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As Victor Frankenstein Begins To Relate His Story To Walton, It Seems Strange
That He Begins So Far Back, a narrative choice that surprises many readers
and critics alike. This deliberate decision by Mary Shelley to start the
story at such an early point in Victor’s life raises questions about its
purpose and the effect it has on the overall storytelling. In this article,
we will explore the reasons behind this narrative strategy, its significance
within the novel, and how it influences our understanding of Victor
Frankenstein’s character and the themes Shelley wishes to highlight.

The Narrative Structure and Its Purpose

Framing the Story: The Role of Walton
In the novel, Robert Walton’s letters serve as the framing device, within
which Victor Frankenstein’s recounting of his life unfolds. Beginning so far
back in Victor’s past provides the reader with a comprehensive context.
Shelley’s choice to start early allows Walton (and by extension, the reader)
to witness the origins of Victor’s obsession and the development of the
tragic events that follow. This structure creates a layered narrative, where
multiple perspectives and timelines enrich the storytelling.

Why So Far Back? The Significance of the Early
Starting Point
Shelley’s decision to begin Victor’s story in his youth functions on several
levels:
- Establishing Character Depth: Detailing Victor’s childhood, education, and
early ambitions provides insight into his personality, motivations, and the
roots of his scientific obsession.
- Foreshadowing Future Tragedies: Early events hint at later consequences,
making the narrative more cohesive and emphasizing the inevitability of the
tragic outcome.
- Creating Sympathetic Engagement: By exploring Victor’s formative years,
Shelley invites readers to understand, if not sympathize with, his
aspirations and vulnerabilities.



The Psychological and Thematic Implications

Understanding Victor’s Character Development
Starting the story early allows Shelley to trace Victor’s psychological
evolution. His early fascination with natural philosophy and the quest for
knowledge are crucial to understanding his later actions. The detailed
background:
- Highlights his youthful innocence and idealism.
- Reveals his desire to surpass natural limits.
- Shows how his ambition gradually morphs into obsession.

This developmental arc makes Victor’s eventual downfall more poignant, as
readers see the gradual erosion of his innocence and moral compass.

Exploring Themes of Knowledge and Overreach
Shelley’s emphasis on Victor’s early years reinforces central themes:
- The Danger of Overreaching: Victor’s early fascination with the secrets of
life underscores the novel’s warning about unchecked scientific ambition.
- The Pursuit of Forbidden Knowledge: Beginning so far back emphasizes how a
desire for discovery can lead to tragic consequences.
- The Responsibility of the Creator: The early narrative frames Victor’s
later neglect and remorse, raising questions about the ethical
responsibilities inherent in creation and innovation.

Narrative Techniques and Literary Devices

Use of Flashbacks and Reflection
Shelley employs flashbacks effectively, starting with Walton’s voyage and
then delving into Victor’s past. This technique:
- Builds suspense by gradually revealing Victor’s backstory.
- Allows reflection, as Victor looks back on his life with a mix of pride and
remorse.
- Creates a layered narrative, where the present (Walton’s expedition) is
intertwined with the past (Victor’s story).

Impact of the Chronological Choice on Reader
Engagement
Beginning so far back might seem unconventional, but it:
- Invites readers to understand the full context of Victor’s life.
- Encourages empathy for his motivations and failures.



- Adds to the tragic atmosphere by illustrating how early choices shape later
events.

Historical and Literary Context

Shelley’s Romantic Influences
Mary Shelley was influenced by Romantic ideals, which emphasize emotion,
individualism, and the sublime. Her choice to start early aligns with
Romantic narratives that explore the internal struggles of characters over
time, emphasizing personal growth and downfall.

Comparison with Other Literary Works
Many Gothic and Romantic novels, such as Goethe’s Faust or Poe’s stories,
employ similar techniques—starting at a distant point in the protagonist’s
life to deepen the moral and emotional complexity. Shelley’s approach
situates Frankenstein within this tradition, emphasizing the personal and
philosophical dimensions of Victor’s story.

Critiques and Interpretations

Why Some View the Beginning as Strangely Long
Some critics argue that starting so far back can slow down the narrative,
making it feel overly detailed or distant. It may also distract from the
immediate horror of the creature’s existence by dwelling on early life
events.

Counterarguments: The Value of a Comprehensive
Backstory
Others contend that this extensive background:
- Humanizes Victor, transforming him from a mere scientist into a complex
individual.
- Reinforces the novel’s moral questions by illustrating the origins of
ambition and hubris.
- Enhances the tragic dimension by showing how early life influences later
choices.



Conclusion: The Effectiveness of Shelley’s
Narrative Choice
In sum, Victor Frankenstein’s decision to start his recounting so far back in
his life may seem strange at first glance, but it serves important literary
and thematic purposes. It provides depth to his character, underscores the
novel’s exploration of knowledge and responsibility, and aligns with Romantic
literary traditions. While it may slow the narrative’s pace, this technique
ultimately enriches the reader’s understanding of Victor’s tragic trajectory,
making the story more compelling and morally resonant.

By beginning his story in his youth, Victor invites us into his world of
ambition and discovery, reminding us that the roots of tragedy often lie in
early choices and unchecked desires. Shelley’s intricate narrative structure
thus enhances the novel’s enduring power and philosophical inquiry, making
Frankenstein a timeless reflection on the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why does Victor Frankenstein start his story so far
back in his past when narrating to Walton?
Victor begins his story early to provide context about his upbringing,
influences, and the events that led to his obsession with creating life,
helping Walton understand his motivations and the roots of his obsession.

How does Victor Frankenstein’s early recounting
influence Walton’s perception of him?
By sharing his early life, Victor humanizes himself and offers insight into
his character, making Walton see him as a complex individual shaped by
experiences rather than just a scientist driven by obsession.

What is the significance of Victor starting his
narrative far back in his childhood?
Starting from his childhood emphasizes the idea that his tragic fate was
shaped by a combination of early influences, personal ambitions, and moral
choices, highlighting the theme of how early experiences influence later
actions.

Does Victor Frankenstein’s early storytelling serve
a thematic purpose in the novel?
Yes, it underscores themes of innocence, the influence of environment and



education, and the idea that personal choices are rooted in one's formative
years, which is crucial to understanding his downfall.

Why might Victor’s choice to begin so far back be
considered a strategic or literary device?
It allows the reader to see the full arc of Victor’s development, creating a
narrative that explores cause and effect, and emphasizing how his early
traits and decisions culminate in tragedy.

How does Victor’s narrative style, starting from his
early life, affect the reader's empathy or judgment
of him?
By providing background, Victor fosters a more nuanced view, allowing readers
to see him as a multi-dimensional character shaped by circumstances, which
can evoke both empathy and criticism.

Additional Resources
As Victor Frankenstein Begins To Relate His Story To Walton, It Seems Strange
That He Begins So Far Back

In Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, the narrative structure is as compelling as
the story itself. The novel is framed as a series of stories within stories,
with the primary narration coming from Victor Frankenstein himself, who
recounts his tragic journey to explorer Robert Walton. A notable and
intriguing aspect of this narration is the decision to start Victor’s story
well before the moment of his scientific experiments—the point where he first
animates his creature. Instead, Victor’s account begins in his childhood and
early life, decades prior to the creature’s creation. This narrative choice
raises questions: Why does Shelley have Victor recount his life from such an
early stage? What purpose does this serve in the broader context of the
novel? And how does it influence the reader’s understanding of Victor’s
character and the themes of the story?

This article examines these questions, exploring the narrative strategy
behind Victor’s early recounting, its significance in the novel’s structure,
and its implications for themes such as responsibility, obsession, and the
nature of human ambition.

The Narrative Technique: Framing and Chronology

The Framing of Walton’s Narrative

Frankenstein is framed as a letter from Robert Walton to his sister, Margaret
Saville. Walton’s expedition to the Arctic is the outermost layer of the
story, serving as a framing device that introduces and concludes Victor’s



account. Within Walton’s letters, Victor narrates his personal history,
providing a detailed account of his life.

This layered storytelling creates a dual perspective: Walton’s ambitious
quest for knowledge and discovery, and Victor’s tragic story of obsession and
consequence. The choice to have Victor begin his story so far back is an
intentional narrative device to deepen the reader’s understanding of his
character and the motivations behind his actions.

Chronology of Victor’s Narrative

Victor’s story begins in his childhood in Geneva, Switzerland, and proceeds
through his early education, university studies, and eventual experiments
leading to the creature’s creation. The narrative spans many years, with
Victor recounting pivotal moments that shape his worldview and his scientific
pursuits.

This chronological approach contrasts with the more immediate, action-driven
narrative of the creature itself. Shelley's choice to start early allows for
a complex exploration of Victor’s psychological development, his
relationships, and the societal influences that contribute to his obsession.

The Significance of Starting the Story Early

Establishing Victor’s Background and Personality

Beginning Victor’s story in his youth provides crucial context for
understanding his character. It reveals:

- His innate curiosity and thirst for knowledge
- The influence of his family and upbringing
- His early fascination with natural philosophy and the pursuit of
understanding life

By exploring his childhood and formative years, Shelley humanizes Victor,
making him a more nuanced character rather than a mere scientist driven by
hubris. It allows readers to see how his personality and values are shaped by
his environment and personal experiences.

Demonstrating the Roots of Obsession and Ambition

Victor’s early life story underscores the deep-seated nature of his obsession
with discovery. His formative years are marked by an intense curiosity about
the secrets of life and death, which foreshadows his later dangerous
pursuits.

This early beginning emphasizes that Victor’s tragic downfall is not solely
about reckless scientific experimentation but also about the internal drive
that propels him toward danger. It invites readers to consider how personal
ambition and societal influences intertwine to create a dangerous pursuit of
knowledge.



Creating a Moral and Philosophical Framework

Shelley’s decision to start the story earlier also allows her to delve into
Victor’s philosophical reflections. As Victor narrates his past, he discusses
the ethical implications of his experiments, the nature of life, and the
responsibilities of creators.

This early framing offers a moral framework that informs the entire
narrative. It prompts the reader to reflect on questions like:

- Is scientific progress inherently dangerous?
- What are the ethical boundaries of human knowledge?
- How does ambition cloud moral judgment?

By beginning the story early, Shelley ensures these themes are woven into the
fabric of Victor’s personality and worldview.

Thematic Implications of the Early Narrative

The Danger of Obsession and the Loss of Perspective

Victor’s early recounting highlights how obsession can distort perception. As
he delves into his scientific pursuits, he becomes increasingly isolated and
disconnected from societal and moral considerations.

Shelley demonstrates that obsession often begins subtly, rooted in early
curiosity, but can spiral into destructive hubris. The narrative’s early
start emphasizes the progression from innocent curiosity to dangerous
obsession, illustrating the importance of self-awareness and restraint.

The Complexity of Human Identity and Responsibility

By retracing Victor’s childhood and youth, Shelley explores the development
of identity and moral responsibility. The novel suggests that our choices are
influenced by a combination of innate traits, upbringing, and societal
pressures.

Victor’s early story underscores that his failure to take responsibility for
his creation is not a sudden lapse but a culmination of his character’s
development. It invites reflection on the ethical duties scientists and
creators have, especially when their pursuits involve profound consequences.

The Reflection on Human Ambition

Shelley uses Victor’s early life as a lens to critique unchecked human
ambition. His desire to surpass natural limits and unlock the secrets of life
reflects a broader Romantic skepticism about the Enlightenment’s faith in
reason and progress.

Beginning the story early underscores the idea that such ambitions have long-
standing roots, often fostered by societal values that praise achievement at



any cost. It warns of the dangers inherent in the relentless pursuit of
knowledge without ethical considerations.

The Impact on the Reader

Building Empathy and Understanding

Starting Victor’s narrative so far back enables readers to develop empathy
for him. Instead of viewing him solely as a tragic villain, readers see him
as a complex individual shaped by his environment and aspirations.

This approach fosters a nuanced understanding of Victor’s motivations, making
his downfall more tragic and his actions more comprehensible. It emphasizes
that his tragedy is not just about the monster, but also about human flaws
and societal shortcomings.

Enhancing the Narrative’s Depth and Complexity

The early beginning adds layers of depth to the story. It transforms
Frankenstein from a simple horror tale into a philosophical exploration of
human nature, ambition, and morality.

This layered storytelling invites readers to engage with multiple themes and
perspectives, making the novel a rich text for analysis and reflection.

Conclusion: A Strategic Narrative Choice

In conclusion, Victor Frankenstein’s decision to begin his story so far back
in his life is a deliberate and effective narrative strategy. It provides
essential context that shapes the reader’s understanding of his character,
motivations, and the novel’s deeper themes. By starting in childhood and
early adolescence, Shelley crafts a complex portrait of a man driven by
curiosity and ambition, whose internal struggles and external actions
intertwine to produce tragedy.

This narrative approach also underscores the novel’s moral and philosophical
inquiries, prompting readers to consider the ethical boundaries of scientific
pursuit, the dangers of obsession, and the responsibilities inherent in
creation. Ultimately, Shelley’s choice enriches the story’s depth, making
Frankenstein not just a tale of horror, but a profound meditation on human
nature and the pursuit of knowledge.

As Victor’s story unfolds, beginning so far back in time, it reminds us that
the roots of tragedy often lie deep within our personal histories—shaped by
curiosity, ambition, and the complex web of human morality.
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