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Myths we need to know to understand Frankenstein better: 
We have: 
Prometheus                            
Narcissus                            
Oedipus                                                               
Pandora’s Jar
The Minotaur and the labyrinth
Odysseus  

Useful source: Britannica: myths

What we need to consider:
· What kind of ideas, symbols, themes and moral messages from Greek mythology are present in Frankenstein?  
· Are these references to Greek mythology explicit, or implicit? 
· Do they appear in symbolic, metaphorical or allegorical form? 
· What was the original purpose of these myths? And why are they still relevant now? 
· How might they also be relevant to any other of your GCSE or A-Level set texts?

Key Myth 1 - Prometheus
Why? The subtitle of Frankenstein is ‘Or the modern Prometheus’ so it would help to know who Prometheus was, and which parts of the myth pervade Shelley’s narrative. 
In short: Prometheus, a Titan, defied Zeus (King of the Gods) by showing man some compassion, by stealing fire from Olympus and giving it to man. (fire can be literal, or metaphorical e.g. knowledge, life, intellect). Prometheus, as far as Zeus was concerned, over-reached his station (hubris) and was deserving of punishment. 
Prometheus and Frankenstein: Victor Frankenstein is also an over-reacher (taking the place of God and nature in his creation of the Creature), with his hubris also being deserving of punishment. Here it is his Creation that decides and executes the punishment. (The Creature’s connection to lightning, which is Zeus’s weapon and symbol of power is unlikely to be accidental). 
Useful link: Museum of Liverpool: Prometheus

Key Myth 2: Narcissus
Why? There’s much evidence in the text to justify using the adjective ‘narcissistic’ to describe Victor and his actions, and to a slightly lesser extent, Walton. Towards the end of the Creature’s narrative (Chapter 16), the Creature observes his reflection (for the very first time) and becomes fully aware of his ugliness, which is a complete inversion of the Narcissus myth (and Eve in the Garden of Eden)
In short: Narcissus was a beautiful young man, who had never seen a reflection of anything before, least of all his own face. One day, he sits by a pool and notices the face of a beautiful young man in the pool. Oblivious to the fact that is his own face, he falls in love with the beautiful boy in the pool and becomes rooted to the spot. Eventually he dies of thirst and starvation, and his corpse metamorphoses into a beautiful flower that thrives near pools. He gives his name to a genus of flower ‘Narcissi’ which includes daffodils. 
Narcissus and academic writing: This really a ‘too good an opportunity to miss’ moment when it comes to etymology. Some pupils may be using the term regularly without truly knowing its origins, while it will be completely new to others. In both instances, understanding where the term derives from can only be a good and useful thing. 
Useful links: World History: Narcissus
                      Narcissus and Echo

Key Myth 3: Oedipus
Who? This one is probably best referred to and used with A-Level classes, and/or very able GCSE groups. 
Why? Frankenstein, in his early narration, speaks of his mother with a real sense of adoration - not just for who she is, but her beauty also. Later in the text, after he has made the Creature, he has a disturbing dream where he is embracing Elizabeth, who then metamorphoses into the corpse of his dead mother. 
In short: Oedipus was the King of Thebes, who had unknowingly married his mother, and had four children with her. When the truth emerged, his wife (and mother) Jocasta hung herself, and then Oedipus took a broach from her gown, pricked his eyes with the pin and blinded himself. He fled to Athens with his daugher Antigone, and later died there. 
Oedipus and Freud: Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, was widely read and referred to literary and mythological texts in order to illustrate his ideas and theories about the human psyche. Freud coined the concept and term: Oedipus complex* based upon this notorious Greek myth. Hamlet’s relationship with his mother, Gertrude, was also used as a means of illustrating what an Oedipal relationship with your mother is.
*the theory that all men are attracted to women who resemble their mother. This is of course, a simplification.
Careful: Freud’s theory succeeds this novel by quite a few years. Shelley, and indeed the rest of the world, would not have been aware of Freud’s theory whilst she was writing Frankenstein. 
Useful link: Oedipus myth

Key Myth 4: Pandora’s box (or jar)
Why?  The story of Pandora precedes that of the Christian version of the same archetype - the first mortal woman on earth who succumbs to temptation, changing the world forever as a result. It is this concept of irresistible temptation, and with Pandora, something escaping that cannot be returned to its container, is what is most useful for Frankenstein. Victor’s experiment, his Creation, cannot be ‘put back into the jar’. 
In short:  Pandora was the first mortal woman on earth, sculpted from clay by the gods to be delivered to Prometheus’s younger brother, Epimetheus, (name meaning ‘hindsight’). She was beautiful and he soon fell in love with her, as the Gods wished, and they married.  Zeus’s wedding gift (not a gift at all) was a jar, Pythos, that Pandora was instructed never to open. Curiosity got the better of Pandora, who opened the jar releasing a swarm of evil that would change mankind forever. She managed to replace the lid on the jar, keeping one spirit within: hope. 
Useful links:
Epimetheus
Pandora's Jar (Pythos) 
Key Myth 4: the Minotaur and the labyrinth
Why? This myth encompasses some cornerstones of the Gothic genre: a monster, monstrosity and disorientating spaces (settings).  In Gothic texts, the concept of the labyrinth can manifest itself in the ‘physical’ spaces of a text: a laborator, the woods at night, a foggy London at night (Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde). However, it can also apply to the narrative itself (complexly structured with the purpose of disorientating the reader); or the human psyche. 
In short: The Minotaur, was the result of his mother Pasiphae (wife of the King of Minos of Crete) sleeping with a bull that was sent to her by Zeus. She gave birth to a chimera: a child that was half bull, and half man: the Minotaur. The King and Queen of Crete were embarrassed and ashamed of him, but did not want to kill him. The King of Minos instructed Daedalus - a great inventor and engineer - to construct something to contain the Minotaur, and so the concept of the Labyrinth was born. 
  So, the conditions are set for another famous myth: Theseus and the Minotaur.
Useful links: Myths and labyrinths
                     Theseus and the Minotaur

Key Myth 6: Ulysses/Odysseus
Why? There are several long journeys in Frankenstein, and it is Odysseus’s troubled journey home from the Trojan wars that gave us the term ‘an odyssey’ to describe a journey that is long, difficult and gruelling. The metaphor of a journey is as common in everyday language as it is in literature. Journeys can be physical, travelling from A to B, or more abstract - as a means of describing personal growth. In the final stages of the novel, the Creature takes Victor on an Odyssey through Northern Europe to where he meets Walton on the Northern ice-flows, as his final and most protracted punishment for Victor creating him in the first place:
In short: Odysseus, both strong and wily, brought about the end to the decade long siege of Troy by devising and designing the Trojan horse. Finally, able to return home to Ithaca, he sets sale for home but is beset by problems and delays, largely due to the interference of the Gods. He is delayed by the likes of:
· the Lotus eaters 
· a giant cyclops Polyphemus
· Crirce the witch 
· the Sirens
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Charybdis (whirlpool) and Scylla (many headed Monster).
After many years, he eventually arrives home, only for more difficulties and tragedy to beset him. 
Useful links: Odysseus and the Trojan Horse
                      The Odyssey

Recommended reading:
Fry, Stephen. ‘Mythos: The Greek Myths Re-told’
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