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“I shall be with you on your wedding night,” the lonely creature threatens, when Victor 

Frankenstein refuses to create a companion for him.1 Victor assumes that he himself is being 

threatened, but the reader knows better—that the creature is threatening Victor’s fiancée, 

Elizabeth. The reader has picked up on several clues that Victor Frankenstein has overlooked, 

most notably that Victor has just destroyed the female who would have been a wife or partner for 

the creature, and the creature is clearly threatening retribution. Sure enough, on the night of his 

wedding, Victor hears “a shrill and dreadful scream. It came from the room into which Elizabeth 

had retired. As I heard it,” Victor says, “the whole truth rushed into my mind.”2 The creature’s 

intentions are suddenly revealed to Victor. What the creature’s language has failed to 

communicate, Elizabeth’s scream makes loud and clear. This scene is an interesting one for 

several reasons. For one, it highlights Victor’s unreliability, his inability to interpret things the 

way everyone else does. For another, it reveals the novel’s anxiety about the relationship 

between the natural world, perhaps embodied by Elizabeth, and the supernatural, embodied by 

the creature. But primarily, it encapsulates a larger doubt that pervades the novel, doubt about the 

ability of language to communicate certain things effectively in the novel, when an inarticulate 
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used to make the world of the novel strange,” Elizabeth MacAndrew writes. 6 Along similar 

lines, Mark Hennelly notes that one existentialist theme in the gothic novel is the failure of real 

communication and the irony in speech.7 Both MacAndrew and Hennelly see a failure of 

language, here, an indeterminacy in language that necessarily extends to the story. Although we 

search for meaning, both the gothic mind and the gothic world are strange, unable to be 

represented or understood.   

But most critics fail to consider these issues in conjunction with the realist texts of the 

period. When the two genres are considered together, they are usually opposed—realist novels 

characterised as participating in the Enlightenment, gothic novels not. The relationship between 

the two literatures, though, is much more complicated and much more fruitful. We must 

acknowledge that Frankenstein’s misinterpretation of the creature’s threat, while frustrating, 

results from very real questions about the world around him. Shelley’s novel and more realist 

texts are engaged in a conversation about the nature of the world, of the mind, and of language. 

The story that Shelley tells and the anxieties she betrays are intrinsically related. Specifically, 

with the central event in the novel, the creation, Shelley resists the pragmatic approach that the 

more realistic novels of the time, Jane Austen’s and Sir Walter Scott’s, take toward questions 

about physical or metaphysical status—what it means to be supernatural, for example.  

Furthermore, once the reader accepts the possibility of the creature’s coming to life, the 

novel must provide both the reader and the novel’s characters with witnesses who can attest to 

the truth or falsity of this fantastic event. But in giving their testimonies, the novel’s witnesses 

muddy rather than clarify the events they would explain and do little more than give rise to the 

kind of doubt a jury might have about whether an account of an event can ever be trustworthy. In 

fact, the structure of the novel revolves around the possibility of witnessing, and just as the 
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called Scott’s novels a “metonymical representation” of the world, a “fictional means to 

represent history seen in the mode of historicism.”11 Scott’s novels purport to tell the truth about 

what happened, not only in the novel, but occasionally in real life.  

 Scott’s novels, then, embody a Romantic realism, recounting the ordinary events and 

using the seemingly transparent language that would soon dominate English fiction. Scott’s 

novels, though, were not the only ones reshaping the dominant fictional mode—Jane Austen’s 

novels were perhaps even more realistic.  

 In several ways, Austen predicted Victorian realism more clearly than Scott did. George 

Levine writes that “Realism got its second full start in the English novel (after Defoe, 

Richardson, and Fielding) in the work of Jane Austen, and in the historical context of Romantic 

transformations of experience that reveal the world in a grain of sand.”12 Levine’s claim that 

Austen’s novels “reveal the world” is telling. Even more than Scott’s, her novels do, in fact, 

appear to reflect the world in which her readers lived, as opposed to novels more heavily 

influenced by romance, which are clearly fictional. In fact, Scott himself praised this quality in 

Austen’s novels in a review of Emma: 

The narrative of all [Austen’s] novels is composed of such common occurrences 
as may have fallen under the observation of most folks; and her dramatis personae 
conduct themselves upon the motives and principles which the readers may 
recognize as ruling their own and that of most of their acquaintances.13 
 

Austen’s focus is not the extraordinary, but the everyday. Levine does acknowledge that, “on the 

fringes of the most confident realism, even Austen’s, is the perception of these monstrous, 

unnamable possibilities. They threaten the civilised order that the book describes and the 
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and to “represent” correctly what goes on in the world. This assumption requires not only a 

particular conception of language, specifically that it represents reliably, but a particular 

conception of the world, that it is comprehensible, knowable.  

In Volume Three of Shelley’s novel, Victor Frankenstein laments the murder of his 

friend, Henry Clerval. “And where does he now exist?” Victor asks. “Is this gentle and lovely 

being lost forever? Has this mind so replete with ideas, imaginations so fanciful and magnificent, 
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helping him to find his way, and even in this passage Victor claims to be haunted. Victor’s easy 

consideration of the supernatural is remarkable, and the reader may therefore be suspicious about 

the status to which Victor assigns the ghosts of his family. The point is not that there are 

supernatural events in the novel, of course, but that Victor cannot determine the ontological 

status of these events.  

 Victor’s confusion about the nature of reality actually begins earlier in the novel. While 

discussing his travels in England, for example, he confesses that, “the whole series of my life 

appeared to me as a dream; I sometimes doubted if indeed it were all true, for it never presented 

itself to my mind with the force of reality.”25 This confusion between dream and reality is 

particularly noteworthy as it follows closely upon a similar characterisation of the creature’s 

threat to murder Elizabeth:  Victor says that the creature’s words “appeared like a dream, yet 

distinct and oppressive as a reality.”26 In characterising the creature’s words, Victor opposes 

“dream” and “reality,” but makes similes out of both. The words are “like a dream, yet . . . as a 

reality” (emphasis added). The logical implication of this claim is that the words are neither a 

dream nor a reality, that they are either somewhere in between or at least indeterminate. Here, 

even language can be fantastic.  

Victor gives voice to what may be considered the novel’s primary lamentation:  “Man, 

how ignorant art thou in thy pride of wisdom!”27 While the novel raises general concerns about 

the nature of the world, it is even more preoccupied with our ability to know and understand the 

world. And in Shelley’s novel, questions over the ontological status of events make witnesses of 

these events and their stories all the more valuable. That is, because the status is indeterminate, it 

is particularly important that we hear from those who might be able to give us evidence. At the 

same time, however, their stories become harder and harder to interpret correctly; they do not 
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effectively communicate knowledge.28 Critics have largely ignored the questions Shelley’s novel 

raises about the possibility of witnessing, or at least the possibility of reliably recounting what 

has been witnessed, and the clearest place in which this questioning occurs is in the story itself. 

One might even say that the novel is about learning not to trust seemingly reliable accounts, 

given the regularity with which the characters learn this lesson. And it is worth noting that, in 

this respect, we are in the same position as the characters:  as readers, we listen to this incredible 

story and try to make something of it.  

Victor makes several pleas on behalf of allegedly reliable recountings throughout the 

novel. Near the beginning, he tells Walton that his story proves its own truthfulness. “I do not 

doubt,” he says, “that my tale conveys in its series internal evidence of the truth of the events of 

which it is composed.”29 But what kind of evidence could be internal to a story? A similar plea 

Victor makes toward the end of the novel helps to clarify: “The story is too connected to be 

mistaken for a dream,” he says.30 It seems that the internal evidence to which Victor refers is the 

story itself, the fact that it is “connected” or logical. In championing this idea—that the 

connectedness of a story, whether there are clear causes and consequences and whether it makes 

sense, has some relationship to whether it is true—Victor implicitly claims that witnesses telling 

their stories can lead us to true conclusions. And by extension, we should believe that the story 

Victor tells us is true because it is compelling.  

Frankenstein, however, consistently undercuts the claim that coherence and truth are 

necessarily related. 
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exclaims to Victor, “Alas! Victor, when falsehood can look so like the truth, who can assure 

themselves of certain happiness?”35 The falsehood to which Elizabeth refers is Justine’s apparent 

guilt. 
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spirit to the conversations he held with his enemy. ‘Since you have preserved my narration,’ said 

he, ‘I would not that a mutilated one should go down to posterity.’”39 While Frankenstein’s 
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rendition of the story. It is true of course that we are, whether or not we are reminded of it, and 

for precisely that reason the references serve as peculiar reminders of the mediation between 

events and what we read of them.  

Because of the novel’s structure, there is always some filter through which the story 

passes, some or many witnesses of the various events.44 The reliability of these witnesses then 

affects our interpretation of the story. Victor is a particularly bad filter, as his sanity is always in 

question. He begins by insisting that he is not mad. “Remember, I am not recording the vision of 

a madman,” he tells Walton. “The sun does not more certainly shine in the heavens, than that 

which I now affirm is true.”45 But Victor himself raises the possibility that he is not in his right 

mind. He does not tell anyone about the creature during Justine’s trial because he is sure no one 

will believe him. He says, “I remembered also the nervous fever with which I had been seized 

just at the time that I dated my creation, and which would give an air of delirium to a tale 

otherwise so utterly improbable.”46 The reader remembers it, too, and while we do not seriously 

doubt that Victor has created his monster, we do recognise that his possible madness is important 

on a diegetic level, to the characters, when trying to determine what is true and what is delusion.  

 Whether or not Victor is mad is one of the text’s central preoccupations, and as the story 

progresses he seems more and more to be so. Symptoms of madness arise as soon as Victor 

brings the creature to life. When Clerval appears at the university, for example, Victor “was 

unable to remain for a single instant in the same place; I jumped over the chairs,” he says, 

“clapped my hands, and laughed aloud. Clerval at first attributed my unusual spirits to joy on his 

arrival; but when he observed me more attentively, he saw a wildness in my eyes for which he 

could not account; and my loud, unrestrained, heartless laughter, frightened and astonished 

him.” 47 This is the fever to which Victor refers above, and it is easy to see why it might be 
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invoked to aid me.”50 Moments later, he describes to Walton one of many messages the creature 

has left for him. The creature writes, “You will find near this place,… a dead hare; eat and be 

refreshed.”51 It is perfectly obvious to the reader that it is the creature who is leaving food for 

Victor, but Victor is so determined to detest the creature that such a possibility never occurs to 

him. 
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convince people that she is innocent of William’s murder. The story Justine tells, while true, is 

unpersuasive. She says, “I do not pretend that my protestations should acquit me:  I rest my 

innocence on a plain and simple explanation of the facts which have been adduced against me; 

and I hope the character I have always borne will incline my judges to a favourable 

interpretation, where any circumstance appears doubtful or suspicious.”66 Justine acknowledges, 

here, that her “character” will require “interpretation,” that while she can tell her side of the 

story, she cannot precisely convey her experience of the world, her subjective reality. If she 

could convey it, the jury would understand her innocence. As it is, her explanation is 

unsuccessful and her hope is unfounded. Language about experience, here, is powerless. 

The language of the creature, too, is unable to undo the terror that his appearance wreaks. 

He cannot convince people of his true temperament or get them to do what he wants. Victor, 

after hearing the creature’s sad tale, admits, “his words had a strange effect upon me. I 

compassionated him, and sometimes felt a wish to console him; but when I looked upon him, 

when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, my heart sickened, and my feelings were 

altered to those of horror and hatred.”67 The creature’s language here, while moving and true, is 

nothing compared with his appearance. Again, while the creature can tell his side of the story, he 
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Frankenstein is more powerful than the creature’s plea for understanding. It turns out that 

language is particularly fallible when attempting to represent emotional experience or 

subjectivity.  

 “Mine has been a tale of horrors,” Victor tells Walton, as he draws near the end of his 

tale.”69 Victor is right. And the use of “horrors” here invokes the gothic tradition that 

Frankenstein is relying on and transforming. Issues of doubt and representation coalesce in 

Frankenstein, a text deeply anxious about the reliability of language. Most critics who have 

considered the gothic nature of Shelley’s novel draw conclusions about gender, nationality, or 

Shelley’s biography, but perhaps more important are the philosophical questions that a gothic 

form allows Shelley to raise. Frankenstein evinces doubts about the Enlightenment project of 

describing the world—about the ability of language to represent what is truly important: human 

subjectivity. The gothic novel thus becomes a site for exploring and expressing these larger 

cultural anxieties.  

The reader is left, not just with the doubt that the novel instils, but with the strange 

knowledge that, in circumscribing the limits of representation, the novel has in a very real way 

represented the problem of the Enlightenment. And in garnering sympathy for the creature, the 

novel has managed to represent his struggles effectively. It is the gaps in the text—that which is 

absent—that manages to represent more effectively than what is present. Such irony is no 

consolation for the creature, however, whose murder of Elizabeth is the culmination of his 
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