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Abstract 

 

The Romantic Prometheus: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, P. B. Shelley’s Prometheus 

Unbound and Lord Byron’s Manfred. 

 

Following the time of political turmoil and social change sweeping through Europe (the 

French Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars, the Industrial Revolution), the mythological figure 

of Prometheus was especially popular in English Romantic literature. The Promethean 

symbol and values of liberty and defiance were evident inspirations of Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound and George Gordon Byron’s 

Manfred. Being generally interested in English Romantic literature, I seek to discuss in what 

ways and to what extent have the Romantics rewritten the themes associated with the Titan 

for the purposes of modernity. 

Prometheus’ chief characteristics are his caring and self-sacrificing, yet rebellious and 

cunning nature - he is in short an individual that the Romantics could relate to, also because 

he suffered for his beliefs and was mentally strong enough to stand up against the Olympian 

authorities. His name translates as ‘forethought’ or ‘foresight’ and this is without doubt 

connected to why the Romantics found him relevant to their time. 

There are a few issues that will need to be confronted. First of all, there are countless 

versions of the ancient myth, so instead I will direct my attention to the values and symbols 

associated with Prometheus. Secondly, there are also other literary works that had influenced 

the ones analyzed; for example, Frankenstein to some extent draws on Milton’s Paradise 

Lost, Byron’s Manfred refers to the German legend and Goethe’s appropriation of Faust and 

P. B. Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound is a reaction to the work of the ancient Greek tragedian 

Aeschylus Prometheus Bound.  

After a brief introduction on the literary and historical context, my chief aim is to find 

why Prometheus is so topical for the selected authors of this period. To do this, I will use the 

following method of research.  

1. Focus on each of the chosen literary works separately and identify specific 

Promethean aspects discussed by the Romantic author. 

2. Discuss the Promethean set of values and symbols presented in connection to or 

comparison to the protagonist of the chosen work (Frankenstein, Manfred and 

Prometheus). 

3. Critically assess the way in which the ancient Prometheus is changed, deconstructed or 

newly formulated.  



Abstrakt 

 

Romantický Prométheus v dílech Frankenstein Mary Shelley, Odpoutaný Prométheus  

P. B. Shelleyho a Manfred lorda Byrona. 

 

Po období zásadních politických změn na evropské půdě (francouzská revoluce, napoleonské 

války, industriální revoluce) přitahovala mytologická postava Prométhea významné autory 

anglického romantismu. Prométheovská symbolika, hodnoty svobody a vzdoru se staly 

zřejmou inspirací pro díla Frankenstein Mary Shelleyové, Odpoutaný Prométheus Percyho 

Bysshe Shelleyho a Manfred Georgea Gordona Byrona. Můj velký zájem o anglickou 

romantickou literaturu mě dovedl k rozhodnutí věnovat se následujícímu tématu: Jakým 

způsobem tito romantikové uchopili Prométheovskou postavu? 

Mezi hlavní vlastnosti Prométhea patřily jak starostlivost a obětavost, tak vzdorovitost a 

určitá vychytralost. Romantičtí autoři se v jeho postavě viděli také proto, že trpěl kvůli svému 

mravnímu přesvědčení a byl natolik psychicky silný, aby se postavil autoritám z Olympu. 

Jméno Prométheus lze přeložit jako “prozíravost” nebo “předvídavost”, další důvod, proč byla 

tato postava tak inspirativní pro autory období romantismu. 

Ve své práci budu čelit několika problémům. Za prvé, existuje řada verzí antického mýtu, 

a proto jsem se zaměřím na hodnoty a symboly spojené přímo s postavou Prométhea. Za 

druhé, díla vybraná k analýze byla ovlivněna dalšími literárními díly, např. Frankenstein do 

určité míry navazuje na Miltonův Ztracený ráj, Byronův Manfred odkazuje na německou 

legendu a Goethovo pojetí Fausta, a nakonec Shelleyho Odpoutaný Prométheus je reakcí na 

Aischylovu tragédii Upoutaný Prométheus. 

Po stručném úvodu o literárním a historickém kontextu bude mým hlavním cílem zjistit, 

čím Prométheus tak přitahoval tři vybrané spisovatele romantismu. Abych tohoto cíle dosáhla, 

použiji následující metody: 

1. Soustředím se na každé literární dílo zvlášť a identifikuji specifické prométheovské 

aspekty, jak je autor představil. 

2. Pojednám o představených prométheovských hodnotách a symbolech ve spojitosti s 

protagonistou vybraného díla (Frankenstein, Prométheus a Manfred). 

3. Kriticky zhodnotím, v jakých směrech byla postava antického Prométhea proměněna, 

rekonstruována či nově formulována. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Romantic Prometheus 

The first decades of the 19
th

 century mark a time of progress in areas of technology, science, 

politics and, of course, literature. During this period, myth-making and the revaluation of 

myth per se infiltrates, in various forms, common literary practice on a large scale, beginning 

with Blake and continuing through to the second generation of Romantics: Mary Shelley, 

Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. While the main focus of this thesis is the 

representation of Prometheus in a selection of works written by the aforementioned second-

generation Romantics, this introductory section will discuss the legacy of literary myth-

making passed on from the first generation of Romantics who also worked with it: William 

Blake and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.  

Before a brief discussion of Blake’s and Coleridge’s methods of and inquiries into myth-

making, one should define the Romantic concept of myth. In his book In Frankenstein’s 

Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and Nineteenth-century Writing, Chris Baldick defines it as  

[...] a lost world, to which modern writers may distantly and ironically allude, but in 

which they can no longer directly participate. Myth is, so the argument goes, 

exclusively a product of pre-literate cultures, from which the alienated and fragmented 

modern world of money, books, politics, and above all, scientific rationality is by 

definition cut off. People belonging to pre-literate, mythopoeic cultures, on the other 

hand, are to be regarded as being at one with themselves and with the timeless 

rhythms of the natural and cosmic cycle. The more this rejects the possibility of 

modern myths, the more ironically, it becomes one itself (in the derogatory sense, that 

is): a modern, and specifically Romantic, ‘myth of myth’.
1
 

According to Baldick, the “narrative complexity” of Frankenstein, one of the works analyzed 

in this thesis, sustains “the multiplicity and interplay of meanings” while the “process of 

myth-making violates” it and “sets its radically foreshortened story free to attract new 

narrative or interpretative elaborations around it”.
2
 The following paragraphs will lay out the 

myth-making strategies of the first generation of British Romantics.  

                                                           
1
 Chris Baldick, In Frankenstein’s Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and Nineteenth-century Writing (Oxford UP, 

2001), 1. All further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Baldick’, shall be given in parentheses 

in the main text.   
2
 Baldick, 3. 
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William Blake is without doubt one of the leading figures of the first precursors of 

English Romantics. In 1789, he published The Book of Thel that “manifest[s] the early phases 

of his highly distinctive mystic vision and in which he embarks on the evolution of his 

personal mythology”.
3
 This personal mythology is developed further in Europe: A Prophecy, 

The Song of Los, The Book of Ahania, Milton, Jerusalem and The Four Zoas, collectively 

known as the “Prophetic books”. The Prophetic books are Blake’s attempt to create a new 

myth by rewriting the Bible and therefore “revitalizing the Christian myth.”
4
 The central 

biblical characters are renamed: God is “Urizen”, Satan is “Orc”, Adam is “Los” and each is 

given a new role. Besides renaming the key figures of the biblical myth, Blake also changes 

the temporal structure into cosmic infinity. 
 

According to Paul Cantor, the character of Los “reflects the depth of the Romantic protest 

against man’s inherited condition” while he also “paradoxically embodies the poet’s hope that 

man can use the future to correct the past errors of God.”
5
 In Blake’s myth, the figure of Orc 

is “associated with rebellion and sexual desire”
6
 as well as “energy [...] and transforming 

material conditions”.
7
 Urizen is presented as a moral tyrant who  

[…] sunders man’s original unity and spontaneity of impulse by inventing the concept of 

sin, stamping the body’s natural urges as evil and attempting to cast them out.
8
  

Due to Orc’s rebellion however, Urizen cannot wholly control the world. A direct parallel can 

be seen between Orc and Prometheus, both rebels against their authorities (Urizen and Zeus); 

their similarity is evident especially when Orc at one point is 

[...] like Prometheus chained to the rock, naked and shackled at the wrists and ankles, 

his arms spread horizontally as though crucified and his legs spread apart.
9
 

                                                           
3
 Dinah Birch and Katy Hooper, eds. The Concise Oxford Companion to English Literature (Oxford UP, 2012), 

572. All further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘The Concise Oxford Companion to English 

Literature’, shall be given in parentheses in the main text.   
4
 Laurence Coupe, Myths (Routledge, 2006). All further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as 

‘Myths’, shall be given in parentheses in the main text.   
5
 Paul A. Cantor, Creature and Creator: Myth-making and English Romanticism (CUP Archive, 1985), 24. All 

further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Cantor’, shall be given in parentheses in the main 

text.   
6
 David Fuller, William Blake: Selected Poetry and Prose (Pearson Education, 2000), 189. All further references 

to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Fuller’, shall be given in parentheses in the main text.   
7
 Fuller, 4. 

8
 Cantor, 37. 

9
 Fuller, 189. 
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In this sense he is a Jesus figure, even though it should be said that “Albion” is a redefined 

version of God’s son, who in the Prophetic books is with a symbol of England. In summary, 

Blake rewrites the original biblical myth in accordance to the values that are important to him 

and most relevant to his time: art, creativity, nationalism, rationalism and revolution. Having 

laid out an overview of Blake’s concept of mythology, we can focus on the other important 

myth-maker of the period, Coleridge.  

In one of his letters, Coleridge describes Greek mythology as  

[…] in itself fundamentally allegorical, and typical of the powers and functions of 

nature, but subsequently mixed up with a deification of great men and hero-worship”
10

  

An important work to include in our discussion of mythology and Prometheus is his essay 

“On the Prometheus of Aeschylus” that was read as part of a lecture given on the 18
th

 of May, 

1825. While the title itself suggests the main topic is the work of the Ancient Greek tragedian, 

the gist of the lecture ends up quite differently. In the words of Timothy Corrigan in 

Coleridge, Language and Criticism, the majority of the lecture 

[…] grinds out a discussion of theology and Coleridge’s involvement in theological 

history, using Prometheus merely as a vehicle for Coleridge’s involved theological 

models.
11

 

Indeed, the closest the essay gets to the topic of Prometheus is by analysing the Titan’s 

symbolism when in fact the myth is a mere vehicle that creates a basis for conveying 

Coleridge’s personal views to the audience, especially where religion is concerned.  

In another work of literary criticism, this time on Dante, Coleridge emphasizes the 

“finite, anthropomorphic and statuesque quality of the Greek gods and Greek gods” that are 

described as “finites”, for the form is the end, in contrast to the Christian symbols of moral 

truth and infinity.
12

 In summary, the clash of Christian over Hellenic impulses results in his 

poetic hostility towards Greek mythology. Despite his philosophical preferences and lack of 

trust in Greek mythology, Coleridge with “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” creates a new 

                                                           
10

 Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in English Poetry (Harvard UP, 1963), 78. All further 

references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Bush’, shall be given in parentheses in the main text.   
11

 Timothy Corrigan, Coleridge, Language and Criticism (Georgia UP, 2008), 159.  
12

 Bush, 52. 
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myth that, as will be discussed later, is an important influence especially on Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein.  

Both Coleridge and Blake are affected by mythology and in turn help mould the modern 

sense of mythology. While Coleridge in his early work uses Greek mythology as an almost 

negligible base for his philosophy and literary criticism, Blake rewrites the Christian myth. As 

a result, Blake creates a new mythical universe or system in his Prophetic books and 

Coleridge produces a new concept of myth with “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” that 

blends supernatural elements with Christian undertones. Both authors are affected by their 

religious views – a characteristic that is absent in the second generation of Romantics, due to 

the authors’ acute individualism and rebellion against authority (both religious and political) 

that are given higher value. The aspect of religion is without doubt a major contrast between 

the first and second Romantic generation’s approach to myth in general, and the myth of 

Prometheus in particular. 

For centuries, the figure of Prometheus has been subject to many interpretations in works 

of authors from Ancient Greece (Homer, Pythagoras, Aeschylus et cetera), all the way to the 

present day. Nonetheless, “the modern popularity of the [Promethean] myth dates to the 1770s 

with Goethe’s Prometheus”.
13

 Generally speaking, the Titan’s name mainly evokes the 

following associations: a fire thief and benefactor of mankind, who suffered for his helping 

mankind by being tied to a stone in the Caucasus and having his liver eaten by an eagle every 

day until being freed by Heracles. There is not only one version of the myth and it is no 

surprise that the representation and symbol of Prometheus change with both time and author. 

According to Douglas Bush, 

[…] the course of the eighteenth century […] gave way to the wild and strong and 

rebellious, Prometheus (like Milton’s Satan) came to be a symbol of heroic 

individualism, of revolt against divine or human tyranny.
14

 

The Romantic Prometheus is a reaction to the main historical event of the time: the French 

Revolution and its aftermath. The Revolution caused not only the rise and fall of hopes for 

political change in Europe, but it also helped shape ideals that the authors express through 

their adaptation of the Promethean myth. In the words of Carol Dougherty, author of 

Prometheus, 

                                                           
13

 The Concise Oxford Companion to English Literature, 572. 
14

 Bush, 78. 
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[…] it is Prometheus’ dual role as defiant rebel and creator of humans that captures the 

imagination of European poets and writers. [...] The combined force of his political 

potential and his creative spirit made Prometheus particularly well-suited to those 

poets and writers who, having experienced the promises and the disappointments of 

the French Revolution, were looking for new models of heroism on the political and 

artistic stage.
15

 

Prometheus hence represents creativity, rebellion against authority, and proud individualism. 

Therefore with the Titan being widely discussed before the second Romantic generation, not 

only can mythmaking, but also the reinterpretation of Prometheus be seen as a re-visited 

tradition. 

The Promethean theme is developed throughout time; however, it is important to discuss 

how the Prometheus of the eighteenth century is different from that of the seventeenth. 

According to Bush, the development of the theme of Prometheus 

[…] followed two main lines [...] from [Earl of] Shaftesbury’s description of the true 

poet or artist who imitates the Creator, who “is indeed a second Maker; a just 

Prometheus under Jove” [that] may be said to culminate in the brief drama of 

[Johannes Wolfgang von] Goethe (1773). Here Prometheus is more or less Goethe 

himself, a type of the free spirit of the artist who, emancipated from fear of the dull 

and idle gods, rejoices in the fullness of life as it is and in the exercise of his creative 

powers.
16

 

Hence Prometheus is a representation of the artist who has a certain joie de vivre. In contrast, 

Coleridge in the previously mentioned lecture “On Prometheus of Aeschylus” sees 

Prometheus as  

[…] a philosophema [Greek (transliterated): tautaegorikon], —the tree of knowledge 

of good and evil,—an allegory, a [Greek (transliterated): propaideuma], though the 

noblest and the most pregnant of its kind.
 17

 

                                                           
15

 Carol Dougherty, Prometheus (Routledge, 2006), 91. All further references to this work, referred to as 

‘Dougherty’ shall be given in parentheses in the main text.  
16

 Bush, 78, emphasis mine. 
17

 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “On the Prometheus of Aeschylus”, (read on May 18, 1825) 

<https://ia600404.us.archive.org/22/items/OnThePrometheusOfAeschylus/prometheus.html> 17.2.2015 All 

further references to this work, referred to as “On Prometheus of Aeschylus” shall be given in parentheses in the 

main text.  

https://ia600404.us.archive.org/22/items/OnThePrometheusOfAeschylus/prometheus.html%3e%2017.2.2015
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Though in more philosophical and etymological terms, Coleridge also discusses the main 

object of association with Prometheus: fire. This element was 

 [...] 'stolen,'—to mark its 'helero'—or rather its 'allo'-geneity, that is, its diversity, its 

difference in kind, from the faculties which are common to man with the nobler 

animals [...] And stolen 'from Heaven,'—to mark its superiority in kind, as well as its 

essential diversity [...]
18

 

The essential view is that fire endows humans with superiority, making it a “nobler” species 

and the Prometheus’ action of stealing it from the God is a sign of his diversity, uniqueness. 

The ‘spark’ that one associates with fire and is described to suffer “no change, and receives no 

accession, from the inferior” and instead it “multiplies it-self by conversion, without being 

alloyed by, or amalgamated with, that which it potentiates, ennobles, and transmutes”.
19

 

Therefore an association between fire and rebellion against authorities, and the power of 

individualism and uniqueness can be made, especially while considering that Prometheus is  

[...] a god of the race before the dynasty of Jove,—Jove the binder of reluctant powers, the 

coercer arid entrancer of free spirits under the fetters of shape, and mass, and passive 

mobility; but likewise by a god of the same race and essence with Jove, and linked of yore in 

closest and friendliest intimacy with him.
20

 

Further on in the essay, Coleridge states that Prometheus represents an idea that is associated 

with Law as well as symbolizing “divine humanity”, as he gave humans fire that “should have 

existed either as pure divinity, the sole property and birth-right of the 'Dii Joviales'”.
21

 

Coleridge also emphasizes the transition of Prometheus from “the giver to the gift—the giver, 

in very truth, being the gift”.
22

 In addition, Prometheus is associated with knowledge: he 

“seeks to learn, and, as it were, to wrest the secret, the hateful secret, of his own fate, namely, 

the transitoriness adherent to all antithesis; for the identity or the absolute is alone eternal”.
23

   

Coleridge also argues that Prometheus is associated with nature and “Liberation”. 

Considering all these different characteristics of and associations with Prometheus, it is 

understandable that Byron and the Shelleys work with a selection and unique combination of 

these, depending on their purpose.  

                                                           
18

 “On the Prometheus of Aeschylus”. 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Ibid. 
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Thesis methodology and structure 

The focus of this thesis is the study and assessment of the figure of Prometheus as it is 

presented in the works Manfred, Frankenstein and Prometheus Unbound. The aim is to 

specify and discuss Promethean themes presented in these works, concluding with a 

comparison of the Prometheus of Mary Shelley, Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. The 

central argument is that the many-faceted symbolism of Prometheus is reconstructed and 

moulded according to the Romantic aesthetic and political agenda. The Romantic Prometheus 

is a reflection of not only the main problems and ideas of the time, but also of the authors 

themselves.  

The sections dedicated to each of the three chosen works will follow a uniform format. 

The first part will discuss literary influences – i.e. other literary works that are directly quoted 

or alluded to in the work will be discussed in relevant context. The second part will be a 

comparison of the protagonist of the chosen work to the figure of Prometheus. The third part 

will contain an assessment of the presentation of Prometheus in the specific work: whether it 

is a positive or negative portrayal and also if the plot is more a rewriting of the old myth or is 

a completely new, modern one. The final chapter of this thesis will summarize the findings by 

comparing the presentation of the chosen Promethean aspects, concluding with a discussion of 

the ways in which, and to what extent, the Romantics have rewritten the themes associated 

with Prometheus for the purposes of modernity. 

The methodology will be based on discussing the five Promethean symbols in the works 

in the following order on the basis of their year of publication: Manfred, Frankenstein and 

Prometheus Unbound. The key Promethean themes this thesis will discuss in the three works 

are fire, creativity, rebellion, vision and sacrifice/selflessness. These symbols will be 

discussed in context, accompanied by citations where relevant. Emphasis will be put on how, 

if present, these aspects are discussed and what their specific role is in the work. Another 

point of focus will be if these aspects are given new sense and value or if their original 

denotations are kept the same. In the end, all these chosen themes will be compared and 

contrasted in order to elucidate the concept of the Romantic Prometheus. 
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Chapter 2: The Romantic Prometheus in Lord Byron’s Manfred 

MANFRED: I will not swear−Obey! and whom? The spirits 

Whose presence I command, and be the slave 

Of those who served me−Never! (Manfred, II.ii.169-171) 

2.1 Literary influences 

Before commencing the comparative study of the characters of Prometheus and Manfred, it is 

essential to focus on the literary influences on Byron’s work. Manfred has a subtitle: A 

Dramatic Poem, signifying that despite its dramatic format, it is not intended for the stage as 

it is a “metaphysical” drama – i.e., a drama of ideas.
24

 Therefore it belongs to what can be 

called “Romantic mental theater” (that also includes Pery Bysshe Shelley’s Prometheus 

Unbound), the essential points of which are, as summarized by Alan Richardson in A Mental 

Theater: Poetic Drama and Consciousness in the Romantic Age, 

[…] the mental states or “passions” of the central characters, the psychic effect of the 

characters upon one another, and the appeal to the reader’s engagement with a text that 

can illuminate hidden aspects of the mind.
25

 

The protagonist Manfred is affected by “remorse for a transgression which (it is hinted at but 

never quite specified) is incest with his sister Astarte”.
26

 He hopes for atonement that he 

believes can be reached when reunited with her dead spirit and then forgetting her. For this 

reason he summons up the spirits with his magic, and though he is disappointed by the very 

brisk encounter with her spirit, it is implied that he reunites with her in death, but not in the 

span of the drama.  

The literary forebearers of Manfred include the villains of Gothic fiction and melodrama, 

but most importantly also the Greek Titan Prometheus, rebel against the deity; Milton’s fallen 

angel, Satan; […] and Faust, who yielded his soul to the devil in order to gain superhuman 

powers.
27

 While Manfred’s connection to Prometheus will be discussed in the next part, let us 

                                                           
24

 The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Fourth Edition Volume 2 (W. W. Norton & company, 1979), 

541. All further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Norton’, shall be given in parentheses in the 

main text.   
25

 Alan Richardson, A Mental Theater: Poetic Drama and Consciousness in the Romantic Age (Pennsylvania 

UP, 1988), 20. All further references to this edition, henceforth referred to as ‘Richardson’, shall be given in 

parentheses in the main text.   
26

 Norton, 541. 
27

 Ibid. 
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begin with the discussion of Faust. In his book Byron: A Critical Study, Andrew Rutherford 

writes that Manfred is Byron’s “experiment in semi-lyrical romantic drama, which derives 

from Goethe’s Faust”.
28

 There are quite a few parallels between the German Romantic’s and 

Byron’s dramatic poems; for one, both protagonists ponder suicide in the first scenes and are 

saved – Manfred by the chamois hunter and Faust by the sound of Easter celebrations. 

Secondly, the characters to an extent put their fate in the hands of supernatural figures: Faust 

signs a pact with the devil Mephistoteles in exchange for unlimited knowledge and Manfred 

goes to the Spirits and Witches in hope of finding oblivion. Thirdly, both characters despair 

over the futility of knowledge. This is shown in Manfred’s opening monologue where he 

states that “The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life” (I.i.12). In the same scene, Manfred 

argues that the actions of having “done men good” (I.i.18) and having “many fallen” foes 

(I.i.21) are more fulfilling than the sciences and philosophies that “avail not” (I, I, 18). In 

short, neither knowledge nor action helps Manfred to achieve atonement and forgetting what 

happened in the “nameless hour” (I.i.25) of Astarte’s death.  

Despite the parallels, however, there are points of contrast between the characters and 

actions of Faust and Manfred. The first contrast, as argued by Michael Ferber in his essay 

“Romantic verse drama” is that Manfred’s “calling on the Spirits of earth and air” to appear 

so he can beg them for “Forgetfulness” is “almost the opposite of what Faust asks of 

Mephistopheles.”
29 Furthermore, he asserts that “Manfred, unlike Faust, disdainfully reject[s] 

the offer of a pact with the powers of darkness” and therefore he  

[…] sets himself up as the totally autonomous man, independent of the authority of 

society or any external power, whose own mind […] generates the values by which he 

lives “in sufferance or in joy” and by reference to which he judges, requites, and 

finally destroys himself.
30

 

Indeed, Manfred longs for the spirits’ help at first while Faust wishes to get rid of the devil’s 

presence, in the end deciding to be independent. Secondly, in the words of Frank Erik 

Pointner and Achim Geisenhanslüke in their paper on “The Reception of Byron in the 

German-Speaking Lands”: 

                                                           
28
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[…] the goal of Manfred is forgetfulness and mastery of the mind whereas that of 

Faust is enjoyment and mastery of life.
31

 

Despite their different aims, the two characters fail in their purpose: Manfred keeps his word 

to Arimanes and he proudly faces death and Faust goes through similar stages of guilt for the 

death and pain he caused. In this aspect they are again similar, for they are the reason for the 

torment of two innocent women - Gretchen and Astarte - and this guilt haunts them.  

The culture of Ancient Greece is a major inspiration for the writers of the Romantic 

period and Byron’s Manfred is no exception. According to Francis Jeffrey, “Manfred reminds 

us much more of the Prometheus of Aeschylus, than of any more modern performance”.
32 

The 

similarities between Manfred and Aeschylus’s tragedy include the incorporation of choric 

elements and lyrical songs that are reminiscent of early Greek drama and also the character of 

the title figure, tormented, sleepless, rebellious, larger than life.
33

 Furthermore, in the words of 

Philip W. Martin in Byron: A Poet Before His Public,  

Aeschylus dramatizes not events, but emotions; the purpose of each  

‘scene‘, therefore, is not to be interpreted in terms of its causal relationships, but it is 

rather to be understood as the means of which the dramatized emotion is intensified.
34 

Indeed, emotions are the epicentre of action in Manfred and with each scene comes a different 

or increasingly unstable state of mind.  

While Aeschylus is an influence on Byron in terms of dramatic techniques, William 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet inspires the characters. Like the eponymous protagonist of 

Shakespeare’s tragedy, in Jane Stabler’s words, the figure of Manfred  

[…] appears as an isolated scholar, brooding over his responcibilities and bearing ‘a 

continuance of enduring thought’ (I, i, 4). At the beginning of each of the three acts, 

he appears either alone or apart from the other characters. In the first, he calls up the 

powerful spirits of nature and demands ‘Oblivion, self-oblivion’ (I, i, 144). This 

                                                           
31
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reminds us of [the] wish to be free of consciousness, exemplifying the Romantic 

emphasis on thought as a burden.
35

 

The concluding statement that the Romantics could take thought as a burden is opaque in its 

brevity. The main point however to take here is that Manfred is a scholar of his own mind; 

unlike Hamlet, he does not study the surrounding landscape or family situation, but his inner 

state, hence it can be said that the action of Manfred takes place within the mind of its 

eponymous protagonist. Nevertheless, in contrast to the protagonist in Prometheus Unbound, 

Manfred does not undergo a moment of self-reflection that changes him, as which shall be 

discussed later. 

To summarize the influence of other literary works, it is evident that Manfred is both in 

terms of character and plot an adaptation of other works. For example, the features of the 

characters of Faust and Hamlet are echoed in Manfred himself. Aeschylus’s tragedy shall be 

discussed in more detail in the next section, and also in the chapter dedicated to Percy Bysshe 

Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, as it is elaborately connected to the main topic of this thesis: 

the Romantic Prometheus.   

2.2 Promethean aspects of Manfred 

In his essay “The Supernatural Structure of Byron's Manfred”, James Twitchell describes 

Manfred as “an almost Faustian man, who has spent his life pushing towards a union of 

himself and invisible forces” and who  

[…] like his peers Prometheus or Endymion transcends body and mind of this world to 

enter a "world beyond”. The difference however is that “unlike them he is not seeking 

the future; like the Ancient Mariner, he is fleeing the past.”
36

  

Resemblances can definitely be found between Manfred and Hamlet or Faust, yet one should 

focus on Manfred’s Promethean characteristics. 

A relevant essay to mention at this point is “Napoleon and Prometheus: The Romantic 

Myth of Organic Energy” by Harold Bloom. The essay first focuses on William Blake's 

Prometheus, who  

                                                           
35
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[…] like the exuberant Orc (from Orcus, hell), had undergone the terrible cycle of 

becoming one with the sky-god Urizen (from the Greek verb "to bound" as in 

"horizon") against whom he had risen up, even as Napoleon had aged into yet another 

tyrant.
37

 

The major part of the paper is dedicated to Byron, who “maintained a lifelong identification 

with Napoleon as his other self.”
38

 Napoleon is connected to the Promethean theme in poems 

such as “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte” (1814) or the third canto of Childe Harold’s 

Pilgrimage (1816) where Byron laments Napoleon’s death. In the words of Bloom, “The fall 

and death of Napoleon; the exhausted state of Europe […] became fused for Byron into the 

myth of an expiring Prometheus”.
39

  

One of Prometheus’ most prominent characteristics is creativity. In the opening scene of 

Manfred, the reader is immediately introduced to the eponymous protagonist who is a skilful 

speaker. Manfred’s verbal creativity and rhetorical skills give him power; he can summon the 

supernatural beings solely with words and persuade them to help him reunite with the spirit of 

Astarte. However, what should be noted here is that the spirits do not “rise! appear!” (I.38) 

until the order is repeated for the third time. This highlights the fact that Manfred is not an 

omnipotent God, but a human being, though highly capable with words that make it possible 

to communicate with the higher powers. 

Apart from words, Manfred does not create anything like Prometheus, who in one version 

of the Greek myth is said to have created humans from clay and water, animating these 

creatures with fire.
40

 It is all the more worth mentioning that the concept of clay and creation 

appears in Byron’s text several times. The first instance is when the seventh spirit addresses 

Manfred as “Child of Clay” (I.i.131), which infuriates Manfred who sees the spirits as his 

“slaves” and argues that  

MANFRED: The mind, the spirit, the Promethean spark, 

The lightning of my being, is as bright, 

Pervading, and far darting as your own, 

And shall not yield to yours, though coop’d in clay! (I.i.159-162) 
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The second instance where the Promethean myth associated with clay is mentioned is when 

Manfred discusses his relation to mankind as follows: 

MANFRED: […] though I wore the form, 

I had no sympathy with breathing flesh 

Nor midst the creatures of clay that girded me 

Was there but one who – but of her [Astarte’s] anon. (II.ii.56-59) 

The last notable instance is in act II where the Spirits tell Manfred 

All the SPIRITS: Prostrate thyself, and thy condemned clay,  

Child of the Earth!” (II.iv.40-41) 

The association of Manfred with the Earth is designed as an insult and a reminder of his lowly 

status in comparison to themselves, the unearthly spirits.  The place of humans in the chain of 

being is between angels and animals and hence the divine spark is housed in clay, which 

makes us “half dust, half deity” (I.ii.41). As a result, this is less Promethean than Biblical. 

A major contrast between the Titan and Manfred is that Manfred destroys:  

MANFRED: My injuries came down on those who loved me− 

On those whom I best loved: I never quell’d 

An enemy, save in my just defence− 

But my embrace was fatal […] (II.i.84-87) 

As summarized by Pointer and Geisenhanslüke, Manfred’s “creative energy is negative, 

because he creates only to destroy”,
41

 the victim being his beloved Astarte. Despite this point 

of contrast with the Titan and being a man, Manfred is Promethean in many aspects, as we 

shall see.  

There are two key mentions of fire in a Promethean context in Manfred. The first is in 

Manfred’s speech addressed to the spirits, where he states that he – like them – has a 

“Promethean spark” (I.i.154) in his being. The spark is associated with fire and also the figure 

of Prometheus, who gave the element to men. In the words of Duke Pesta, “even though a 

mere mortal, Manfred claims kinship with the immortal” and the hero also asserts “that the 

light within him shines as bright as that of any transient spirit.”
42

 The fire in Manfred also 

represents knowledge and inspiration, as shown in Manfred’s speech to the abbot, where he 
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shares his vision from youth of becoming an “enlightener of nations” (III.i.124). Therefore 

there is a reinterpretation of fire from a physical element to an intellectual and moral one.  

Prometheus is most significantly for the Romantics characterized as a “rebel against the 

deity”.
43

 Manfred performs several actions of rebellion in the drama; the first of which is 

when he decides to take his fate into his own hands and commit suicide. Even though the 

chamois hunter begs him to “stand not on that brink” (I.ii.102), Manfred attempts to jump off 

the cliff. Before he does so, he cries: 

MANFRED: Farewell, ye opening heavens! 

Look not upon me thus reproachfully− 

Ye were not meant for me− Earth, take these atoms! (I.ii.107-109) 

Manfred simply refuses to have his fate decided by a superior. He also evidently seems to be 

content with the fact that with suicide he becomes a sinner and therefore it will be impossible 

for him to enter Heaven. He prefers the terrestrial, though not humans, as his “spirit walk’d 

not with the souls of men” (II.ii.56) – he identifies himself more with the spiritual powers of 

cosmos (albeit he defies God) and nature which he addresses “Mother Earth” (I.ii.6). 

Another act of rebellion is Manfred’s denial of subservience to the supernatural and any 

deity. In the second act, he says the following to the Witch of the Alps after she offers to help 

him reach his goal in exchange for swearing obedience to her will: 

MANFRED: I will not swear−Obey! and whom? The spirits 

Whose presence I command, and be the slave 

Of those who served me−Never! (II.ii.169-171) 

Manfred later refuses to show respect and “worship” (II.iv.32) Arimanes, who is the spirits’ 

“Sovereign” (II.iv.34). On the other hand, in the final act, though at first respectful to the 

abbot of St. Maurice, Manfred responds to his offer to help him reconcile with the Church and 

return to the path to heaven as follows: 

MANFRED: […] whate’er 

I may have been, or am, doth rest between 

Heaven and myself.−I shall not choose a mortal 

To be my mediator. (III.i.52-55) 
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Manfred’s refusal to be subservient to both terrestrial and divine authorities can be seen as 

parallel to Prometheus’ rebellion against Zeus’s tyranny. However, in this case Manfred’s 

denial can also be considered to be an action of a Byronic Hero – he sets the rules, wishes to 

be independent and is an individualist, as the following lines show: 

MANFRED: I disdain’d to mingle with 

A herd, though to be leader-and of wolves 

The lion is alone, and so am I. (III.138-140) 

It is more likely that one will feel pity for Prometheus than Manfred who sees himself 

superior to others and is capricious. This is evident through the following lines, for example, 

uttered to the chamois hunter:  

MANFRED: Patience and patience! Hence- that word was made 

For brutes of burthen, not for birds of prey; 

Preach it to mortals of dust like thine,- 

I am not of thine order. (III.39-42, emphasis mine) 

Manfred differs from Prometheus in his sense of superiority and pride; he sees himself as 

more valuable than other beings, coming off as disrespectful and imperious. These 

characteristics, though mostly negative, form an essential part of the Byronic hero that is very 

attractive for readers and audiences alike for being unconventional. In this sense, one can 

admire Manfred for marching to the beat of his own drum instead of being a mere follower of 

rules and manners. In the words of Laura Dabundo, his “suffering inspires awe, and his 

eloquent ability to defy conventional morality and social codes raises him above the average 

mortal” and in effect, “his quest for a meaning in life elicits sympathy from the reader”.
44

 

The etymology of ‘Prometheus’ is “prometheia”, which signifies foresight and 

forethought. Manfred summons the Spirits with the vision of atonement and self-oblivion if 

reunited with Astarte. However, this is rather idealistic, for in exchange for this reunification, 

he must give his life. Another vision is present in act III where Manfred confesses to the abbot 

of St. Maurice that 

MANFRED: I have had those earthly visions 

And noble aspirations in my youth, 
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To make my own the mind of other men, 

The enlightener of nations […] (III.i.120-124) 

Like Prometheus, Manfred wishes to change the order of the world, bringing justice and 

progress. The major contrast is the fact that Prometheus gives mankind the element of fire 

while Manfred wishes to give them fire of the mind: knowledge and inspiration for progress. 

However, this vision changed with “sufferings” of “immortal nature” (II.iv.64-65) and, in the 

words of the First Destiny, 

FIRST DESTINY: […] his [Manfred’s] aspirations 

Have been beyond the dwellers of the earth 

And they have only taught him what we know− 

That knowledge is not happiness, and science 

But an exchange of ignorance for that 

Which is another kind of ignorance. (II.iv.69-74) 

The Destiny essentially says that knowledge gained through experience leads to 

enlightenment; this new knowledge is linked to Manfred’s individuality, which is again 

heavily connected to Prometheus. 

For his deed of stealing fire from Olympus and giving it to mankind, Prometheus is 

punished by being bound to a rock in the Caucasus and having his liver torn out daily by an 

eagle. This can be considered to be a sacrifice, for he experiences pain for the well-being of 

mankind. Manfred however does not sacrifice himself for the well-being of others, but he 

undergoes emotional pain as punishment for causing Astarte’s death. In this sense one may 

see him as selfish, not utilizing his knowledge for better purposes as he wanted in his youth 

for the enlightenment of nations, but solely for summoning the spirits with the hope of 

forgetting the past and reaching oblivion. This “vast capacity for feeling and suffering”
45

 is 

part of the Byronic Hero that Manfred represents.  

There are a few echoes of the Promethean myth in Manfred that are worth mentioning. 

Firstly, in act I, a Voice is heard in the incantation which says that “the clankless chain hath 

bound” Manfred (I.i.268, emphasis mine) – the immediate comparison can be made that while 

Manfred is tied by an invisible chain, Prometheus is physically bound to a rock in the 

Caucasus. Secondly, in the next scene, an eagle passes (I.ii.31) in the midst of Manfred’s 
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monologue. While in the Greek myth the eagle represents punishment, power and pain, 

Manfred here calls it a  

MANFRED: […] winged and cloud-cleaving minister, 

whose happy flight is highest into heaven,  

well may’st […] swoop so near (I.ii.30-32)  

He calls the bird “beautiful” (I.ii.36) and admires its “pervading vision” (I.ii.36), viewing 

himself fit for “prey” (I.ii.33), hence implying that nature is superior to mankind. The third 

material parallel that can be made between Manfred and the myth of Prometheus is the setting 

of the mountains, as the plot of Byron’s drama takes place in the Alps and Prometheus is 

bound to a rock in the Caucasus.  

2.3. Discussion of Promethean elements in Manfred 

As the above section showed, some of the Promethean concepts are redefined in Manfred. 

Prometheus’ material creativity is replaced by Manfred’s rhetorical skills that can summon 

the supernatural. Sacrifice is no longer connected to selflessness, but as a means of trade with 

the higher forces, a price for summoning Astarte’s phantom. Vision develops from bringing 

positive change to mankind to a means of reaching personal oblivion. Fire, however, develops 

from a physical element into emotional power and inspiration that can bring change to 

mankind and nations only through men’s’ actions and ideas. The concept of rebellion stays 

the same in the sense of being associated with not agreeing to be subservient to religious or 

other authorities. In the end, however, Manfred faces his death proudly – in this victorious 

death he resembles Prometheus, who in the words of Laura Dabundo 

[…] is an emblem of humanity who is part divine and can foresee eventual mortality, 

but is also endowed with the spirit and will to defy fate, transforming death into 

victory.
46

 

After discussing the similarities and contrasts between Manfred and Prometheus in 

relation to sacrifice, fire, creativity, vision and rebellion, we will now assess how the figure of 

Prometheus is presented. Firstly, it is best to discuss how Byron deals with the myth. A year 

before Manfred, Byron wrote a poem named “Prometheus” where the Titan is, in the words of 

Douglas Bush,   
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[…] not Goethe’s intellectual and creative spirit, nor is he [Percy Bysshe] Shelley’s 

humanitarian idealist and lover of Asia. He embodies part of the conception [...] of the 

god who endures punishment for befriending man, but he [...] would have uttered the 

curse against Jupiter, he would never have refracted it.
47

 

“Prometheus” perfectly conveys Byron’s positive impression of the mythological figure. In 

the poem he praises Prometheus’ “patient energy” (l. 40) and calls him a “symbol and a sign 

to Mortals of their fate and force” (l. 45-6). Byron also feels a parallel between humans and 

the Titan:    

Like thee [Prometheus], Man is in part divine,  

A troubled stream from a pure source;  

And Man in portions can foresee  

His own funereal destiny […]
48

 

The last couplet in particular is very useful, as it states that a strong spirit that rebels against 

authorities makes “Death a Victory” (l. 59). A similar admiring viewpoint is expressed in 

“Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte”: 

Or, like the thief of fire [Prometheus] from heaven, 

Wilt thou withstand the shock? 

And share with him, the unforgiven, 

His vulture and his rock! 

Foredoomed by God---by man accurst, 

And that last act, though not thy worst, 

The very Fiend's arch mock; 

He in his fall preserved his pride, 

And, if a mortal, had as proudly died!
49

 

Byron evidently sees a modern Prometheus in Napoleon and hence gives the myth current 

significance, especially since he is one of the major movers of historical events in Byron’s 

lifetime. According to Simon Bainbridge, Byron not only uses Napoleon as a figure for heroic 

or mock-heroic self-projection in his work, but also strives to transform Napoleon into ‘myth’ 

while remaining attentive to the historical developments of his career.
50
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There is one major difference between the protagonists of the poem “Prometheus” and 

Manfred: the Titan is historicized in the poem while in Manfred, the Promethean elements are 

played with more freely. However, Byron presents him as a capable and erudite human who is 

a “Magian of great power and fearful skill” (II.iv.31), feared even by the Spirits for his 

abilities. Manfred’s reoccurring rebellion against authorities and capability to summon the 

Spirits and enter the Hall of Arimanes in the fourth scene of act II goes against the archetype 

of obedient mortals made of clay, who are fragile and dependent on the powers of higher 

forces. Manfred accentuates the side of Prometheus that is independent and proud, despite all 

suffering. Furthermore, he manages to play various roles at once: he is both tormenter and 

sufferer, for he constantly reminds himself of the death he caused, without the need of an 

eagle – he simply inflicts his own suffering on himself. The ability to withstand suffering 

makes him heroic in Byron’s eyes. Hence Prometheus is in Manfred “not in any sense a 

representative or champion of Mankind”,
51

 but still a heroic mortal who can be looked up to 

for his pride, knowledge and independence. The idea that the human mind “is its own place” 

(III.iv.392) brings us back to Milton’s Paradise Lost
52

 and the character of Satan, the figure of 

rebellion and creativity. 
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Chapter 3: The Romantic Prometheus in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 

In a fit of enthusiastic madness I created a rational creature, and was bound towards 

him, to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness and well-being. This was my 

duty; but there was another still paramount to that. My duties towards the beings of 

my own species had greater claims to my attention, because they included a greater 

proportion of happiness or misery. Urged by this view, I refused, and I did right in 

refusing to create a companion for the first creature.
53

 

3.1 Literary influences 

Published only a year after Byron’s Manfred, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein can be seen in 

direct contrast to the dramatic poem in the portrayal of Prometheus and also the focus on 

modern science and the effect it has on mankind. As its subtitle suggests, the “Modern 

Prometheus” is without doubt represented in the character of Dr. Victor Frankenstein. While 

the protagonist will be later compared in more detail with the ancient Promethean symbol in 

3.2, this part will cover main literary influences present in the novel, because, needless to say, 

the novel was without doubt inspired by other sources, too. 

There are several literary influences that play an important role in the novel, some of 

which are directly referred to, like Milton’s Paradise Lost and Goethe’s Sorrows of Young 

Werther. There are also quotations from the poetry of the period, including  Coleridge's “The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Alastor, Wordsworth’s “Tintern 

Abbey” and Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. With the influences identified, it is best to 

focus on the two that are most important for the plot and are most referred to in the story, 

which are Milton’s Paradise Lost and Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. 

The novel begins with a verse from Milton’s Paradise Lost – quotations and references to 

the epic poem recur throughout the novel. The word “paradise” is repeatedly used by the 

characters, though with slightly different meanings. In his first letter to his sister, Captain 

Walton states that he “also became a poet and for one year lived in a Paradise” of “his own 

creation” (Frankenstein, 54). While in Walton’s situation “paradise” is mainly connected to 

having a space for inspiration and creation of poetry, the Creature’s “paradise” has a different 

definition. In his narrative in the middle of the novel, he states that  
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I resolved to reside in this hovel, until something should occur which might alter my 

determination. It was indeed a Paradise, compared to the bleak forest, my former 

residence, the rain-dropping branches, and dank earth.
54

 

Later, the Creature says   

[…] sometimes I allowed my thoughts, unchecked by reason, to ramble in the fields of 

Paradise, and dared to fancy amiable and lovely creatures sympathizing with my 

feelings, and cheering my gloom.
55

 

In both cases it is evident that “paradise” signifies to the Creature a home that can give him a 

sense of belonging and comfort. He seems to be in search of it throughout the novel, yet in the 

sense that he desires to be understood and be given guidance, which are desires that cannot be 

fulfilled due to his physical appearance and Frankenstein’s repulsion.  

It can also be said that the characters in Frankenstein share characteristics and identify 

with those of Paradise Lost. When telling Frankenstein his tale, the Creature namely states he 

had read the epic poem and hence creates parallels between himself and Adam. This is 

obvious especially in the line “I am thy creature, I ought to be thy Adam, but I am rather the 

fallen angel” (Frankenstein, 100). The Creature feels identification with Adam in the sense of 

having a creator, yet unlike the biblical character he receives no affection and guidance. He 

explains it thus: 

Like Adam, I was apparently united by no link to any other being in existence; but his 

state was far different from mine in every other respect. He had come forth from the 

hands of God a perfect creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of 

his Creator; he was allowed to converse with, and acquire knowledge from, beings of 

a superior nature; but I was wretched, helpless, and alone.
56 

 

Hence in the Creature’s eyes, Frankenstein is not like God, because instead of making a 

beautiful creature, he created a deformed being – yet for this reason there is a parallel between 

God and Frankenstein, as they have both a fascination for life and unintentionally brought evil 

into the world through their creations. Nonetheless, according to Paul A. Cantor in Creature 

and Creator: Myth-making and English Romanticism,  
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The apparent difficulty in aligning the characters of Frankenstein with their Miltonic 

archetypes is that the two main characters, Frankenstein and the monster, must be 

correlated with three figures from Paradise Lost: God, Satan and Adam. In reducing 

three characters to two, Mary Shelley has in effect eliminated the middle term, taking 

some elements from the role of Satan and giving them to her god-figure, Frankenstein, 

and taking other elements from Satan and giving them to her Adam-figure, the 

monster, The result is to make both characters in her story, both creator and creature, 

in some sense Satanic.
57

 

Indeed, as he is telling his tale, the Creature feels a growing identification with Satan, saying 

that “Evil thenceforth became my good” (Frankenstein, 220), which is a direct quote from 

Satan’s soliloquy in Paradise Lost. He justifies his murders by saying that they were done 

because he was abandoned by his Creator, though emphasizing that the murders did not bring 

him joy, but loss of innocence. The deaths of his beloved contribute to Frankenstein’s feeling 

of guilt, as he exclaims that “I, not in deed, but in effect, was the true murderer” 

(Frankenstein, 93). Victor Frankenstein then makes revenge his motive, in the end however 

his creation murders him as punishment for abandoning him and then not creating an Eve for 

him, despite his promise to then escape with her “to the vast wilds of South America” 

(Frankenstein, 146) – a land that can represent Eden for the new ‘species’. It can be said that 

Frankenstein feels a larger responsibility towards his own species than towards his creation, 

hence leading to his death. Even though he is mainly criticized for his blind ambitions, the 

fact that Frankenstein decides to not make the Creature a female companion can be viewed 

positively.  

In short, the effect of the Paradise Lost references is the ever-present contrast between 

the old and the modern world presented in Frankenstein, where spirituality is overcome by 

science and also the contrast between prototypical characteristics of the key figures like God, 

Satan or Adam being attributed to the Creature and Victor Frankenstein. The Creature’s first 

idea of himself as Adam gradually develops into being Satan while Frankenstein attempts to 

become a God-like figure, an ambition that Shelley criticizes. It is essential to say that the 

portrayal of both Frankenstein and the Creature is neutral, yet with revenge and death, they 

become antagonists because of the way they treat each other and the tragedy they bring to the 

world.   
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Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is also quoted in Shelley’s Frankenstein. The 

first instance is in Captain Walton’s second letter in which he writes: 

It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half 

pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to 

unexplored regions, to "the land of mist and snow;" but I shall kill no albatross, 

therefore do not be alarmed for my safety, or if I should come back to you as worn and 

woeful as the "Ancient Mariner?"
58

 

The line “land of mist and snow” is a direct quotation from Coleridge’s poem and it refers to 

Antarctica – the land where the mariner’s ship arrived involuntarily while Walton travels 

there with his crew in order to expand his knowledge of the world and perhaps even receive 

fame for his future stories. It serves as a direct contrast to the Caucasus, which is where 

Prometheus is chained and punished. Furthermore the Mariner is a reflection of Walton 

himself, who is also an adventurer, leaving civilisation for the vast frozen landscape of the 

North, yet Frankenstein is as broken from his experience with the Creature as the Mariner 

who paid heavily for his sin of killing an albatross.   

Indeed, in his narrative, Victor Frankenstein directly uses the following quotation from 

“The Ancient Mariner”: 

‘Like one who, on a lonely road,  

Doth walk in fear and dread,  

And, having once turned round, walks on,  

And turns no more his head;  

Because he knows a frightful fiend  

Doth close behind him tread.’
59

 

Needless to say, these lines from “The Ancient Mariner” serve as a direct parallel to that exact 

part of the novel’s plot. Frankenstein is being followed by his Creature to the extent of 

becoming scared and even paranoid for his life, expecting the Creature to suddenly appear. 

They both commit an action for which they feel guilt and their punishment is lack of mental 

peace due to the deaths of innocent people.  
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One can also say that both Frankenstein and the Mariner are intrigued by knowledge; 

Frankenstein is an erudite scientist whose high ambitions make him create the monster while 

the mariner is equally cursed for his decision to kill an innocent albatross. On the one hand, 

they are fascinated by knowledge and yet it leads them slowly to their doom, causing 

unnecessary deaths along the way – they behave like an upper world creature, making choices 

of life and death. In M. K. Joseph’s words, 

[...] the monster is, in a literal sense, a projection of Frankenstein’s mind, and an 

embodiment of his guilt in withdrawing from his kind and pursuing knowledge which, 

though not forbidden, is still dangerous.
60

 

The effect of these links to “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is giving the novel wider 

context. In addition, they create a parallel between the two works of this period where 

knowledge, nature and the supernatural play an important role. 

3.2 Promethean aspects of Frankenstein 

With the previous discussion on the Creature and the role Paradise Lost and “The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner” plays on the perceptions of Victor Frankenstein and the Creature, the 

following part will compare Frankenstein with Prometheus.  

As mentioned before, “prometheia” stands for “foresight” – this translation can be 

connected to vision. Frankenstein has the blinding ambition of creating a “being of a gigantic 

stature” into which he would “infuse the spark of being” (Frankenstein, 54), using theories of 

natural scientists he had studied. However, when he sees the atrocious outcome of his efforts, 

he becomes disillusioned – and when asked by the Creature to “create a female” 

(Frankenstein, 144) for him, Frankenstein foresees the possible consequences if he did so: 

Even if they were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new world, yet one of 

the first results of those sympathies for which the daemon thirsted would be children, 

and a race of devils would be propagated upon the earth, who might make the very 

existence of the species of man a condition precarious and full of terror. Had I a right, 

for my own benefit, to inflict this curse upon everlasting generations?
61
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The fact that Frankenstein makes the final decision to not meet the Creature’s demand 

portrays another Promethean aspect, which is self-sacrifice and selflessness. Despite of his 

high ambitions, he realizes that the power he has could change the world and hence he 

sacrifices his personal happiness and ambition for the continuation of the human race. The 

deaths of Elizabeth, friends and members of his own family were the price to pay for not 

fulfilling the Creature’s desire for a companion, though it was in the end for the greater good.  

Another Promethean characteristic is rebellious nature, which can be found both in 

Frankenstein as well as in the Creature himself. For example, Frankenstein first actually wants 

to appease the Creature – he collects materials for the female, travels to Britain and begins 

assembling it. However, realizing the Creature is following him, “trembling with passion” he 

“tore to pieces the thing on which I [Frankenstein] was engaged” (Frankenstein, 166). The 

Creature, on the other hand, is rebelling against his creator all through the novel, consciously 

murdering his relatives and threatening him with more deaths. After Frankenstein 

disassembles the creature that was to be his female counterpart, the Creature says “You are 

my creator, but I am your master – obey!” (Frankenstein, 167). The scientist and the Creature 

continue the battle of power until the Creature murders Frankenstein, hence losing all chance 

of a shared future with a being like himself as well as having a relation with his Creator. 

There is also the symbol of fire and torches that appears twice in the novel. Firstly, the 

torch is used in the Frankenstein family’s search for their member William, who they find 

dead. The second instance is when the Creature “lighted the dry branch of the tree” with 

which he set on fire the de Lacey cottage that had the family inside. The torch is no longer 

representing life, but death – in the first case, the torch illuminates the death of William and in 

the second it causes the death of the de Lacey family. In both cases the torch shows the 

Creature’s crimes that are a result of Frankenstein’s first ambitious, then catastrophic vision.  

Prometheus symbolizes freedom of mind: he does not bend under the Olympian 

authorities as instead he commits deeds that he believes are just and correct. As for 

Frankenstein, he believes very strongly in his goal to create a being and hence move science 

forward. However, rationality and guilt lead him to change his mind. He bends under the 

Creature’s tale of misery and loneliness, believing that he “was bound towards him [the 

Creature], to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness and well-being” (Frankenstein, 

217). He is convinced by the Creature that it is his duty to improve his life, yet in the end he 
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realizes his responsibility towards mankind is greater and hence breaks from the Creature’s 

grasp, though it ultimately leads to his own death. 

The last aspect of focus is creativity which is also often associated with Prometheus. 

Frankenstein is a creator, who assembles a new being. However, the main source is the 

graveyard and he also obtains his material from killing animals: 

Who shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed 

damps of the grave, or tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay?
62

 

While it may be considered creative of him to dig out dead bodies and use tissues and muscles 

pre-made by nature to put together a new being, the outcome is not at all admirable in 

appearance, though the science behind the Creature’s life-making process, namely using 

electricity as the animating force, is astonishing, and suggests an ironic twist of the 

Promethean spark. Nonetheless, one can argue that Frankenstein lacks prevision that a being 

made from old pieces of meat and other body parts does not have good prospects. The reason 

for this is that the society’s aesthetic values will immediately ostracize the Creature and 

therefore he will be an outsider, as they will not even consider concentrating on other aspects 

of his being, for example his inner nature. Instead of facing his fate and responsibilities as its 

creator, he flees and experiences stages of self-pity when in fact his blind ambition and lack of 

prevision and empathy for the Creature’s situation is the reason behind everything that will 

happen.      

3.3. Discussion of Promethean elements in Frankenstein 

The focus of this section is to assess the portrayal of Prometheus in Frankenstein and how 

Shelley presents the previously analyzed Promethean themes. It is firstly best to summarize 

how Shelley works with the myth in comparison with the other authors of her time. M. K. 

Joseph writes in his Introduction to Frankenstein that  

Mary Shelley was first in the field with her ‘modern Prometheus,’ and she alone 

seized on the vital significance of making Prometheus the creator rather than, as in 

Byron and Shelley, the suffering champion of mankind. In doing so, she linked the 
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myth with certain current scientific theories which suggested that the ‘divine spark’ of 

life might be electrical or quasi-electrical in nature.
63

 

As previously mentioned, electricity is the modern equivalent of the “divine spark which, in 

the myth, Prometheus had stolen from the sun” (Frankenstein, viii). Frankenstein is presented 

to be utilizing electricity, the new fire, to awaken the Creature from the dead. Other characters 

also utilize fire: first Frankenstein’s father to illuminate the dead body of his son William, 

then the Creature carries a torch with which he sets the de Lacey cottage on fire. The element 

of life turns into one of death, portraying how the ‘spark’ can fail if in the wrong hands. 

Therefore Shelley portrays a chain effect: first Frankenstein goes against nature by using 

electricity to give life to the Creature, who then uses the same element to murder and hence 

the novel warns of the negative side of the spark.   

While Prometheus is for the Romantics, as M. K. Joseph writes in the Prologue, “an 

accepted image of the creative artist” (Frankenstein, vi), there are also other aspects of this 

figure that Shelley presents in a new or different way. For one, Prometheus presents fire as a 

gift to mankind in order to make life better for them; a vision similar to Frankenstein’s who 

desires to contribute to mankind with his talent in natural science. Naively and blindly he 

works on the Creature, in the end unfortunately realizing he created a monster. However good 

his intention, one can wonder if the project was meant to be a selfless act of kindness to 

mankind or a portrayal of a scientist’s selfish desire to become famous and prove something 

to himself alone. In the words of Cantor,  

Frankenstein does God’s work, creating a man, but he has the devil’s motives: pride 

and the will to power […] what he seeks out of recreation is the glory of ruling over a 

new race of beings. Mary Shelley thus achieves a daring compression of Milton’s 

story. Frankenstein retells Paradise Lost as if the being who fell from heaven and the 

being who created the world of man were one and the same. In Frankenstein one can 

no longer speak of an original divine plan of creation which is perverted by a demonic 

being; the plans of Mary Shelley’s creator-figure are both divine and demonic from 

the beginning.
64

 

Not only does Shelley take a different approach to Milton’s Paradise Lost, but she also makes 

alterations to the Promethean figure. These will be discussed in the next paragraphs. 
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The presentation of creativity is also different from what one expects from the literature 

of this period. According to Denise Gigante in “Facing the Ugly: The Case of Frankenstein”, 

Victor’s creative method resembles that which Mary Wollstonecraft ascribes to the 

sculptors of Greek antiquity: “beautiful limbs and features were selected from various 

bodies to form an harmonious whole ... It was not, however, the mechanical selection 

of limbs and features; but the ebullition of an heated fancy that burst forth.” While in 

the case of the Greek statue, the sculptor’s “heated fancy” manages to contain the 

hodgepodge of individually selected limbs and features, Victor “went to it in cold 

blood”. As a result, what “burst forth” was not his vision as much as the brute fact of 

the Creature himself.
65 

 

Creativity is no longer based on beauty, but on a blinding vision. While in mythology, even 

beautiful creatures are presented to have negative characteristics like pride or jealousy, 

Frankenstein’s Creature has an unappealing appearance and despite his former innocence, 

experience with the judgmental hostility of mankind turns him into a murderer. In fact, 

Frankenstein may be seen as an anti-Promethean or anti-Romantic figure for he is not God-

like and autonomous and his Creature lacks perfection despite his vision of acclaim for his 

perfect creation. As a result, Frankenstein’s faulty execution of his vision leads to his own as 

well as others’ downfall. 

While Prometheus rebels against the Olympian authorities and then suffers due to his 

self-sacrificing nature and feeling of responsibility towards mankind, Shelley presents both 

the Creature and Frankenstein as rebellious. First of all, in Cantor’s words, Frankenstein “is 

himself a rebel, rejecting divine prohibitions and, like Satan, aspiring to become a god 

himself”.
66

 He breaks boundaries and uses science in order to give an inanimate being made 

of dead body parts life, creating the Creature. Though first representing Adam, the Creature 

rebels against his creator for two reasons: envy and revenge and since he has no Eve to seduce 

him to rebellion, he initializes it directly, resembling Satan. This rebellion of two Satans is a 

question of life and death and both hope for liberation in the spiritual sense, as they seek relief 

of the other’s existence. However, what neither Frankenstein nor the Creature preempt is that 

the guilt will remain with them even after the battle is over. 
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Though not directly connected to the figures of Prometheus and Frankenstein, Shelley 

plays with numerous meanings of the word “bound” in the novel. For example, there is 

Frankenstein’s description of his encounter with the Creature where he shared his wish that he 

“may extinguish the spark [of life]” and his rage would be “without bounds” (Frankenstein, 

99). This second instant utilizes “bound” in the sense of borders, limits. Another situation 

where the word “bound” is used is when Frankenstein says that he is “bound towards him [the 

Creature], to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness and well-being” (Frankenstein, 

217). The current meaning is to be attached to somebody, mentally or physically, voluntarily 

or out of responsibility. The main argument is that the word “bound” is central to Shelley; 

perhaps it is also because she wrote Frankenstein during a time of close contact with Percy 

Bysshe Shelley, the author of Prometheus Unbound. In the words of Ian Ruffell, 

Promethean ideas were clearly circulating within the group and Shelley had been 

engaged with Aeschylus and Prometheus Bound in particular (and discussing them 

with Mary) since at least 1814.
67

  

Therefore the very word of “bound” has to be on Shelley’s mind when composing the novel, 

given the fact that she utilizes it on a regular basis. It also emphasizes the significance of 

Prometheus and freedom for the Romantic authors, including her.  

The final concern of this section is the assessment of whether Shelley views her “Modern 

Prometheus” in a positive or negative manner. The answer, given all the previous quotations 

and analyses, is evident: she criticizes Frankenstein and portrays the Creature as a victim of 

his selfishness and lack of prevision. Also, it may be said that the Creature is in some aspects 

more likable than Frankenstein himself. For example, he does not eat meat, a direct effect of 

the usage of fire: 

My food is not that of man. I do not destroy the lamb and the kid to glut my appetite; 

acorns and berries afford me sufficient nourishment.
68

 

Nonetheless, though the Creature evokes pity from the readers in being abandoned in the 

judgmental world by the scientist, through committing murder he loses it and instead of being 

a story of liberation, Frankenstein develops into a modern myth of a struggle to the death 

between the Creature and his creator that Frankenstein loses. In this aspect, through the losses 
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of lives of innocent, Frankenstein deserves his death and the Creature his loneliness. In 

addition, the modern Prometheus is recast in connection to modern science, yet his virtue is 

shown as a failure. 

The following comment of Laurence Coupe can serve as a conclusion to this section of 

Shelley’s Frankenstein: 

Frankenstein (1818) is interesting, because it is itself a radical exploration of two 

inherited models. It is both a modern hero myth, with its protagonist as scientific 

experimenter, and a modern creation myth, with its story of the construction of a new 

creature by human agency. Thus, it rewrites two stories: that of Prometheus, maker of 

humanity, as told in ancient Greece (in the eighth century BC) by Hesiod and that of 

the Book of Genesis, as mediated by Milton’s Paradise Lost.
69

 

Through references to Paradise Lost, one of the canonical texts of English literature and 

modernization of the Promethean symbol, Mary Shelley creates a new myth where science is 

shown not to be a blessing, but instead a threat to mankind if in the hands of an ambitious and 

selfish individual such as Frankenstein. As a result, Frankenstein, just as the Mariner and 

Frankenstein’s experiences is to their listeners, is Shelley’s caution tale to the modern world 

of how science can be used to mankind’s disadvantage. Shelley’s Prometheus does not bring 

good, but evil into the world and yet he sacrifices his personal ambition and also safety for the 

future of the human race and suffers – and in this aspect he resembles the Titan.     
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Chapter 4: The Romantic Prometheus in P. B. Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound 

Evil minds 

Change good to their own nature. I gave all 

He has; and in return he chains me here 

Years, ages, night and day; whether the Sun 

Split my parched skin, or in the moony night 

The crystal-winged snow cling round my hair; 

Whilst my beloved race is trampled down 

By his thought-executing ministers.  

(Prometheus Unbound, I. l. 380-387) 

4.1 Literary influences 

This section will cover the literary influences important for the work, focusing on the ones 

that left an impact on the subject, ideas and form of Prometheus Unbound. From the title of 

the drama itself, it is evident that Shelley’s work is a reaction to the Prometheus Bound by 

Aeschylus, which  

[…] dramatizes the sufferings of Prometheus, unrepentant champion of mankind, who, 

because he had stolen fire from heaven, was condemned by Zeus to be chained to Mt. 

Caucasus and to be tortured by a vulture feeding upon his liver.
70

  

Shelley’s lyrical drama is a dramatic sequel of Aeschylus,
71

 but he transforms it “into a 

symbolic drama about the origin of evil and its elimination”
72

 – a topic that is central in 

Shelley’s works, as shall be discussed later. According to Bush, “the Aeschylean catalogue of 

benefits Prometheus gave man is in part reproduced, but with spiritual and scientific 

embellishments”.
73

 Numerous parallels may be seen between the two works in terms of scene, 

theme and lines uttered by the characters. For example, for the sake of comparison, act I of 

Aeschylus’s drama is set in a “Mountainous country” while Shelley’s plot begins in a “Ravine 

of Icy Rocks in the Indian Caucasus”. However, the atmosphere is different: in Aeschylus’s 

drama, the moment is shortly before the chaining of Prometheus and a sense of injustice and 

tyranny is present. A number of aspects can be noted from the opening lines alone: 
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PROMETHEUS: Thou firmament of God, and swift-winged winds, 

Ye springs of rivers, and of ocean waves, 

That smile innumerous! Morther of us all!
74

  

And  

PROMETHEUS: Monarch of Gods and Dæmons, and all Spirits 

But One, who throng those bright and rolling worlds 

Which Thou and I alone of living things 

Behold with sleepless eyes!
75

   

One point of comparison is that while Aeschylus’s Prometheus addresses nature, Shelley’s 

Prometheus speaks to the ruling forces. Secondly, both protagonists draw attention to 

suffering: Aeschylus’s Prometheus to his own 

 PROMETHEUS: O Earth, and Sun’s all-seeing eye, behold, 

 I pray, what I, a God, from Gods endure.
76

  

while Shelley’s to that of Earth and its creatures, turning focus only then to his own misery 

that he believes to be inflicted unjustly. The following monologue is addressed to Jupiter: 

 PROMETHEUS: […] regard this Earth 

 Made multitudinous with thy slaves, whom thou 

       Requitest for knee-worship, prayer, and praise, 

       And toil, and hecatombs of broken hearts, 

       With fear and self-contempt and barren hope; 

     Whilst me, who am thy foe, eyeless in hate, 

     Hast thou made reign and triumph, to thy scorn,                  

     O'er mine own misery and thy vain revenge.
77

  

It is evident that Shelley has not only an artistic aim, but also political, for he immediately 

focuses on the negative impact of the rule of Jupiter, who functions as “a summary 
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mythological figure of all historical tyranny”.
78

 Nonetheless, while there are more than a few 

parallels between Aeschylus’s tragedy and his own work, Shelley explains in his Preface that 

he does not wish “to restore the lost drama of Æschylus” which contained a “catastrophe so 

feeble as that of reconciling the Champion with the Oppressor of mankind.”
79

 It is best to 

focus on the comparison of the figures of Prometheus in both works later, but for now it is 

clear that Shelley is heavily influenced by Aeschylus’s drama yet at the same time represents 

a departure from the original Greek ethos. 

Milton’s chief work Paradise Lost is also an influence on Shelley’s text, but in terms of 

the character of Satan. As Shelley writes in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, the 

sufferings and endurance of Prometheus  

[…] would be annihilated if we could conceive of him as unsaying his high language 

and quailing before his successful and perfidious adversary. The only imaginary being, 

resembling in any degree Prometheus, is Satan
80

  

Satan is, according to Shelley, the hero of Paradise Lost, as is Prometheus in Prometheus 

Unbound. However, he argues that Prometheus is  

[…] a more poetical character than Satan, because, in addition to courage, and 

majesty, and firm and patient opposition to omnipotent force, he is susceptible of 

being described as exempt from the taints of ambition, envy, revenge, and a desire for 

personal aggrandizement, which, in the hero of Paradise Lost, interfere with the 

interest.
81

 

The conclusion one can make here is that while Shelley admires Milton’s rebellious figure, he 

sees faults that need improving and hence finds his Titan to be even more admirable, 

especially in the way his “Satanic pride and embittered ambition” is developed into “beautiful 

idealisms of moral excellence.”
82

 Therefore Shelley’s Prometheus is a morally improved 

version of Milton’s Satan – and in addition, in Bush’s words, “Satan’s bad qualities lessen our 

sympathy for him while the case is opposite for Prometheus.”
83
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Beside the characters and plot, the central theme of the unjust punishment of Prometheus 

is also a clear influence of Aeschylus’s tragedy, yet Shelley did not take on the single-act 

structure - hence one should discuss other literary works that have influenced the form of 

Prometheus Unbound. Firstly, the subtitle of the work is A Lyrical Drama. In his essay 

“Shelley and the Opera”, Ronald Tetreault writes that this form derives from the union of 

poetry and music in Greek tragedy, but whose closest contemporary representative was the 

opera, especially the music comedy of Mozart.
84

 While Prometheus Unbound owes much to 

the Ancient Greek model, it is also a dramatic work that “virtually reworks the history of the 

drama, from high tragedy to popular theatrical form”,
85

 examples being the harlequinade and 

the Renaissance masque. The latter genre is essentially a combination of “song and dance and 

spectacular displays”
86

 which is seen especially in act IV where Ione and Panthea watch and 

comment on three episodes, among them one where the “Spirits of the human mind” (IV.81) 

unite in a ritual dance with the Hours of the new day: 

 CHORUS OF HOURS AND SPIRITS: 

 Break the dance, and scatter the song; 

   Let some depart, and some remain; 

       Wherever we fly we lead along 

      In leashes, like star-beams, soft yet strong, 

       The clouds that are heavy with love's sweet rain. (IV.174-178) 

In other words, as defined by Teddi Lynn Chicester, the masque is an 

[…] intermingling of spectators and performers. The masque that concludes the play 

prompts us not only to witness but also to participate in the joyous reunion of 

regenerated humanity and nature that comprises the drama's "involving and involved" 

finale (IV. 240).
87

 

Therefore Prometheus Unbound is an experiment of different genres, though essentially one 

may wonder whether or not it is rightfully classified as a “drama” when the peak of the work 

lacks tension, for Demogorgon overthrows Jupiter without much resistance. Aeschylus’s 

Prometheus Bound has a similar concept of action rendered through the words of the 
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characters, not physically on the stage - and since Shelley draws on this Ancient Greek model, 

one should accept the title “lyrical drama”.  

4.2  P. B. Shelley’s Prometheus in comparison with Aeschylus’ Prometheus 

This section will discuss the chosen Promethean associations and characteristics (fire, 

sacrifice, rebellion, creativity, vision) presented in the Prometheus of Shelley and Aeschylus 

in a comparative fashion. Therefore quotations from the works of both authors shall be used 

where relevant and our focus is on the protagonists and where relevant on the portrayal of the 

aforementioned aspects in other characters, like Demogorgon, Jupiter or Asia in Prometheus 

Unbound.   

The first topic of focus is creativity. Aeschylus’s Prometheus states that “All arts of 

mortals from Prometheus spring” (Prometheus Bound, l. 547) as a conclusion to his following 

speech that informs the audience of what he taught man. For example, he educated man 

PROMETHEUS: […] of the inwards parts the plumpness smooth. 

And with what colour they the Gods would please, 

And the streaked comeliness of gall and liver: 

And with burnt limbs enwrapt in fat, and chine, 

I led men on to art full difficult: 

And I gave eyes to omens drawn from fire, 

Till then dim-visioned. (Prometheus Bound, 535-541) 

With the gift of fire, he paved the way for man to create and find “Brass, iron, silver, gold” 

that are “hid from man” beneath the earth. Another aspect of creativity is his introduction of a 

new way of preparation of food: roasting. As previously mentioned, Prometheus taught man 

to sacrifice fat and keep the meat, which is a sly move, but brought much benefit to man. 

Another creative tactic Aeschylus’s Prometheus makes is that he hints that he knows how 

Zeus will be overthrown and despite Zeus’s offer to set him free if revealing it, he keeps silent 

– hence despite being chained, he has power over the tyrant. In Prometheus Unbound, 

however, creativity takes form of music and dance: such as the aforementioned dance of the 

Spirits of the Hours in act IV.  

Aeschylus’s protagonist introduces himself to Io with the following words: “Thou seest 

Prometheus who gave fire to men” (Prometheus Bound, 676). These words, uttered when he 
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is still bound in chains, convey his lack of regret for the action for which he is punished. As 

previously mentioned, this Prometheus is solely associated with fire as a gift to mankind that 

led the way forward in the areas of art and food preparation In Prometheus Unbound, 

however, fire gains more associations. To begin with, the element is a representative of 

summer, the season of rebirth:   

 ASIA: […] the unseasonable seasons drove [people], 

 With alternating shafts of frost and fire […] (Prometheus Unbound, II.iii. l. 52-53) 

Fire is also compared to a “beast of prey” that needs to be tamed and “tortured to his [man’s] 

will” the forms of iron and gold (II.iii.66-68), hence is connected to industry and technology. 

It is also a synonym of light: “sun’s fire” (II.v.27) and, lastly, there are Jupiter’s words: 

 JUPITER: Even now have I begotten a strange wonder, 

       That fatal child, the terror of the earth, 

       Who waits but till the destined hour arrive, 

       Bearing from Demogorgon's vacant throne 

       The dreadful might of ever-living limbs 

       Which clothed that awful spirit unbeheld, 

       To redescend, and trample out the spark. (Prometheus Unbound, III.i.18-24) 

 

The spark, a meronym of fire, is associated with Prometheus’ rebellion, which is connected to 

his courage to stand up against authority.  

Rebellion is presented in Aeschylus’s work when Prometheus refuses submission to Zeus 

in exchange for freedom that Hermes, the Tyrant’s messenger, offers. The protagonist’s 

sentiments are negative as he says: 

PROMETHEUS: In one short sentence- all the Gods I hate 

Who my good turns with evil turns repay. (Prometheus Bound, l. 1065-6) 

As previously discussed, Prometheus also refuses to reveal the name of Zeus’s future over- 

thrower, which may be not only seen as an act of rebellion and refusal of submissiveness, but 

also a means of power, for despite being chained, he is a threat to the tyrant in terms of his 

prophetic knowledge. In Prometheus Unbound, the Titan is still chained, yet his sentiments 

towards the Tyrant remain the same, as he curses him in his aforementioned opening speech. 

However, Prometheus can be wholly ‘unbound’ from his ideological chains if he can 

remember the curse with which his rebellion began – he has to remember and learn from his 
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mistake.
88

 In act I, his rebellion is “embodied in the Titan’s clearly Byronic curse: “Fiend, I 

defy thee!” (Prometheus Unbound, I.262)”
89

 that the Phantasm of Jupiter repeats – the 

Byronic curse signifies a sense of individualism and lack of desire to be subservient, both of 

which are automatic characteristics of Prometheus. However, there is a development of 

Prometheus’ character that is according to Bush due to   

[…] the difficulty that Shelley cannot forgo an occasion of cursing tyranny and yet has 

to dramatize his hero’s change of heart. So Prometheus defies and denounces Jupiter; 

declares that he no longer feels hate or any evil wish; craves to hear again the curse he 

had once launched against the tyrant; and, after hearing it repeated, repents and wishes 

“no living thing to suffer pain”
90  

Earlier in the same act, Prometheus addresses Jupiter with the words “Disdain? Ah no! I pity 

thee” (Prometheus Unbound, I.53) with which “occurs the crisis of Prometheus’ change of 

heart from hate to compassion”,
91

 as shown in the following lines: 

PROMETHEUS: It doth repent me, words are quick and vain; 

Grief for awhile is blind, and so was mine. 

I wish no living thing to suffer pain. (Prometheus Unbound, I.303-305) 

Prometheus initializes Jupiter’s downfall, yet does not commit the deed, as instead, 

Demogorgon does it with the help of the elements that betray Jupiter. It is also Demogorgon 

who proclaims the main values of the new universe “Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom and 

Endurance” (Prometheus Unbound, IV.562)  that shall keep evil and tyranny away.  

At this point it is relevant to discuss how Shelley recasts revolution in the lyrical drama. 

According to Carol Dougherty, his Prometheus does not represent the spirit of defiance, but  

stands as the symbol for passive resistance, forgiveness and love.92 
Shelley shows that a 

revolution without violence and blood spill is possible. However, given Prometheus’ status as 

an almost new Christ-like figure, someone else has to actually overthrow Jupiter. It is 
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Demogorgon who “functions as the figure without whom tyranny cannot be deposed”
93

 and 

this fact possibly allows Shelley  

[…] to displace the problem of violent revolution from his newly forgiving hero to 

another character, but also allowing him to embody within the lyrical drama the 

suggestion that a desire change cannot happen simply because the forces of defiance 

(Prometheus) and love (Asia) combine, though it could not happen without this 

combination.
94

 

Prometheus is the living version of “Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom and Endurance” 

(Prometheus Unbound, IV.562) who has his hands clean of bloodspill caused by a revolution. 

He leads the way out of the “endless cycle of tyranny” and most of all, his moral values help 

“to create a new Golden Age where men live in a state of political equality; each king of 

himself”.
95

 

There are several instances of vision that are presented in Aeschylus’s tragedy. One of 

them is Prometheus delivering the prophecy that his liberation shall come with Io’s son, born 

“the third generation after ten” (Prometheus Bound, 841) and with whom: 

PROMETHEUS: Zeus, though stiff of will, 

[shall] be brought full low. Such bed of wedlock now 

Is He preparing, one to cast Him forth 

In darkness from His sovereignty and throne. (Prometheus Bound, 993-996) 

Another case of vision is Prometheus forecasting Io’s suffering, then bidding her to leave. 

These two visions are essential to Prometheus Unbound. 

Sacrifice and selflessness of Prometheus is proved by his gift to mankind that leads to his 

punishment. In Prometheus Bound, the protagonist’s lack of resistance when Hephaestus 

binds him to the rock may immediately evoke the image of a crucified Jesus Christ. More 

allusions in Prometheus Unbound to God’s son who sacrificed himself for mankind serve as 

implied parallels between the two figures:  

PROMETHEUS: As some dark Priest hales the reluctant victim –  

Shall drag thee, cruel King, to kiss the blood 
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From these pale feet […] (Prometheus Unbound, I.49-51) 

There is also a reference to Christ’s mock crowning with a crown of thorns:  

 PHANTASM OF JUPITER: I curse thee! let a sufferer's curse 

             Clasp thee, his torturer, like remorse; 

             Till thine Infinity shall be 

             A robe of envenomed agony; 

         And thine Omnipotence a crown of pain   

To cling like burning gold round thy desolving brain (I.i.289-290, emphasis mine)  

At the end of the same act as the previous quotations, the Fury tells Prometheus: 

FURY: […] any are strong and rich, − and would be just, − 

But live among their suffering fellow men 

As if none felt: they know not what they do. (I.629-631)  

The lines above are an echo of Christ’s plea for forgiveness of his crucifiers from the New 

Testament: “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”.
96

 According to Bush, the 

tortures of Prometheus are  

[…] chiefly mental, pictures of the evil which has come out of good – Christ “wailing 

for the faith he kindled,” and the bloody excesses of the French Revolution.
97

 

Shelley’s reference to the French Revolution makes the lyrical drama seemingly prosodic and 

his usage of allusions to Christ and the Bible give the lines new meaning. Instead of them 

having religious context, they gain revolutionary associations that are closer to Shelley than 

Christianity.  

4.3. Discussion of Promethean elements in Prometheus Unbound 

First of all, attention should be paid to how Shelley handles myth-making. According to 

Douglas Bush, Shelley treats the myths with “more subjective colouring and freedom of 

intuition”
98

 – he alludes to the Greek myth of Prometheus, while reinterpreting some aspects. 

Prometheus retains something of his mythological character as the champion of mankind, yet 

he also represents the ideal and noblest kind of man who can learn from his mistakes and help 

in the process of creating a brighter future.  
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It is evident that Prometheus is viewed as a positive character that is consciously able 

to help bring change and unconsciously changes his own character, transforming hate to 

pity and empathy. In the entry on “Prometheus Unbound” in the Encyclopedia of the 

Romantic Era, 1760-1850, “Shelley articulates a vision of resistance to spiritual and 

political tyranny that avoids the desire for revenge.”
99

 Indeed, neither Shelley’s nor 

Aeschylus’s Prometheus commit to revenge and instead they are productive in the 

formation of revolutionary spirits. Shelley’s Prometheus does invoke pity and admiration 

in the reader because of the heroic and stoic way he handles his suffering, instead of 

selfishly and vindictively punishing Jupiter, he helps in the process of his dethronement, 

bringing benefit to the world more than personal gain. This forgiveness is a Christ-like 

characteristic, an addition to the Promethean symbol.  

Fire, while praised as an element that helps create art, goes against Shelley’s personal 

beliefs that are shared in his pamphlet A Vindication of Natural Diet or in Queen Mab: A 

Philosophical Poem, both of which were published in 1813. In the poem, he writes that man 

[…] slays the lamb that looks him in the face, 

And horribly devours his mangled flesh. (Queen Mab, VII.223-224) 

 

Shelley’s support of vegetarianism and criticism of meat-eating evidently remains even 

between the writing of the aforementioned works and Prometheus Unbound. According to 

Bush, Shelley’s use of the myth of Prometheus as an allegory of the evils that cooking animal 

food brought upon mankind is borrowed from Newton’s Defence of Vegetable Regiment.
100

 

Therefore Prometheus Unbound does not only have a political, but also moral aim to promote 

the vegetable regimen.  

It is also vital to focus on other characters than Prometheus. Prometheus Unbound has a 

greater number of dramatic personae than Aeschylus’s tragedy, omitting Kratos and 

Hephaestus who have completed their role in Prometheus Bound and are no longer needed. 

The shared characters are Prometheus, the Oceanides (Asia, Ione and Panthea), Oceanus and 

the tyrant, whose first phantasm and then physical figure appears in Prometheus Unbound. 

Shelley reinterprets some of these characters and their symbolism, for example Asia 
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represents “the ideal, the complement, and the ally of evolving man”
101

 and Saturn’s reign no 

longer represents the “golden age” and is instead in Shelley’s version a negative character, 

because he “refused to grant men knowledge and science, so that it was an age of ignorant 

innocence in which man’s deepest needs were unfulfilled.”
102

  

Shelley introduces new characters: Spirits of the Moon, Earth, the Hours, Furies, Apollo, 

Jupiter and Demogorgon. The Spirits’ dance and music function as the masque element, so 

does Demogorgon, who, like Panthea and Asia in act IV, functions as a “final moral 

commentator”.
103

 Demogorgon also plays Prometheus’ ally who helps in the overthrow of 

Jupiter. The conflict between Jupiter and Prometheus is 

[…] between good and evil in the mind of man, but, in a manner more in accord with 

the myth, Shelley sees also an external conflict between, as it were, God and Satan – 

with their roles reversed – and he shifts from one conception to the other in a 

somewhat disconcerting way. It is especially disconcerting when the conquest of evil 

by the individual and by the race is bound up with the conquest of nature and ideas of 

progress.
104

 

Asia functions also as a symbol of creativity as she bonds in marriage with Prometheus and 

therefore sparks “the universal regeneration”.
105

 This conclusion perfectly presents Shelley’s 

opinion that love and imagination will transform the universe into peaceful union, along with 

the presence of music and dance.   

In summary, Shelley bases Prometheus Unbound both on the characteristic traits of the 

Titan and while building on and at the same time departing from the plot of Aeschylus’s 

tragedy, he gives some Promethean aspects (for example fire) new sense so they convey his 

personal, political and moral beliefs. He emphasizes selflessness and self-change before 

changing others and the world and lastly, instead of giving in to the tyrant even after long 

years of enchainment, Prometheus is still on the side of mankind. Through references to the 

Bible and Jesus Christ and to historical events such as the French Revolution, Prometheus 

Unbound is a symbolic lyrical drama that is an epilogue to an old world and an overture to the 

next, hence creating a secular myth that does not fail to entertain, but also impress the reader 

in its cosmic dimensions.  
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Chapter 5 - Concluding Remarks on the Romantic Prometheus 

This concluding part is dedicated to the comparative analysis of the Promethean motives 

discussed above that leads to the final concern of this thesis: in what ways and to what extent 

have the Romantics rewritten the themes associated with the Titan for the purposes of 

modernity. 

The first Promethean aspect is fire. Mary Shelley presents two forms of it: torches and 

lightning, where the first is either a cause or forecast death while the latter is a force that gives 

the Creature life. Manfred associates the element with the phrase “enlightener of nations” 

(III.i.124), giving it intellectual and revolutionary value. Prometheus Unbound presents fire as 

a poetic symbolism as summer, light (“Sun’s fire”, II.i.32) and rebellion (spark) as well as 

connecting it to the arts and the imagination. The Greek myth gives fire revolutionary 

meaning and Prometheus Unbound and Manfred both continue and accentuate on it, with 

autobiographical traits or historical events (French Revolution). On the other hand, 

Frankenstein presents a modern form of fire: electricity that has the ability to give life to the 

inanimate. Both in Manfred and Frankenstein, same as in the ancient Greek myth and the 

dramatic treatment of the myth, the author associates fire with knowledge: intellectual and 

scientific progress that can change the world on a similar scale as a revolution against the old 

and tyrannical rule, as discussed in Prometheus Unbound.  

As demonstrated in the section on Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Prometheus’ name is 

connected to vision. Frankenstein has the vision of a break-through in science that would 

bring progress – however, he is blinded by his scientific vision that he does not consider the 

consequences. Nonetheless, he does anticipate the possible results if he obeys the Creature’s 

demand to give him a female counterpart, and to save the human race he sacrifices his 

personal ambition, happiness and his life to the Creature’s rage. Manfred has two visions: one 

from his youth where he would become the “enlightener of nations” (III.i.124) and bring 

change and progress, and the second, later vision, where with the help of the supernatural 

forces hopes to be reunited with Astarte and find oblivion. Byron internalizes and subjectifies 

vision in Manfred. In Shelley’s lyrical drama, on the other hand, Prometheus has the vision of 

overthrowing Jupiter, yet keeps in mind that a similar idea - the French Revolution - caused 

much bloodshed. This serves as a warning of where revolution can lead and he desires to 

make it as peaceful as possible. On the other hand, Frankenstein and Manfred’s pursuits do 

not only cost them the life of their beloved, but also their own. Therefore one can say that 



43 

only Shelley’s Prometheus is successful in presenting his vision of change while the others’ 

visions cause their own death as well as the death of others.  

Rebellion translates as standing up against authority. The protagonist of Manfred refuses 

to submit to God, various other supernatural authorities as well as fate; instead, he marches to 

the beat of his own drum. His individuality is evident for example in his final words to the 

abbot of St. Maurice. Shelley’s Prometheus continues to rebel against Jupiter, who represents 

evil and tyranny and inspires others to overthrow him. Most importantly, Shelley rewrites the 

Greek myth where the Zeus and Prometheus are reconciled in the end. In Frankenstein 

however, the conflict is constantly fought between the creator Frankenstein and his Creature; 

first, Frankenstein obeys the Creature’s wish to make him a female and then, when he breaks 

his promise, the Creature rebels against him mainly with the purpose of revenge. In this aspect 

he is different from Shelley’s Prometheus, who chooses to forgive over quenching his thirst 

for revenge and rebellion, as shown in the words “Fiend, I defy thee!” that is Byronic in its 

promotion of individualism. The statement also manifestly paraphrases Manfred’s words “I 

do defy ye” (III.iv.116), addressed to the Spirit who represents his “genius” (III.iv.96) in the 

final scene of Byron’s dramatic poem. 

Sacrifice and selflessness are also presented in all three works and they relate to the 

Promethean focus of this thesis. After the death of his loved ones, Frankenstein agrees to the 

Creature’s terms of creating a female companion in order to save Elizabeth. However, he 

anticipates the possible consequences and risks the life of his lover for the sake of saving 

mankind, though failing in the end. Shelley’s Prometheus is presented to be still paying the 

price of helping mankind and while he feels anger, he does not regret his actions. He is then 

selfless when choosing positive change over personal desire for revenge and hence reminds 

one of Christ. Manfred differs from the other two figures in not sacrificing himself for the 

greater good, but for personal gain. He does not know whether he will ever reunite with 

Astarte after death, yet he knows that in death he might find oblivion – his death is heroic as 

he does not bend to any other power (the fiends assailing him, the abbot who represents 

Christianity) and he dies on his own terms. Furthermore, in the words of Rutherford, Manfred 

[…] shows pity and consideration for the human beings whom he despises, but he is 

not interested in bettering their lot.
106
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If a comparison should be made, the sacrifice of Manfred and Prometheus is portrayed 

positively, even though they are based on different concepts: Manfred imposes suffering onto 

himself as a means of punishment for Astarte’s death while Prometheus is punished by Jupiter 

for helping mankind. In contrast, Frankenstein’s sacrifice is the least favourable out of the 

three. Like Prometheus, a Christ-like figure, his sentiments change with experience, yet more 

sympathy is shown towards the Creature, who was abandoned by his creator. The Creature is 

praised for being erudite in literature and not eating meat, yet one’s perspective changes when 

he begins to kill as a way of revenge for being abandoned by Frankenstein. 

The last Promethean characteristic of comparison is creativity. Out of the three 

characters, only Frankenstein literally creates, even though it is a new body consisting of 

various body parts of deceased animals and men that is not aesthetically pleasing. Prometheus 

does not create anything per se, as his gift of fire leads to the formation of the different 

human-crafted arts and Manfred destroys rather than creates. Creativity can however also be 

associated with words and in this aspect Manfred is the most creative, for he is able to 

summon supernatural forces and communicate with other spheres, as shown for example in 

act II scene iv where he enters the Hall of Arimanes that is otherwise inaccessible for mortals, 

and survives. Lastly, Shelley’s Prometheus supports the arts and after Jupiter’s downfall, he 

unifies the universe with dance and music, both of which are means of creativity. 

The essential question of this concluding part of the thesis is the extent to and ways in 

which the Romantics recast the Promethean myth for the purposes of modernity. Based on the 

comparative study of Promethean symbolism, all three works portray certain Promethean 

characteristics and symbols and reinterpret them: electricity is the new fire, rebellion is 

associated with the French Revolution and vision is connected to political and social change 

and scientific progress. In summary, Shelley’s Prometheus is recast “in the double mold of 

Romantic emotionalism and Christian martyrdom”,
 107

 Frankenstein is the protagonist in Mary 

Shelley’s cautionary tale to the modern world, telling how science can be dangerous to 

mankind while Manfred moulds selected traits of Prometheus to galvanize the Byronic Hero. 

The figure of Prometheus is reinterpreted in both Frankenstein and Manfred as an imperfect 

human being and in this aspect the myth is given a new form, recasting the concerns of the 

Titan’s rebellion on a human scale, while at the same time informing human concerns with 

titanic ambitions. As opposed to Prometheus Unbound and Manfred that are set in a 
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mythological time and a temporally unidentified Alpine setting, Frankenstein is a modern 

narrative since it is set in the Romantic period. Shelley however addresses and criticizes 

Christianity in Prometheus Unbound, a topic Aeschylus obviously does not address in 

Prometheus Bound and therefore the lyrical drama receives modern significance.  

All three authors project their personal views and selves into their works and hence create 

a more personalized myth. The Romantics recast the fire thief into a figure that, in the words 

of Dougherty, “fuelled the imaginative arts, elaborating a vision of the rebellious yet creative 

poet/artist”
108 

and emphasize his more admirable features. This is true in Prometheus 

Unbound where after Jupiter’s dethronement, the arts and love rule the universe, and partially 

so in Manfred, who rebels with his rhetoric creativity against the gods and all other authorities 

while simultaneously staging a frustrated aspiration to knowledge and love. Mary Shelley 

conveys her fear of progress by recasting Prometheus into a modern scientist whose ambitions 

are a danger both to him and mankind. In conclusion, the three chosen works show that 

creativity (usage of electricity to create life in Frankenstein), the will to change the universe 

(Prometheus Unbound) and individuality (Manfred) together create a new myth of the 

Romantic Prometheus. This recast myth is an important legacy of the second generation of 

English Romantics that reflects the crises and progress in the areas of the natural sciences and 

popular culture. 
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