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Abstract: 
The goal of this essay is to discuss the effects that the narrative structure in Mary Shelley's 

Frankenstein has on the novel and the characters within. The thesis is that the narrative structure of 

Frankenstein serves to make the narrators unreliable through highlighting the differences between 

their narratives by showing multiple points of view at the same time, complicating literary concepts 

such as narrative truth and the idea of a protagonist. The analysis includes discussions of who is the 

protagonist of the novel, the motives and effects of the storytelling structure in the novel and the 

characters themselves, all relating to the structure of the novel and the unreliability of the three 

narrators. 
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Introduction 

Frankenstein's Monster, more commonly referred to as ”Frankenstein”, is probably one of the most 

famous monsters in the world today. Around Halloween, you can hardly walk into any store without 

seeing at least one incarnation of the green face and silver bolts of Boris Karloff for sale. In fact, the 

name “Frankenstein” evokes images of the monster in people of all ages, even those who have 

never read the novel or seen any of the movie adaptations. 

 Over the years there have been many versions and incarnations of the monster presented in 

popular culture. From the classic Gothic film masterpiece Frankenstein (1931), through which 

Karloff popularized the tall green-faced monster that is probably the most famous today, to 

completely different takes such as Mel Brooks' classic comedic interpretation of the story in Young 

Frankenstein (1974), the monster and its story have been nestled into the collective conciousness of 

Western society. What is very interesting is that the many different adaptations of the story tend to 

be very different from one another, to the degree that sometimes all that they have in common is the 

monster itself. It seems possible that this adaptability is related to how the original text offers 

different “versions” from different points of view. 

 Despite the enormous popularity of the monster in popular culture, the people who have 

actually read Mary Shelley's classic story seem to be far fewer than the ones who just know what 

“Frankenstein” means. Written in 1818, Frankenstein is seen by many people as one of the greatest 

examples of classic horror fiction and people often refer to the creepy atmosphere in the novel as a 

reason for its greatness. The story is about a man, Victor Frankenstein, who tries to create life but 

instead accidentally creates a monster and subsequently how he tries to deal with that monster. The 

novel employs a complex narrative structure that is divided in between three different characters, 

telling the story from their perspectives. There is Walton, the sea captain who picks up a 

shipwrecked man on his way to the North Pole, Frankenstein, the scientist who created a monster, 

and the Monster himself. Obviously, these three very different narrators will have different stories 

to tell and different ways in which to tell them. This leads me to the focus of this essay. What 

effects does the narrative structure and the different narrators have on the novel and the characters? 

Can we really be sure that any of the characters are telling the “truth”? Are we, as readers, even 

supposed to trust the characters? Could the great variety of stories about Frankenstein's Monster (in 

film adaptations for instance) be a result of the great variety of possible interpretations of the 

original story? These are the kinds of questions that finally led to the claim I will make in this 

essay; that the narrative structure of Frankenstein serves to make the narrators unreliable through 
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highlighting the differences between their narratives by showing multiple points of view at the same 

time, complicating literary concepts such as narrative truth and the idea of a protagonist. Thus, the 

goal of this essay is to discuss unreliability and complexity of the narrators in terms of voice, 

keeping up appearences and motives to storytelling and how this relates to the way that the 

narratives are presented in the novel. 

Background and Previous Research 

Most studies of Frankenstein tend to deal with more than one specific subject. Thus, none of the 

concepts presented in this part of the essay are isolated from one another but rather dealt with in 

relation to each other. 

 One of the many different topics that have been the focus of previous studies is the way the 

different narrators in the novel speak, both to one another and in general. To begin with, the fact 

that the stories are being told out loud between the characters plays an important part. Walton is 

writing the story that is told to him by Frankenstein, who in turn re-tells part of the story as it was 

told to him by the Monster. In fact, the way in which the Monster tells his own story within 

Frankenstein's narrative, in a very human manner, is the subject of multiple studies. It is often 

noted, for instance in an essay by Criscillia Benford, that the Monster's voice poses an interesting 

contradiction in itself. The Monster is ugly and monstrous but his voice is eloquent and almost even 

enchanting. The story that Frankenstein tells of the Monster, Benford argues, becomes heavily 

problematized by the way the Monster speaks as it seems to contradict the evils that Frankenstein 

accuses him of (337).  

 But it is not only the voice of the Monster itself that is debated but the ones of the other 

characters in the novel as well. Further, it is often the relation between these voices - such as what 

difference, or lack thereof, there is between them - that is the focus of these studies. A great deal of 

focus has been put on the way that the voices of the narrators are very similar, to the point of them 

almost melding together into a single one. Walton speaks in, basically, the same way as 

Frankenstein and when we get the story from the Monster's point of view there is not much 

difference in terms of voice. They all use the same grand and almost theatrical language (Clark 

253). One study, “Narratives of Seduction and the Seductions of Narrative: The Frame Structure of 

Frankenstein” by Beth Newman, tries to take this discussion further by answering why this might 

be. Newman argues that the voices are so similar as a result of the fact that the story has been 

written down by Walton. If this is the case, Newman suggests, the voice that the readers hear all the 
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way throughout the novel would be that of Walton, rather than those of Frankenstein or the Monster 

(146). 

 The discussion of voices in the novel leads into another field of research that is frequently 

found in readings of the novel: the characters, their intentions and their perspectives. Benford 

claims that the characters use different rhetorical strategies in order to highlight some parts of 

themselves that they find either good or bad. For example, the different narrators tend to highlight 

their own educational background in some way. Walton, for instance, writes about how he is a self-

educated man while a large part of Frankenstein's story revolves around him studying at a 

university. Another example is that the Monster tends to use storytelling as a way of presenting 

himself as a good person to the people he interacts with. He knows that his appearance is horrible 

and scary so he tries to convince people that he is not a bad person by telling stories. According to 

Benford, this rethorical strategy results in a conflict between Frankenstein and the Monster, as 

Frankenstein clearly thinks that the Monster's speech is very dangerous while the Monster himself 

sees his ability to speak as a reason why he is entitled to, for example, a wife (328, 332).  

 This storytelling itself is subject to some discussions in different studies of Frankenstein. 

Newman writes about how all three narrators tell their stories and how they all, not just the 

Monster, have ulterior motives for doing so. Newman's point is that all the characters are, through 

storytelling, trying to trick the listener into doing their bidding (154). This idea of the self-justified 

characters becoming unreliable because of how they present themselves is discussed in Reader's 

Guides : Shelley's Frankenstein as well. Here it is mentioned how the characters all try to 

strengthen their own ethos, that is their status and reliability, in relation to one another (Graham 36). 

This could, however, get the opposite effect as it seems as if they all change their stories in order to 

look better. 

 One of the most discussed topics in regards to Frankenstein is that people tend to either 

think that the Monster is in fact evil or that he is innocent and made evil by the world around him. 

The idea that the Monster is turned evil by circumstance is, for example, presented in the article 

”Responsible Creativity and the 'Modernity' of Mary Shelley's Prometheus” by Harriet Hustis. 

Hustis claims that the Monster starts out as innocent but becomes evil because the man who is 

responsible for him, Frankenstein, turns against him (845). The idea that the Monster can be seen as 

either only good or only bad is, however, rejected in "Teaching the Monster: Frankenstein and 

Critical Thinking" by Bloom Bissonette who claims that when discussing whether the Monster is 

evil or not, it is important to understand that he is both at the same time. Even though the Monster's 
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evil mind can be traced to negligence, he is still a cold-blooded killer who manipulates and kills to 

get what he wants (Bloom Bissonette 108-109). Even though the Monster might have started out 

innocent, he does possess a mind of his own and the decisions he makes are his own. 

 The fact that Frankenstein is written in a very specific narrative style, where there are 

multiple narratives that both frame and affect eachother is discussed in many studies of the novel. 

Graham suggests that the novel was written in a confusing way on purpose and that this narrative 

structure was used to create that confusion. If this is the case, it becomes impossible to understand 

the “truth” about the characters and events in the novel. Graham specifically points to the fact that 

Frankenstein has actually edited Walton's notes on the story (which are the ones that we are 

reading) and how that makes things even more confusing (36).  

 Furthering the idea of confusing characters and the narrative truth, Clark poses the question 

of who the actual protagonist of the novel is. Clark argues that deciding a main character becomes 

very difficult as the very concept of a protagonist gets complicated by the narrative structure (251). 

This complication is closely related to a concept that Bloom Bissonette and Newman both deal with 

in their texts, that the narrative structure highlights how constructed the narratives in Frankenstein 

actually are. Through the use of multiple narratives, Bloom Bissonette argues, the reader is forced 

to see more than one perspective of the events and the character, which in turn serves to make the 

characters less reliable (112). Newman, in her text, points to an interesting result of this, which is 

that the main reason why readers might commonly decide Frankenstein himself is the protagonist of 

the story is because we are introduced to him first (334). Perhaps the reader would have felt 

differently about Frankenstein if he had been introduced later or in a different way?  

Analysis 

Most stories have at least one protagonist, a character that the reader gets to follow through the 

story and, most of the time, a character that the reader sympathizes with. But why is Victor 

Frankenstein commonly perceived as the protagonist of the novel? While the discussions often deal 

with whether the Monster is evil or not, and people tend to like either the Monster or Frankenstein, 

it is fairly clear that Frankenstein is often perceived as the main character and protagonist of the 

story (Bloom Bisonette 108). After all, he is the character that gets the most space in the novel and 

most of the novel deals with him and what happens to him, rather than any of the other narrators. 

The argument of this essay is that the narrative structure serves to complicate the novel, especially 

its narrators, and when you look closer at what kind of character he is you comes to realize that he 
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is not really as virtuous as he would have us think. In fact, many of his qualities seem more like the 

traits of an antagonist, in terms of basic literary categories, than those of a protagonist. 

 To begin with, he is most likely a grave robber. In order to create the Monster in the first 

place, he needed body parts and the text strongly implies that he took them from graveyards: 

“Darkness had no effect upon my fancy; and a church-yard was to me merely the receptacle of 

bodies deprived of life, which, from being the seat of beauty and strength, had become food for the 

worm” (Shelley 31). In this quote, it is made clear that Frankenstein had no issues with studying the 

dead and while it is mentioned that he spent a lot of time in “vaults and charnel houses” (Shelley 

31) doing so, this passage implies that his studies were not confined to these places. In fact, 

“Darkness had no effect upon my fancy” (Shelley 31) does suggest that he had no problems doing 

unethical things in order to get what he wanted, leaving him free to, for example, dig up graves in 

order to get body parts for his creation. 

 Furthermore, Frankenstein is clearly dedicating his life to things that would most likely be 

perceived as unethical. Inspired by his studies in alchemy, that started with studies of the texts of 

Cornelius Agrippa, and further egged on by one of his professors, M. Waldman, he sets out to 

create life on his own. This kind of science is frowned upon even by some characters in the novel, 

such as another of his professors calling it “a thousand years old, and as musty as [it is] ancient” 

(Shelley 27). The feeling that what Frankenstein is doing is unethical is further developed in the 

way that he, throughout, the novel seems to be ashamed of what he has done, trying to hide it. 

 Once the monster has been created and let loose upon the world, Frankenstein's mission 

changes. His life, especially in the later parts of the novel, is now dedicated to finding his creation 

and terminating it. While he does have good reason to wanting revenge upon the Monster, it is 

important to remember that Frankenstein hated his creation from the very beginning. His hatred and 

lust for revenge does become more and more escalated the more horrible acts the Monster performs 

but when it starts it is only because of the fact that the Monster exists at all.  

 So why is it that readers of Frankenstein tend to think that Frankenstein is the protagonist of 

the story in spite of all the bad things that he does? I would argue that this can be traced down to the 

very construction of the novel itself. As the novel is structured (that the book bears the same name 

as the character certainly helps), Frankenstein's narrative becomes the main event of the novel. 

Because of this, the other narratives, while intricate and interesting in their own right, become 

frames to Frankenstein's narrative. Walton's narrative, which is really the story of an expedition to 

the North Pole, becomes the frame of Frankenstein's story instead and the Monster's narrative 
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becomes the story of Frankenstein's creation rather than the story of a Monster trying to find his 

place in the world. 

 But why is all of this important and why does it matter whether the reader thinks 

Frankenstein is the protagonist or not? As was mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the 

protagonist is more often than not the character that the reader sympathizes with. The result of this 

is that the reader tends to put greater trust in the protagonist than other characters, making all the 

small things that make Frankenstein unreliable, as a narrator, easier to miss. Much in the way that 

Walton hates the Monster instinctively because Frankenstein has told him to, the readers hate the 

Monster until they hear his side of the story, for the very same reason. The fact that Frankenstein, in 

this case, is seen as the protagonist alters the readers' perspective on the events in the novel. If the 

readers had heard the Monster's side of things first, their perspective on Frankenstein's narrative 

would probably have been very different.  

 But is it then correct to assume the Monster as the protagonist of the story, since 

Frankenstein himself seems so unfit for the part? After all, had the Monster's story been the first one 

told, had Walton met the Monster and heard his story rather than that of Frankenstein, things would 

surely have looked different. While this is true, the idea of viewing the Monster as protagonist of 

the novel is not much less problematic since the Monster is also an unreliable narrator for his own 

reasons, one of which can clearly be seen in the following quote: “On you it rests, whether I quit for 

ever the neighbourhood of man, and lead a harmless life, or become the scourge of your fellow 

creatures, and the author of your own speedy ruin” (Shelley 69). While this excerpt is Frankenstein 

quoting the Monster, similar behavior can be found in the Monster's own narrative when he finds 

out that the boy he has tried to befriend is actually Frankenstein's brother: “I, too, can create 

desolation; my enemy is not impregnable; this death will carry despair to him, and a thousand other 

miseries shall torment and destroy him” (Shelley 100). This kind of behavior is very interesting as a 

representation of the Monster's personality. When viewing himself and justifying himself to others, 

he tries to come across as virtuous and innocent but he is not above committing crimes to get what 

he wants.. 

 Throughout the Monster's own narrative he puts a lot of emphasis on how he starts out as 

naive and good, only becoming wicked and evil after mankind rejects him. His first few encounters 

with humans are all disastrous ones, with him scaring them so much that they turn violent against 

him or run away. This forces him to go into isolation as he does not wish to scare or hurt anyone. 

After a while he ends up on the farm of the DeLacey family and there he stays throughout the 
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longest part of his narrative. It is through them that he learns to feel compassion and to read, write 

and understand language. While at first he steals some of their food during the night, he soon learns 

that this is harming them, as they are poor, and decides to help them instead through collecting 

firewood. For a while everything seems to be going well until the Monster, who now views the 

DeLaceys as his friends, decides to confront them. This has the same result as his previous 

encounters with humans, with the female DeLaceys fainting and the man attacking him, resulting in 

the Monster fleeing. However, the Monster does return to the cottage and sets it on fire in anger. As 

is made clear by this brief summary of the DeLacey part of the Monster's narrative, he is very keen 

on showing himself as innocent and he insists that he is only evil because all his good deeds only 

amount to evil in return from the humans. The way he narrates presents him as, while perhaps not 

the protagonist, at least not the antagonist of the story. This view is, however, not entirely consistent 

with his actions, neither inside nor outside his narrative. 

 One of the clearest examples of the contradiction between the Monster's words and his 

actions is found surrounding the trial of Justine for the murder of Frankenstein's brother, William. 

In this part of the novel, Frankenstein's brother has been murdered by someone and all evidence 

found points to a woman called Justine. This passage is interesting from many different 

perspectives, but one of the more important ones is what it means for the Monster. While it is 

strongly suggested that the Monster is the real perpetrator throughout Frankenstein's account of this 

event, the reader only gets this theory confirmed in the Monster's own narrative. In his narrative, the 

Monster admits that he was the one who murdered William, because he would not be friends with 

him, and then framed Justine. The Monster views his actions as justified by how William treated 

him but that does not change the fact that he both killed a person and framed someone else for it. 

 Bloom Bissonette argued in her study of Frankenstein that it is impossible to pin down the 

Monster as either good or evil (108-109). On the one hand, it is true that his actions are a reaction to 

humans rejecting him and can be interpreted as him learning to be evil through their evil actions 

towards him. On the other hand, however, it is important to remember that his actions are not just 

random violence but rather calculated violence, aimed directly at Frankenstein himself in order to 

hurt him as much as possible.  Are acts such as repeated murder and framing other people for his 

own crimes really justified by him saying that he only did it because other people made him do it? 

Can the reader really trust the Monster when he says that all he really wants is to be happy if it is 

this clear that he is capable of using threats, lies and violence to get what he wants? These are the 

very important questions that might be ignored if one assumes the Monster is good and the 
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protagonist of the novel and because of this, the Monster is probably not any more fitting as a 

protagonist for the novel than Frankenstein is. 

 But how about Walton? If neither Frankenstein himself, nor the Monster that he has created, 

can truly be called the protagonist of the novel, that only leaves the reader with one option, Walton. 

As Walton is both the first and last narrator in the novel, he is placed in a unique position compared 

to the other two as he is ultimately the character telling all the stories in the novel to the reader, 

through his letters to his sister. While the stories in the novel are told by different characters, it is 

ultimately Walton who puts pen to paper and writes them down. Of course, he does write them 

down in the words of Frankenstein and the Monster, as is made evident by the fact that Frankenstein 

is said to have altered what Walton wrote. So, does this make Walton the protagonist of 

Frankenstein? Once again, the answer is problematic.  

 While Clark mentions that the novel questions the idea that the character who speaks the 

most is the protagonist (251), one problem with seeing Walton as the protagonist comes down to the 

small amount of space he is given in the novel. It is true that he is telling the story, serving as the 

outermost frame to all the narratives, but he is also the only narrator that is confined to his own 

narrative and completely excluded from the others. In his own narrative, he tells of both 

Frankenstein himself and the Monster and both those characters are actual parts of Walton's 

narrative, Frankenstein being the storyteller and the Monster showing himself to Walton after 

Frankenstein passes away. In a way, Walton's narrative is completely separate from the ones of the 

other characters, but for the fact that those characters play a part in Walton's narrative. Walton is on 

an expedition to the North Pole, seeking adventure, and it is only by chance that he comes across 

Frankenstein and hears his story.  In Frankenstein's narrative, and by extension that of the Monster, 

Walton is not present at all, which is to be expected as Frankenstein is telling what has happened to 

him up until the very moment he met Walton, and chances are that in the middle of the other 

narratives the reader has forgotten about Walton, as he does not really affect the other narratives. 

 Another reason why Walton as the protagonist of the novel is problematic is that he is 

simply not reliable as a storyteller. Much like the other characters, Walton has motives to telling his 

story in the first place. These motives, as we shall see, are sure to affect what he tells his sister and 

in what way he tells them. Walton also has a very important fascination with Frankenstein as a 

person and it is clear from the moment Frankenstein enters Walton's narrative that Walton and all 

the other men that are with him find Frankenstein interesting and even spellbinding: “He is so 

gentle, yet so wise; his mind is so cultivated; and when he speaks, although his words are culled 
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with the choicest art, yet they flow with rapidity and unparalleled eloquence” (Shelley 16). Because 

of this, it is very likely that Walton would accept almost any story told to him by Frankenstein, 

which becomes very important by the end of the novel and Walton's continued narrative. When the 

Monster finally shows up in Walton's narrative, and Walton is truly convinced of the reality of 

Frankenstein's story, there is a very important moment where Walton suddenly doubts everything 

he has just been told. Walton is “touched by the expression of his misery” (Shelley 159) only to 

quickly turn to anger and hatred when he remembers Frankenstein's words about the Monster and 

his way of speaking. From this it becomes very clear that Walton is not trustworthy, as his own 

thoughts are not even his own but rather those of Frankenstein, manipulated into his mind by 

Frankenstein's story.  

 So, who can really be qualified as the protagonist in Frankenstein? If none of the main 

narrators of the stories in the novel can without further questions be called a protagonist, then who? 

The problem here is that the complex narrative structure in Frankenstein does not lend itself well to 

the idea of an overall protagonist. One of the main problems when determining any protagonist in 

the novel is that in choosing one, the reader at the same time runs the risk of making a different 

character the antagonist. If, for example, one was to determine Frankenstein the protagonist in the 

novel one would also, at the same time, decide that the Monster is the antagonist in the novel, as 

that is what he is in Frankenstein's narrative. If, on the other hand, one chose the Monster as the 

protagonist, Frankenstein (and humanity as a whole) would be the antagonist in the story. The only 

narrator that would not make any of the others an antagonist would be Walton, but his antagonist 

would not even be related to the stories told in the novel as the antagonist in his narrative is most 

likely the risks of traveling to the North Pole and the risk of mutiny. The narrative structure of the 

novel simply refuses any one protagonist, but rather forces the reader to look upon the story from 

multiple perspectives, creating multiple protagonists. In the end, all of the narratives have their own 

protagonists, and antagonists, because they are all stories being told by different characters with 

different perspectives. Just like in any real life story, there are different sides to this one and no side 

is necessarily more true than the other. 

 The aforementioned concept of the narrator trying to hide something from other characters 

as well as from the reader itself is not something that is confined to Frankenstein as a character at 

all but rather something that is present in all the narratives in Frankenstein. In fact, this concept is at 

the very core of the unreliable narration in the novel. All of the narrators in the novel are telling 

stories to other characters, Walton telling Frankenstein's story as told to him by Frankenstein, who 
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includes the Monster's story in his own. But it is important to question the motives behind this 

storytelling. Why are they telling these stories? Is it just so that more people will know what 

happened or is there some other reason? This makes the storytelling component in the novel's 

structure very important and as one keeps reading through the novel, it becomes clear that none of 

the stories are told just for the sake of it, but that there is always an ulterior motive to the characters 

telling their stories.  

 To begin with the outermost narrative, Walton's motives for telling the stories that are told to 

him are perhaps the most obscure in the novel. Throughout his letters to his sister it becomes clear 

that Walton is a very lonely person, seeking friendship and affection in the people that he finds 

interesting, people such as Frankenstein or his own sister. He often writes to her that she should not 

“be alarmed for [his] safety” (Shelley 12), assuming that she otherwise would, while in the very 

same letter telling her to remember him “with affection” (Shelley 12) if he should never return. It is 

clear that the purpose of his letters is not just to recount what happens to himself but also to arouse 

emotion and sympathy in the reader, his sister. 

 In the next narrative, Frankenstein tells the story of his life directly to Walton, who writes it 

down in his letters. However, Walton specifically mentions in one of his later letters that 

Frankenstein “corrected and augmented” (Shelley 151) these letters in order to make sure that his 

story is told in the correct way. Thus, it is made abundantly clear that Frankenstein thinks it very 

important that his story is told in his own specific way. But it is not before the end of his narrative 

that the motive of his storytelling becomes clear: “Yet, when I am dead, if he should appear; if the 

ministers of vengeance should conduct him to you, swear that he shall not live- swear that he shall 

not triumph over my accumulated vows, and live to make another such a wretch as I am” (Shelley 

150).  Although he tries to demand it in a somewhat disguised way, saying to himself that he should 

not be selfish by asking, it becomes clear that the reason Frankenstein is telling Walton his story is 

because he wants Walton to terminate the Monster for him. Through telling his story, he hopes to 

convince Walton to perform the work that he has dedicated his life to, if he should fail.  

 The clearest motive of them all is that of the Monster. This is mostly due to the fact that he 

specifically mentions, before beginning his story, that he has a very specific reason for telling it to 

Frankenstein: “Listen to my tale: when you have heard that, abandon or commiserate me, as you 

shall judge that I deserve” (Shelley 69). While the Monster does not clearly say what he wants 

Frankenstein to do for him, which is to create a female counterpart for him, to end his loneliness 

and grant him happiness, through passages like this it becomes clear that the Monster has a purpose 
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for telling Frankenstein the story and that Frankenstein will have to make a choice depending on 

how he likes it. It is obvious that the Monster wants Frankenstein to grant him happiness and that is 

thus the motive of him telling his story, to convince Frankenstein to make the right choice. 

 All of these motives are important in determining the reliability of the narrators in 

Frankenstein. All of the narrators are using stories in order to get to something that they want from 

their listener (or in Walton's case: reader). This would affect the stories that they tell. If 

Frankenstein wants Walton to kill the Monster for him after he has passed away, of course he would 

try to make the Monster look as bad and villainous as possible throughout his story to make sure 

that Walton hates the Monster as much as he does. As the Monster wants Frankenstein to think him 

worthy of a mate, he would likely alter his story so as to come across as worthy and to minimize the 

risk of Frankenstein refusing. This leads to the question: what are the narrators leaving out of their 

stories in order to make the listener/reader agree with them? And can we really trust that what they 

are telling us is true if they are obviously altering their stories, sometimes exaggerating or not 

telling us the whole truth while other times maybe even lying? Thus, the very storytelling structure 

of the novel highlights how the narrators change their stories in order to convince their 

listener/reader to agree with them, showing how unreliable they really are. 

 This ties into another very important theme in the novel: the theme of keeping up 

appearances. Many characters in the novel, and this is not confined to just the narrators, are very 

keen on keeping up appearances and they are all constantly trying to look their best in the eyes of 

the people surrounding them, much in the way that Graham discussed in relation to the character 

Frankenstein (36). Focus is put on how the different characters are perceived by one another and in 

turn how these characters perceive others. This often results in the characters withholding, or 

doctoring, information in order to look better in front of people, as they are afraid that the real truth 

might harm how they look to others. 

 Over the course of Frankenstein's narrative, he clearly explains, multiple times, that he 

decides to keep some information to himself in order to avoid looking bad or insane in front of 

other people. Perhaps the most notable example of Frankenstein hiding the truth comes during the 

previously discussed passage where Justine stands trial for allegedly murdering Frankenstein's 

brother William. Upon arriving in Ingolstadt, the city where Frankenstein grew up and where his 

family resides, and hearing that Justine has been accused of the murder, Frankenstein becomes 

angry. He is immediately sure that Justine is innocent and he is absolutely sure that the Monster is 

the real culprit. However, even with his dear friend Justine being tried, and faced with execution if 
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she is found guilty, Frankenstein decides not to tell anyone his suspicions as he is sure that his 

words would have been considered the “ravings of a madman” (Shelley 54). In this passage, it does 

become clear that Frankenstein considers himself, at least to some extent, guilty of the crime that 

Justine is accused of, but decides not to confess this, thus sentencing Justine to death, in order to 

avoid ruining his reputation. 

 This is all interesting in relation to the Monster's own narrative as the same thing tends to 

happen there, although not as clearly outspoken as in Frankenstein's. The Monster's story is heavily 

influenced by the fact that he wants himself to look as good as possible in order to make 

Frankenstein comply with his demand for a wife. It becomes clear that from the Monster's point of 

view, what he does is the right thing and he very rarely admits to being the true culprit, blaming his 

actions on the actions of others supposedly forcing him to do what he does. There is also a pivotal 

moment where the Monster, just like Frankenstein, decides to conceal his identity for fear of being 

shunned or cast out. After living with the DeLaceys for a long while, the Monster finally decides to 

physically confront them and to try to befriend them, starting with the blind old father of the 

household. During this passage, the Monster pretends to be a weary traveller seeking shelter, while 

speaking about himself in the third person trying to figure out how the family would react to him if 

he would show himself to them. He clearly decides to pretend to be someone else in order to avoid 

being immediately chased away. 

 The fact that the characters are clearly capable of lying, or just not telling the entire truth, for 

the purpose of enhancing their own personas, does become very important when looked upon from 

the narrative structure point of view. If Frankenstein very obviously decides to keep information 

from his family and from the law in order to avoid being seen as a madman it is very possible, and 

probable, that he does the same when telling his story to Walton for the very same reason. Even the 

Monster is clearly keeping information from Frankenstein in order to convince him to create a wife 

for him. It is when the narratives are positioned next to one another like this that the important 

question arises. How can we trust a character that clearly uses lies and deception as a tool to 

enhance their own personas? 

 From most of what has been discussed previously in this essay, it is clear that the three 

narrators in Frankenstein do tend to come across as very selfish and self-centered as they seem to 

care more about themselves and how they look than they do about the people around them. This is 

not confined to their actions, however, but define the very structure of their respective narratives 

themselves.  
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 The novel starts off in the form of letters sent from Walton to his sister. One of the things 

that can be found in these letters is that Walton seems to be a somewhat self-centered person as, for 

the most part, the letters are only about him and how he feels about the events that transpire around 

him. Walton also tends to assume that he is more important than he really is, telling his own story 

(including how he was educated) to his sister who should probably already know most of it. 

Throughout his letters, Walton states that he is lonely, wishing to find a friend who is his peer. 

However, until Frankenstein comes along, he does not seem to be very interested in making contact 

with his fellow explorers as he only mentions them all, except for the Master, in passing. The 

character known as the Master gets a small description of about one page but it seems to be more 

because Walton feels that he has to describe him than that he is actually interested. This is made 

clear when Frankenstein himself enters Walton's narrative. Suddenly Walton as a character changes 

drastically into mostly writing about Frankenstein and how fascinating he is. From thinking himself 

very important in the beginning of the novel, Walton now seems to marginalize himself in his 

letters, putting all of the focus on Frankenstein and what he has to say. 

 Even in his appearance in Walton's narrative, Frankenstein comes across as a very selfish 

person, drowning in self-pity, and while he says that he wants to terminate the Monster for the sake 

of humanity, this is not the picture that his behavior presents. As the novel leaves Walton's letters 

behind and starts out on Frankenstein's narrative, it becomes clear that Frankenstein harbors little 

interest for other people than himself. While there are descriptions of other characters, especially in 

the large portion of his narrative that is dedicated to telling the story of his own childhood, the 

representations are all shallow and the only things the reader can learn from them is how the people 

represented are important in relation to Frankenstein's person. Even the longer stories he tells about 

other characters, such as the one about how Elizabeth came to be his adopted cousin, are ended by 

him explaining how they are important for Walton to understand him as a person. Even his 

descriptions of the Monster are shallow. Furthermore, much of his narrative, post-Monster-creation, 

tends to be discussions of whether he is himself guilty of the Monster's actions or not. Even when 

he ends his creation of a female monster as a promise to the first one he does it for reasons that are 

selfish. He mentions that he stops because it would be selfish to create the female monster in order 

to save himself from its rage but he also says, in the very same sentence even, that he fears what 

other people would think of him if he continued. The thought that others would see him as selfish is 

ultimately, and paradoxically, what drives him to terminate his second creation before it is finished.  

 It has been discussed, in previous studies on the subject such as the one by Clark, that the 
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Monster is the least selfish character in the novel as he is the only one who, to any greater extent, 

tells another character's story from that character's perspective (247-248). In fact, most of the 

Monster's narrative is taken up by his account of the events regarding the DeLacey family and much 

of it is, interestingly enough, even from the perspective of the DeLaceys. The Monster really seems 

to try to understand how they feel about the world around them. The same tendency could be 

mentioned, only in a negative way, for when he starts to torment Frankenstein. It becomes clear that 

the Monster is going after all that Frankenstein holds dear and to do this, he has to understand what 

would cause Frankenstein the most pain to lose.  

 In the end, what is interesting about all this is how the relation between the different 

narratives complicates what otherwise seems fairly straightforward when presented in isolation as 

above. In Frankenstein's own narrative he seems to be a very selfish person who only cares about 

himself and nothing else. His story is only about himself and references to other characters are kept 

to a minimum as he focuses on telling the story of how he tried to kill the Monster. When put into 

perspective with the Monster's narrative however, a different image of Frankenstein can be found. 

Frankenstein is obviously very hurt as the Monster keeps killing his friends and family, and he 

oftentimes fears more for their lives than he does for his own. The Monster might seem to care 

about others but in the end his actions boil down to him wanting revenge for what he thinks has 

been stolen from him by his creator, his happiness. What at first glance seems to be a nice-minded 

creature turns out to be a selfish and murderous one when you look at his actions through the eyes 

of Frankenstein in the second part of his narrative. Thus the narrative structure once again 

complicates the characters. What appears to be one way quickly changes when you position the 

narratives against, or alongside, one another.  

Conclusion 

The goal of this study was to read Frankenstein with a specific focus on how the narrative structure 

affects the novel and the characters within it in order to show how complex the novel and the 

characters really are. 

 This reading shows that the narrative structure affects everything in the novel, among other 

things making it impossible to pin down a single protagonist that works for the entire novel. 

Instead, it is more interesting and important to see that the novel has multiple protagonists. This is a 

direct effect of the narrative structure of the novel as choosing any one specific protagonist risks 

falsely labeling another the main antagonist of the novel. If we would decide that Frankenstein is 
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the protagonist of the novel we would also decide that the Monster is the antagonist, which of 

course conflicts with what we see in the Monster's own narrative. Another reason that there cannot 

be any single protagonist is that they are all simply too unreliable.  

 Furthermore, it became clear when reading the novel and the previous research that the 

storytelling element in the novel is extremely important for how the characters and events are 

perceived by the reader. The entire novel is told through people telling stories to one another, 

whether that is through letters or word-of-mouth, and this has a huge effect. When putting the 

narratives next to one another and analysing them, it becomes clear that all the characters have 

motives to telling their stories to whoever they are telling them to. Whether it is to convince 

someone to sympathize you or to convince them to do something for you, this element does affect 

the story that you tell. As the characters all have reasons for telling their stories, as well as goals 

that they hope to achieve by telling them, they become unreliable because they have reason to lie or 

keep information from the listener. They want to keep up their appearances and to do this, they 

might change their story to look better, something that is highlighted by the way their stories are put 

against one another in the novel. 

 In the end, the characters all come across as self-centered. However, the novel's narrative 

structure complicates this as well. At first, and maybe even second, glance at the novel the 

characters might seem self-centered. When studying it from a narrative point of view and putting 

the narratives side by side, however, it becomes clear that it is more complicated than that. 

Frankenstein might seem like a very self-centered, maybe even narcissistic, person in his own 

narrative by the way that he does not seem to really interact with anyone or care about anyone, 

judged from the way that his narrative includes very little in terms of other characters. When putting 

his narrative in relation to that of the Monster, one starts to notice that he does care very much for 

the people around him, as he often tends to care more for others than for himself, even when his 

actions and words/thoughts seem to contradict this. Through the narrative structure, the characters 

are thus shown to be more complex than one would think. 

 When analysing the novel, some interesting thoughts and concepts came up that, while not 

directly relevant to this reading, might open up possibilities and ideas for further readings of the 

novel. One such concepts, and a very important one at that, that this essay has only dealt with in 

passing is that of humanity. At its core, the story is about a man who creates an artificial human and 

then has to deal with the consequences of his actions. The question of Frankenstein's hate for the 

Monster and the Monster's plea to get the same treatment, especially by the end of the novel, as 



Albin Eliasson 

  19 

other humans brings to mind other works of fiction that deal with the same concepts. One of the 

more relevant of these would be the science fiction novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? by 

Philip K. Dick which has since been made into a popular film, Blade Runner (1982) starring 

Harrison Ford and directed by Ridley Scott. The novel, and the film, deal with humanity in a similar 

way as they are about a man with the mission of terminating artificial humans who do things that 

they should not do. The question of what makes a human human is important as one of the main 

ideas in Blade Runner is that the androids are the same as humans in every single way, except for 

the fact that they are artificially created. This would be an interesting line of study to make, 

comparing the novels to one another and placing Frankenstein in a more post-modern context and 

discussing its relation to works like Dick's.  

 Another interesting line of questions comes from the many film adaptations of Frankenstein. 

As was mentioned in the introduction to this essay, there is an abundance of adaptations on the story 

of Frankenstein and his Monster and all of them are very different from one another. There are 

horror movies, such as the original starring Boris Karloff, and comedy ones such as the mentioned 

Mel Brooks adaptation, but there are also novels, and even comic books, based on the adventures of 

the Monster. It is interesting to note that these adaptations tend to be very different, sometimes 

having nothing to do with the original novel other than in name and that the Monster is present in 

the story. Could it be that the multitude of adaptations of the story are a result of the fact that the 

novel is so open to interpretation? Is it that there are so many possible readings of the novel that 

makes it possible, and even necessary, for there to be so many different adaptations? These are 

interesting questions that could be discussed in further readings of the novel, readings that would 

once again show how complex, and interesting, Frankenstein really is. 

 In the end, the goal of this reading of Frankenstein was to discuss the novel with a focus on 

the narrative structure in it and to see how this structure affected the novel and especially the 

characters within it. The idea was to highlight how complex the novel really is by showing how the 

narrative structure serves to make even core concepts such as narrative truth and protagonists more 

complex than one would at first think. In a way, the narrative structure in Frankenstein even 

questions these concepts in general by showing that when understanding a story, the perspective 

from which it is being told is key. 
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