I wrote the piece in first person present tense because I wanted to showcase that the story is taking place entirely in the thoughts of the main character as the story is happening around her.
Iris struggles throughout the piece to stay focused in the present. She visits moments of her life, both the happy and the sad, but she is also aware that her life is ending. She is choosing to accept her death, and rather than fearing the end, she embraces the change that will come. She sees death as a moment of transition, where she will become something new. 
The first memory Iris visits is of one with her little sister when they’re both children. They spend time together in the meadow near their house. They talk about clouds and cycles. I wanted to discuss between people and nature, and how all humans are part of the cycle of life and the natural environment. The discussion between Iris and her sister Rosie is simple and childish because they are so young, but it is how they understand their place in the world. Not as greater beings but as part of one big ecosystem that is the Earth.
Iris mistakes her daughter for her sister when she leaves the memory, and she is becoming slightly unsure of who is around her. I wanted to show how she is losing her current memory, falling back in time to where she was happier and more free. The next memory is of her wedding where she is surrounded by her family at that time, her sister and her father and her soon to be husband rather than her children and grandchildren. She has a bouquet of flowers picked from the meadow by her house to remind her of home. The sun is on her face and she feels safe in this environment, before she’s dragged away from the sanctuary of her memory again.
She returns to reality where she’s losing herself more and more. She knows she is dying and she wishes she could pass away in peace surrounded by flowers and grass looking up into the sky, rather than being stuck in a hospital bed. She feels as if her body is drifting away and she comes to a final memory where she is visiting her husband’s grave, not long after he passed away. At the time, she was heartbroken, but in the present day she comes to realise that she will be with him soon as she joins him as part of the earth again.
I chose to end this piece on an unfinished sentence without a full-stop, indicating that Iris passed away mid thought. But it is also representative of the fact that her story has not ended quite yet as she believes. The romanticisation of death in this piece was heavily inspired by Frankenstein by Mary Shelley and Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte, both authors of the romantic era of literature.
Although this piece is written entirely from the point of view of the same person throughout, it was challenging to write my main character through different stages of her life. Throughout most of the piece, she is very elderly, but we also see her as a young child so I had to create a different sort of voice for her during that memory. Another struggle I had whilst writing this piece was I worried that the jumps between the past and the present would be confusing for the reader, but I tried to write the story in a way that it would make sense.
In conclusion, I was inspired to write this piece by reading literature from the romantic period and chose to focus on the topic of life and death, and the idea of death as a new form of life. I believe I was able to replicate the themes of romantic literature in my piece, including themes such as the appreciation of nature and curiosity about death and decay. 
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