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Appearance VS Reality in Frankenstein

In Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein, the relationship between appearance and reality serves as an important concept. This relationship consists of the misconception of a character due to his or her misleading appearance, and it can be seen in the characters of Victor Frankenstein, The Creature, and Justine Moritz. Far from being what they seem, misleading appearances and the literary device of dramatic irony help Shelly to distinguish characters’ appearance from reality.

The novel Frankenstein is centered on Victor Frankenstein, who, at the beginning of the novel is picked up by an explorer Robert Walton on his way to the North Pole. Walton, through Victor’s stories, finds out about Victor Frankenstein’s life and relays Frankenstein’s story through letters to his sister. Victor Frankenstein, the eldest son of a rather wealthy Swiss family, is intrigued by different sciences at a young age and eventually attends a university in Ingolstadt, Germany after losing his mother to scarlet fever. While attending the university, Victor’s scientific interests turn quickly into obsessions and, after diligently studying the composition of humans; he loses contact with his family back in Geneva, Germany. During this period of isolation, Victor sets out to find the secret of life. Also, it is during this period of isolation that Victor finds the secret of life by putting together body parts, and creates a creature that he later on abandons. After experiencing rejection from Victor and society, the creature swears his revenge on Victor until Frankensteins death.
Throughout the novel Victor Frankenstein’s appearance contradicts his reality in many ways. One way may be seen when taking into consideration how he appears to regard his mother from Robert Walton’s point of view. Victor, while relaying his story to Walton, said, “I remained for several years their only child…they seemed to draw inexhaustible stores of affection from a very mine of love to bestow them upon me.” (Shelley, 42) This quote shows that to Robert, Victor had a normal relationship with two parents who both cared about him very much during parts of his childhood. This description of Victor’s relationship with his mother and father is misleading when taking Victors oedipal desires for his mother into perspective. While referring to the Oedipus complex in his Psychoanalytic Criticism and Frankenstein Ross C. Murfin says, “Censored materials, often involve infantile sexual desires…repressed to an unconscious state, they emerge only in disguised forms: in dreams, in language, in creative activity that may produce art, and in neurotic behavior” (Murfin, 264). With that said, Victor’s reality, contrary to what they may appear to Walton as, may be seen through his oedipal desires for his mother in more than one way. The first display of Victor’s oedipal desires for his mother is seen when he says, 

“I slept, indeed, but I was disturbed by the wildest dreams. I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I embraced her, but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they became livid with the hue of death; her features appeared to change, and I thought that I held the corpse of my dead mother in my arms;”  (Shelly, 61)

Victors showing of his oedipal desires does not stop with his dream. As stated earlier, according to Murfin, oedipal desires emerge in creative activity that may produce art. Victor, as an artist, is described by Mary Shelley, author of the novel, when she says, “I saw – with shut eyes, but acute mental vision, -- I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing that he had put together” (Shelley, 24). In the previous quote, the “thing” to which Shelley is referring is Victor Frankenstein’s, “the pale student of unhallowed arts,” creation. Moreover Victor viewed his art as any artist would view theirs when he states, “I had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful!—Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of lustrous black and flowing; [and] his teeth of pearly whiteness” (Shelley, 60). This case in point shows how Victor’s oedipal desires for his mother are in deep contrast with how he appears to view his mother from Robert Walton’s perspective. Moreover it are these examples of Victor’s reality contradicting his appearance towards other characters in the novel and a sundry of others that reflect the concept of the relationship between appearance and reality in Frankenstein.

Victor Frankenstein’s image gives off a false impression in the novel because his reality contradicts his appearance in more than one instance. To other characters in the novel such as, Elizabeth Lavenza, Frankenstein’s wife, Henry Clerval, Frankenstein’s best friend, and Robert Walton, Frankenstein’s confidant, Victor is viewed as a distinguished man who came from a distinguished family. An example of such false impressions being given off may be seen when Victor is describing his family to Robert and says, “I am by birth Genevese; and my family is one of the most distinguished from that republic” (Shelley, 40). However, these views of Frankenstein are extremely false because Victor hides his horrible reality. Victor’s hiding of his horrible reality may be seen when he says, “My tale was not one to announce publicly; it’s astounding horror would be looked upon as madness by the vulgar” (Shelley, 78). The aforementioned is another irrefutable example of Mary Shelly’s differentiating appearance from reality.


With Victor Frankenstein not being the only character in the novel, the distribution of misleading appearances does not stop with him. The nameless creature that Victor creates inherently possesses a misleading image. The creature from Victor’s viewpoint is a demon. This is seen in several instances in the novel. One of the many occurrences is when Victor says to the creature, “Devil…do you dare approach me?” (Shelley, 93) Another instance that shows Victor’s regarding of the creature as a demon is seen when Victor is telling Walton what the demon said to him. In this conversation Victor states, “‘I expected this reception’’ said the dæmon” (Shelley, 93). Although to Victor the creature is seen as a demon, the creature is actually a mirror image of Victor. David Collings states such when speaking of Frankensteins different interactions with the creature when he says, “this seems to be the return of a deeply repressed mirror stage in which the [creature] is Victor’s own reflection” (Collings, 283). This and other similar instances seen in the novel serves as examples of the differences between how characters appear and how they are in reality.

The Creatures contradicting appearance to Victor is not the only misunderstood reality of the Creature. The creature appears to be a threat to the cottager named Felix’s family in the novel. For when the creature was telling his story to Victor he says that while talking to De Lacey, “the cottage door was opened, and Felix, Safie, and Agatha entered…on beholding me…Felix darted forward, and with supernatural force tore me from his father, to whose knees I clung; in a transport of fury, he dashed me to the ground and struck me violently with a stick” (Shelley, 121). The reality is that the Creature is simply looking for acceptance in the form of acquainting himself with De Lacey. Such is seen when the creature says to Victor, “I ought to have familiarized the old De Lacey to me” (Shelley, 123). This instance displays the differences between how characters appear and how they are in reality in the novel Frankenstein.
In the novel, the character of De Lacey is one that shows the difference between appearance and reality. De Lacey is understood to be a blind man when he says, “Enter,' said De Lacey, `and I will try in what manner I can to relieve your wants; but, unfortunately, my children are from home, and as I am blind, I am afraid I shall find it difficult to procure food for you” (Shelley, 119). This appearance contradicts De Lacey’s reality because while the Creature views De Lacey as blind, De Lacey later points out that he is able to recognize the Creature’s sincerity when he says, “I am blind and cannot judge of your countenance, but there is something in your words which persuades me that you are sincere” (Shelley 120).

In Frankenstein, Mary Shelly brings to life the disguised image of Justine Moritz, a servant taken in by the Frankensteins. Her false image is clearly seen the day after trial when Victor announces her verdict by saying, “the ballots had been thrown; they were all black, and Justine was condemned” (Frankenstein,   ). Despite her condemnation, Justine was, in reality, innocent because Victor later says, “But I, the murderer, felt the never-dying worm alive in my bosom, which allowed of no hope or consolation” (Frankenstein,       71). In addition, William Veeder makes a formidable argument as he says, “How could [Justine] imagine that an eight-foot-tall, man-made monster had sneaked up and slipped the miniature into her pocket?” (Veeder, 2). This distinction between Justine’s appearance and her real self is a perfect representation of how things are not always what they seem in the novel Frankenstein.

Dramatic irony and misleading appearances aid Mary Shelly, author of gothic novel Frankenstein, in distinguishing, in this case, Victor Frankenstein, The Creature, and Justine Moritz’s appearance from reality. The concept of the relationship between appearance and reality is constantly seen in these characters and serves as an important concept—one that should be well acknowledged by the reader to ensure their full enjoyment of the novel.       
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