Mrs. Opaleski-DiMeo – English IV Honors


Frankenstein and Allusions
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is a Romantic tale of man’s struggle to understand the relationship between nature and man.  Read Coleridge’s poem from the link provided; then, consider the following questions and keep these ideas in mind while you read Frankenstein (as this poem is alluding to often) . 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/173253
Romantic Literature: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner

Directions: Read the poem and then answer the following questions. 
1. What is the symbolism of the ice? of the “albatross?” 
2. Why does the mariner slay the albatross and what happens as a result? 
3. What “saves” the mariner? How does he react to the natural world? 
4.  Why must the mariner tell his story?
5. Why do you think the whole crew dies, but not the ancient mariner?
6. In what ways does Coleridge utilize images of nature in his poem?
7. To what extent might this poem be considered romantic literature?
8. Coleridge notes “Instead of a cross, the Albatross/ About my neck was hung.” What significance could you draw from this line considering other events in the poem?
9. What possible themes arise in your mind, having read the poem?
10. In Walton’s 2nd letter, he alludes to Coleridge’s poem. Based on your understanding of the plot and the chapters you’ve read thus far, what parallels may exist between themes found in Coleridge’s poem and those found in Shelley’s novel?

In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the main character, Victor Frankenstein, contends with continuous moral conflict that haunts him until his dying breath. This conflict is born out of Victor’s creation of the monster that the novel is known for, and revolves around Victor’s choices about whether or not to reveal his creation to the public. Victor struggles to decide between revealing his creation to the public and appearing to be insane, or letting the creature continue its murderous rampage. As a result of his choices, the deaths of his friends and family leave Victor with guilt for living when they died at the hands of his creation.

Similarly, in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” the mariner is forced to suffer with the guilt of his actions after his last voyage out at sea. He lives the rest of his life feeling guilty for killing the symbol of good luck that his crew thought would save them during their time of need. In destroying the symbol that held everyone’s hope, the mariner believes that he is responsible for the deaths of his crewmembers. Shelley created Victor in the image of the mariner, providing him with a similar conflict, in order to get a message across to her readers. The message she tries to get across focuses on how deeply our actions affect others, as shown by the similarities between the guilt that the mariner suffers for the death of his crew and Victor’s guilt over the death of his loved ones.

Shelley’s connection between her novel and Coleridge’s poem help to better show how one action can change the paths of many people. The poem acts as another example of the effect that actions can have on others, strengthening Shelley’s point.  For example, in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” the mariner shoots the albatross that the rest of his crew believes is a symbol from God. After the death of the albatross, everything changes for the worst:

Down dropped the breeze, the sails dropped down,

‘Twas sad as sad could be,

And we did speak only to break

The silence of the sea (Coleridge 107-110).

The problems that ensue after the mariner kills the albatross are believed to be linked to the mariner’s actions, and lead to the death of the rest of the crew. Similarly, in Shelley’s Frankenstein when Victor realizes his creation is hideous, he abandons it, causing it to enter the world with a heart full of hatred, and resulting in the deaths of everyone close to Victor. The abandonment of the creature and the consequences that follow are similar to the events that occur after the death of the albatross; the wind ceases to blow and the heat bears down, killing the mariner’s crew and leaving him with guilt. However, this does not immediately occur, as at first the silence of the sea isn’t so bad; it is only when the sun begins to bear down that the consequences of the mariner’s decisions become apparent. Victor on the other hand, immediately experiences guilt when Justine is killed for the murder of his younger brother, which was actually committed by his creation. After that initial guilt, everything settles down for a time and Victor is able to relax, as the mariner did when the sea first quieted. The similarities between the two scenarios can be seen by Shelley’s use of language after Victor abandons his creation:

The weather was fine: it was the middle of August, nearly two months after the death of Justine; that miserable epoch from which I dated all my woe. The weight upon my spirit was sensibly lightened as I plunged yet deeper in the ravine of Arve. (Shelley 89)

At first when the albatross has just been shot, the weather is still nice and the mariner only has to face the anger of his crewmates, due to his murder of the symbol they thought was a sign of safety from God. Similarly, after the first murder and the death of an innocent woman, Victor only has to deal with his guilt for creating the thing that started the trouble, but the weather is nice enough for him to momentarily forget his troubles, as the mariner did for a short time. However, the connection made at this point in the novel is only through the use of language to describe the weather, and not actual mention of the mariner, which occurs earlier in the text.

While the mariner is only officially mentioned in the text once, Shelley includes many similarities between the two characters throughout the course of the story, such as the thoughts they share regarding the consequences of their actions. The mariner is first mentioned in one of the letters that comes before Victor’s story actually begins, introducing the story as told by Robert Walton. In the letter Robert Walton is describing his sea voyage to his sister, telling her where his travels will take him and the hopes he has for the trip. “I am going to unexplored regions, to ‘the land of mist and snow;’ but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety, or if I should come back to you as worn and as woeful as the ‘Ancient Mariner?’” (Shelley 33).  The connections between the mariner and Victor begin as soon as the creature comes into existence, seen by the two characters sharing a thought about their guilt. “More miserable than man ever was before, why did I not sink into forgetfulness and rest?” (153). Victor feels extremely guilty about the deaths of the people he loves because the creature that he made was the cause of their deaths. He knows that his creature is responsible, and would rather that he died in their place because he created such a hideous thing—although he still feels a sense of pride for creating life. Victor’s speech is very similar to how Coleridge wrote it in the poem:

An orphan’s curse would drag to hell

A spirit on high;

But oh! More horrible than that

Is the curse in a dead man’s eye!

Seven days, and seven nights, I saw that curse

And yet I could not die (Coleridge 257-262).

 

The mariner experiences a moment during which he believes that there is nothing worse than the blank, yet hateful stare of a man whose death he feels responsible for. It is due to this belief that he, too, wishes he could die and be free from the weight of his guilt. While the two characters know that there have been people in worse situations that have died, both wish for their lives to end and are frustrated when they refuse to do so.

Further linking the two texts together is the guilt that both characters feel after the deaths that follow their actions. Both Victor and the mariner not only feel guilty for causing the deaths of the people close to them, but feel guilty for surviving when they died. In the poem, the mariner immediately understands the consequences of his actions. “And I had done an hellish thing And it would work ‘em woe: For all averred I had killed the bird That made the breeze to blow” (Coleridge 91-96). He quickly understands that by ending the life of the albatross he caused the breeze to stop, stranding the ship in the middle of the ocean. However, Victor does not consider what releasing his creation into the world will cause. “I could hardly believe that so great a fortune could have befallen me; but when I became assured that my enemy had indeed fled, I clapped my hands for joy, and ran down to Clerval” (Shelley 63). Victor’s lack of consideration for any kind of future consequences provides a slight separation between his character and that of the mariner. In creating this separation in character, Mary Shelley is making sure that the reader does not view them as exactly the same person; Victor is her creation and the mariner is simply a part of who he is. Victor has a similar crisis of conscience to the one experienced by the mariner, caused by the consequences of their actions. However, Mary Shelley added some key differences to make sure that the two characters could not be confused as being the same; she made Victor unaware of his wrongdoings while maintaining guilt over the deaths of friends and family.

While Victor and the mariner appear to be similar, their stories end very differently. The mariner originally blames himself for the deaths of his crew, believing that he survived because he is as disgusting as the “thousand thousand slimy things” (Coleridge 238) that live in the sea. However, he comes to learn that he is not to blame for their deaths and that all life, even the life of the sea snakes that he once thought to be so hideous, is beautiful. In contrast, Victor continues to blame himself for the deaths that occur in the wake of the creation that he believes is a monster that should no longer live. “Again do I vow vengeance; again do I devote thee, miserable fiend, to torture and death” (Shelley 175). He believes that the creation not only deserves to die, but should be forced to suffer pains much worse than the ones he experienced from the creature’s entire existence. Victor follows the “monster” to the ends of the Earth, only to become ill and die before he can end the miserable life that he created.

While the mariner is able to realize that his guilt is unnecessary, he has another important difference that separates him from Victor. Throughout the entire poem the mariner is aware that what he has done—killed the albatross—is wrong. However, Victor spends the story in denial that he has created anything that he shouldn’t have. He sees himself as a sort of god for most of the story, as he created life, and even though he finds his creation to be hideous, he still sees the creation itself as an accomplishment. His attempt at creating a second being, while he claims that he is doing so in order to protect his remaining friends and family, is an attempt to create a better being. The first attempt at creation provided him with something that was so hideous that he counted it as a failure. The mariner knew that killing the albatross was wrong, due to the fact that mariners are very superstitious people, but he did it anyway. Victor saw nothing wrong with creating life as if he was God, or a being with a similar power.

Both Victor and the mariner suffer through situations that result in death followed by guilt. While one character is able to accept that they are not to blame for the deaths that occurred, the other refuses to even entertain that notion. The characters may differ in the endings to their stories, but in the end they are only similar because Shelley needed to get across to her audience that more than one person is affected by a person’s actions. The similarities in their situations, as created by Shelley based on Coleridge’s poem, do their best in strengthening and translating Shelley’s message to the readers.
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Victor Frankenstein and the Mariner: Their Lonely Struggle

The voices from Part 5 continue in Part 6, and one explains how the ship is moving without wind or waves: a supernatural force is parting the air in front of the vessel, causing the air pressure behind it to push it. Naturally, this unusual phenomenon is causing the ship to move extremely fast, but by the time our shipman stirs from his trance, it has slowed somewhat.

For a moment, the narrator is caught once again by the undying curse in the eyes of his dead shipmates, but then the spell is broken. He looks upon the sea, which is now natural once more, no longer rotting or crawling with serpents or any of the other supernatural things.

And then, land ho! Great joy springs up in our narrator’s heart when he recognizes his home country.

The animated corpses of the crew have all fallen back down, but now the ancient mariner sees an angelic spirit hovering above each body.

As he hears the townsfolk coming forth to rescue him, the hero feels relieved that the crew is dead, so that no one can blame him for causing the whole tragedy in the first place with his violence. But at the same time, he sees there’s a holy man among his rescuers, and he’s very eager to get this hermit to win him some forgiveness or atonement.

Mary Shelley has explicitly and implicitly incorporated other texts into her novel Frankenstein. There are many intertextual moments in her novel that serve to demonstrate certain ideas in the novel, including a passage from Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”

“Like one who, on a lonely road,

Doth walk in fear and dread,

And, having once turned round, walks on,

And turns no more his head;

Because he knows a frightful fiend

Doth close behind him tread.”

-Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”

At this point in Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, Victor has just finished infusing life into an inanimate object. He is immediately horrified when his creation comes to life and he realizes that he has created a monster. He is completely distraught and does not know what to do. He cannot sleep at night because he is so horrified by the monster that he has created and he aimlessly wanders the streets in the pouring rain because he does not want to go back to the place where he created the monster.

At this point in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” the mariner is adrift in Antarctica by himself. His lonely vessel is slipping through the icy ocean filled with what he believes to be sea monsters.  His conscience is heavy with the stress of knowing that he is the lone survivor, and his emotions are in turmoil, similar to the emotional state of Victor Frankenstein.

This passage from Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” demonstrates some important ideas in Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein. Clearly, both Victor and the mariner are lost and struggling. Victor is struggling and lost because he has just realized that he has done something which he cannot take back – he has created a monster that does not belong in the world. The mariner is quite literally lost, in the sense that he is alone on a ship somewhere at sea. Monsters are surrounding both Victor and the mariner. Victor’s creation follows him and spies on him while he works. The monster also spies on the De Lacey family. Victor is also being followed by the dream of infusing life into an inanimate object that had gone so wrong. The mariner feels that sea monsters are following him when he is lost at sea. Both Victor and the mariner feel very alone. After Victor has created the monster, he says, “I continued walking in this manner for some time, endeavoring my bodily exercise to ease the load that weighed upon my mind. I traversed the streets without any clear conception of where I was or what I was doing. My heart palpitated in the sickness of fear, and I hurried on with irregular steps not daring to look about me” (Shelley, 44). Shelley makes it clear that Victor and the mariner are experiencing the same feelings. Victor is afraid to look around him because he does not want to look and see the monster that is following him just like the mariner does not want to look back and see the sea monsters that he thinks are following him. This is how this passage from Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” demonstrates some important ideas in Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein.

In conclusion, Mary Shelley has incorporated other texts into her novel Frankenstein in order to demonstrate certain ideas in the novel. Some of these ideas include the similarities between Victor Frankenstein and the mariner.

