
The British Library | www.bl.uk 

1 
 

 

Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

Mary Shelley, Frankenstein 

Theme 

The ghost story challenge 

Rationale 

Mary Shelley’s seminal Gothic novel Frankenstein sparked a thousand 
imitations, and its central images – of the creator horrified at the result of 
his own experiment, and of the monster unleashed on an unsuspecting 
world – have lodged themselves in the imaginations of a society both 
horrified and fascinated by the possibilities of scientific exploration and its 
desire to conquer the secrets of life and death. The origins of the novel 
are almost as intriguing as the text itself. Conceived during a stay at the 
Villa Diodati on the shores of Lake Geneva when its author was only 18 
years old, Frankenstein was influenced by a host of factors: contemporary 
ideas about alchemy, galvanism and the limits of human knowledge, tales 
of ghosts and vampires, and the forbidding Alpine scenery that confronted 
Shelley during the bleak summer of 1816. 

In this lesson, students will explore the origins of Frankenstein and place 
the novel in its context, considering it alongside the contemporary horror 

http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians
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stories and scientific developments that influenced Mary Shelley. They will 
present their knowledge in the form of a comic strip, storyboard or short 
film that tells the story of Frankenstein’s genesis. 

Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Illustration of the Villa Diodati 

• Introduction and extracts from The Vampyre by John Polidori (1819) 

• Extracts from ‘La Morte Fiancée’, in Fantasmagoriana (1812) 

• Mary Shelley’s Introduction to the 1831 edition of Frankenstein 

Recommended reading from the website 

• Mary Shelley, Frankenstein and the Villa Diodati by Greg Buzwell 

External links 

• 1910 film version of Frankenstein (YouTube) 

• York Notes Top Ten Tips: Frankenstein 

• York Notes: Who is Prometheus?  

• Wikipedia entry on Gothic fiction 

• Frankenstein: Penetrating the Secrets of Nature (U.S. National Library 
of Medicine) 

• The Lady and Her Monsters: Real-Life Frankensteins (BrainPickings 
website) 

• BBC Radio 4, ‘In Our Time’ – discussion of vitalism 

• ‘Tales of the Dead’: A Source for Frankenstein and The Vampyre (The 
Gothic Wanderer website) 

Key questions 

• In what circumstances was Frankenstein composed? 

• In what ways were Mary Shelley and her companions influenced by 
contemporary ghost stories and Gothic horror stories?  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/illustration-of-the-villa-diodati
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-vampyre-by-john-polidori
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/fantasmagoriana
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/1831-edition-of-frankenstein-or-the-modern-prometheus
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/mary-shelley-frankenstein-and-the-villa-diodati
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TcLxsOJK9bs
http://www.yorknotes.com/blog/index.php/frankenstein/
http://www.yorknotes.com/blog/index.php/frankenstein-whos-prometheus/
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_fiction
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/frankenstein/index.html
http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2013/03/05/the-lady-and-her-monsters/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00dwhwt
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00dwhwt
http://thegothicwanderer.wordpress.com/tag/fantasmagoriana/
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• In what ways did Mary Shelley draw on contemporary developments in 
science? 

Activities 

1. A lovely starting point for this activity is to show students a clip from 
the earliest film version of Frankenstein (1910). This is an excellent 
way of demonstrating the manner in which Mary Shelley’s novel has 
captured imaginations and entered the general cultural consciousness. 

2. Students should then read Mary Shelley’s Introduction to the 1831 
edition of Frankenstein. What does Shelley say about the novel’s 
origins? Can students draw a parallel between the ‘birth’ of the 
monster and the ‘birth’ of Shelley’s novel? 

3. Show students the image of the Villa Diodati. To explore the literary 
context of Frankenstein, introduce students to Fantasmagoriana, the 
volume of stories read by Percy and Mary Shelley, Lord Byron, John 
Polidori and Claire Clairmont during their stay at the Villa. Students 
could explore the extracts from ‘La Morte Fiancée’ (a summary of this 
story, along with the other tales from Fantasmagoriana, is available on 
the Gothic Wanderer website). 

4. Go on to explore the scientific context of Frankenstein. Create a table, 
with a column of images and concepts (alchemy, galvanism, grave-
robbing and dissection) next to a column to not down the relationship 
to Frankenstein. Students should use the sources listed in the ‘External 
links’ section to find out more about the concepts listed. In what ways 
are they relevant to Frankenstein?  

5. Students should explore the extracts from John Polidori’s introduction 
to The Vampyre and from the novel itself. What parallels can they see 
with Frankenstein? 

6. Students should go on to produce a visual representation of the story 
of Frankenstein’s origins, including the events at the Villa Diodati and 
the scientific and literary ideas that influenced Mary Shelley. This could 
take the form of a storyboard, comic strip, collage, animation or short 
film. Students could aim to reflect some of the Gothic images and 
motifs they have learned about, or draw on the style of cartoon 
adaptations of Frankenstein.  

Extension activities 

• Explore other Gothic novels. The following are a good starting point: 

• Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto (1763) 
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♦ Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian 
(1797) 

♦ Matthew Lewis, The Monk (1796) 

♦ Charles Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) 

♦ They could also look at the way Jane Austen satirises the Gothic in 
Northanger Abbey (1818). 

• Able students and keen readers could extend their exploration of the 
Gothic to more recent examples of the genre, considering how Gothic 
tropes have been used in the work of authors such as Stephen King, 
Anne Rice, Poppy Z. Brite and Angela Carter. They could also look at 
the presence of the Gothic in music, film, fashion and gaming. 

• An interesting way of extending this would be to consider Catherine 
Spooner’s work on the Gothic in Young Adult fiction. See Spooner’s 
article on the Lancaster University website. 

http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/news/blogs/catherine-spooner/gove-and-the-gothic-why-are-the-tories-so-troubled-by-twilight

	Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians
	Teachers’ Notes
	Curriculum subject
	Key Stage
	Author or text
	Theme
	Rationale

	Content
	Primary sources from the website
	Recommended reading from the website
	External links

	Key questions
	Activities
	Extension activities


