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ROBERTWALTON, FROMULYSSESTO HOMER: THE ACT OF WRITING IN
FRANKENSTEINORTHE MODERN PROMETHEUS

SAMIA OUNOUGHI AMU-LERMA (EA 853)

'Frankenstein or The Modern Promethedees not startwith the first
chapter,nor doegt endwith the lag. Robert Walton igheauthorof the
preliminary letters of the book, the fourth ofwhich containsthe twenty-
four chapers of the narrative. Many peope know Frankensteineven
thoughnot so many have read thebook.Fewer people remember that
Mary Shelley isits author, andeven fewer knowthe nane of Robert
Walton. For the firstritiques of Mary Shelley'stext, Robert Walton'dirst
personepstdary narratve is often consdereda simpe pre-text meantto
introduce Frankensteinand his monstrous creaure: 'a sort of
introduction which precedes themain story of the novel, and has
nothing elsd¢o do with it'. (TheBritish Critic, 432-8).

During the thirteen-year gap between the two editions of her
FrankensteinMary Shelleybrought changeso hertext, but shenever
suppressethe four letters, noerasedhe writer: RobertWalton. Walton
Is not themain characterof the story, he is theessential characteof
the text, for he ighe onethatwrotethemythof themodern Prometheus.
Indeed, he is theone that mirrors Mary Shelley and conveys timeajor
questionof literary creation,the process of writing:Everyone knows,'
Butorwrites,'that the novelistframeshis characters,whetherhe wants
it or not, whetherheis aware of it or not,from elementsf his own
life'. Walton is there tashowtheunavoidablegapbetween isgration
that occurs like a dreamand its transcriptionin a narrative.Butor
writes:

In many novels the narrator is a secondary chanaeteo witnesses
and reports the unfolding of one or several hesy(dragedy or
transfiguration. It is obvious that the hero thespresents the author's
dream, and the narrator what the author reallyTibe distinction between
author and narrator in the book will mirror the disction between the
daily life he suffers, and this other existenceskperiences thanks to the
act of fiction writing. This very distinction is whhe aims to render



perceptible, even painful to the reader. Beyondvgliag the reader with
a soothing dream; he wants him to fathom the eeenaining distance
between this dream and its actual transcriptionviords.'

When LordByron chdlengedhis guestdo write thebest sensational
story, Mary Shelleyfound hersdf facing twoproblemsFirst, inspiretion:
whatstory cauld she tell?Theterribleweatherconditionsin Switzerland
in the summerof 1816 her experiencehatgaheredlife anddeath
through miscariages and still-born babiesgalvanism as aew trend in
sciences; all these ingredientscametogetherin the dream that
iInspiredthe storyto her. Thesecond andhoreimportant problenwas
howto write a goodittion that thereaderswvould bethrilled by. This is
precisely thequesion Walton faces. In analysingthis first person
narrator] will discusshis writing processfor it reveals young Mary
Shelley'sreflectionon what shouldbe the right distancbetweenthe
writer, the text andthe reade.

Walton seeks glorin literature andfirst tries tobecome avriter, but
he fails. When hainexpectedlynheritsa decenfortune,hedecideshe
will attain glory as a sailoHe startsanOdysseyjntendingto find a sea
route thatleads tothe NorthPole. Hereportsthis experienceo his sister
in thefirst three lettersf thebook.Later, Walton meets Victdfrankenstein
and secretlyritesthe storyhis hostconfidesto himon his deathbed. The
readersoonforgetsWalton'spresencendfocuseson Victor Frankenstein
and his adventureof creation. Consequentliiterary reviewershave
dedicatedmany articlesto Frankensteinand his creature,the latter
being analysed as thermers double.Thiscorresponds thetwenty-four
chapters enclosead Letter 4. By analysingthe book from the first page
| will demonstratehatWalton is the hubof all therelations ofduality
within the text, for heis the creatorof thisfirst personnarrative. The
secondpart will dealwith Walton as awriter who prefers to remain
invisible and hides behind the mas&f a sailor. Why does Homer hide
behindUlysses?n the final part, Iwill showhow the experienceof
writing transformsand redefineghe writer.

Robert Walton: therigin of all the doubles



The mosspectaculafigure of the doublein Frankensteins of coursethe
relationshipbetweenVictor andhis creature.Yet, therearemany more
doubles in MaryShelley's text like Robert Waltonor Henry Clerval.
Walton sees amirror of himself in FrankensteinBothare immenselyself-
centredand want to be rememberedhs historicalicons for theirgreat
achievementsVictor also profusely speaks ohis childhoodfriend Henry
Clerval. They are amseparablgair of veryimaginativecharactersavho
both love studying. They are aecond pair ofdoubles. Thesare only some
examples of theharactershatcanbe identifiedas Victor'smirror images.
While they appeaias Victor's doublesptherpairs of doublegn the book
do not involve Victor at all. Thosecharacters sometimedo noteven
knoweachother.For instance HenryClerval'straitsreflect Waltoris more
than Frankensteia Both of them love reading; they want to achieve
literary creation and disobey their father tdfifu their duty. Not only do
Walton and Clerval haveommon interestgut theircommontastes and
plans aresometimedotally opposedo Frankenstein'sspecially when
it comes toliterature.Walton claimsthat Victor isthe perfect friend he
has always sought. Yet, thdescriptionhe makesof this friend matches
Henry Clervd more than VictoFrankenste.

| desire the company of a man who could sympathkiteme, whose
eyes would reply to mine. You may deem me romantiajear sister,
but | bitterly feel the want of a friend. | have ane near me, gentle yet
courageous, possessed of a cultivated as well @asaafpacious mind,
whose tastes are like my own, to approve or amenglams. How would
such a friend repair the faults of your poor brathg9)

Reading and wrihg literature is the dream of both Waltorand
Clerval. Frankensteins different. He claims that he has nanterestin
literature. He neither reads fiction, nor intends to write anyook or
poem.Frankensteiroes not take part in one of the majssuesaised
by Mary Shelley: how does oneecometalented writer?

The similaritiedoetweeriWalton and Clerval give the illusiotihatthey
are levelleddoubes amongdoubeswithin the bookTheseechoe®rase



Walton's essentiade in the corstructionand control of the narrative
speechYet, Walton is thenarratorof the first plot while Clerval is a
secondary charactaf the second plo{Frankenstein'story). Because
the origin of a first persomarrative lies in the autobiographical
enunciativestructure the characters of [such aharrative cannot be
apprehendedut through gpermanentelationship with the first person
narrator. This does notneanthey need to be personalgcquainted,

but only that they are seen through his eyes and his exekisively
(Hamburger: 274-75).

Discreet as he may be, Robert Walton is the crezttne narrative.
Walton is the original character and all the otleeshis doubles. They
are all projections of his perception. At first, Mda wrote exclusively
to describe his petty experiences but they comdaswith his
exacerbated feelings, which led to mediocre literprality. By writing
another's narrative, he has understood that ineaBkis person he needs
to picture in his text. This major change defings &s an artist. Walton
now organises his text differently. He concealsgnesence and in his
vision of the world, he thrusts Frankenstein to stage front. He
consequently appears as a character of lower iapoetthan Henry
Clerval, who is a secondary character. No surghaemost readers do
not perceive Walton's seminal role and implicationthe narrative.
Indeed, Clerval is introduced in 'Chapter 2' arehttve meet him again
in six other chapters (chapters 3; 5; 618; 19).Victor mentions him
again withemotionin the lastwo chapters.Eventually,heappearsagain
in the epilogue'Waltonin Continuation'By contrast, Waltonappears
nowherein the twenty-fourchaptersof thenarrativehe writes whilehis
hugeegooccupiedthe whole space ofiis letters.He brutallyhand his
romanticnarcissism over to VictdfrankensteinAs thesourceof thetext,
Waltonphraseghenarrativeso as to fade awdyehindFrankensteinthe
subjectof his composition.Walton appearsas a charactethat iseven
less significant than the secondary characters aroundictor
Frankenstein. Hencefortla)l theprotagonists are presentasdistant
echoef the great Victor Frankensteinauthor of thefantastic creature
which revealshis monstrouscreator. Herdies the maininterest, the
sensational aspeat theplot. This doesnotmean Walton haceasedo
express himself, buthe does it by using Frankensteai's story as a
metaphorof his ownexperience aa writer.His methodechoesMary
Shelley'sconceptionof art andliterature.



Invention it must behumblyadmitted, does not consigh creating
out ofvod, but out of chaos; thenaterialsmust in thefirst place be
afforded:it can give form to darkshapelesssubstanceshut cannot
bring into being the substance itséH).

Frankensteins Walton's doubleashe createsa compositebeing
using already existing materialBoth the creation process andhe
creature's structure appesran exacteplica of Robert Walton'sext.
Walton usesiarrativestold by anotherto composehis own versionof
the mythof themodern Prometheud/altonhas founda subjectto write
about while expressinghimselfwithout appearingo do so.Thoughhe
introduceshimself asasailor, he leaves many traces Imstext proving
that his needo write has never lefhim.

Waltonris will to write is superiorto hiswill of exploration

Walton would like to beremembereds ahistorical iconandhis planto
discovera sea rout@o the NorthPole is not his firstattemptto reach
glory. When hewas still very young,he discoveredhe worksof Homer
and Shakespearandhe therput his quill to paper wititheaim to equal
them.

| alsobecamea poet andfor one yearlived in a Paradiseof my
own creation;l imaginedhat lalso mightobtainanichein the temple
where thenamesof Homer andShakespeare ammnsecratedYou are
well acquainted with my failure, and how heavily | bore the
disappointment(26).

With Walton'snaive confessionof such self-conceit, Manshelley
ridicules thenarcissisticomanticwriter. Walton'sambitionto write great
literature remainsandit is muchmoreintensethan his willto explore
the planetHe sufferedanunprecedentedhilurein hisendeavouto be
praised as a writer. Walton shall concéa will to write a great novel
uncer the maskof Ulysses.

Even befordnis departureWaltongives awayhis lackof motivation to



lead thecareerof amariner.In his secondletterto his sister, thgortrait
he depictsof his lieutenantmakes itobviousthat he hired him nainly
to behisdeputybutto act ascaptainRobert Walton wants glonput he
has nogualmsaboutavoidingresponsibilityandhe is happy t@uotehis
inadequacy.

Avyouth passed irsolitude, my bestyears spenunder your gentle
and femininefosterage, has scefined thegroundworkof my character
that | cannot overcoman intense distaste tahe usual brutality
exercised on board ship:havenever believed ito be necessary; and
when | heardof a mainer equallynoted forhis kindlinessof heart
and the respect and obedience paid to byrhis crew,| felt myself
peculiarly fortunatein beingable to securehis services.

Throughhis romanticflight of lyricism in Letter 1 Walton meango
expresshis happinesgo explorethe Great North, buhenheis writing
this, the explorationhas noteven startedand itwill nevertake place.
His wordsdo not depict arexperiencéut the delusionde derives from
writing. The romantic style ofhis journal conveys his taste forbelles
lettres rather than hisappines$o beasalilor.

Letter 4, in which he meets VictoFrankensteineveals Waltoras
a petty cagain.While the crew are talking with Victor\Walton ignores
what is going on,the onlyeventthat occurs duringhisvoyage.ln fact,as
this seminalencounters taking place, Robert Walton s¢eepingandhis
crewdo notevenbotherreportingit to him: 'In the norning, however, as
soon as itwas light,] wentupon deck and found all the sailors busy
on one sid®f thevesselapparentlytalking to someone in the segs3).
Walton degises the professioof mariner,which to him, cannotlead to
glory: 'My lieutenant, for instance, is a man of wondedalrage and
enterprise; he is madly desirous of glory: or rathes word my phrase
more characteristically, of advancement in his pesion(30) This quote
also show$ow mwhthechoiceof words isimportantto Waltonwho is
more busywriting literaturethan completinghis captain'stasks.

The only stages dhe voyagethat Waltondescribesrehisdeparture
and his abandonmentf his journey to the NortlPole. The restof his



narrative can be summedp as along wait in the immobility of the ice.
Walton's sole initiative is to rewrite themyth of Prometheusn the
languageof ShakespeareHe doesnot botherrelating the restof the
voyage.

Beyond a simple journal, these letters are, theeetbe result of a writing
exercise that Walton keeps practicing even whemasenothing to report. He
accounts for the brevity of Letter 3 by his numerawtivities while in fact,
he is doing nothing.

| write a few lines in a haste, to say that | anesaid well advanced
on my voyage. No incidents have hitherto befallerthat would make a
figure in a letter. One or two stiff gales and tharinging of a leak, are
accidents which experienced navigators scarcelyeraber to record; and
| shall be well content if nothing worse happen $oduring our voyage.
(32)

The texton this page is nothing bt narrativevoid and it edhoes the
whole of Walton'sjournal andhis journey into thecy abyssHis first text is
aletter dateddecemberi1"andhislasttextis datedSeptembet2". The
lasttwo numbersof the yearare omitted so one€annot tell how many
yearsit took Walton towrite this story. If weassume that Walton's texts
are includedin oneyear,it meanst took Walton ninemonthsto achieve
his work (thetime of ahumangestaton). During these monthsRobert
Walton wroteonly on eighteerdays, seven of which wereledicatedo
the writing of the twenty-fourchaptersof Frankenstei's story Out of
the devenremaining days, Waltonreports little and only what he
observes oand out of the ship sindee left Archangel, the finastop of
all the searoutescommony used. It is the poinbeyond wich his
explordion shodd begin.Walton's adventureas a shoris therefore
mainly a greatnarrative void. However, with his meetingFrankenstein,
Waltonhas evatually found a topicworth putting his quill to paper, but
the spectreof his failure still threatensis plans.Asa writer he needs
to find the rightdistancebetweerhimself andhis texton the onehand,
and betweenhimself andthe readeon the other To find out how the
writer proceedsve need toexaminethe statusWalton givesto the 'l'
throughouthe book.



Walton does not confess that he took partthe composition othe
narrative

Walton's attitudeto his textis paradoxicalWhile he refuses tadmit
that he is in noway responsibldor whathe writes, he leavestracesof
his participationin the compositionof the text. Beforereportingfacts,
Walton promotes the aestheticsof the text his readerare about to
discover. Like an Ancient Greek myth teller,Walton refers to
Frankensteiras the musewho will inspire in him the mosbeautifulof
tales The beautyof the textis superior in importanceto its contents
Walton presentshis text as anyfiction meant to entertainthe reader
whosereceptionhe anticipates:'This manuscript will doubtless afford
youthe greatestpleasure{(38). The manuscript is the resudf an initiative
by Walton alone. His commenton the text he has noyet written bring
forward hiswriter's concern witlthereceptionof his text; thats why he
insists it is not hidext. ‘Strangeand harrowingmust be history' (38).

Frankensteimliscovers that Walton has beenting his taleonly once
it has beercompleted:'Frankensteindiscovered thatl made notes
concerninghisstory' (217). Beforethefirst chapterWaltonaso explains
the way he will proceed tocomposehis text.' | have resolvedvery
night whenl cannotimperatively occupiedby ny duties, torecord as
nearly as possible in hisown wordswhat he bas related during the
day. If I shouldbe engaged | will at leastmake notes.(38) Walton
pretendshis participationis limited to that d a secretarybut Walton
never writes while Frankensteinis speaking.One wondershow he
memorizeghe story andhow he finds theéimeto writethese twenty-four
chaptersfor writing takeslongerthanspeaking As Walton presentst;
his task isan impossibleordeal Heintends to make notes tasehe lacks
time towrite everythingYet, the text the reader discovers holds no trace
of notes; on the contrary,it is very much detailed. This proves Walton
indeed participated ithe compositionof the narrative much more than
he iswilling to admit.

Walton makessure thathe reader does not identify him #seauthor
of the text. Before hestarts Chaptef, Waltonthe sailoris again Walton



the writerand claims that he will hial his quill untiltheend ofthetale he

Is aboutto hear.Then, he changes pagesyrites 'Chapter I' and starts
writing the story of Frankenstein. From then thre reader perceivethis ‘I’

as Frankensteiand not asRobert Walton evenif the latterwrote it. In
their article 'Rustling voices in speech: dialogism and reported speech
Bres andVerine exfain that in reported speechthere isonly one
speaker,the one whoreports thespeechsincethe original speakels
absent whenhe speechs beingreportedlt is Walton'swords that we
read,and not Frankenstein's.

Hence,jn Chapter2, when thecreaturés storybeginswith athird ‘I’,
it seemdo thereaderthatFrankensteirlends hisvoice to the creature.
In reality, it is Walton who lendshis ‘I* oncemore to a characteiof the
story. By these successidestributionsof his voice,Walton rendershis
presencdess andless distinguishable.He takesone stegurther into
Frankenstein'sshadow wherthe creature'sstory beginsWhile he had
clearly shown théransitionof his ' | to Frankensteinn the structure
of the text, this time, thekansmissiorof the' | ' to the creatureoccurs
without any structural chang@ the organisatiorof the narrative. The
creature'sstory is embeddedn the continuationof the preceding
chaptersWalton has ceased taeportthe occasions wheRrankenstein
addressesim. Consequentlyhehasbecome silentjnvisible.

At the end of the creature'sstory in Chaptei7, the 'I' refersto
Frankensteinonce more. Again, Walton doa%ot interveneso thatwe

get theimpressionthat it isVictor whohas lent hisvoice to the Creaure.
In fact this ‘I’ neverceasedo be Walton'sthroughoutthe ook

Beneaththe processf character duplicationyhich is usuallyanalysed
as the duality betweenthe creatureand Frankenstein, theries the
duality between authomlnd narrators,the origin of all thesemirror
relationshipseing RobertWalton alone. Waltons the creatorandthe
textis hiscreation.The text, justlike the creaturewhois compositejs
madeup of all the differentstories Waltortells abouthimself and those
otherstell him, and to whichhe adds some ohis own imaginationto
allow themto hold togetheiin a narrative.Walton's' | ' changesvoices
five times In the lettersl 'refersto Walton.In thechaptersthe' | "initially



assumesthe voice of Victor Frankensteinlater the creatureandthen
Frankensteimgain.

Finally, Walton returnsto his own voice in the epilague 'Walton in
Continuation'. The duplication pragebetweenVictor Frankeastan
and his aeaure sa minor processondderingthat in Waltors casejt is
not only a character-duplicatiorbut a character-multiplicationOnly is
Frankensteiis experience renderethoresensationalby the romantic
style that exacerbatelsis presence.

By usig his 1" in turn to convey Victor's and the creature'soices,
Walton increaseghedistancebetween himself and the read But, if we
look at the organisatiorof thetext, we realise that \Alton and hi text are
one. The first three letters he signs but leavesfdlirth unsigned. He
changes pages and writes 'Chapter 1'. Walton hussttansformed the
epistolary genref his text into a novel.Startingwith a letter that is
supposal to convey fads, he graduallydrifts to fiction writing. At theend
of the last chapter, Walton does not start anew page but writes'Walton
in Continuation'.Again, his tet isaddessedo his sster as a letter This
time howeve, the statusof the letter has changed. Letter 4 wasthe
containewf the novel but nav thenovd has becomethe containeof the
lette. Thus Walton has sevel timestransformed the genre, the nature of
the text isdf. Walton wasa characterout of the plot andin 'Walton in
Continuatiory he isnow themain charactepf this plot. He hasbeen absorbed
by the story he has been writing. Frankenstein's gadual isolaton and
physicalchargesduring theprocessf creatonedo Walton'sexperence
asthe stay writer.

Totally absorbed by his text, Walton never signddrel as opposed
to the first three letters. In certain editionsFodnkensteinthe end of
the book read9HE END, theend of a novel that hatbegun by detter.
The processof credion trardorms the creata, and literay creation
consistsin usang what alreadyexigted but gradually trangorming it to
create a new genre. The novel Frankensteinis a hybrid. Walton
eventuallyenters into thenarrative of the novel he is writing. He ceaseso
be the detadedwriter and becomesa dharacter in the world of fiction that
he hashdped create. Yet, he cannot escapehis responsibilitesso eay
becaiseno matter how much heis involved in the plotas acharacterhis
presences a writer cannotbe erased. Just like MaryShdley in real life,



Robert Walton § seldom rememberedas the creator ofthe text Beyond
herwell-known sensationasdtory, through'Frankenstin or theModern
Prometheis' she givesher owndefinition of the constructionand place
of thewriter. History has proved her right.
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