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Abstract 

This essay explores the influence of contemporary values in two iterations of the Greek 

Prometheus myth and argues that the events portrayed in the two texts follow the structure of 

the myth, and that the discourse in the texts shows traces of contemporary moral values. Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) is used as a starting point, but the focus is on Howard Phillip 

Lovecraft’s “Herbert West: Reanimator” (1922) as a later iteration of the Prometheus myth. 

The method for comparison is centered on disassembling the texts in accordance with the 

instructions found in Mieke Bal’s Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative 

(1997) to form tables of events. The functions of the events found in the Prometheus myth 

will then be used to sort the events from Lovecraft’s and Shelley’s work to assert focal points 

for comparing the moral values in the discourse.  
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1.1 Introduction 

Howard Phillips Lovecraft’s 1922 serialized short story “Herbert West – Reanimator” is one 

of the author’s more commonly adapted texts outside of the works related to the extended 

Cthulu mythos. Via contextual material an argument can be made for the text being heavily 

inspired by Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), as well as the Greek Prometheus myth that 

is explicitly referenced in Frankenstein’s sub-heading “The Modern Prometheus”. 

This essay initially attempts to find the influence of the Greek myth in the other texts 

to look for similarities in character, plot and structure. The focus then shifts towards the 

morality of Herbert West and Victor Frankenstein as they are portrayed and discussed by the 

authors through the texts to see how the message, the moral content, of the myth has been 

interpreted and changed in different centuries. This will be attempted by sorting the text into 

events with similar functions that can be found in all three texts, “Herbert West – 

Reanimator”, Frankenstein and the Prometheus myth. These events will then be arranged in 

chronological order in a table to establish focal points of the plot and to see general 

similarities. The similar events will then be further investigated through a closer look at the 

narration and discourse surrounding them, with focus on how the narrative characters portray 

the events from a moral perspective. 

Lovecraft’s story chronicles the life of medical student Herbert West through the eyes 

of his friend from college, who later becomes his assistant. West’s work revolves around the 

idea that dead humans can be brought back to life through a scientific process developed by 

himself and his assistant. Throughout the story this process of bringing the dead back to life is 

attempted on several occasions with varying results, which shows a refinement of the method 

used by West. Lovecraft wrote several essays on the topic of horror in literature, collected in 

his work “The Supernatural Horror in Literature” (1927). The version of the text used in this 

essay is annotated by S.T. Joshi and named “The Annotated Supernatural Horror in 
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Literature” (2000). Joshi is the author or editor of most of the context material used in this 

essay, as he is considered one of the main authorities on Lovecraft’s authorship and life. As 

for material regarding Shelley, mainly texts found in the Norton critical edition of the novel 

have been used as the curation found therein covers the needs of this essay well. For material 

on the theoretical approach I have chosen to work with Mieke Bal’s Narratology: 

Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (1997) as the book is structured like a tool-kit, 

providing a more pragmatic approach to a wider selection of ideas and methods than the 

primary sources on narratological theory, in my opinion.  

I wish to approach Lovecraft as both a precursor to many elements found in popular 

culture today, mainly in different mediums dealing with science fiction and horror, but also as 

an author who was influenced by the horror genre in his own time. Because of this, the search 

for mythical influences via Frankenstein seems fitting as Shelley’s novel is iconic in the 

horror and science fiction genres in general. It is also discussed by Lovecraft in his essays on 

the topic of horror in literature, providing an initial link between the two. The use of myths in 

horror and science fiction, as well as the genres often drawing from earlier materials, makes it 

interesting to look at what influenced the stories and how they have changed from their 

forefathers.  

 

1.2 Contextual clues 

The context of a text is very much defined by the author; what inspired the author and under 

which circumstances the text was conceived and written. The use of context in this essay will 

be brief and focused almost entirely on what is explicitly known to have influenced the 

authors’ work on the texts being discussed, and on their comments regarding their own work. 

The context material will primarily be used to find any stated references towards the 

Prometheus myth to back up the claim of the texts being reimaginations of the concept 
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presented therein. Furthermore, literary influences on the authors may help us understand how 

they have chosen to structure their texts, which makes the theory applied in section three more 

manageable. 

The titan Prometheus was one of two titans that were not imprisoned after the titans 

lost the war with the Olympians. The titans were then tasked with the creation of humanity. 

Prometheus shaped the human out of mud, and Athena gave his creation life. The second 

titan, Epimetheus, was tasked with giving the creatures on earth their different abilities, but 

had nothing more to give when the turn came to the humans. Instead, Prometheus gave 

humanity the ability to stand on two legs and the knowledge of fire. However, after 

Prometheus tricked Zeus, the Olympians took the knowledge of fire away from humanity in 

order to punish Prometheus. Prometheus stole the fire and returned it to humanity. Because of 

this Zeus punished him by tethering Prometheus to a rock and having a bird pick out his liver 

every day. (Graves 82) 

Reading this myth with Barthes’ and Graves’ ideas about the intended function of a 

myth in mind, one can establish a certain set of actions and reactions of value (see section 2). 

Firstly, the actions of Prometheus are undertaken in relation to his creation, in this case 

humanity. Secondly, the conflict is due to a sort of knowledge and the spreading of it, the 

knowledge of fire. This transfer of knowledge is forbidden by a higher power, and the 

spreading or use of it is therefore punished. The myth’s use as propagating moral content 

would then be the importance of not going against the order of things, in the context of this 

myth taking the form of the will of the gods.  

The context and motivation behind Shelley’s Frankenstein is an interesting story, 

containing elements that make it a pleasant read in its own right. A first-person account of it is 

given in the preface to the 1831 revised edition of Shelley’s novel (“Introduction”169). 

Shelley describes listening to a discussion on the topic of “the nature of the principle of life”, 
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and the concept of bringing a corpse back to life in the light of certain contemporary ideas and 

experiments (“Introduction”171). Galvanism is mentioned, and is considered to be one of the 

primary influences on the process of bringing the monster to life in the novel1. Lovecraft 

writes shortly about Shelley’s novel in “The Supernatural Horror in Literature” and mentions 

it being morally didactic, being written with the purpose of teaching a moral lesson, which 

echoes the proposed function of a myth (44). The placement of the text in Lovecraft’s work 

suggests that he might have considered the text to be slightly influenced by Shelley’s father 

William Godwin’s text St. Leon (1799) which deals with an elixir of life (ASHL 44). The 

elixir of life is mentioned as an inspiration for the events in Shelley’s novel, when Victor 

Frankenstein speaks about his childhood (22). 

The most commonly cited part of Shelley’s 1831 introduction to Frankenstein is her 

description of the dream that inspired the novel (172). When reading Shelley’s depiction of 

the dream one can see that it shares some structural aspects with the Prometheus myth. The 

first part deals with the protagonist giving life and the last part also shows the consequences 

for this action (Appendix A). It also contains some reference to the concept of forbidden 

knowledge in the way the actions undertaken by the character described are said to relate to a 

godlike figure: “… for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to 

mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world” (“Introduction”172). Another 

major influence on Shelley’s text is John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667, ed.1989), which 

inspires a discussion about the relation between creator and the created in the discourse of the 

novel.  

                                                

1 Galvanism is the act of electrocuting dead tissue, triggering movement in the muscles and making the 

flesh appear alive again. 

2 Grub Street was a location in London’s poorer neighborhood, and was synonymous with unsuccessful 
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The primary motivation behind Lovecraft’s “Herbert West – Reanimator” was, 

according to S.T. Joshi’s I am Providence (2013), strictly the monetary compensation for its 

publication. A letter from 1921, where Lovecraft writes about the story to Reinhart Kleiner, 

provides the quotation “My sole inducement is the monetary reward, which is a guinea per 

tale…” (qtd. in IP 411). However, Joshi suggests Lovecraft “got a kick out of the literary 

slumming”, something also seen in Joshi’s comment that the author “takes a certain 

masochistic pleasure in complaining at being reduced to the level of a Grub Street hack.” 

2(both IP 411).  

Frankenstein is considered to be a primary influence on “Herbert West – Reanimator”, 

but Joshi suggests otherwise due to the differences in the process of bringing the corpses back 

to life, as well as Frankenstein’s monster being assembled from different bodies (IP 413). 

Joshi goes on to say that the weirdness of the story removes the necessity of considering 

literary influences (IP 414). However, Lovecraft’s “Herbert West – Reanimator” contains 

reference to both the elixir of life, galvanism and St. Leon, and the choice to include these 

things in the text might be a reference to what Lovecraft himself considered influences on 

Shelley’s novel in “The Supernatural Horror in Literature”, the former also being referenced 

by Shelley in her novel as previously stated (Shelley 22). Lovecraft also mentions Tartaros in 

a passing comment by his narrator (HW:R 299). Tartaros is the part of Hel, the Greek 

mythology’s realm of the dead, where the titans were sent after their conflict with the 

Olympians. The influence of the Greek or Roman myths on Lovecraft’s work is discussed in 

                                                

2 Grub Street was a location in London’s poorer neighborhood, and was synonymous with unsuccessful 

poets and writers. The location is also mentioned in Lovecraft’s 1917 poem “The Poet of Passion”, where he 

mocks love poetry and mentions that such poems “May tomorrow in Grub Street bring two or three pounds.” 
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Maurice Lévy’s Lovecraft: A Study in the Fantastic (1988), especially in his other works 

where conflict between gods and their punishments is featured more prominently (114). 

The influence of Lovecraft’s personal philosophies is instead discussed as being a 

greater motivator for the content of the story, for instance the mentioning of Ernst Haeckel’s 

thoughts regarding the existence of the human soul and the materialistic nature of the human 

condition can both be traced to Lovecraft’s own ideas at the time as they are expressed in his 

essays “In Defence of Dagon” (1925 -27) (IP 412). The differences in the reanimation process 

could also be linked to the changed nature of the scientific field having taken place in the 

century between the texts. The medical research had moved more and more towards 

chemistry in the early twentieth century, replacing the ideas of galvanism that influenced 

Shelley’s depiction of the process with the more modern, medicinal approach to it described 

by Lovecraft. 

Furthermore, “Herbert West – Reanimator” could be seen as having started out as a 

serious work of fiction, but later moving more towards parody and satire with every part 

published (Joshi, IP 413). In defense of this suggestion one can see that the content in the 

earlier parts of the serialized text poses philosophical questions and takes on a more somber 

tone, while the later parts tend to be more hyperbolic and centered on gory set pieces. The 

notion that Lovecraft viewed his writing as an act of self-expression and philosophical 

argumentation is based on his essays, but also the critical reception of his work (Joshi, 

Collected Essays 116). The philosophy Lovecraft adhered to could be summarized as 

mechanical, positivistic materialism, meaning that the world exists in its material form and is 

possible to fully comprehend through logical, emotionless understanding (Joshi, Collected 

Essays 117). These ideas differ vastly from the more emotional, idealist Romantic movement 

which inspired Shelley.  
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Joshi discusses a part of the text where West performs an experiment designed to settle 

whether any consciousness can be achieved when the head has been removed from the corpse, 

and whether any non-material bond exists between separated body parts. Joshi writes: “That 

second point is so manifestly a contradiction of materialism that it can only be intended 

parodically – or, rather, as an excuse for a particularly grisly tableau in which a severed head 

placed in a vat cries out when West reanimates the trunk.” (IP 413). This functions as an 

example of an interpretation which takes the philosophy of Lovecraft into consideration, as it 

motivates the scene being read as parody, even though the point is also made that the 

motivation for the scene is more likely found in the desired aesthetic of Home Brew, where 

the text was initially published (Joshi, IP 412). 

 

2. Narratology and the shape of myths 

The approach to the texts discussed in this essay is mainly narratological in nature, meaning 

that the approach focuses on the text itself and how the story is conveyed. Story itself will 

become a key term during the later sections as it makes up one of the major aspects of what 

links these texts together. In the book Beginning Theory (1995) Peter Barry describes 

narratology as ”not the reading and interpretation of individual stories, but the attempt to 

study the nature of ‘story’ itself, as a concept and as a cultural practice.” (215) Northrop 

Frye’s essay “Archetypal Criticism: Theory of Myths” from the 1957 collection Anatomy of 

Criticism discusses myths as a medium of human desires, using iconic religious imagery. He 

also proposes a cyclical series of events when the myth takes its form in literature, the natural 

circle of birth to death with the additions of resurrection and the continuation of the cycle. 

This cycle of events might show the use of a general mythic influence on the fabula of the 

texts. In section two of Roland Barthes’ book Mythologies (1957) he describes the function of 

myths, both modern and ancient, as a form of propaganda simplifying the human values and 
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attitude towards existence and society. This function of myths is also supported in Robert 

Graves’ The Greek Myths (1955). This corresponds to the idea of stories as a cultural practice, 

as re-enforcement of moral values and opinions of the contemporary society. Because of this 

perspective, one must first consider the position of the author, or rather: What is the source of 

the authors’ creative process, and what influences it? 

In “The Death of the Author” (1967) Barthes describes the process behind a text like 

this: “The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable centers of culture.” (315) 

However, in the topic of this essay, the “center of culture” is not an innumerable abstract 

notion. Due to contextual clues, for instance the sub-heading of Frankenstein, this essay 

assumes that Shelley’s text is a “tissue of quotations” with its baseline taken from the Greek 

Prometheus myth, which has greatly influenced the readings and interpretations of the text 

throughout the two hundred years since it was written. Of course, there were influences on the 

texts from other “centers of culture” as well, and it is the influence of the contemporary 

cultures of the authors that this essay suggests may have altered the two authors’ take on the 

original Prometheus myth. 

In Poetics Aristotle identified three major aspects of a plot, which had to do with 

character development (2). He also proposed that the “character must be revealed through 

action” (Aristotle 6). Barry describes how the series of events that Aristotle proposed has to 

do with deep content, in this case the existence of a moral fallacy, the recognition of it and 

finally its consequences (218). It is the former of Aristotle’s statements in combination with 

the idea of deep content that is of the most interest for this essay’s primary goal. Later, the 

idea of a structured set of functions for a story was further expanded on by a Russian 

Formalist called Vladimir Propp. 

In the 1928 book The Morphology of the Folktale Vladimir Propp used a corpus, a 

large collection of texts, to distinguish a series of functions that occur in the same order 
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within Russian folklore. The idea of different texts being connected by the function of the 

events described within them is what will be used as the primary link between the different 

texts in the later sections of this essay. However, this essay will not use Propp’s list of 

functions, but the idea that the events in the text can be sorted into order and then used to 

show similarities and differences between texts is what justifies the approach to the stories in 

this essay’s later sections. When I write “In order” what is implied is the chronological order 

of events in the story, which is not always the way that the text is structured, but the way 

events would follow each other if placed on a time line. Identifying the chronological order of 

events requires the use of another conceptual tool. 

In the introduction of Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (2009) 

Mieke Bal shortly defines the meaning of fabula as: “A fabula is a series of logically and 

chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors.” (5) The fabula then 

corresponds to the events in a text and the order of the actions undertaken in a text. Another 

important component described by Bal is the story: “A story is the content of that text, and 

produces a particular manifestation, inflection, and ‘colouring’ of a fabula; the fabula is 

presented in a certain manner.” (5). The story is how the narrator and characters present, 

describe, reflect on and emote concerning the fabula, as well as how the text presents the 

events as a whole. It is this part of the texts that will be used to discuss the author’s 

description of the contemporary values in relation to the events of the text, mainly through the 

narrator, in other words the way the author has chosen to colour and present the events and 

actions within the text from a moral perspective through the descriptions as well as inner and 

outer voice of the actors and narrator. However, one should not disregard Aristotle’s 

argument that character development is shown through action, as well. The ideas and theory 

further developed and elaborated on by Bal can be found in Gérard Genette’s Narrative 
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Discourse (1979) which uses the same concepts and terms that can be found in the Russian 

formalist movement, for example fabula and sjuzet. 

The final concept to discuss before moving into the pragmatics of this essay is that of 

forbidden knowledge. The idea of some knowledge or actions as being “forbidden” is central 

to the plot this essay attempts to trace through the different iterations. This becomes the 

motivator for the fates of the central characters, the titan Prometheus, Victor Frankenstein and 

Herbert West. As mentioned in the introduction, the place, meaning and content of this 

concept is something that is assumed to be subject to change in accordance with 

contemporary attitudes toward the subject, from being explicitly forbidden by deities in the 

Prometheus myth to something more abstract in the other texts.  

For the purposes of this essay the definition that will be used is the action leading to 

the consequence for the promethean character in the texts, corresponding to Prometheus’ 

punishment for giving the knowledge of fire to humanity. This is an attempt to translate the 

more complex ideas presented by Marilyn Butler in “Frankenstein and Radical Science” in 

the Norton critical edition of Frankenstein (1996). This definition may appear quite narrow 

and lacking in philosophical meaning for such a widely discussed concept, but as a function in 

this essay its main use is to be definable as an action or event in a textual structure, rather than 

reflection regarding its content and meaning. 

 

3.1 Dissecting the texts 

In Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative Bal shortly describes what makes up 

events in a text as “the transition from one state to another state, caused or experienced by the 

actors.” (189). Simply describing every event within a tale, especially a longer text like 

Frankenstein, would create a number of events far too unwieldy to work with (Bal 190). Bal 

discusses this problem and offers solutions based on choice criterion. Firstly, the event must 
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be functional in order to be considered relevant, meaning that it has some influence on the 

actions in the text (Bal 192). Secondly, the choice should be motivated by the goal of the 

analysis. For example, events regarding character development can be regarded as important 

to the text in general, but when comparing from a specific perspective these events might not 

be relevant. The specific perspective employed within this essay is the comparison between 

the events regarding two actors, Herbert West and Victor Frankenstein, and their similarities 

to the titan Prometheus. This will influence the choice criterion in a way that mainly reflects 

the events concerning these two actors and their creations, disregarding other events.  

On the topic of actors, Bal presents a distinction between different classes of actors 

within a text (202). The aim of this essay has mainly to do with two, initially, quite similar 

characters, but the nature of their creations vastly differs in their function as actors. 

Frankenstein’s monster is literate and actively communicates with his surroundings. It 

references literature and partakes in a conscious struggle for its own interests. The things 

West creates vary in mental awareness, something that is a topic for discussion within the 

story of “Herbert West – Reanimator”, and also a device that affects the content of the fabula. 

The creatures vary from being depicted as modern, mindless zombies, to having some 

resemblance of consciousness during the final act. Because of this, Frankenstein’s monster 

will be a major part of the story and narration, while West’s creatures will mainly be 

important in the events regarding their creation. This suggests that Lovecraft’s work is less 

focused on the effect that unnatural birth has on the product of it and more on the creating 

actor, in this case Herbert West. It also enables Frankenstein’s monster to achieve character 

development through motivated action, as suggested by Aristotle. On the topic of time, Bal 

agrees that the major gain of presenting the fabula in a chronological manner is the ability to 

easily distinguish between it and the story. This makes the comparisons of story related to 

specific events in the fabula performed later in this essay more manageable in my opinion 
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(245). The tables (Fig 1. A and B) used in this essay will have two categories: Fabula and 

Notes. In the figures 1.A and 1.B the category will contain notes that highlight a part of the 

event that will be used to argue the corresponding function in a later part of the essay. It is the 

functions in the table on the Prometheus myth found in Appendix B that have drawn 

inspiration by the method described in Propp’s work. 

 

3.2 Functions and events 

The nature of ancient myths makes them difficult to discuss using the same methods as with 

more standard forms of literature. The iteration of the Prometheus myth used in this essay is 

the one presented in Robert Graves’ The Greek Myths. When discussing the influence of 

myths on Lovecraft, Lévy writes that all myths share the essential function “to remind man of 

the times signifying the beginnings” (110). For the piece of the Prometheus myth used for this 

essay this could be considered especially true since it deals with the creation of humanity. The 

tale of Prometheus is a part of a greater story dealing with the entire pantheon of Greek gods 

and the creation myth of that culture. For the purposes of this essay only the parts dealing 

directly with Prometheus’ actions concerning the conflict with Zeus will be used. In appendix 

B the fabula is on the left side and the proposed functions on the right side. The proposed 

Promethean functions are, in order: 

1. The promethean character has pledged allegiance to a power or takes an oath. 

2. The creation of human life. 

3. A certain type of knowledge becomes forbidden. 

4. The promethean character goes against the creator, oath or natural order. 

5. The promethean character is subjected to the consequences of defying the deity,        

.               oath or natural order. 
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The table for Frankenstein borrows a lot of its content from the table in Stevens’ Literary 

Theory and Criticism: An Introduction (2015), found transcribed in its entirety in Appendix C 

(246). In the notes category of these tables, aspects of the event will be highlighted in order to 

make the following argumentation regarding the Promethean functions more structured. 

Fabula Notes	  
1 Victor Frankenstein’s birth and childhood. Early interest in science and experimentation.	  
2 Victor creates a creature who comes to life. Promethean function 2, and possibly 4.	  
3 The creature kills William Frankenstein. Consequence for the creation.	  
4 Victor returns home, Justine executed for   

William’s murder. 
Consequence for the creation.	  

5 Victor meets the creature in the Alps. 	  
6 The creature asks for a mate and Victor 

agrees. 
Promethean function 1.	  

7 Victor creates, then destroys mate. Promethean function 4.	  
8 The creature kills Henry Clerval. Consequence for the creation and function 4.	  
9 The creature kills Elizabeth. Consequence for the creation and function 4.	  
10 Victor pursues the creature. 	  
11 Victor dies. Promethean function 5.	  
12 The creature encounters Walton, heads off 

to die. 
	  

Fig. 1.A	  
The next table in this section will provide a chronological list of the events in “Herbert 

West – Reanimator” that have a connection to the aim of the thesis. For a full list of events, 

see appendix D. In some cases, multiple events found in appendix D have been combined into 

a single event in figure 1.B. 

Fabula	   Notes	  
1 West performs experiments on smaller 

animals. 
Similar to Victor’s childhood. 

2 West joins Miskatonic University. Implies Promethean function 1. 
3 The experiments are banned by the 

college. 
Promethean function 3. 

4 The reanimation of a human corpse is 
attempted and results in the burning of the 
laboratory. 

Promethean function 4. 

5 Further experiments are requested and 
denied. 

Promethean function 3. 

6 Dean Halsey is reanimated and escapes. Promethean function 4. 
7 A watchman is clawed to death. Consequence for the reanimation. 
8 Halsey is caught and sent to Sefton 

asylum. 
 

9 The narrator and West get their medical 
degrees. 

Promethean function 1, implied Hippocratic 
oath. 

10 Buck Robinson’s attempted reanimation 
and burial. 

Promethean function 3. 

11 The reanimated corpse of Buck Robinson 
appears. 

Consequence for the reanimation. 
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12 A new subject is acquired and 
reanimated. 

Promethean function 4. 

13 A reanimated corpse speaks, implying 
murder. 

Promethean function 4, changed attribute of 
the reanimated specimen. 

14 West and the narrator join the Canadian 
army. 

Implies Promethean function 1 or 3? 

15 Reanimation of a fellow surgeon from 
the army. 

Promethean function 4. 

16 The separated head speaks when 
reanimating the body. 

Changed attribute of the created. Implies 
humanity? 

17 An attack on Sefton Asylum sets Halsey 
free. 

Consequence for the reanimation. 

18 The creatures capture West. Promethean function 5. 
Fig. 1.B	  

The tables show some similar functions, but more interestingly they show differences 

in how the events relate to each other. The events in “Herbert West – Reanimator” show 

functions occurring several times with different variables, while Frankenstein contains the 

functions focused through a smaller number of initiating events. Both tables show similarities 

with the shape of myths as cycles of birth, death and resurrection in literature proposed by 

Frye, this tendency is more clearly seen in Lovecraft’s work. However, the “resurrected” 

monster in Frankenstein partakes in the story to a larger extent, making the impact of this 

cycle more visible in the novel. This suggests that Lovecraft’s text contains elements that 

allow the narrator to change his opinion regarding the morality of events over time, providing 

a developing relationship between the narrator and the promethean character. Lovecraft is 

more interested in how the surroundings view the events, where Shelley is arguably more 

focused on the introspection of the involved characters. This also suggests that Shelley could 

have intended for her protagonist and antagonist to be relatable for the reader, while Lovecraft 

is more inclined towards giving the reader a perspective through which West can be described 

and viewed. 
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4.1 Comparing Lovecraft and Shelley 

By comparing the fabula of “Herbert West – Reanimator” and Frankenstein some common 

scenes in regards to the functions from the Prometheus myth have been found. The order in 

which they occur differs between both of the texts and the myth, meaning that the functions 

cannot be considered to fully share the nature of the functions defined by Vladimir Propp. 

However, they still provide a pragmatic basis of comparison for the purposes of this essay.   

The scenes that share the purpose of the first function, the oath or allegiance, in 

Frankenstein are Victor’s childhood (1 1.A) and his promise to create a mate for his monster 

(6 1.A). In Lovecraft’s text it is West’s admission into Miskatonic University (2 1.B), the 

Hippocratic oath implied in his medicinal degree (9 1.B) and West joining the army (14 1.B). 

For the second function, the creation of life, one scene, the creation of the monster (2 1.A), is 

found in Frankenstein and five are, arguably, found in “Herbert West – Reanimator”(3, 6, 10, 

12 and 16 1.B). For function 3 this essay will follow Butler’s line of thinking, that the 

knowledge has been forbidden by the virtue of the protagonist’s Christian values in 

Frankenstein. This means that it does not correspond to a specific scene, but is supported by 

the depiction of Victor’s childhood and dialogue (1 1.A).  

For Herbert West, on the other hand, his actions have been explicitly forbidden by 

university staff on two occasions (2 and 4 1.B), implicitly by him accepting employment as a 

doctor (9 1.B) and finally by him taking on the responsibility of healing the wounded soldiers 

(14 1.B). Much like in earlier examples one can see the function repeated several times in 

“Herbert West – Reanimator”, but in this specific case it also does a lot for the 

characterization of the character. West has been given several warnings and chances, and yet 

he has ignored them all.   

Scenes related to the fourth function are slightly different than the earlier scenes. The 

majority corresponds to the scenes related to the second function, as the creation of a creature 



Sundberg 16 

 

could be considered the greatest crossing of the boundary, but there are two additional scenes. 

For Victor Frankenstein it is the destruction of the mate he constructed for the monster (7 

1.A) and for Herbert West it is the murder he is implied to have committed in order to acquire 

a fresher specimen (12 1.A). In the first example this is due to the only explicit allegiance of 

the protagonist. Finally, scenes related to the fifth function seem to need further 

categorization. In the first instance, we have the deaths of several characters in both texts at 

the hands of the protagonists’ creatures. In the second we have the fates of the protagonists 

themselves. In the Prometheus myth the actions of the protagonist also affect humanity as it is 

Prometheus’ trickery that initially makes Zeus remove the knowledge of fire from humanity. 

However, the main parallel between the myth and the other two texts is arguably to be found 

in the second category. This seems to be especially true in the case of Herbert West who, 

unlike Victor Frankenstein, is not even slightly bothered by the death and mayhem he causes 

and is only truly concerned when it is his own life that is threatened. This happens three 

times: when the father of a missing child attacks West, when Buck Robinson shows up at 

West’s door and in the final scene (11 and 18 1.B). 

 

4.2 Narrative  

The Prometheus myth, in the iteration used for this essay, lacks a narrative character and is 

retold by Robert Graves based on earlier textual artifacts describing it in different forms 

(143). Because of this the story mainly consists of a logical sequencing of the events, quite 

reminiscent of the way that fabula is presented in the table (Appendix B). 

The narrative of Frankenstein is partially epistolary; the tale is told through the 

correspondence between different characters. The novel has a frame narrative, a story within 

which the main story takes place, with a different protagonist than in the main story. This is 

what creates the multileveled, non-chronological sequencing of events discussed in Stevens’ 
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chapter on the topic (256). A more complete description of how the sequence in the narrative 

matches the events in chronological order is shown in Stevens’ table located in appendix C. 

The letters that make up the narrative have different authors throughout the novel, and must 

because of this be discussed with the perspective of the writing character in mind, as one is 

Victor Frankenstein moralizing over his own actions and the other is Robert Walton 

describing the events. A part of narration that highlights the earlier mentioned differences 

between the creations in Lovecraft’s and Shelley’s texts appear in chapter 11 of Frankenstein, 

which is narrated by the monster. This draws attention to the text’s intention of putting focus 

on the relationship between creator and the created, and further enables characterization of the 

creature as an actor. 

The narrative of “Herbert West – Reanimator” is a bit mysterious in regards to its 

intended form. Much like Frankenstein it is told by a narrative character who is also involved 

in the plot. The tale is told in the past tense, and has a section of flashbacks in the beginning 

of every part providing a synopsis of events from earlier episodes. There are also many 

instances of flashforwards, most notably West’s disappearance in the end is told to the reader 

in the first paragraph of the first episode of the text. Perhaps a clue to the situation of the 

narrator can be found among the last lines of the story: “They imply that I am a madman or a 

murderer – probably I am mad.” (Lovecraft, HW:R 324). This line follows the narrator 

writing, or talking, about being interrogated by detectives regarding the disappearance of 

Herbert West. This makes it possible that the story as it is delivered to the reader either takes 

place internally for the narrative character or is a part of an interrogation either by the 

detectives or by staff at the asylum, where the narrator would most likely have been sent if he 

was considered insane by the authorities.  

In summary, the narratives provided in the two texts both use subjective narration, 

coloured by the character who is presenting the information to the reader. The narrator of 
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“Herbert West – Reanimator” is also implied to be mentally unstable, making the version of 

events portrayed slightly uncertain. This is important due to the effect it will have on the 

morality and events presented, which must now be seen as something affected by the 

characters providing the information, not just the author of the text or an uninvolved narrator. 

This means that the discussion on morality must also consider the stance and depiction of the 

narrative characters when interpreting how contemporary values are shown in the texts. The 

most notable difference is that Frankenstein is partially narrated by both its protagonist and 

antagonist, but West never partakes in the narration of Lovecraft’s text. This could be seen as 

a product of how the authors’ intended their characters to be seen. In Shelley’s work the 

reader is allowed insight into the emotions of both Victor and his creation, but in Lovecraft’s 

text the reader is only allowed to view West as he is portrayed by the narrator. This creates a 

difference between the texts that could be anticipated to affect the morality depicted, as the 

perspective given to the reader is managed differently. In Frankenstein this promotes 

introspection through its narrative, while Herbert West is mainly the product of external 

description. This could arguably lead to the reader viewing Victor Frankenstein as more 

relatable through immersion and insight and West intentionally being viewed at a distance to 

create a more descriptive and cold impression of the character. 

 

4.3 Fabula 

In  “Herbert West – Reanimator” the reanimation process is attempted several times and in 

Frankenstein it is attempted once, possibly one-and-a-half depending on how one interprets 

Frankenstein’s assembling of a mate for the monster.  But, the main question here is whether 

the events in the two texts can be considered to mimic the functions proposed for the 

Prometheus myth. 
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Concerning the first Promethean function, the oath, there are two events to be 

discussed in Frankenstein, giving us two different cycles of events. A returning theme in the 

narration of Victor Frankenstein is, according to Marilyn Butler, the religious motivations for 

his regret, something mainly found in the 1831 edition of the text (303). This, in combination 

with the choice of words in Shelley’s description of the dream that inspired the novel 

(Appendix A), makes a strong argument for interpreting the first allegiance of Victor 

Frankenstein to be one concerning his religion, making the third proposed function implicit 

and allowing for an interpretation where Victor’s actions truly are a “…human endeavour to 

mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world.” (Shelley, “Introduction”172). 

Thus, when Victor creates the monster he simultaneously fulfills the criteria for functions two 

and four, as he goes against the creator and the natural order by creating human life. The 

argument for this being a creation rather than the reanimation of a corpse is mainly based on 

the monster not being aware of the human from which it got its brain, and that it could be 

considered to have its own, individual “soul” and mind. This becomes problematic when 

comparing it to the stage of resurrection proposed in Frye’s mythic cycle, as the choice of 

word suggests the return to an earlier state, rather than the creation of a new being. 

The second event linked to the function would be Victor agreeing to create a mate for 

his monster, taking part towards the middle of the events as seen in the table (6 1.A). The 

breaking of that oath is found when Victor destroys his second creation (7 1.A). The 

consequences for Victor’s initial creation can be seen in the death of other characters (3 and 4 

1.A). One event is motivated by the monster seeking vengeance by killing Victor’s wife on 

their wedding night, resembling Victor’s destroying of the monster’s mate after having 

assembled it (8 and 9 1.A).Victor dies in pursuit of the monster, his death being the 

consequence for his actions in life and his creation of the monster. This, as well as previously 

mentioned consequences, can be linked to the final function. All the functions derived from 
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the Prometheus myth can be found, but not in the same order they appeared in the myth. The 

functions are also part of a cyclic sequence of events, and appear several times throughout the 

story.  

“Herbert West – Reanimator” incorporates a similar cyclical sequencing of its events. 

Much like the initial description of Victor Frankenstein’s childhood, the reader is told that 

Herbert West had an interest in science before the events of the story. However, we get no 

philosophical insight into West’s character at that time. Instead we can find the third function, 

knowledge becoming forbidden, represented when the faculty of Miskatonic decides against 

allowing West’s experiments on reanimation (2 1.B). This act of labeling a specific set of 

knowledge or action as forbidden is much more explicit than the interpretation of religion or 

natural order labeling reanimation as forbidden in Frankenstein. One could also consider 

West’s enrollment at the university an act of pledging allegiance to the faculty, and 

submitting to follow their instruction. This would make it possible to attribute this to the first 

Promethean function and to argue that the following experiment fulfills the criterion for 

function four and five, as well as function two (3 1.B). The consequence for this first 

experiment would be the burning of the laboratory, completing the first cycle of the functions. 

A similar cycle of the functions started with the faculty denying West’s renewed 

request to perform his experiments on campus (5 1.B), the reanimation of Halsey (6 1.B) and 

the death of the watchman (7 1.B). In this cycle of functions the consequences are more 

serious as they can be seen as both the death of the watchman and Halsey’s reanimated corpse 

being sent to an asylum. The development of the consequences becoming harsher can be seen 

in the next cycle where a child dies at the hands of West’s creation and is implied to have 

been partially eaten (11 1.B). 

The cycle could be seen as repeating itself two more times, should one allow the 

interpretation that implied oaths or allegiances take place when West and the narrator become 
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medical professionals, as well as when they join the Canadian army (9 and 14 1.B). West’s 

next experiment becomes interesting in regards to function four as the previous, and 

following, experiments all have been carried out on already deceased subjects, but here it is 

implied that West killed the man with the purpose of then reviving him (13 1.B). This is, 

according to the narrator, a tipping point for the character on a moral scale:  

     “I did not like the way he looked at healthy living bodies; and then there came a 

 nightmarish session in the cellar laboratory when I learned that a certain 

 specimen had been a living body when he secured it. That was the first time he 

 had ever been able to revive the quality of rational thought in a corpse; and his 

 success, obtained at such a loathsome cost, had completely hardened him.” 

 (Lovecraft, HW:R 315).  

Regardless of whether murder can be considered as correlating to function four, breaking an 

oath or going against the natural order, the cycle of events in the text is still visible. Notable is 

how this relates to Bal’s description of an event as “the transition from one state to another 

state, caused or experienced by the actors” (189). The event is caused by West, but a 

transition in the perceived morality of their actions is experienced, and portrayed, by the 

narrator. It also changes the way West is described as a character, echoing Aristotle’s 

thoughts about the character being revealed through action. This further highlights this event 

as an important focal point of the text. 

What stands out from the cyclical events is the content beyond the event where West 

successfully seems to have reanimated intelligent life in the cadaver of a colleague during the 

Great War (16 1.B). Before this discussion, one must be aware of two things. Firstly, West’s 

experiments have not previously been able to speak or communicate in any way except for 

uttering phrases regarding their last vision in life, which is how West’s murder is implied. 

Secondly, in function two it is the creation of human life that is implied. So, are the previous 
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creations of Herbert West to be considered human? In Frankenstein the humanity perceived 

in the monster can be considered to stem from its ability to speak, read and reflect. It is an 

actor in the story. Up to this point the creations in “Herbert West – Reanimator” have not 

been. This echoes Barthes’ quote from “The Death of the Author”, which also showcases the 

difference touched upon by Joshi when discussing literary influences on Lovecraft’s work. 

Where Frankenstein’s monster is made from tissue of differing origins, West’s creations still 

inhabit their own original bodies upon revival. The use of multiple donors to create a “new” 

body in Shelley’s text might be closer to the concept of birth, while the return to their original 

form by West’s creations might place them closer to the concept of resurrection, and thus also 

closer to Frye’s cycle of events. 

 Starting with the creation of intelligent life, the story enters its final cycle. The final 

act sees the last reanimated corpse liberating the dead Halsey from the asylum and the 

kidnapping of West by his creations. This is an important instance of one of West’s creations 

acting with a conscious agenda and according to its own will. It also shows a trait of 

personality in the reanimated corpse as the act is carried out as vengeance. This makes it an 

actor in the story as defined by Bal, as well as a character defined by its actions as suggested 

by Aristotle. It is mentioned that the narrator sees West being torn to pieces, but it is also 

stated that his recollection of the events is uncertain. The text does not give any information 

about what happens to Herbert West after his disappearance, a body is never found, but since 

he was taken away by reanimated corpses with an implied interest for cannibalism this could 

be considered to fulfill the criterion for function five.  

Much like in Frankenstein the consequences of the protagonist’s actions are the deaths 

of multiple characters throughout the text, ending with his own. This implies that the 

punishment for going against the natural order, oath or deity results in death, based on how 

one interprets West’s disappearance. In the Prometheus myth the titan is punished through 
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torture and Victor Frankenstein dies, so leaving a possibly open end for Herbert West might 

imply either a lesser punishment or a harsher one, leaving the final judgement to be made by 

the reader. 

 

4.4 Story 

The content of the discourse in Frankenstein is very different from what can be found in 

“Herbert West – Reanimator”. This is partially due to the nature of the narrative and differing 

ages of the texts, but also due to what the two authors intended to say with their texts. In the 

case of Shelley’s text there are several different perspectives on the events, the most relevant 

ones for this essay’s purposes being those of Victor Frankenstein and the monster. The latter 

of those perspectives produces the biggest difference between the two texts as it allows for the 

monster’s reflection on being brought to life, and its relation to its creator. This shows the 

moral of the events from an entirely different angle than what can be seen in Lovecraft’s text. 

An example of this would be when the monster finds parts of Victor’s diary, in which he can 

read about the thoughts of his own creator: 

 “Everything is related in them which bears reference to my accursed origin; the 

 whole detail of that series of disgusting circumstances which produced it is set 

 in view; the minutest description of my odious and loathsome person is given, in 

 language which painted your own horrors and rendered mine indelible.  I 

 sickened as I read.  ‘Hateful day when I received life’.” (Shelley 87)   

A summary of the adjectives found in this quote portrays the creation of the monster in a 

negative light, as well as providing a disturbing picture of how the creature identifies itself. A 

word that is an interesting choice is “accursed” in the monster’s description of its origin, 

especially in combination with the final statement of the quote. In this passage the monster 

seems to denounce its own creation, blaming Victor for its own involuntary existence. This 
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puts focus on the previously mentioned discussion on the relationship between the two. The 

monster also provides Victor’s “own horrors” described in the diary as a factor in this. The 

question then becomes: does the creator share this perspective on his actions and the existence 

of the monster? 

While imprisoned, Victor laments his situation during a fever: “ I called myself the 

murderer of William, of Justine and of Clerval. Sometimes I entreated my attendants to assist 

me in the destruction of the fiend by whom I was tormented…” (Shelley 122). Here one can 

see that his primary focus at this time is the consequences of his actions, the deaths of the 

other characters. The morality of his perspective is then very much based in the actions of his 

creation, regretting only what happened rather than his own actions. He also anticipates his 

own death as a consequence in the continuation of the previous quote: “… I felt the fingers of 

the monster already grasping my neck, and screamed aloud with agony and terror.” (Shelley 

122). In his final moments, Victor remains focused on the affect the creature has had on his 

life, never considering the impact he might have had on its. On his deathbed, he implores 

Robert Walton to kill the creature so that it will not survive him and “live to make another 

such a wretch as I am” (Shelley 145). Unlike the monster, Victor seems unwilling to see his 

own part in the events leading up to his death. 

Apart from Victor’s diary, the monster also reads Milton’s Paradise Lost, which was a 

topic of discussion within the Romantic movement, an influential reading having been 

performed by Shelley’s husband Percy Bysshe Shelley in his “Defence of Poetry” (1840)3. 

Bysshe Shelley argues that Milton’s depiction of Satan makes him the morally superior 

character. This is partially argued for on the basis of the characters’ relation to acts of 

vengeance and general behavior: 

                                                

3 Published posthumously, written in 1821 
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  Milton’s devil as a moral being is far superior to his God as one who 

 perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent in spite of 

 adversity and torture, is to one who in the cold security of undoubted triumph 

 inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy… (Bysshe Shelley Par. 27)  

However, the actions regarding vengeance committed by the monster in Shelley’s tale could 

hardly be argued as moral unless one sees its existence as inherently immoral. This relates 

back to the monster’s comments after having read Victor’s diary, but also creates a discussion 

on Victor’s behavior after the creation. If Victor had taken responsibility for his creation and 

“in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent in spite of adversity and torture” 

attempted to raise the monster or provide it with the companionship and acknowledgement it 

craved, there might have been neither murders nor vengeful acts from his creation. If the 

creation is considered a birth, this would serve the purposes of showing the abandonment of 

one’s offspring as defying nature, further echoing the general didactic purpose of a myth. A 

similar argument could be made for the importance of vengeance in Lovecraft’s text, as it is 

the goal that pushes his creations into conscious action, and finally ends his tale. 

In Lovecraft’s text the main source of discourse is the narrator, and comments from 

other characters are only described to the reader through him. The position of the narrative 

character is interesting due to him being both a participant in West’s experiments and a 

bystander to other events. In retrospect, the morality of West’s actions seems clear to the 

narrator, supported by the initial paragraph of the story. However, the discourse around the 

events as retold varies from the first to the last experiment, with the depiction becoming more 

and more negative. Concerning the first experiment, the following quote shows the narrator 

being an eager participant: “I was by this time his active and enthralled assistant, and helped 

him make all his decisions” (Lovecraft, HW:R 293). This quote provides the baseline of the 
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narrator’s opinion concerning West’s experiments, and should be used as a starting point 

when discussing any developments in the narrator’s ideas about the topic. 

In a later section the narrator says that he and West are mainly worried about what 

shape the mental capacities of the specimen will take. West is worried about the death of 

brain cells, but the narrator writes that “I, myself, still held some curious notions about the 

traditional ‘soul’ of man”, a statement that somewhat echoes the more religious overtones in 

the morality of Victor Frankenstein described in Butler, even though the narrator later claims 

to mainly share the philosophy of materialism found in West.  

However, the quote continues with the narrator confessing he “felt an awe at the 

secrets that might be told by one returning from the dead.” (Lovecraft HW:R 295). Here one 

sees the quest for new knowledge, or secrets, motivating a breaking of the traditions. The 

choice of word, “secrets”, might imply that the knowledge that the duo hope to gain is to be 

considered forbidden to some extent. This notion works well with the idea that the mental 

attributes of West’s creations have some meaning in regards to the importance of the 

reanimation as a function, discussed earlier regarding event sixteen in figure 1.B. The second 

and third attempts at reanimation are almost glanced over in the text, and offers no insight 

into the perceived morality of the situation. The reanimation of dean Halsey is shown to affect 

the populace of Arkham, but the narrator and West seem mostly disturbed by the idea that 

their creations are on the loose and might attempt to attack them. 

Several experiments are attempted after the duo graduate and starts a practice in 

Bolton, but the one that the majority of the corresponding chapter is dedicated to describing is 

that of Buck Robinson. During the process the major concern for the narrator is being found 

by the police, as the specimen is the result of an illegal boxing match. On the following day 

another event is added to their growing concerns regarding what became of their latest 

specimen as an Italian child has gone missing during the night (Lovecraft, HW:R 306 - 308).  
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In the discourse concerning this part one mainly finds morality on a societal level, with the 

characters fearing the repercussions from the law enforcement and the population if their 

experiments became known to the public. This can be seen in the narrator mentioning fear of 

the police on several occasions, as well as the reaction of the “mad Italian”. This adds to the 

more abstract morality presented during the first experiment, and shows that the characters, at 

this time, mainly consider the morality of their actions in relation to their immediate 

surroundings, in other words human society. This is further enhanced when the father of the 

missing boy makes an attempt on West’s life, showing that there is a real threat to be 

considered, or as the narrator puts it: “Thoughts of the police and of the mad Italian both 

weighed heavily.” (Lovecraft, HW:R 307). 

In the next event to be discussed the narrator is called to West’s laboratory and is 

introduced to a new specimen which, when reanimated, hints towards West having murdered 

the man for the purposes of experimentation.  During this experiment, as the first one, the 

narrator draws parallels between his own philosophy regarding the nature of the soul and its 

existence to the materialism of West when discussing what the reanimated corpse might tell 

them of the afterlife, should its freshness allow it to speak: “West was a materialist, believing 

in no soul and attributing all the working of consciousness to bodily phenomena”. This is 

followed by the narrator stating that “I did not wholly disagree with him theoretically, yet 

held vague instinctive remnants of the primitive faith of my forefathers” (Lovecraft, HW:R 

312). This quote regarding “the primitive faith of my forefathers” shows the type of 

connotations concerning religion that is often found in Lovecraft’s work, echoing his own 

ideas and opinions on the topic. This scene is, as earlier mentioned, also a pivotal event for 

the narrator’s beliefs regarding the nature of his companion, which further shows the 

development of the narrator’s opinion regarding West’s activities, something the table (fig. 

1.B) suggested would be found. The words uttered by the reanimated corpse, however, do not 
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speak of the afterlife but of his final visions in life, which is the memory of West injecting 

him with something. This scene can be interpreted in two ways through the discourse: either 

West injected the man with something to induce the heart failure or with the new embalming 

compound directly, or West injected the man with a sedative and killed him on the lab table 

when pressing the pillow down on his face, which means the narrator witnessed the murder 

taking place. I am of the opinion that it is the second interpretation that is intended due to the 

narrator’s phrasing when describing his reaction: “-- not horror of the thing that spoke, but of 

the deed I had witnessed and of the man with whom my professional fortunes were joined.” 

(Lovecraft, HW:R 313). The phrase “the deed I had witnessed” would then be referring to the 

murder, rather than the experiment which the narrator had witnessed on several earlier 

occasions and thus should cause him no alarm.   

The next chapter begins when the narrator and West join the armed forces in order for 

West to have access to “an abundant supply of freshly killed men in every stage of 

dismemberment” (Lovecraft, HW:R 314). The narrator describes being too scared of West to 

leave him after the previous experiment, being involved in the war due to West having 

“carried me with him almost against my will” (Lovecraft, HW:R 314).  The narrator’s 

descriptions of West’s action are at this stage in the text almost entirely negative, far removed 

from his enthralled participation at the earliest experiments. A shift in moral concerns has 

quite evidently taken place, lending credibility to the idea that the break from social norms 

achieved by West committing murder being of great importance. This change is also seen in 

the description of the duo’s final experiment, as the descriptions of both environment and 

events regarding the experiment take on a more ghoulish and sinister nature. This could be the 
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author using description of the environment as a tool for changing the atmosphere perceived 

by the narrator, showing that the situation is now to be read as threatening.4  

The final act sees West and the narrator in Boston, having their concerns regarding the 

whereabouts of their eloped creations confirmed by the arrival of a package sent by the 

decapitated surgeon reanimated during their stay with the Canadian Army, as well as the 

escape from the asylum by the reanimated Halsey. In the initial synopsis by the narrative 

character the problems regarding the freshness of the specimen are mentioned in relation to 

West: “This need for very fresh corpses had been West’s moral undoing.” (Lovecraft, HW:R 

319). The importance of this distinction may have its base in the earlier mentioned 

philosophical beliefs of the author as it points out that the experiments themselves are not to 

be considered immoral, but that the methods through which they were forced to acquire the 

specimen should be. It also implies that the greatest moral fallacy of West is the murder he 

committed. However, this does not absolve West from the responsibility of the deaths that his 

creatures caused. The narrator also discusses West’s fear of the police, but also maintains that 

“his nervousness was deeper and more nebulous, touching on certain indescribable things into 

which he had injected a morbid life, and from which he had not seen that life depart” 

(Lovecraft, HW:R 320). It is also mentioned that West had formed the habit of killing his 

reanimated creatures with a revolver, but was fearful due to the times he had not been quick 

enough to do so. This once again resembles Victor Frankenstein’s fear of his monster coming 

for him. However, unlike Frankenstein, West’s creations actually return to claim him. This 

could be argued to show that the punishment for Victor is mainly to be considered a 

consequence of his own actions after the creation of the monster, much like his death in 

                                                

4 Joshi points this out as being further proof of the texts parodic intentions, as the descriptions become 

so hyperbolic that they must be “intended more to provoke a smirk than a shudder” (IP 413). 
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pursuit of it, while West could be considered to be of a more “evil” nature. This interpretation 

of West is due to him, as previously mentioned, having received several explicit warnings 

concerning his experiments, as well as the narrator at this point in the text describing him as 

more of an antagonist than a protagonist. Victor might be considered to have failed as the 

caretaker of his monster, but West could be considered to be depicted as the villain of his own 

story throughout the two final chapters. 

This distinction might also have a basis in the different goals of Frankenstein and 

West. In the part of the text discussing Victor’s childhood he describes which authors initially 

led him towards his field of experimentation (Fig 1 1.A). Those mentioned are Cornelius 

Agrippa, Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus (Shelley 23).  They were all alchemists. Agrippa 

was an occultist, while Magnus was a philosopher and a scientist (Shelley 23, note 9 and 8). 

Where many alchemists sought riches through the creation of gold, Paracelsus was instead 

focused on using the medicinal properties of, for instance, the elixir of life to benefit the 

population. Victor is later led away from these older ideas into the field of galvanism and 

modern science by his father (Shelley 24). However, if one considers the mentioned authors, 

mainly Paracelsus, to have had an influence on the philosophy of young Victor, then the 

differences between him and West become clearer. West’s experiments are mainly motivated 

by his own quest for glory and knowledge, while Victor’s could be considered to, initially, 

follow the path of Paracelsus. 

 

5 Conclusion 

This thesis initially intended to search for links in Frankenstein and “Herbert West – 

Reanimator” to the Prometheus myth, in order to show that they contain similar enough 

situations for changes in morality regarding the subject matter to be visible in the discourse. 

From a perspective based in the proposed functions of the events within the Prometheus myth 
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it could be argued that both share the same functional events to a degree that supports an 

argument for them being iterations of the myth. Contextual evidence and content support this 

in both cases. In the earlier parts of Lovecraft’s text we also find what could be considered 

overt references to Shelley’s novel if seen from the perspective of Lovecraft’s writing about it 

in “The Supernatural Horror in Literature”.  

However, the sequencing and repetition of events differ greatly. This could be 

considered to be due to the different natures of the publication of the texts, as a repetition of 

events in Lovecraft’s serialized work would result in a larger income for the author. Further 

explanation could be the epistolary style employed by Shelley, and that the intended 

discussion of the novel might be considered to have made the use of several narrative 

characters necessary (Stevens 240). 

Both authors used their fictional works as outlets for their philosophical questions and 

ideas, which could explain the different takes on the Prometheus myth. The movement 

Shelley took influence from had interest in the relationship between creator and the created, 

leading to the novel having the perspective of the monster as a part of the narration. Shelley’s 

novel could then be considered as an expression of idealism, without necessarily being in 

favor of any authoritative statements regarding the relationship between creator and the 

created. In Lovecraft’s work the parts of the discourse that mentions religion does so from the 

perspective of the narrator in a fashion that could be considered mocking in nature. This is 

also evident from the lack of religious moral in the discourse, as the concerns of Herbert West 

are motivated by his own well-being and social standing. This echoes the materialism shown 

in West, as well as the ideas proposed by Lovecraft himself in his essays. Another important 

distinction to make is the perceived nature of the human soul in both texts. Shelley’s work 

implies that such a thing exists through the monster having a new, individual mind, but 

Lovecraft’s text seem to adhere to the philosophy proposed by West himself: “believing in no 
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soul and attributing all the working of consciousness to bodily phenomena” (Lovecraft, 

HW:R 312).  

In Shelley’s text the reader is invited to relate to Victor’s ideas and struggles, making 

him appear less as a morally incorrect character and closer to someone who simply did not 

understand the consequences of their actions and acted without proper consideration. Herbert 

West starts out as being described in a quite admiring way, something supported by the 

narrator gladly participating in the experiments as an assistant. Throughout the text this 

depiction is developed towards West being shown as more and more of a villain, lacking in 

both consideration for his surroundings as well as morality in general. This allows him to 

continually attempt new experiments, even after he has been made aware of the consequences 

of his earlier attempts. West never laments, or even mentions, the murderous actions of his 

creations. Because of this the deep content of the texts become different. Frankenstein could 

be argued to show the dangers of ignoring the natural order and creating life without 

assuming responsibility for it. “Herbert West – Reanimator” instead arguably shows the 

danger of ignoring the consequences for one’s actions and the well-being of one’s fellow 

humans in pursuit of personal goals and scientific enlightenment.  

Both Frankenstein and “Herbert West – Reanimator” share similar content with their 

forefather, but the form and discourse are fully their own, both in regards to the myth and to 

each other. The references put in the text by Lovecraft makes a strong argument for him, at 

least initially, considering Shelley’s work to be an inspiration. As the work progressed more 

and more towards parody and satire, that inspiration might have had less influence. The 

shared links between both works and Greek mythology creates an interesting background 

from which to discuss exactly what the texts are propagating, if one were to consider them 

being intended to share that aspect of the mythical form. The mythological form as described 

by Frye is, as mentioned earlier, seen in both texts, but more prominently in “Herbert West – 
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Reanimator”. This is mainly supported by the actual resurrections rather than new creation, as 

well as cyclical sequencing being more prominent. A shift seems to have taken place which 

moved the moral concerns of the characters from spiritual in Shelley’s text to dealing with 

social norms and societal repercussions in Lovecraft’s work. This could show a change in 

general opinion between 1818 and 1921, but could also be due to the differences between the 

author’s personal philosophies and ideas. 

As noted in the section on context, Lovecraft was considered to have let his philosophy 

shape a lot of the fictional universe which he portrayed. That universe is still alive today, with 

contemporary authors making additions and shaping it after the philosophies that are active in 

the twenty first century, a hundred years after Lovecraft’s text and yet another hundred years 

after Shelley’s. A comparison between recent additions to the Cthulu mythos and Lovecraft’s 

own production could show some interesting changes. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A  
 
Shelley’s description of the dream from the 1831 Introduction 

 

“(1) I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had 

put together. I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the 

working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half vital 

motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human 

endeavour to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world. His success would 

terrify the artist; he would rush away from his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would 

hope that, left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that 

this thing, which had received such imperfect animation, would subside into dead matter; and 

he might sleep in the belief that the silence of the grave would quench for ever the transient 

existence of the hideous corpse which he had looked upon as the cradle of life. (2) He sleeps; 

but he is awakened; he opens his eyes; behold the horrid thing stands at his bedside, 

opening his curtains, and looking on him with yellow, watery, but speculative eyes.” 

(Shelley, 1831. Par 11. Bold and numbered by me.).  
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Appendix B 
 

Table for the Prometheus myth with proposed functions 
  

                     Fabula                       Notes 
 
1 Prometheus sides with Zeus during the 

war between Olympians and Titans 
 

 
The promethean character has pledged 

allegiance to a power or takes an oath. 

 
2 Prometheus is tasked with creating 

humanity. 
 

 
The creation of human life. 

 
3 Prometheus gives knowledge as an 

attribute to humanity 
 

 

 
4 Prometheus tricks Zeus. 
 

 
 

 
5 Zeus punishes Prometheus by taking the 

knowledge of fire from humanity. 
 

 
A certain type of knowledge becomes 

forbidden. In this version by a deity. 

 
6 Prometheus returns the knowledge of 

fire to humanity. 
 

 
The promethean character goes against 

the creator, oath or natural order. 

 
7 Zeus punishes Prometheus for returning  
the fire. 
 

 
The promethean character is subjected to 

the consequences of defying the deity, oath or 
natural order. 
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Appendix C 

 

Anne Stevens’ complete table from page 246 of Literary Theory and Criticism. 

 
Frankenstein’s Fable 
 

 
Frankenstein’s subject 

1.Victor Frankenstein’s birth and 
childhood 

14. Robert Walton embarks for the 
North Pole 

2. Victor creates a creature who 
comes to life 

15. Walton’s ship encounters 
Victor 

3. The De Lacey family encounters 
difficulties 

16. Victor tells Walton his story 

4. The creature leaves Victor, 
observes the De Laceys 

1. Victor Frankensteins birth and 
childhood 

5. The creature kills William 
Frankenstein 

2. Victor creates a creature who 
comes to life 

6. Victor returns home, Justine 
executed for William’s murder 

6. Victor returns home, Justine 
executed for William’s murder 

7.Victor meets the creature in the 
Alps 

7. Victor meets the creature in the 
Alps 

8.The creature tells his story to 
Victor 

8. The creature tells his story to 
Victor 

9.The creature asks for a mate 4. The creature leaves Victor, 
observes the De Laceys 

10. Victor creates, then destroys 
mate 

3. The De Lacey family encounters 
difficulties 

11. The creature kills Henry 
Clerval 

5. The creature kills William 
Frankenstein 

12. The creature kills Elizabeth 9.The creature asks for a mate 
13. Victor pursues the creature 10. Victor creates, the destroys 

mate 
14. Robert Walton embarks for the 

North Pole 
11. The creature kills Henry 

Clerval 
15. Walton’s ship encounters 

Victor 
12. The creature kills Elizabeth 

16. Victor tells Walton his story 13. Victor pursues the creature 
17. Victor dies 17. Victor dies 
18. The creature encounters 

Walton, heads off to die 
18. The creature encounters 

Walton, heads off to die 
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Appendix D 
 
The full overview of events from “Herbert West – Reanimator” (1922) 

               Fabula  
1 West performs experiments on smaller 

animals, to some success. 
 

2 West and the narrator meet during med 
school. 

 

3 West's experiments are banned by the 
college authorities. 

 

4 The narrator and West construct a secret 
laboratory for continued experimentation. 

 

5 Specimen are aquired through opening a 
grave in the potter's field. 

 

6 The reanimation of a human corpse is 
attempted. 

 

7 Writing in the newspapers confirm to 
the narrator and West that the experiment was 
partially succesfull due to the burning down of 
their laboratory and attempted opening of a grave. 

 

8 The use of university facillities for 
continued experimentation is requested, and 
denied yet again. 

 

9 The typhoid plague hits Arkham.  
10 Another experiment is attempted, with 

partial success (eyes open, no conscious motion). 
 

11 The reanimated corpse is incinerated.  
12 Dean Halsey dies.  
13 West and the narrator acquires Halsey's 

corpse. 
 

14 Halsey is reanimated and escapes.  
15 A watchman is clawed to death in the 

Christchurch cemetary. 
 

16 Fourteen murders occur in Arkham.  
17 The murderer (The reanimated corpse 

of Halsey) is caught and sent to Sefton asylum. 
 

18 The narrator and West get their 
medical degrees and start working as general 
practicioners. 

 

19 They set up practice in a building 
separate from the city, but close to the cemetaries. 

 

20 A second secret laboratory is 
constructed in the basement of the building. 

 

21 Several attempts at reanimation, some 
achieving partial reanimation. 

 

22 The fresh remains of Buck Robinson 
are acquired after his death in a boxing match. 

 

23 Reanimation is attempted, but 
considered a failure. 

 

24 The corpse of Buck Robinson is buried  
25 An Italian child goes missing during 

the night 
 

26 The mother dies from the stress  
27 The father attacks West but is held 

back. 
 

28 The reanimated corpse of Buck  
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Robinson appears at the door of the clinic during 
the night, holding in its mouth the gnawed arm of a 
child. 

29 West shoots and kills the reanimated 
Buck Robinson. 

 

30 West invents an embalming solution, 
to counter the negative effects of tissue dying 
shortly after the subjects death. 

 

31 A new subject is acquired.  
32 The experiment is successful and the 

corpse is reanimated. 
 

33 The narrator questions the reanimated 
corpse in order to ascertain whether consciousness 
and intelligence have been preserved with the use 
of the new embalming solution. 

 

34 The corspe speaks, it is insinuated that 
West killed this subject for the purposes of the 
experimentation. 

 

35 West starts to experiment with non-
connected tissue in order to establish how body 
parts function under the influence of the 
reanimating fluid when disconnected from the 
body. 

 

36 West and the narrator join the canadian 
army in order to have access to a larger amount of 
fresh specimen in different states of 
dismemberment. 

 

37 The partially decapitated corpse of one 
of their fellow surgeons is acquired after a plane 
crash. 

 

38 West and the narrator hears the 
separated head speak when injecting the 
decapitated body with the reanimating fluid. 

 

39 The building is bombed by german 
planes. 

 

40 West moves into a house in Boston, 
and a third secret laboratory is constructed. 

 

41 An attack on Sefton Asylum sets the 
reanimated Halsey free. The attackers match the 
description of Wests escaped experiments. 

 

42 A box is delivered to West's house, the 
sender is the decapitated surgeon from the 
canadian army. 

 

43 West and the narator attempt to 
incinerate the box. 

 

44 West's creatures break through the 
cellar door and kidnap West. 

 

45 The narrator is found the following 
morning by the police and West has dissappeared. 

 

 
 

 


