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Summer Reading 2020-2021: Senior English 

 

Greetings, Class of 2021. I wish we’d been able to meet in person at the end of the school year, 

but this assignment will have to do. In light of our difficult Fourth Quarter, the English 

Department at ECS is reducing expectations for summer work across all grades. In your case, 

there’s a novel to read, a series of questions to answer, and a brief analytical essay to write. 

 

The novel is Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. I recommend the following edition: 

• Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein. 1831. Edited by Maurice Hindle, Penguin, 2003. 

• ISBN: 9780141439471 

 

Alternate versions of the book are permissible, but will make for a more difficult experience with 

this handout, which is keyed to this specific Penguin edition. Further, since Shelley published the 

book in two significantly different forms (1818 vs. 1831), some of the quotations will not match. 

 

Like most of the books in Senior English, we will approach Frankenstein in two ways: first a 

“slow and steady wins the race” digestion of each chapter (Reading Questions), then a 

culminating reflection on the book considered as a whole (Literary Analysis Essay). 

 

1. Reading Questions 

After finishing each chapter, answer the “reading questions” on the following pages. I 

recommend that you read one chapter a day, answering the relevant questions immediately as a 

reflection on your reading. If you stick to this leisurely pace, you can finish the book in about a 

month; I’ve divided the book into 30 brief “sections.” 

 

Note: Since these questions are intended to encourage attentive and reflective reading and 

highlight the “important” parts of each chapter—not to monitor your work—I will not be 

collecting your answers. But I do expect you to submit the two items described in the 

“Instructions” at the top of the next page: a Character List and a Plot Summary (one sentence per 

chapter, starting with Walton’s First Letter). These items are due on the first day of class, typed 

and printed. 

 

Exhortation: Although I encourage you to discuss the book and the questions with a few peers, 

do not to use one of the numerous characters lists available on the Internet, and do not distribute 

the burden of this minor writing assignment with anyone else. In other words, do your own work. 

Your submissions may be run through “academic integrity” software, such as a plagiarism 

detector. 

 

2. Literary Analysis Essay 

In 1000 words, answer Question #70 from the list of Reading Questions; your typed and printed 

essay, in MLA format, is due on the first day of class, along with your Character List and Plot 

Summary. 

 

Here’s a sample paper in MLA Format (warning: PDF). 

  

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/mla_style/mla_formatting_and_style_guide/mla_sample_paper.html
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Reading Questions for Frankenstein 

 

Instructions 

A. As you read, make a list of every major character in the novel. (For example, Captain 

Walton and Victor.) Write down one specific or telling detail about each character in the 

list, as an aid to memory. 

B. Before reading each day, review your notes from the previous day, and (unless instructed 

otherwise) preview today’s reading questions to establish a sense of direction. 

C. Then read the chapter without interruption. 

D. Then write a one-sentence plot summary of the chapter: what basically happened in it, to 

whom, where, why, etc.? (Begin this summary with Walton’s Letter I.) 

E. Finally, answer the reading questions. Some of the questions are for comprehension, 

while others are for reflection. Do not skip the factual questions because they are “easy.” 

The habit of cracking open the pages again and again will make for better reading and 

truer thinking. 

 

Title Page (p. 1, after the roman numeral pages) 

1. The novel is named after the “scientist,” not his monstrous creation, and is subtitled “the 

modern Prometheus.” Read this brief article (two paragraphs) on the original Prometheus, 

one of the Titans in Greco-Roman mythology. As you read the novel, keep both the 

achievements and the suffering of Prometheus in the back of your mind. How does Victor 

Frankenstein correspond, or fail to correspond, to him? 

 

Mary Shelley’s Introduction (pp. 6-10) 

2. As a child, what creative activity did Mary enjoy even more than writing? 

3. As an adult, Mary was encouraged to write by two major British poets. What are their 

names? 

4. “Invention consists in the capacity of seizing on the capabilities of a subject: and in the 

power of moulding and fashioning ideas suggested to it.” Does this sound true? Why or 

why not? 

5. What image proved to be the “fountainhead” or source of the novel that Mary would 

eventually write? 

 

Percy Shelley’s Preface (pp. 11-12) 

6. According to this Preface, the story’s imaginative basis enables it to “delineate…human 

passions” in a “more comprehensive” way than ordinary stories. If this is true, and if 

Frankenstein is the first great work of science fiction, can you think of later science-

fiction or fantasy stories (novels, films, short stories, etc.) that, despite being 

“unrealistic,” still reveal unexpected or powerful truths about human nature? 

7. What creative license does the author take from the examples of such glorious and 

authoritative predecessors as Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton? 

8. Watch this introductory video (7min.) about Shelley’s life, work, and social context. 

 

Walton’s First Letter (pp. 15-18) 

9. Why is Walton traveling north? He reveals multiple motives in the first letter. 

10. Locate St Petersburg and Arkangel (Russia) on a map to trace his itinerary. 

https://www.theoi.com/Titan/TitanPrometheus.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E4p96vqI3zA&t
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Walton’s Second and Third Letters (pp. 19-24) 

11. Read “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” here. If you like, pull up a second tab and listen 

to this excellent performance by professional actors (30min). Which “marvellous” or 

fantastic elements of the poem might Walton be referring to? 

12. “Thus far I have gone, tracing a secure way over the pathless seas.” Walton is speaking 

literally, but can you discover a metaphorical or figurative meaning in this line, as it 

might apply to this novel? 

 

Walton’s Fourth Letter (pp. 25-32) 

13. Paraphrase Walton’s description of the stranger’s face (“Two days passed…”). 

14. Here are several more “pregnant” lines, which bear a figurative as well as a literal 

meaning. Take a stab at guessing their application to the novel. 

a. “From this time a new spirit of life animated the decaying frame of the stranger.” 

b. “‘I agree with you,’ replied the stranger; ‘we are unfashioned creatures, but half 

made up, if one wiser, better, dearer than ourselves…do not lend his aid to 

perfectionate our weak and faulty natures.” 

15. “One man’s life or death were but a small price to pay for the acquirement of the 

knowledge which I sought for the dominion I should acquire and transmit over the 

elemental foes of our race.” Do you find Walton’s ambitions and principles admirable, 

frightening, or both? 

16. Why does the stranger decide to tell the story of his “great and unparalleled 

misfortunes”? 

 

Volume One, Chapter 1 (pp. 33-37) 

17. FYI: The Penguin edition of Frankenstein includes brief endnotes to explain obscure 

passages. Notes are indicated by superscript numerals. If you don’t know what a word or 

phrase means, take a moment to consult the notes at the end of the book. 

18. “I am by birth a Genevese.” Look up the city of Geneva on a map. 

 

Volume One, Chapter 2 (pp. 38-43) 

19. “No human being could have passed a happier childhood than myself.” Describe the 

stranger’s parents, friends, and interests. 

20. Why does the young Victor prefer various medieval and Renaissance magician-scientists 

over Newton and his successors, whom he studies in school? 

21. Victor witnesses the destruction of an oak tree during a thunderstorm. Several paragraphs 

later, he refers to a metaphorical storm that “was even then hanging in the stars, and 

ready to envelope me.” What does the first storm imply about the second? 

 

Volume One, Chapter 3 (pp. 44-50) 

22. Look up Ingolstadt on a map. Was it a short or a long journey from Geneva? 

23. What is the dying wish of Victor’s mother? 

24. Look up “natural philosophy” in a dictionary. It’s probably not what you think. 

25. How does Victor Frankenstein articulate his new purpose in life, after attending Professor 

Waldman’s lecture on chemistry? 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43997/the-rime-of-the-ancient-mariner-text-of-1834
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RGH4p4z4s5A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RGH4p4z4s5A
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Volume One, Chapter 4 (pp. 51-57) 

26. “In a thousand ways he smoothed for me the path of knowledge…” Can you think of 

teachers or mentors who have made learning easier for you not by ‘lowering the bar’, but 

by ‘smoothing the path’? 

27. One paragraph in this chapter marks a significant change from the preceding pages, in 

terms of both tone and content. It begins “One of the phenomena…” Read it carefully. 

What ideas and images stand out in this paragraph, through their repetition? 

 

Volume One, Chapter 5 (pp. 58-64) 

28. At what time of year, and day, does Victor finally accomplish his goal? 

29. Throughout this chapter, Victor refers to his creation by various names and descriptions 

(“the creature,” “the miserable monster,” etc.). Make a list of these names to compare 

Victor Frankenstein’s attitude toward his “creation” with the attitude of the Lord God in 

Genesis 1 and 2. 

 

Volume One, Chapter 6 (pp. 65-72) 

30. Elizabeth’s letter names three members of the Frankenstein household. They will be 

important very soon; add them to your character list. 

31. “I could never persuade myself to confide to him [Henry Clerval] that event which was 

so often present in my recollection.” Why do you suppose Victor refuses to tell Clerval 

about his work? 

32. “The month of May had already commenced, and I expected the letter daily which was to 

fix the date of my departure…” How many months have passed since that dreadful night 

of “creation”? Read carefully: the answer is not six. 

 

Volume One, Chapter 7 (pp. 73-82) 

33. Look back at the letter from Alphonse Frankenstein, Victor’s father. Setting aside 

questions of who and why, which are complicated, consider the question of method: 

exactly how was William murdered? 

34. Look up the Swiss city of Lausanne. Where is it in relation to Geneva? 

35. This chapter contains another terrific lightning storm bringing an important revelation to 

Victor. What terrible sight and conviction does he have this time? 

36. “My first thought was to discover what I knew of the murderer…”. FYI, this is an archaic 

usage of the word discover, meaning reveal or disclose, so that the sentence could read, 

“My first thought was to reveal what I knew…” 

 

Volume One, Chapter 8 (pp. 83-90) 

37. What is the ironic result of Elizabeth’s testimony at Justine’s trial? 

38. “I confessed; but I confessed a lie. I confessed, that I might obtain absolution; but now 

that falsehood lies heavier at my heart than all my other sins.” This exact psychological 

situation—young girl makes false confession under pressure of religious authority—has 

been dramatized unforgettably in a silent, black-and-white film called The Passion of 

Joan of Arc (1928, dir. Dreyer). If you’ve never watched a silent film, this would be a 

good start. Here’s a clip. 

39. “But I, the true murderer, felt the never-dying worm alive in my bosom, which allowed of 

no hope or consolation” (89). Alluding to the a verse in the New Testament (which is 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C4_KDf4xhU8
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itself a quotation from the Old Testament), Victor describes his state of mind while 

standing in Justine’s prison cell on the eve of her execution. Read Mark 9:42-50 to 

understand the verse in context, then reflect on the point of Victor’s allusion. What 

exactly is he saying about himself? 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 1 (pp. 93-98) 

40. Why doesn’t Victor drown himself in the lake? 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 2 (pp. 99-104) 

41. During the early part of his mountain trek (100), Victor reflects on the philosophical 

problem of human freedom and necessity. Why might this topic interest him at this point 

in his life? 

42. What surprises you about the creature’s speech? 

43. Several times in this chapter, the creature refers to his creator’s moral duty or obligations 

to him. What do you take his obligations to be? 

44. You will probably never be in Victor’s situation as a creator, but it is very likely that you 

will be in the analogous situation of a parent. What responsibilities do parents have 

toward their children? 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 3 (pp. 105-112) 

45. Just one instruction for this and the next two chapters: pay attention to your feelings. 

(After all, this is supposed to be a book about “human passions” (11).) When do you, like 

Victor (104), begin to pity the creature? What troubles must he deal with, what obstacles 

does he face, what abuses does he suffer? The creature refers to “the inclemency of the 

season and…the barbarity of man” (109). Turning those phrases into abstract categories, 

we could say that both nature and society seem opposed to the creature’s life and 

flourishing. Record several examples of obstacles in each category. 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 4 (pp. 113-118) 

46. See previous question. 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 5 (pp. 119-124) 

47. After finishing your list of “obstacles and abuses,” identify which one is most painful to 

the creature. 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 6 (pp. 125-129) 

48. There is no need to memorize the details of this melodramatic ‘inset narrative’; they are 

not essential to the novel. But now you know the history of the family whom the creature 

calls his “protectors” (124) and “beloved cottagers” (130). 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 7 (pp. 130-137) 

49. The details of this chapter, on the other hand, are crucial to the novel’s plot, 

characterization, and theme. An entire research project could be conducted on this one 

chapter, investigating the relevance of the books in the satchel: Goethe’s Sorrows of 

Young Werther, Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans, and Milton’s Paradise 



Page 6 of 8 

Lost. Let’s work with the Englishman. Although you haven’t read Paradise Lost (yet), 

you already know the story of Genesis 1-3. Consider two questions: 

a. How is the creature like and unlike Adam? 

b. How is creature like and unlike Satan / the Serpent? 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 8 (pp. 138-146) 

50. Based on his dialogue in this chapter, does the creature consider himself human? 

 

Volume Two, Chapter 9 (pp. 147-151) 

51. Frankenstein sees “some justice” in the creature’s plea (148). Do you? Is Frankenstein, as 

a creator, obliged to provide an ‘Eve’ for his lonely ‘Adam’? 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 1 (pp. 155-162) 

52. “Could I enter into a festival with this deadly weight yet hanging round my neck, and 

bowing me to the ground?” (157). The figure of speech in this sentence might owe 

something to the Gospels, or to the “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (see Question #11 

above). Pick either text as the source of the allusion and explain its relevance. 

53. Look up Strasbourg (France) and Rotterdam (Holland) on a map. 

54. FYI: “…and we resolved to post the remainder of our way.” This odd verb refers to an 

old method of road-travel with “post horses” or “post carriages.” The traveler would 

move from one station to another on a predetermined route, exchanging the old 

conveyance for a new one at each stop. In an age of powerful machines (cars, planes, 

trains) we no longer need to switch at each “post”: we just buy a new tank of gas. 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 2 (pp. 163-169) 

55. FYI: Clerval’s interests in India can be furthered “in Britain only” (164) because by the 

late 18th century, India was a British colony. 

56. Look up Perth, Edinburgh, and the Orkney Islands (Scotland) on a map. By this point you 

can understand what the scholar meant, in the introductory video on Shelley’s life, by 

calling this a novel of European, and not just English, significance. How many different 

nations has the novel taken us to, since Captain Walton’s first letter? 

57. “Sometimes I sat with my eyes fixed on the ground, fearing to raise them, lest they 

should encounter the object which I so much dreaded to behold” (169). A suspenseful 

line: how has Frankenstein lived up to—or failed to live up to—your expectations? 

Before starting the novel, where did your notions of Frankenstein come from? 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 3 (pp. 170-178) 

58. There are several noteworthy similarities between the first four pages of this chapter and 

the first four pages of Volume One, Chp 5. Compare the passages and list the parallels. 

Unsure where to begin? Try setting, plot, and character. 

59. Full of rage and despair, how does the creature threaten Victor? What are his exact 

words, and what do they mean? 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 4 (pp. 179-188) 

60. Several preliminary notes: 

a. Do not read these notes and questions until you’ve finished the chapter. 
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b. On page 180, the name of the town is replaced by three asterisks (***). This is a 

conventional way for novelists to prevent lawsuits of libel. As far as the plot goes, 

the name is immaterial: it’s just a small Irish village. 

c. Gaolers (182). British spelling of “jailers.” 

61. “Clerval, my friend and dearest companion, had fallen a victim to me and the monster of 

my creation” (187). Whom do you hold responsible for this series of murders—the 

creature, his creator, or both? 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 5 (pp. 189-197) 

62. “My manners were calmer and more composed than they had ever been since my journey 

to the sea of ice” (191). What “sea of ice”? It can’t be the Arctic Ocean, described in 

Letters I-IV, for that voyage succeeds the events in Victor’s narrative, which is being 

recalled as a warning to Captain Walton. 

63. Besides concern for Victor’s health, what fear does Elizabeth express in her letter to 

Victor? 

64. Before moving on, predict what will happen in the next chapter. 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 6 (pp. 198-204) 

65. Here’s a speculative question: “As I heard it [a scream], the whole truth rushed into my 

mind, my arms dropped, the motion of every muscle and fibre was suspended; I could 

feel the blood trickling in my veins, and tingling in the extremities of my limbs” (199). 

This is Victor talking, but at what moment might the creature have uttered these words? 

When, conceivably, could the creature have said something quite like this? 

 

Volume Three, Chapter 7 (pp. 205-225) 

66. Several preliminary notes: 

a. Do not read the following questions until you’ve finished the novel. 

b. There are several references in this chapter to a “ground sea.” If you don’t recall 

this unfamiliar term, used much earlier, see Note #1 for Letter IV (p. 268). 

c. Remember the “pregnant lines” in Letters I-IV, sentences which had both a literal 

and a figurative meaning? Here’s another: “Frankenstein discovered that I made 

notes concerning his history: he asked to see them, and then himself corrected and 

augmented them in many places, but principally in giving the life and spirit to the 

conversations he held with his enemy” (213). “Giving life and spirit” to inanimate 

things is Frankenstein’s forte, you might say. 

67. Frankenstein tells Captain Walton that “the spirits” whose aid he invoked provided him 

with “repast[s]…in the desert” (207). These spirits include both the ghosts of his dead 

family members, and others whom he calls “wandering ministers of vengeance” (206)—

perhaps an allusion to the Furies of Greco-Roman myth, but here considered as real, 

living beings. In light of the book’s last five pages, readers are likely to suppose that 

someone else was supplying these meals. Who was really feeding Frankenstein? 

68. Review Frankenstein’s exhortation to the sailors (217-218). Speculate on his motives, 

both good and bad, for persuading them to continue traveling north. 

69. Reread Frankenstein’s final words to Walton (219-220), then answer this question: “Nor 

do I find it [my past conduct] blameable.” Do you? Why or why not? 

70. Essay Prompt: 
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a. “Seek happiness in tranquillity, and avoid ambition, even if it be only the 

apparently innocent one of distinguishing yourself in science and discoveries.” 

This sentence sounds a lot like ‘the theme’ or ‘the moral of the story.’ But in the 

next two lines, which are Frankenstein’s dying words, he retreats from his own 

counsel. What is the true moral of this novel, and how does Victor Frankenstein 

embody it? Is he a ‘mouthpiece’ for Mary Shelley, or is he a monitory figure, that 

is, does she implicitly criticize Victor and present him as a bad example? 

b. Further Instructions: Your answer must be your own (i.e., your own thoughts), 

but your reasoning and evidence should reveal careful attention to the specifics of 

the actual novel, with numerous quotations and paraphrases, all appropriately 

cited by page number. Show me that you have read the novel carefully and 

reflected on it thoroughly. 

71. It is the creature, not Frankenstein or Walton, who gets the ‘last word’ in this novel. In 

the “final and wonderful catastrophe” (221), the creature’s actions—both his words and 

deeds—are quite a surprise. What does the creature say and do, and what, ultimately, do 

you make of him? 


