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Mary Shelley (1797-1851) 

 



Mary Shelley’s Life and Frankenstein Myth 

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (born Aug. 30, 1797—died Feb. 1, 1851) was one of the 

representatives of English Romantic novelists best known as the author of “Frankenstein”. She 

was the only daughter of William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, she met the young 

poet Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1812 and eloped with him to France in July 1814. The couple got 

married in 1816, after Shelley’s first wife had committed suicide. After her husband’s death in 

1822, she returned to England and devoted herself to publicizing Shelley’s writings and to 

educating their only surviving child, Percy Florence Shelley. She published her late 

husband’s “Posthumous Poems” (1824); she also edited his “Poetical Works” (1839), with long 

and invaluable notes, and his prose works. Her “Journal” is a rich source of Shelley biography, 

and her letters are an indispensable adjunct. 

Mary Shelley’s best-known work is “Frankenstein”;(1818, revised 1831), a text that is 

part Gothic novel and part philosophical novel; it is also often considered an early example 

of science fiction. It narrates the dreadful consequences that arise after a scientist has artificially 

created a human being. The man-made monster in this novel inspired a similar creature in 

numerous American horror films. She wrote several other novels, 

including “Valperga” (1823), “The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck” (1830), “Lodore” (1835), 

and “Falkner” (1837); “The Last Man” (1826), an account of the future destruction of the human 

race by a plague, is often ranked as her best work. Her travel book “History of a Six Weeks’ 

Tour” (1817) recounts the continental tour she and Shelley took in 1814 following their 

elopement and then recounts their summer near Geneva in 1816. 

The complete title of Mary Shelley's novel is “Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus”. In 

Ancient Greek mythology, Prometheus was said to be the wisest of all the Titans. In the form of 

fire Prometheus is credited with bringing mankind knowledge and enlightenment. He stole fire 

from the Gods of Mount Olympus. For acting against the decree of the Gods, who wanted to 

keep the power of fire to themselves, Prometheus was harshly punished. He was chained to a 

rock to have his liver eaten out every day by an eagle. Every night his liver would grow back. 

This was to be his punishment for all of eternity. 
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Mary Shelley was influenced by this tale. Her husband Percy Shelley even began composing his 

own tale of Prometheus in the form of a poem entitled, “Prometheus Unbound”. He began 

composing this work right around the same time that Mary was publishing Frankenstein. 

Aside from the title, Shelley borrows from the tale of Prometheus a sense of consequence 

resulting from seeking enlightenment and power. Victor is her modern incarnation of 

Prometheus. He as Prometheus was, is fascinated by the power of electricity (lightning). We can 

recall from the narrative the moment when he becomes captivated by its fantastical power. 

It is from this power, that he has equipped himself with, that the inner torture he will suffer from 

the use of it stems. Immediately following the creation if the creature, Victor is ill with disgust 

for what he has done. His torture mirrors that of Prometheus'; undying and eternal. From the 

beginning of the novel, when Victor warns Walton of the consequences of his quest, to the 

conclusion when Victor again reiterates the misfortunes he has suffered as a result of his 

curiosity, Mary Shelley mimics the Prometheus tale. Perhaps, this is why she saw it as a fitting 

subtitle. 

 

Summary of “Frankenstein” 

Robert Walton an English adventurer, undertakes an expedition to the North Pole. While on this 

expedition (which has been a lifelong dream of his), Walton corresponds with his sister by letter. 

Amid the ice floes, Walton and his crew find an extremely weary man traveling by dogsled. The 

man is near death, and they determine to take him aboard. Once the mysterious traveler has 

somewhat recovered from his weakness, Robert Walton begins to talk to him. The two strike up 

a friendship (Walton is very lonely and has long desired a close companion). The man is 

desolate, and for a long while will not talk about why he is traversing the Arctic alone. After 

becoming more comfortable with Walton, he decides to tell him his long-concealed story. 

The speaker is Victor Frankenstein, for whom the book is named. He will be the narrator for the 

bulk of the novel. Born into a wealthy Swiss family, Victor enjoyed an idyllic, peaceful 

childhood. His parents were kind, marvelous people; they are presented as shining examples of 
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the goodness of the human spirit. His father, Alphonse, fell in love with his wife, Caroline, when 

her father, a dear friend of his, passed away. Alphonse took the young orphan under his care, and 

as time passed they fell in love. He provides for his wife in grand style. Out of gratitude for her 

own good fortune, Caroline is extremely altruistic. She frequently visits the poor who live in her 

part of the Italian countryside. One day she chances upon the home of a family who has a 

beautiful foster daughter. Her name is Elizabeth Lavenza. Though they are kind, the poverty of 

Elizabeth's foster parents makes caring for her a financial burden. Caroline falls in love with the 

lovely girl on sight, and adopts her into the Frankenstein family. She is close in age to Victor, 

and becomes the central, most beloved part of his childhood. Elizabeth is Victor's most cherished 

companion. Their parents encourage the children to be close in every imaginable way Â as 

cousins, as brother and sister, and, in the future, as husband and wife. 

 

Victor's childhood years pass with astonishing speed. Two more sons, William and Ernest, are 

born into the family. At this time, the elder Frankensteins decide to stop their constant traveling: 

the family finally settles in Geneva. Though Victor is something of a loner, he does have one 

dear friend: Henry Clerval, from whom he is inseparable. The two have utterly different 

ambitions: Victor has developed a passion for science, while Henry longs to study the history of 

human struggle and endeavor. Eventually, Victor's parents decide it is time for him to begin his 

university studies at Ingolstadt. Before his departure, Victor's mother passes away. On her 

deathbed, she tells Victor and Elizabeth that it is her greatest desire to see the two of them 

married. Victor leaves for university, still in mourning for his mother and troubled by this 

separation from his loved ones. 

 

Meanwhile, in Geneva, life goes on. Because Caroline was so generous, Elizabeth learns to be 

gracious as well. When she is old enough to know her mind, she extends housing and love to a 

young girl named Justine, whose mother dislikes her and wishes to be rid of her. Though Justine 

is a servant in the Frankenstein household, Elizabeth, Ernest and William regard her as a sister. 

At Ingolstadt, Victor's passion for science increases exponentially. He falls into the hands of 

Waldeman, a chemistry professor, who excites in him ambition and the desire to achieve fame 

and distinction in the field of natural philosophy. Thus begins the mania that will end in 

destroying Victor's life. Victor spends day and night in his laboratory. He develops a consuming 
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interest in the life principle (that is, the force which imparts life to a human being). This interest 

develops into an unnatural obsession, and Victor undertakes to create a human being out of 

pieces of the dead. He haunts cemeteries and charnel houses. He tells no one of this work, and 

years pass without his visiting home. Finally, his work is completed: one night, the yellow eyes 

of the creature finally open to stare at Victor. When Victor beholds the monstrous form of his 

creation (who is of a gargantuan size and a grotesque ugliness), he is horror-stricken. He flees his 

laboratory and seeks solace in the night. When he returns to his rooms, the creature has 

disappeared. 

Henry joins Victor at school, and the two begin to pursue the study of languages and poetry. 

Victor has no desire to ever return to the natural philosophy that once ruled his life. He feels ill 

whenever he thinks of the monster he created. Victor and Clerval spend every available moment 

together in study and play; two years pass. 

Then, a letter from Elizabeth arrives, bearing tragic news. Victor's younger brother, William, has 

been murdered in the countryside near the Frankenstein estate. On his way back to Geneva, 

Victor is seized by an unnamable fear. Upon arriving at his village, he staggers through the 

countryside in the middle of a lightning storm, wracked with grief at the loss of his brother. 

Suddenly, he sees a figure, far too colossal to be that of a man, illuminated in a flash of lightning: 

he instantly recognizes it as his grotesque creation. At that moment, he realizes that the monster 

is his brother's murderer. 

Upon speaking to his family the next morning, Victor learns that Justine (his family's trusted 

maidservant and friend) has been accused of William's murder. William was wearing an antique 

locket at the time of his death; this bauble was found in Justine's dress the morning after the 

murder. Victor knows she has been framed, but cannot bring himself to say so: his tale will be 

dismissed as the ranting of a madman. The family refuses to believe that Justine is guilty. 

Elizabeth, especially, is heartbroken at the wrongful imprisonment of her cherished friend. 

Though Elizabeth speaks eloquently of Justine's goodness at her trial, she is found guilty and 

condemned to death. Justine gracefully accepts her fate. In the aftermath of the double tragedy, 

the Frankenstein family remains in a state of stupefied grief. 



While on a solitary hike in the mountains, Victor comes face to face with the creature, who 

proceeds to narrate what has became of him since he fled Victor's laboratory. After wandering 

great distances and suffering immense cold and hunger, the monster sought shelter in an 

abandoned hovel. His refuge adjoined the cottage of an exiled French family: by observing them, 

the monster acquired language, as well as an extensive knowledge of the ways of humanity. He 

was greatly aided in this by the reading of three books recovered from a satchel in the snow: 

Milton's “Paradise Lost”, Goethe's Sorrows of Werter, and a volume of “Plutarch's Lives”. The 

monster speaks with great eloquence and cultivation as a result of his limited but admirable 

education. 

 

He developed a deep love for the noble (if impoverished) French family, and finally made an 

overture of friendship. Having already learned that his hideous appearance inspires fear and 

disgust, he spoke first to the family's elderly patriarch: this honorable old gentleman's blindness 

rendered him able to recognize the monster's sincerity and refinement (irrespective of his 

appearance). The other members of the family returned unexpectedly, however, and drove the 

creature from the cottage with stones. 

The monster was full of sorrow, and cursed his creator and his own hideousness. He therefore 

determined to revenge himself upon Frankenstein, whose whereabouts he had discovered from 

the laboratory notebooks. Upon his arrival in Geneva, the creature encountered William, whose 

unspoiled boyish beauty greatly attracted him. The monster, longing for companionship, asked 

William to come away with him, in the hopes that the boy's youthful innocence would cause him 

to forgive the monster his ugliness. Instead, William struggled and called the monster a number 

of cruel names; upon learning that the boy was related to Victor, he strangled him in a vengeful 

fury. Drawn to the beauty of the locket, he took it, and fled to a nearby barn. 

There, he found Justine, who had fallen into an exhausted sleep after searching all day and all 

night for William. The monster's heart was rent by her angelic loveliness, and he found himself 

full of longing for her. Suddenly, he was gripped by the agonizing realization that he would 

never know love. He tucked the locket into the folds of Justine's dress in an attempt to seek 

revenge on all withholding womankind. 
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The monster concludes his tale by denouncing Victor for his abandonment; he demands that 

Victor construct a female mate for him, so that he may no longer be so utterly alone. If Victor 

complies with this rather reasonable request, he promises to leave human society forever. 

Though he has a brief crisis of conscience, Victor agrees to the task in order to save his 

remaining loved ones. 

He journeys to England with Clerval to learn new scientific techniques that will aid him in his 

hateful task. Once he has acquired the necessary data, he retreats to a dark corner of Scotland, 

promising to return to Henry when the job is done. Victor is nearly halfway through the work of 

creation when he is suddenly seized by fear. Apprehensive that the creature and his mistress will 

spawn yet more monsters, and thus destroy humanity, he tears the new woman to bits before the 

monster's very eyes. The creature emits a tortured scream. He leaves Victor with a single, most 

ominous promise: that he shall be with him on his wedding night. 

Victor takes a small rowboat out into the center of a vast Scottish lake; there, he throws the new 

woman's tattered remains overboard. He falls into an exhausted sleep, and drifts for an entire day 

upon the open water. When he finally washes ashore, he is immediately seized and charged with 

murder. A bewildered Victor is taken into a dingy little room and shown the body of his beloved 

Henry, murdered at the creature's hands. This brings on a fever of delirium that lasts for months. 

His father comes to escort him home, and Victor is eventually cleared of all charges. 

At home in Geneva, the family begins planning the marriage of Elizabeth and Victor. On their 

wedding night, Elizabeth is strangled to death in the conjugal bed. Upon hearing the news, 

Victor's father takes to his bed, where he promptly dies of grief. 

Having lost everyone he has ever loved, Victor determines to spend the rest of his life pursuing 

the creature. This is precisely what the creature himself wants: now, Frankenstein will be as 

wretched and bereft as he is. For some time, the creator pursues his creation; he had chased him 

as far as the Arctic Circle when Walton rescued him. Though he cautions the sea captain against 

excessive ambition and curiosity, he contradictorily encourages the sailors to continue on their 

doomed voyage, though it will mean certain death. His reason: for glory, and for human 

knowledge. Finally, he is no longer able to struggle against his illness, and dies peacefully in his 

sleep. At the moment of his death, the creature appears: he mourns all that he has done, but 



maintains that he could not have done otherwise, given the magnitude of his suffering. He then 

flees, vowing that he will build for himself a funeral pyre and throw his despised form upon the 

flames. 
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An Introduction to John Keats:  

The quintessential British-romantic poet John Keats was born in London on 31 

October 1795. He was the eldest child of Thomas and Frances Jennings Keats’ four 

children. Although he died at the immature age of twenty-five, Keats had perhaps 

the most remarkable career of any English poet. He published only fifty-four 

poems, in three slim volumes and a few magazines. But over his short development 

he took on the challenges of a wide range of poetic forms from the sonnet, to the 

Spenserian romance, to the Miltonic epic, defining anew their possibilities with his 

own distinctive fusion of earnest energy, control of conflicting perspectives and 

forces, poetic self-consciousness, and, occasionally, dry ironic wit. 

Keats was famously said to be born in his maternal grandfather’s stable, the Swan 

and Hoop, near what is now Finsbury Circus. Little is known of Keats’s early 

home life, it appears to have been happy, the family close-knit, the environment 

full of the exuberance and clamor of a big-city stable and inn yard. Frances Keats 

was devoted to her children, particularly her favorite, John, who returned that 

devotion intensely. Under Keats’s father the family business prospered, so that he 

hoped to send his son, John, to Harrow. 

It was certain Charles Cowden Clarke who had introduced young Keats to the 

poetry of Edmund Spenser and the Elizabethans, and these were his earliest 

models. His first mature poem is the sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s 

Homer” (1816), which was inspired by his excited reading of George Chapman’s 

classic 17th-century translation of the “Iliad” and the “Odyssey”. Clarke also 

introduced Keats to the journalist and contemporary poet Leigh Hunt, and Keats 

made friends in Hunt’s circle with the young poet John Hamilton Reynolds and 
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with the painter Benjamin Haydon. Keats’s first book, “Poems”, was published in 

March 1817 and was written largely under “Huntian” influence. This is evident in 

the relaxed and rambling sentiments evinced and in Keats’s use of a loose form of 

the heroic couplet and light rhymes. The most interesting poem in this volume is 

“Sleep and Poetry,” the middle section of which contains a prophetic view of 

Keats’s own poetical progress. He sees himself as, at present, plunged in the 

delighted contemplation of sensuous natural beauty but realizes that he must leave 

this for an understanding of “the agony and strife of human hearts.” Otherwise the 

volume is remarkable only for some delicate natural observation and some obvious 

Spenserian influences. 

Keats wrote “Isabella,” which is an adaptation of the story of the “Pot of 

Basil” in Giovanni Boccaccio’s “Decameron”. It was during the year 1819 that all 

his greatest poetry was written—“Lamia,” “The Eve of St. Agnes,” the 

great odes (“On Indolence,” “On a Grecian Urn,” “To Psyche,” “To a 

Nightingale,” “On Melancholy,” and “To Autumn”), and the two versions 

of “Hyperion”. This poetry was composed under the strain of illness and his ever-

growing love for Brawne, and it is an astonishing body of work, marked by careful 

and considered development, technical, emotional, and intellectual. “Isabella,” 

which Keats himself called “a weak-sided poem,” contains some of the emotional 

weaknesses of “Endymion”, but “The Eve of St. Agnes” may be considered the 

perfect culmination of Keats’s earlier poetic style. Written in the first flush of his 

meeting with Brawne, it conveys an atmosphere of passion and excitement in its 

description of the elopement of a pair of youthful lovers. Written in Spenserian 

stanzas, the poem presents its theme with unrivaled delicacy but displays no 

marked intellectual advance over Keats’s earlier efforts. “Lamia” is another 

narrative poem and is a deliberate attempt to reform some of the technical 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Benjamin-Robert-Haydon
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sentiments
https://www.britannica.com/art/heroic-couplet
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Sleep-and-Poetry
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Isabella-poem-by-Keats
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/adaptation
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Giovanni-Boccaccio
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Decameron
https://www.britannica.com/art/poetry
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Lamia-poem-by-Keats
https://www.britannica.com/art/ode-poetic-form
https://www.britannica.com/topic/On-Indolence
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ode-on-a-Grecian-Urn
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ode-to-Psyche
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ode-to-a-Nightingale
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ode-to-a-Nightingale
https://www.britannica.com/topic/On-Melancholy
https://www.britannica.com/topic/To-Autumn
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Hyperion-by-Keats
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intellectual
https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Eve-of-St-Agnes
https://www.britannica.com/art/Spenserian-stanza
https://www.britannica.com/art/Spenserian-stanza
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Lamia-poem-by-Keats


weaknesses of “Endymion”. Keats makes use in this poem of a far tighter and 

more disciplined couplet, a firmer tone, and more controlled description. 

The odes are Keats’s most characteristic poetic accomplishment. They are 

basically lyrical conciliation on some object or quality that prompts the poet to deal 

with the contradictory impulses of his inner being and to reflect upon his own 

longings and their relations to the wider world around him. All the odes were 

composed between March and June 1819 except “To Autumn,” which is from 

September. The internal debates in the odes centre on the dichotomy of 

eternal, transcendent ideals and the transience and change of the physical world. 

This subject was forced upon Keats by the painful death of his brother and his own 

failing health, and the odes highlight his struggle for self-awareness and certainty 

through the liberating powers of his imagination. In the “Ode to a Nightingale” a 

visionary happiness in communing with the nightingale and its song is contrasted 

with the dead weight of human grief and sickness, and the transience of youth and 

beauty—strongly brought home to Keats in recent months by his brother’s death. 

The song of the nightingale is seen as a symbol of art that outlasts the individual’s 

mortal life. This theme is taken up more distinctly in the “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” 

The figures of the lovers depicted on the Greek urn become for him the symbol of 

an enduring but unconsummated passion that subtly belies the poem’s celebrated 

conclusion, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all ye know on earth, and all ye 

need to know.” The “Ode on Melancholy” recognizes that sadness is the 

inevitable concomitant of human passion and happiness and that the transience of 

joy and desire is an inevitable aspect of the natural process. But the rich, slow 

movement of this and the other odes suggests an enjoyment of such intensity and 

depth that it makes the moment eternal. “To Autumn” is essentially the record of 

such an experience. Autumn is seen not as a time of decay but as a season of 
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complete ripeness and fulfillment, a pause in time when everything has reached 

fruition, and the question of transience is hardly raised. These poems, with their 

rich and exquisitely sensuous detail and their meditative depth, are among the 

greatest achievements of Romantic poetry. With them should be mentioned the 

ballad “La Belle Dame sans merci,” of about the same time, which reveals the face 

and destructive side of the idyllic love seen in “The Eve of St. Agnes.” 

Keats’s incomplete poetic epic, “Hyperion”, exists in two editions, the second 

being a revision of the first with the addition of a long prologue in a new style, 

which makes it into a different poem. “Hyperion” was begun in the autumn of 

1818, and all that there is of the first version was finished by April 1819. In 

September Keats wrote to Reynolds that he had given up “Hyperion”, but he 

appears to have continued working on the revised edition, “The Fall of Hyperion”, 

during the autumn of 1819. The two versions of “Hyperion” cover the period of 

Keats’s most intense experience, both poetical and personal. The poem is his last 

attempt, in the face of increasing illness and frustrated love, to come to terms with 

the conflict between absolute value and mortal decay that appears in other forms in 

his earlier poetry. The epic’s subject is the supersession of the earlier Greek gods, 

the Titans, by the later Olympian gods. Keats’s desire to write something unlike 

the luxuriant wandering of “Endymion” is clear, and he thus consciously attempts 

to emulate the epic loftiness of John Milton’s “Paradise Lost”. The poem opens 

with the Titans already fallen, like Milton’s fallen angels, and Hyperion, the sun 

god, is their one hope of further resistance, like Milton’s Satan. There are 

numerous Miltonisms of style, but these are subdued in the revised version, as 

Keats felt unhappy with them, and the basis of the writing is revealed after all as a 

more austere and disciplined version of Keats’s own manner. There is not enough 

of the narrative to make its ultimate direction clear, but it seems that the poem’s 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Romantic
https://www.britannica.com/topic/La-Belle-Dame-sans-merci-by-Keats
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/idyllic
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Hyperion-by-Keats
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Titan-Greek-mythology
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Milton
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Paradise-Lost-epic-poem-by-Milton
https://www.britannica.com/topic/sun-worship
https://www.britannica.com/topic/sun-worship
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/austere


hero was to be the young Apollo, the god of poetry. So, as “Endymion” was 

an allegory of the fate of the lover of beauty in the world, “Hyperion” was perhaps 

to be an allegory of the poet as creator. Certainly this theme is taken up explicitly 

in the new prologue to the second version. 

The second version of “Hyperion” is one of the most remarkable pieces of writing 

in Keats’s work; the blank verse has a new energy and rapidity, and the vision is 

presented with a spare grandeur, rising to its height in the epiphany of the goddess 

Moneta, who reveals to the dreamer the function of the poet in the world. It is his 

duty to separate himself from the mere dreamer and to share in the sufferings of 

humankind. The theme is not new to Keats—it appears in his earliest poetry—but 

it is here realized far more intensely. Yet with the threat of approaching death upon 

him, Keats could not advance any further in the direction that he foresaw as the 

right one, and the poem remains a fragment. 

There is no more to record of Keats’s poetic career. The poems “Isabella,” 

“Lamia,” “The Eve of St. Agnes,” and “Hyperion” and the odes were all published 

in the famous 1820 volume, the one that gives the true measure of his powers. It 

appeared in July, by which time Keats was evidently doomed. He had been 

increasingly ill throughout 1819, and by the beginning of 1820 the evidence 

of tuberculosis was clear. He realized that it was his death warrant, and from that 

time sustained work became impossible. His friends Brown, the Hunts, and 

Brawne and her mother nursed him assiduously through the year. Percy Bysshe 

Shelley, hearing of his condition, wrote offering him hospitality in Pisa, but Keats 

did not accept. When Keats was ordered south for the winter, Joseph 

Severn undertook to accompany him to Rome. They sailed in September 1820, and 

from Naples they went to Rome, where in early December Keats had a relapse. 

Faithfully tended by Severn to the last, he died in Rome. 
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Analysis of “Ode to a Nightingale”  

The speaker in this poem opens with a declaration of his own heartache. He feels 
numb, as though he had taken a drug only a moment ago. He is addressing a 
nightingale he hears singing somewhere in the forest and says that his “drowsy 
numbness” is not from envy of the nightingale’s happiness, but rather from sharing 
it too completely; he is “too happy” that the nightingale sings the music of summer 
from amid some unseen plot of green trees and shadows. 

In the second stanza, the speaker longs for the oblivion of alcohol, expressing his 
wish for wine, “a draught of vintage,” that would taste like the country and like 
peasant dances, and let him “leave the world unseen” and disappear into the dim 
forest with the nightingale. In the third stanza, he explains his desire to fade away, 
saying he would like to forget the troubles the nightingale has never known: “the 
weariness, the fever, and the fret” of human life, with its consciousness that 
everything is mortal and nothing lasts. Youth “grows pale, and spectre-thin, and 
dies,” and “beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes.” 

In the fourth stanza, the speaker tells the nightingale to fly away, and he will 
follow, not through alcohol (“Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards”), but 
through poetry, which will give him “viewless wings.” He says he is already with 
the nightingale and describes the forest glade, where even the moonlight is hidden 
by the trees, except the light that breaks through when the breezes blow the 
branches. In the fifth stanza, the speaker says that he cannot see the flowers in the 
glade, but can guess them “in embalmed darkness”: white hawthorne, eglantine, 
violets, and the musk-rose, “the murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.” In the 
sixth stanza, the speaker listens in the dark to the nightingale, saying that he has 
often been “half in love” with the idea of dying and called Death soft names in 
many rhymes. Surrounded by the nightingale’s song, the speaker thinks that the 



idea of death seems richer than ever, and he longs to “cease upon the midnight 
with no pain” while the nightingale pours its soul ecstatically forth. If he were to 
die, the nightingale would continue to sing, he says, but he would “have ears in 
vain” and be no longer able to hear. 

In the seventh stanza, the speaker tells the nightingale that it is immortal, that it 
was not “born for death.” He says that the voice he hears singing has always been 
heard, by ancient emperors and clowns, by homesick Ruth; he even says the song 
has often charmed open magic windows looking out over “the foam / Of perilous 
seas, in faery lands forlorn.” In the eighth stanza, the word forlorn tolls like a bell 
to restore the speaker from his preoccupation with the nightingale and back into 
himself. As the nightingale flies farther away from him, he laments that his 
imagination has failed him and says that he can no longer recall whether the 
nightingale’s music was “a vision, or a waking dream.” Now that the music is 
gone, the speaker cannot recall whether he himself is awake or asleep. 

With “Ode to a Nightingale,” Keats’s speaker begins his fullest and deepest 
exploration of the themes of creative expression and the mortality of human life. In 
this ode, the transience of life and the tragedy of old age (“where palsy shakes a 
few, sad, last gray hairs, / Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies”) is 
set against the eternal renewal of the nightingale’s fluid music (“Thou wast not 
born for death, immortal bird!”). The speaker reprises the “drowsy numbness” he 
experienced in “Ode on Indolence,” but where in “Indolence” that numbness was a 
sign of disconnection from experience, in “Nightingale” it is a sign of too full a 
connection: “being too happy in thine happiness,” as the speaker tells the 
nightingale. Hearing the song of the nightingale, the speaker longs to flee the 
human world and join the bird. His first thought is to reach the bird’s state through 
alcohol—in the second stanza, he longs for a “draught of vintage” to transport him 
out of himself. But after his meditation in the third stanza on the transience of life, 



he rejects the idea of being “charioted by Bacchus and his pards” (Bacchus was the 
Roman god of wine and was supposed to have been carried by a chariot pulled by 
leopards) and chooses instead to embrace, for the first time since he refused to 
follow the figures in “Indolence,” “the viewless wings of Poesy.” 
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Discussion of “The Murder of Roger Ackroyd” 

 

Agatha Christie  

 
Agatha Christie was a mystery and detective fiction writer who was one of the world's top-
selling authors with works like 'Murder on the Orient Express'. ‘The Murder of Roger Ackroyd’ 
and 'The Mystery of the Blue Train.' Best-selling author Agatha Christie published her first 
novel, ‘The Mysterious Affair at Styles’, in 1920, and went on to become one of the most famous 
writers in history, with mysteries like ‘Murder at the Vicarage’, ‘Partners in Crime’ and ‘Sad 
Cypress’. She sold billions of copies of her work and was also a noted playwright and romance 
author.Christie was born Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller on September 15, 1890, in Torquay, 
Devon, in the southwest part of England. The youngest of three siblings, she was educated at 
home by her mother, who encouraged her daughter to write. As a child, Christie enjoyed fantasy 
play and creating characters, and, when she was 16, she moved to Paris for a time to study vocals 
and piano. In 1914, she was wedded to Colonel Archibald Christie, a Royal Flying Corps pilot, 
and took up nursing during World War I. She published her first book, ‘The Mysterious Affair at 
Styles’, in 1920; the story focused on the murder of a rich heiress and introduced readers to one 
of Christie's most famous characters—Belgian detective Hercule Poirot. Poirot and Marple are 
Christie's most well-known detectives, with the two featured in dozens of novels and short 
stories. Poirot made the most appearances in Christie's work in titles that 
included ‘Ackroyd’, ‘The Mystery of the Blue Train’ (1928) and ‘Death in the Clouds’ (1935). 
Miss Marple has been featured in books like ‘The Moving Finger’ (1942) and ‘A Pocket Full of 
Rye’ (1953), and been played on screen by actresses like Angela Lansbury, Helen Hayes and 



Geraldine McEwan. Other notable Christie characters include Tuppence and Tommy Beresford, 
Colonel Race, Parker Pyne and Ariadne Oliver. 

Writing well into her later years, Christie wrote more than 70 detective novels as well as short 
fiction. Though she also wrote romance novels like ‘Unfinished Portrait’ (1934) and ‘A 
Daughter's a Daughter’ (1952) under the name Mary Westmacott, Christie's success as an author 
of sleuth stories has earned her titles like the "Queen of Crime" and the "Queen of Mystery." 
Christie can also be considered a queen of all publishing genres as she is one of the top-selling 
authors in history, with her combined works selling more than 2 billion copies worldwide. 
Christie was a renowned playwright as well, with works like ‘The Hollow’ (1951) 
and ‘Verdict’ (1958). Her play ‘The Mousetrap’ opened in 1952 at the Ambassador Theatre 
and—at more than 8,800 showings during 21 years—holds the record for the longest unbroken 
run in a London theater. Additionally, several of Christie's works have become popular movies, 
including ‘Murder on the Orient Express’ (1974) and ‘Death on the Nile’ (1978). Christie was 
made a dame in 1971. In 1974, she made her last public appearance for the opening night of the 
play version of ‘Murder on the Orient Express’. Christie died on January 12, 1976. 

Detective or Crime Fiction  

The genre of crime fiction refers to the p[articular stories where a crime is committed and 
someone needs to find who is the culprit behind it. Usually a detective or a police officer solves 
the mystery behind the crime. The traditional elements of the detective story are: (1) the 
seemingly perfect crime; (2) the wrongly accused suspect at whom circumstantial 
evidence points; (3) the bungling of dim-witted police; (4) the greater powers of observation and 
superior mind of the detective; and (5) the startling and unexpected denouement, in which the 
detective reveals how the identity of the culprit was ascertained. Detective stories frequently 
operate on the principle that superficially convincing evidence is ultimately irrelevant. Usually it 
is also axiomatic that the clues from which a logical solution to the problem can be reached be 
fairly presented to the reader at exactly the same time that the sleuth receives them and that the 
sleuth deduce the solution to the puzzle from a logical interpretation of these clues. 

The first detective story was “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” by Edgar Allan Poe, published in 
April 1841. The profession of detective had come into being only a few decades earlier, and Poe 
is generally thought to have been influenced by the “Mémoires” (1828–29) of François-Eugène 
Vidocq, who in 1817 founded the world’s first detective bureau, in Paris. Poe’s fictional French 
detective, C. Auguste Dupin, appeared in two other stories, “The Mystery of Marie Roget” 
(1845) and “The Purloined Letter” (1845). The detective story soon expanded to novel length. 

The French author Émile Gaboriau’s “L’Affaire Lerouge” (1866) was an enormously successful 
novel that had several sequels. Wilkie Collins’ “The Moonstone” (1868) remains one of the 
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finest English detective novels. Anna Katharine Green became one of the first American 
detective novelists with ‘The Leavenworth Case” (1878). “The Mystery of a Hansom 
Cab” (1886) by the Australian Fergus Hume was a phenomenal commercial success. 

The greatest of all fictional detectives, Sherlock Holmes, along with his loyal, 
somewhat obtuse companion Dr. Watson, made his first appearance in Arthur (later Sir 
Arthur) Conan Doyle’s novel “A Study in Scarlet” (1887) and continued into the 20th century in 
such collections of stories as “The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes” (1894) and the longer “Hound 
of the Baskervilles” (1902). So great was the appeal of Sherlock Holmes’s detecting style that 
the death of Conan Doyle did little to end Holmes’s career; several writers, often expanding upon 
circumstances mentioned in the original works, have attempted to carry on the Holmesian 
tradition. 

Summary of “The Murder of Roger Ackroyd” 

The novel is narrated by Dr. James Sheppard, a physician in the town of King’s Abbott. The 
story begins with the death of Mrs. Ferrars, who overdosed on Veronal, a sleeping medication. 
Much of the town (including Dr. Sheppard’s gossip-loving sister, Caroline) believes Mrs. 
Ferrars poisoned her husband a year before. Caroline now speculates that Mrs. Ferrars has 
committed suicide with Veronal over the guilt. 
   
Meanwhile, Roger Ackroyd, the town’s wealthiest citizen who was expected to marry Mrs. 
Ferrars, invites Dr. Sheppard to dinner, claiming he has something important to tell him. Also 
present at dinner are Mrs. Cecil Ackroyd, Roger’s sister-in-law, Flora Ackroyd, his niece (who 
recently got engaged to Ackroyd’s stepson Ralph Paton), Geoffrey Raymond, Ackroyd’s young 
secretary, and Major Blunt, Ackroyd’s friend. Distraught throughout the meal, Ackroyd finally 
has a private discussion with Dr. Sheppard after dinner. In his study, he reveals to Dr. Sheppard 
that not only did Mrs. Ferrars actually kill her husband, she was being blackmailed for it. She 
revealed all of this to Ackroyd before taking her life because of the emotional and financial strain 
she was under.   

Although she didn’t tell him who the blackmailer was, he had a feeling she left a message for 
him before her death. At that moment, Ackroyd’s secretary Parker arrives with the evening mail, 
which contains a letter from the late Mrs. Ferrars. Ackroyd begins to read it out loud. In it, Mrs. 
Ferrars announces she will name her blackmailer and asks Ackroyd to seek revenge on her 
blackmailer. Ackroyd refuses to read the name of the blackmailer with Sheppard present.   

Dr. Sheppard leaves Fernly Park (Ackroyd’s home), but on his walk back bumps into a stranger 
who asks for directions to the estate. At home, Dr. Sheppard and Caroline are about to go to bed 
when the phone rings. He explains to Caroline that Parker has called from Fernly Park to tell him 
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that Ackroyd has been murdered. Dr. Sheppard rushes over, but when he gets there Parker denies 
making the phone call. Nonetheless, they break into Ackroyd’s locked study and find him 
murdered in his chair.   

The next day, Dr. Sheppard is approached by Flora Ackroyd to help recruit Dr. Sheppard’s new 
neighbor, the retired Belgian detective Hercule Poirot, to help investigate the murder. Flora is 
worried that the police are going to blame Ralph Paton for killing her uncle, especially since 
Ralph, who had been spotted approaching Fernly Park that night, is now nowhere to be found. 
The police have found footprints matching a pair of shoes that Ralph owned outside the window 
to Ackroyd’s study, and at 9:30 pm (after Dr. Sheppard had left, but before the body was found 
at 10:30), Major Blunt and Geoffrey Raymond both overheard Ackroyd speaking to someone in 
his office.   
 
Because Flora claims to have wished her uncle goodnight at 9:45 pm and Dr. Sheppard is 
convinced that Ackroyd had been dead at least a half hour when he found the body at 10:30, the 
police are convinced that the murder was committed between 9:45 and 10:00 pm. Although all 
members of Ackroyd’s household stood to gain financially from his death, Ralph especially 
inherited the bulk of his uncle’s fortune. After they have determined that Ralph recently was in a 
great deal of debt, they suspect him all the more.   

Although the police are convinced it is Ralph, Poirot’s thorough investigation leaves him 
unconvinced. He is fixated on the phone call to Dr. Sheppard (which the police trace, and 
determine came from the King’s Abbot train station, not Fernly Park), and the position of a 
grandfather chair in Ackroyd’s office, which had been moved into the center of the room when 
Dr. Sheppard and Parker found the body. In the course of his investigation, Poirot discovers a 
goose quill and a piece of cambric in the summerhouse on the Fernly Park grounds, as well as a 
wedding ring inscribed “From R” in a goldfish pond on the grounds.   

Poirot gathers Mrs. Cecil Ackroyd, Flora Ackroyd, Geoffrey Raymond, Major Blunt, and Dr. 
Sheppard together and accuses all of them of hiding something from him which is relevant to the 
case. In the meantime, Poirot notes that the parlormaid, Ursula Bourne, is the only person in the 
household who doesn’t have a clear alibi for the theoretical time of the murder and so identifies 
her as another suspect. Mrs. Cecil Ackroyd and Geoffrey Raymond quickly come forward to Dr. 
Sheppard and Poirot to admit their secrets – both separately acknowledge that they were in debt, 
and Ackroyd’s death resolves most of their money issues. 
   
Poirot also determines that Parker, who he suspected as Mrs. Ferrars’ blackmailer, is guilty of 
nothing more than snooping on Roger Ackroyd the night of the murder when he heard the word 
“blackmail.” Parker successfully blackmailed his previous employer, and was hoping to 
blackmail Ackroyd, as well. The police, meanwhile, have tracked down the stranger who 
approached Fernly Park the night of the murder. They arrest a man named Charles Kent, who Dr. 
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Sheppard confirms was the stranger.  
 
Meanwhile, Poirot determines that Flora lied about wishing her uncle goodnight at 9:45 on the 
night of the murder – instead, she had snuck up to his bedroom to steal money to settle some 
debts of her own, and had to pretend she was merely wishing Ackroyd goodnight to avoid 
suspicion. In the course of her confession, Major Blunt’s secret love for Flora is revealed when 
he tries to take the blame for her crime. Poirot convinces Major Blunt to be honest with Flora 
about his love for her – he assures him that Flora and Ralph Paton are not really in love, but 
merely engaged for convenience’s sake 
 
Poirot asks for a meeting with Miss Russell, Ackroyd’s housekeeper. He gets her to admit 
that Charles Kent is the son she bore out of wedlock many years before, and that he owns the 
goose quill (for snorting heroin) that they found in the summerhouse. Miss Russell met him there 
before dinner on the night of the murder after he contacted her; she insists he cannot be the 
murderer. 
   
Soon, Flora and Major Blunt are engaged, and Poirot traces the owner of the gold ring to Ursula 
Bourne. After placing a fake notice in the newspaper that the police captured Ralph Paton, 
Bourne seeks out Poirot and confesses to having married Ralph in secret months before. They 
met around 9:30 in the summerhouse and fought about his announced engagement to Flora 
Ackroyd (Ralph agreed to the engagement hoping it would mean his uncle would discharge his 
debts.)   

Poirot summons all the suspects to his home once again and reveals all these discoveries. He 
further reveals that he has determined Ackroyd purchased a dictaphone the week before and that 
is what Raymond and Blunt heard when they assumed Ackroyd was talking to someone at 9:30. 
He then reveals Ralph Paton, who Dr. Sheppard had been hiding by pretending he was a patient 
in a local asylum. Once Poirot determined what Sheppard had done, he got Ralph out. Ralph 
admits that he fought with Ursula in the summerhouse, then walked around, frustrated. He does 
not have an alibi for the time of the murder. Poirot announces that it’s simple: for Ralph to be 
exonerated, the real murderer must come forward. He claims to know the identity of the real 
murderer, and explains he will bring the truth to the police the next morning.   

He discharges the group, but asks Dr. Sheppard to stay behind. In a stunning plot twist, Poirot 
reveals that it is Dr. Sheppard who is the murderer. Sheppard stabbed Ackroyd before leaving 
him that night, programmed the Dictaphone to go off at 9:30 and provide him with an alibi, then 
snuck around the side of the house, crawled into Ackroyd’s study, locked it from the inside, and 
planted the footprints with Ralph’s shoes in the mud. He hid Ralph so that the police would find 
him more suspicious. He murdered Ackroyd because it was he, Dr. Sheppard, who was Mrs. 
Ferrars’ blackmailer, and he knew if Ackroyd found out he would be ruined.   
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Faced with the knowledge that Poirot will go to the police in the morning, and hoping that Poirot 
can keep the truth from his sister Caroline, Dr. Sheppard goes home and prepares to kill himself 
with an overdose of Veronal. 
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