
who is writing the letters in
frankenstein
who is writing the letters in frankenstein is a question that invites readers
to explore the narrative structure and framing devices used by Mary Shelley
in her seminal work, "Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus." The letters,
which open the novel and frame the entire story, are a crucial literary
technique that establishes the perspective and context for the unfolding
events. Understanding who authors these letters is essential to grasp the
layered storytelling approach Shelley employs, revealing the relationship
between the narrator and the reader. This article will examine the identity
of the letter writer, the role these letters play in the narrative, and how
they contribute to the overall themes and reliability of the story.
Additionally, the article will explore the significance of epistolary form in
"Frankenstein" and how it shapes the reader’s experience. By delving into
these aspects, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the framing
device that is central to the novel’s structure.
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The Identity of the Letter Writer in
Frankenstein

The letters in "Frankenstein" are written by Robert Walton, an ambitious
Arctic explorer. Walton is the first narrator introduced in the novel, and
his correspondence frames the entire story. The novel begins with a series of
letters he writes to his sister, Mrs. Saville, in England. These letters
serve as a narrative frame, within which Victor Frankenstein’s tragic tale is
embedded. Understanding who is writing the letters in Frankenstein is
critical because Walton’s perspective influences how the story is presented
and interpreted. His role is not only that of a correspondent but also an
observer and a participant in the unfolding drama. Walton’s letters provide
an external viewpoint that contrasts with Victor’s first-person narrative,
adding depth and complexity to the novel’s structure.



Robert Walton’s Background and Motivations

Robert Walton is depicted as a passionate and determined explorer seeking
fame and discovery in the uncharted Arctic regions. His letters reveal his
aspirations, fears, and loneliness, which parallel Victor Frankenstein’s own
isolation and ambition. Walton’s desire to push the boundaries of human
knowledge mirrors Victor’s scientific pursuits, creating a thematic link
between the two characters. The letters are addressed to his sister, which
adds an intimate and personal tone to the narration. Through Walton, readers
gain insight into the emotional and psychological states that underpin the
novel’s events.

The Narrative Framing Device

Using Walton’s letters as a framing device allows Mary Shelley to present
multiple layers of narration. Walton’s firsthand account introduces Victor
Frankenstein, who then recounts his own story in detail. This storytelling
technique creates a nested narrative, where the reader encounters the story
through Walton’s eyes, then through Victor’s perspective, and finally through
the creature’s voice. The letters thus serve as a gateway to the novel’s
complex narrative structure, emphasizing themes of communication, isolation,
and the search for understanding.

The Role of the Letters in the Novel’s
Narrative

The letters in "Frankenstein" perform several important functions within the
novel’s structure. They establish the setting, introduce key characters, and
set the tone for the story. More importantly, they create a direct connection
between the narrator and the reader, grounding the fantastical elements of
the plot in a realistic context. The epistolary form gives the novel an air
of authenticity and immediacy, as readers are presented with personal
documents rather than a conventional third-person narrative. This choice
enhances the emotional impact and suspense of the novel.

Establishing the Arctic Setting

Walton’s letters begin with vivid descriptions of the Arctic landscape, which
serves as the novel’s initial setting. These descriptions are crucial because
they introduce themes of exploration, danger, and the sublime power of
nature. The harsh environment reflects the internal struggles of Walton and
Victor, reinforcing the novel’s exploration of human ambition and its



consequences. The letters’ detailed observations immerse readers in this
remote and hostile world, setting the stage for the dramatic events that
follow.

Introducing the Novel’s Central Characters

Through his correspondence, Walton introduces Victor Frankenstein, who
becomes the central figure of the novel’s narrative. Walton’s encounter with
Victor aboard the ship provides a transition from the outer frame of the
letters to the inner narrative of Victor’s story. The letters thus function
as a bridge between the reader and the characters, facilitating engagement
with the complex themes of creation, responsibility, and tragedy.
Additionally, Walton’s reflections and interactions offer insight into his
character and motivations, enriching the novel’s psychological depth.

The Epistolary Form and Its Literary
Significance

The use of letters as a narrative technique in "Frankenstein" aligns the
novel with the epistolary tradition, which was popular in 18th-century
literature. This form allows for multiple perspectives and a layered
storytelling approach, enhancing the novel’s psychological and thematic
complexity. Understanding the significance of the epistolary form helps
explain why Mary Shelley chose to begin and frame her novel with Walton’s
letters. It provides a sense of realism and intimacy, while also allowing the
exploration of subjective experiences and unreliable narration.

Benefits of the Epistolary Format

Multiple Perspectives: The format enables the inclusion of different
viewpoints, such as Walton’s, Victor’s, and the creature’s, offering a
comprehensive understanding of the narrative.

Emotional Intimacy: Letters convey personal thoughts and feelings,
creating a closer connection between the characters and the reader.

Authenticity and Credibility: Presenting the story as a series of
letters adds a documentary quality that lends credibility to the
fantastical elements.

Suspense and Engagement: The fragmented nature of letters encourages
readers to piece together the story, maintaining interest and suspense.



Challenges and Limitations

While the epistolary form adds depth, it also presents challenges such as
potential bias and limited knowledge. Since readers receive the story through
personal letters, the narration is inherently subjective. This subjectivity
raises questions about reliability and truth, prompting readers to critically
evaluate the perspectives presented. Mary Shelley uses this to enhance the
novel’s themes of perception and reality.

Impact of the Letters on the Reader’s
Perception

The letters shape how readers perceive the events and characters in
"Frankenstein." As the initial narrative voice, Walton’s letters frame the
entire story, influencing readers’ understanding and expectations. The
epistolary introduction creates a sense of immediacy and realism, making the
extraordinary tale more believable. Moreover, the letters highlight themes of
isolation, ambition, and the human desire for knowledge, which resonate
throughout the novel.

Establishing Narrative Distance and Sympathy

Walton’s letters provide a degree of narrative distance, allowing readers to
approach Victor’s story with a critical eye. At the same time, Walton’s
empathy and shared ambitions create a sympathetic connection to Victor’s
character. This dual effect encourages readers to engage with the moral
complexities of the novel and consider the consequences of unchecked
ambition. The letters thus serve as a lens through which readers interpret
the unfolding tragedy.

Foreshadowing and Thematic Reinforcement

The content of Walton’s letters foreshadows key themes and plot developments.
His descriptions of the Arctic’s dangers and his own ambitions echo Victor’s
trajectory, reinforcing the novel’s meditation on human limits and the
pursuit of greatness. The letters also emphasize the importance of
communication and the consequences of isolation, which are central to the
novel’s conflicts. By framing the story with these letters, Shelley
underscores the interconnectedness of the characters’ experiences.



Summary of the Letters’ Contribution to
Frankenstein’s Themes

The letters written by Robert Walton in "Frankenstein" are fundamental to the
novel’s narrative structure and thematic exploration. They introduce the
story, establish key characters, and create a layered narrative that enhances
the reader’s engagement. The epistolary form adds authenticity, emotional
depth, and complexity, while also inviting critical reflection on the
reliability of narration. Walton’s letters highlight themes of ambition,
isolation, and the quest for knowledge, which permeate the novel.
Understanding who is writing the letters in Frankenstein allows readers to
appreciate the sophisticated storytelling techniques Mary Shelley employs and
the profound messages embedded within the text.

Framing the narrative through Walton’s perspective

Connecting themes of exploration and ambition

Highlighting the subjective nature of storytelling

Enhancing emotional and psychological depth

Encouraging reader engagement and critical analysis

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is writing the letters in Frankenstein?
The letters in Frankenstein are written by Robert Walton, an explorer who is
on an expedition to the North Pole.

What is the purpose of the letters in Frankenstein?
The letters serve as a frame narrative, providing context and introducing
Victor Frankenstein's story through Robert Walton's correspondence with his
sister, Margaret Saville.

To whom are the letters in Frankenstein addressed?
Robert Walton addresses the letters to his sister, Margaret Saville, in
England.



How do the letters in Frankenstein contribute to the
novel’s structure?
The letters create a layered narrative, framing Victor Frankenstein's story
within Walton's own experiences and reflections, adding depth and
perspective.

Why did Mary Shelley choose to include letters
written by Robert Walton in Frankenstein?
Mary Shelley used Walton's letters to introduce themes of ambition and
exploration, and to provide a firsthand account of the events as they unfold
in the Arctic.

Are the letters in Frankenstein fictional or based
on real correspondence?
The letters are fictional, created by Mary Shelley as a literary device to
frame the novel's events.

What tone do the letters written by Robert Walton
set for Frankenstein?
The letters establish an anticipatory and reflective tone, highlighting
themes of discovery, isolation, and the pursuit of knowledge.

Does Robert Walton’s role as the letter writer
affect the reader’s perspective in Frankenstein?
Yes, Walton's letters provide an external viewpoint and lend credibility to
Victor Frankenstein’s story, influencing how readers interpret the narrative.

Additional Resources
1. Frankenstein's Correspondence: The Epistolary Structure and Its Authors
This book explores the unique epistolary format of Mary Shelley's
*Frankenstein*, focusing on the characters who write the letters within the
novel. It delves into the narrative perspectives of Robert Walton, Victor
Frankenstein, and others, analyzing how their letters frame the story. The
text examines the motivations and reliability of each letter writer,
revealing deeper insights into the novel’s themes and character development.

2. The Letters of Robert Walton: Framing the Frankenstein Tale
Concentrating on the role of Robert Walton’s letters, this book investigates
how Walton’s correspondence sets the stage for the unfolding of Victor
Frankenstein’s tragic story. It discusses Walton’s ambitions, his narrative



voice, and his influence as a framing device. The study highlights the
significance of Walton’s letters in shaping reader perception and advancing
the plot.

3. Voices in the Dark: Epistolary Narration in Frankenstein
This work analyzes the multiple voices that communicate through letters in
*Frankenstein*, emphasizing the interplay between different narrators. It
discusses how the epistolary form allows for layered storytelling and varying
perspectives on the events. The book also considers the impact of these
letters on the novel’s suspense and thematic complexity.

4. Mary Shelley’s Narrative Technique: Letters and Storytelling in
Frankenstein
Focusing on Mary Shelley's narrative strategy, this book examines how the
letter-writing method enhances the novel’s realism and emotional depth. It
explores the characters’ psychological states as revealed through their
letters and the effect of epistolary storytelling on reader engagement. The
book also places *Frankenstein* within the broader context of epistolary
literature of the 18th and 19th centuries.

5. Inside Frankenstein’s Mind: The Letters of Victor Frankenstein
This text offers an in-depth look at Victor Frankenstein’s letters and
journal entries, unveiling his inner thoughts, fears, and motivations. It
interprets how his personal writings contribute to the tragic dimension of
the narrative. The book emphasizes the importance of Victor’s correspondence
in understanding his character and the consequences of his scientific
ambitions.

6. Epistolary Shadows: Unreliable Narrators in Frankenstein’s Letters
This book investigates the reliability of the letter writers in
*Frankenstein*, questioning the truthfulness and bias in their accounts. It
analyzes the discrepancies between letters from different characters and what
these reveal about their personalities and intentions. The study sheds light
on the complexity of truth and perspective in the novel’s epistolary
structure.

7. Women’s Voices in Frankenstein: Letters, Silence, and Narrative
Examining the presence and absence of female voices in the letters of
*Frankenstein*, this book discusses how women characters are represented or
omitted in the epistolary framework. It explores the implications of these
narrative choices for gender dynamics and storytelling. The text also
considers Shelley’s commentary on women’s roles through the novel’s letter-
writing format.

8. The Art of Letter Writing in Gothic Fiction: Frankenstein and Beyond
This comparative study places *Frankenstein* within the tradition of Gothic
novels that employ letters as a storytelling device. It analyzes how letter
writing in *Frankenstein* enhances the eerie and suspenseful atmosphere
typical of Gothic literature. The book also discusses the evolution of
epistolary techniques and their effect on narrative immersion.



9. Frankenstein’s Epistolary Frame: From Walton to the Creature
Focusing on the full range of letters in the novel, this book traces the
epistolary frame from Robert Walton’s initial correspondence to the
Creature’s own narrative moments. It highlights how the letters collectively
build the novel’s complex moral and philosophical questions. The study offers
a comprehensive understanding of how letter writing shapes the entire
*Frankenstein* experience.
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