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            THE TRUTH IS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. Leveling up your craft to write a story that lives long after you’ve left the planet is what some might call a ridiculous goal.

      

        

      
        2. You know that you will not tell that story after reading just one how-to-write book.

      

        

      
        3. You know that you will not tell that story as the result of taking one seminar.

      

        

      
        4. You know that creating a timeless work of art will require the dedication of a world-class athlete. You will be training your mind with as much ferocity and single-minded purpose as an Olympic gold medal hopeful. That kind of cognitive regimen excites you, but you just haven't found a convincing storytelling dojo to do that work.

      

        

      
        5. The path to leveling up your creative craft is a dark and treacherous course. You've been at it a long time, and it often feels like you're wearing three-dimensional horse blinders. More times than you'd wish to admit, you're not sure if you are moving north or south or east or west. And the worst part? You can't see anyone else, anywhere going through what you're going through. You're all alone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO THE STORY GRID UNIVERSE. HERE'S HOW WE CONTEND WITH THOSE TRUTHS:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1.	We believe we find meaning in the pursuit of creations that last longer than we do. This is not ridiculous. Seizing opportunities and overcoming obstacles as we stretch ourselves to reach for seemingly unreachable creations is transformational. We believe this pursuit is the most valuable and honorable way to spend our time here. Even if—especially if—we never reach our lofty creative goals.

      

        

      
        2.	Writing just one story isn’t going to take us to the top. We’re moving from point A to Point A5000. We’ve got lots of mountains to climb, lots of rivers and oceans to cross, and many deep dark forests to traverse along the way. We need topographic guides, and if they’re not available, we’ll have to figure out how to write them ourselves.

      

        

      
        3.	We’re drawn to seminars to consume the imparted wisdom of an icon in the arena, but we leave with something far more valuable than the curriculum. We get to meet the universe’s other pilgrims and compare notes on the terrain.

      

        

      
        4.	The Story Grid Universe has a virtual Dojo, a university in which to work out and get stronger—a place to stumble, correct mistakes, and stumble again, until the moves become automatic and mesmerizing to outside observers.

      

        

      
        5.	The Story Grid Universe has a performance space, a publishing house dedicated to leveling up the craft with clear boundaries of progress, and the ancillary reference resources to pack for each project mission. There is an infinite number of paths to where you want to be, with a story that works. Seeing how others have made it down their own yellow-brick roads to release their creations into the timeless creative cosmos will help keep you on the straight and narrow path.

      

        

      
        All are welcome—the more, the merrier. But please abide by the golden rule:

      

        

      
        Put the work above all else, and trust the process.
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            HOW TO READ THIS EDITION OF FRANKENSTEIN BY MARY SHELLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      When was the last time you read Frankenstein? In high school? College? Possibly for an English class?

      And did you actually read it—the entire book—or did you read an excerpt? Maybe you resorted to a story guide or cheat sheet? Or perhaps you watched the classic movie, released in 1931, with Boris Karloff? (Or did you watch a modern version, such as the 1994 or 2014 films?)

      And what was your reaction? Were you frightened? Or amused? Or bored?

      Not many books continue to sell copies for hundreds of years. Frankenstein’s language can be fussy and the grammatical constructions can be elliptical. So as modern readers, we have to work a little harder to stay focused when we read these classic books.

      Maybe that’s why many of us don’t really know why this book has been so popular for so long. Perhaps the challenges of reading a book published in 1818 can be partly to blame for the commonplace perception of Frankenstein as a quaint, moralizing tale about why we shouldn’t try to emulate the Creator. Perhaps too many generations of high school students have yawned their way through poorly chosen excerpts, and perhaps too many viewers have watched the movie versions, none of which are faithful to the book.

      I promise there is much more to this book, especially for writers, than you might realize.

      Mary Shelley was a mere teenage girl when she wrote this novel, and yet she was able to describe acute torment of the soul. Why? And how? She didn’t have any way to research the subject, except to look into herself and into the lives of the people around her. Shelley managed not only to fill an entire novel with existential suffering, but she created a metaphor in Frankenstein’s terrifying monster that would haunt us for generations to come.

      Whatever the case may be, I believe if you want to write the kind of horror tale that goes right to the gut of the reader and strikes fear in his or her heart, you need to both read and study Frankenstein. In fact, while there are many innovative ways in which to write a horror novel, using Frankenstein as your guide will help you create a tale that is disturbing in a way that is true-to-life, with a genuine sense of horror that isn’t a caricature. What gives Frankenstein its ability to deliver such a powerful sucker punch is that the emotional horror that Mary Shelley was trying to describe was something real, not supernatural. It’s the kind of horror that any one of us might experience in the course of real life, when we make a serious mistake or see our best-laid plans go awry. It’s very human, despite the fact that (as far as we know!) modern civilization does not have a practice of animating corpses at the present time.

      The copy you hold in your hands is designed to help the writer craft a horror story with all of the characteristics described above. I will take you, scene by carefully drafted scene, through Mary Shelley’s entire narrative, and you will be able to see the artistry (and angst) that went into her craft, despite her youth and inexperience. I’ve highlighted in bold type the passages that help to grab you, shake you and propel you into the next scene as well as any phrases or sentences I felt were placed there deliberately to evoke emotion.

      Note that I chose to use Mary Shelley’s original 1818 edition. She made changes in the second edition that altered some of the backstory as well as gave Victor Frankenstein more motivation for his actions, so I made a conscious choice to use the 1818 edition because as writers, it is instructive for us to see the earliest, most “original” decisions the author made. The fact that she was eighteen or nineteen years old when she wrote that version is inspiring. I imagine that in later years she was smarter, more worldly, and perhaps a tad bit more careful about what she said in public. I would rather see her reckless prose than her careful prose, and I hope you agree because writers often wonder how far they can or should go in the effort to trigger emotion.

      When examining a complex novel like Frankenstein, it can be daunting to look at the book as a whole. And since actual writing occurs in small pieces, it is instructive to break a book into individual scenes in order to figure out exactly how the author wrote them. Shelley, for example, uses a technique called the “frame” story. It’s a handy tool, particularly for a book written in the first-person point of view, because it allows you to present more than one perspective. Frankenstein’s first-person storytelling is sandwiched between two sets of letters from another character, Walton, to his sister in England. The letters describe Walton’s adventures in the Arctic, including meeting Frankenstein and hearing his story, which presumably is technically written in a letter from Walton to his sister although we only hear Frankenstein’s voice. In the middle of Frankenstein’s tale is the creature’s first-person tale, so what we also have is Walton writing the creature’s story as told to him by Frankenstein.

      The Story Grid’s Shawn Coyne suggests using a three-act format when looking at the overall story arc: Beginning Hook, Middle Build (split into Middle Build I and II), and Ending Payoff. Most novels follow this structure with a roughly 25 percent–50 percent–25 percent split. When we divide Frankenstein this way, we have:

      
        	Beginning Hook: Frankenstein becomes obsessed with science at university and creates a sentient being in an effort to do something important with his life. He abandons it and it runs away.

        	Middle Build: Frankenstein’s little brother William is murdered by the creature. Frankenstein meets the creature, who demands that he build him a female, or he will continue to cause harm. Frankenstein agrees, but then reneges on the deal, and the creature threatens to attack on his wedding night.

        	Ending Payoff: Frankenstein’s best friend is then murdered. Frankenstein’s bride Elizabeth is murdered. Frankenstein at first tries to get the law on his side, but this fails, and he commits himself to following the creature for the rest of his life.

      

      Notice that when evaluating the overall story, I have left out all the intricacies of scene-writing and narration. The Story Grid addresses both these requirements with its use of the spreadsheet for micro-level analysis and planning, and the Foolscap for overall macro-level analysis and planning. In the scene-by-scene analysis that follows, I will focus on the micro elements. For macro-level story analysis, use the conventions and obligatory moments to help navigate the story landscape. Take a look at the Foolscap, which I have included as an extra on the Story Grid website, and the Story Grid itself, which represents the scene-level adrenaline as a large-scale experience. You can create your own documents and tinker with your story directly in the Grid, but don’t forget that at the micro level, the scenes need to work before they will do what you want on the macro level.

      To that end, each chapter has been split into its component scenes and then each of them analyzed in its own separate section so you can see how each scene turns and on what value. I’ve also included my own parenthetical notes. Some are italicized within the text while others are mentioned at the end of the scene. The elements noted in the analyses will show you how to find the Story Event and the Value Shift, two key pieces of the Story Grid Spreadsheet. Creating a Story Grid Spreadsheet is possibly the most valuable way to study a fine work of literature and to understand where one’s own effort must be focused in order to write a successful book in that genre.

      I’ve also broken down each scene into its Five Commandments of Storytelling: Inciting Incident, Turning Point Progressive Complication, Crisis, Climax, and Resolution. It’s fantastic to be reminded that no one taught Mary Shelley how to write a scene, and yet all of these parts are there. It’s also comforting to those of us who work hard to write effective scenes because it’s proof that our effort isn’t wasted. Great writers all have scenes that work. These component parts are described in detail in the book, The Story Grid: What Good Editors Know, and much of the book is available on the website at www.storygrid.com. As well, I’ve made available my own Story Grid Spreadsheet, Foolscap Global Story Grid, and the Story Grid itself for Frankenstein. You’ll find them at www.storygrid.com/masterwork/frankenstein.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Are you a fan of spine-tingling, heart-pumping, adrenaline-filled moments in your stories? If so, you may want to write a horror novel.

      But how? How do we craft horror stories that are so compelling, so deeply and profoundly emotional, and in fact perhaps even “familiar” in a terrifying way to our psyches, that our readers find themselves obsessively turning pages in our books late into the night?

      The answer to this lies in a deep examination of what Shawn Coyne, the author of The Story Grid, calls “masterworks” of the genre. These are classic works (some old, some recent—in this instance “classic” does not necessarily mean “old,” but rather “exemplary”) that by virtue of their brilliant construction serve as examples of their genre to the writer community. Take them apart, scene by scene, and you will expose their structural underpinnings in a way that will help you put together your own genius work. Will it be filled with beautiful words? Well, that’s up to you. The fact is, you don’t have to have pretty words in order to tell a great story, but you do need to understand and obey your boss—the reader. The reader knows what she or he wants, and the reader will absolutely get it, or your writerly career will not even last the length of your book. How do we do that? We study the masters.

      Frankenstein is a true masterwork. Two hundred years later we’re still reading it! Also, because we know so much about Mary Shelley, we can plumb the depths of how she came to write this story. We can both learn about her life and also see her emotional experience right there in the pages of the book, and yes, the horrific journey encompasses a full range of human experience.

      With a horror novel, the reader can “safely” journey to the edge of reason and back, to experience danger and perhaps even damnation, without leaving the comforts of home. When readers pick up a horror novel, that’s what they want. But also, no matter what kind of novel you want to read, you are expecting some kind of emotional journey. As such, I believe Frankenstein is a great study tool for any writer, even if you don’t write horror. Mary Shelley will teach you a lot about what it means to play with fire (not electricity, despite what you may have seen in the movie versions), which is a good thing for anyone who wants to write stories that have the enduring impact of Frankenstein.

      But first, let’s look at the horror genre itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT IS THE HORROR GENRE?

          

        

      

    

    
      So what, exactly, is horror? I mean this both for purposes of the experience and in terms of the literary genre.

      Let’s start with the definition of Horror as a literary genre. In The Four Core Framework, Shawn Coyne writes: “The Horror genre answers the primal question, ‘How do we secure and maintain the safety of our lives, our homes, and our beliefs when we are victimized by the manifestation of our greatest fears?’”

      Story Grid’s Four Core Framework is a tool to help us understand the experience readers of the twelve content genres expect to have. Each genre explores a problem related to our core needs, which are the basic human requirements we have to survive and thrive in the world. These correspond to psychologist Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and for Horror, this is safety. From the need for safety, we can describe the protagonist’s state or condition at any given point in the story along a spectrum of universal human value. The core value in a Horror story spans damnation, or a fate worse than death, on the far negative side and life on the far positive end, with death, unconsciousness, and many other gradations of human experience in between.

      We’ll unpack this—gingerly—as we go along. Horror as a genre represents for us (as readers and as humans) the most terrifying possibilities in this world of ours. It’s the most basic response to our nervous questioning of the Universe. “What if this could happen?” we ask. The response of the Horror genre is always, “It can, and much worse.”

      These stories evoke the core emotion of fear in us, particularly in a special moment in the story called the core event. In the Horror genre, we call this the victim at the mercy of the monster scene, and the reader is expecting this climactic moment from the time they begin reading. We seek out Horror stories for this feeling, for more than just thrills and chills. We need to learn how to face our own fears, and in seeing a protagonist do this, we may feel a little braver.

      This framework sets up an exceedingly wide range of possibilities for the genre. Anything you could possibly imagine, from the end of the world after an asteroid’s impact to a psychopath with a machine gun (or a light saber, or a syringe of anthrax bacteria), can and will be introduced to our gentle planet (or beyond) in a Horror novel. The reader gains the opportunity to participate in the most complete spectrum of emotions available to the human experience. If it can destroy you, it’s fair game for Horror. But it’s not only death that we fear.

      Here’s Shawn Coyne again from the Four Core Framework, refining the genre’s characteristics:

      
        
        Horror Story is Action Story intensified exponentially because the negative life value reaches into the darkest realms of the human psyche. In our ordinary lives we don’t face ghouls or vampires, but we do face external and internal forces that threaten us with a fate worse than death. For example, damnation in our real lives would be causing the death of someone we love and living with that truth for decades.

      

      

      What this means is it isn’t enough for the emotional temperature to be “terrifying.” We need a monster that represents the worst fears of the protagonist. Because the goal is life, we need to face a force that wants to destroy us. Does it have to be a real creature? No. But it has to be at least a metaphorical monster. And yes, you can have the monster within yourself, too. Victor Frankenstein is all too familiar with this situation.

      This leads us to a somewhat more complex question. What is the nature of horror? When do we declare that something is “horrific” versus merely “scary” or “disturbing”?

      This is an important consideration for the writer of not only Horror novels, but any writer who wants to explore the extreme edges of human experience—because every story, no matter its global genre, can take us to the far negative state we call the negation of the negation.

      Here’s an example to help illuminate what we mean by horror. Let’s say that your villain is dangling you by one foot from the Golden Gate Bridge, high over San Francisco Bay. You are terrified. You’re so terrified, you are ready to throw up. In fact, you do throw up. The villain taunts you. You are losing control of your reason.

      Suppose we change the scene a bit. Now you’re the one dangling someone over San Francisco Bay. Maybe it’s your little sister. Your mother stands at the other end of the bridge, screaming and crying. You know that if you let go, you’ll never forgive yourself. In fact, you’d rather die than live with the knowledge that you killed your little sister and tormented your mother. But wait, someone’s holding a gun to your head. That’s why you’re doing this. Phew, there’s a villain, so it’s not your fault. But wait—it is your fault because the villain is your best friend, Rudolph. He’s mad because you wouldn’t lend him your umbrella and he had to walk home in the rain last week. So this entire situation was set into motion by your decision. He taunts you with this fact. It’s your fault, he hisses. You could have easily prevented this, but you didn’t. So actually—you’re the monster in this scenario.

      It’s true that you let him walk home in the rain, and it’s also true that you shrugged and didn’t feel bad about it then. Oh, boy, you feel bad about it now. And it doesn’t matter that Rudolph’s position is unreasonable. By definition, the monster in a Horror story can’t be reasoned with. Their goal is destruction by any means. At this point, you’d like to just die so you don’t have to deal with any of this.

      That’s the difference between fear and horror. Being dangled over San Francisco Bay involves fear. Anyone would be afraid of dying in such a violent, terrifying way. But horror is something more. Horror involves fear, but it also involves reaching the point in your innermost being where you decide that death would be a mercy, either because you don’t want to live in a world with monsters who would make you dangle your sister over San Francisco Bay or because you fear that you, yourself, are really the monster, and you don’t want to find out this is true. Victor Frankenstein experiences both forms of damnation (more on that in a later section).

      Horror is the experience you bring to life in these stories, what you put your protagonist through. Fear is the less intense emotion you evoke in the reader while they sit in the safety of their living room.

      Surprisingly, the experience of horror in the “real” sense can be quite mundane because our worst fears are specific and personal. It could be a dream demon wielding gloves with knives attached. But Horror might also be a paycheck that’s a little too small—so a family is evicted and spends a frigid winter night huddled in their car, after which they are chased by thugs with baseball bats who kill Mom and Dad, leaving three children under the age of twelve alone to wander the streets, dodging drug dealers and gangs. Who would want to live in that world? No one. But if you read the papers, you know that we do live in that world, and it’s quite unremarkable. We don’t wake up every day aghast at the state of things, at least most of the time.

      I use extreme examples because we don’t read Horror novels to experience the everyday world or emotions or circumstances. We read Horror stories because we know that crazy situations sometimes happen, and we wonder how we would deal with them, and indeed if we could summon the courage to survive them at all. Sometimes we are curious. Sometimes we want to practice our mental readiness—just in case. And sometimes we don’t feel entertained unless our heart is pumping and our adrenaline has kicked in.

      The sensation of the protagonist’s horror has to be accessible to the reader as fear. Perhaps the reader hasn’t met a vampire lately, but the fear that goes beyond mere fright must be an emotional possibility that makes sense and is familiar to the reader. It’s got to be intense enough that most people can feel it, or it will not feel like a novel but perhaps more like a cartoon. This is true for any story, no matter the genre or the core emotion you want to evoke in the reader.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HORROR’S THREE SUBGENRES

          

        

      

    

    
      The three subgenres of Horror are distinguished by the nature of the primary force of antagonism or the monster. But where does it come from? The monster arises from a setting capable of giving life to the protagonist’s worst fears, but I’ll say more about that later. What you need to understand is that the writer’s job is to explore the full range of the Horror novel’s core emotion, which is fear. It really doesn’t matter what kind of monster you use for that purpose, except that it must be personal to the protagonist, and therefore the setting too must be specific.

      
        
        Uncanny

      

      

      In the Uncanny category, the monster is a creature that can be understood by the protagonist. This includes human monsters (psychopaths or criminals) or a creature with any rational origin. By this standard, Martians are Uncanny, and so are cyborgs, robots, and killer dogs. Uncanny stories include Jordan Peele’s film Get Out or Stephen King’s Misery.

      
        
        Supernatural

      

      

      The second subgenre is currently extremely popular—supernatural. The supernatural never really goes out of style, and if one wanted to invest in a reliable source of monsters with many examples available for mining, this would be it. Supernatural evil cannot be explained with logic and includes monsters like vampires, zombies, demons, and other creatures from the spirit world. They may have some basis in mythology or religion, or they can be off-the-wall. The long-running hit television show Supernatural, created by Eric Kripke, features a character referred to as “God’s sister,” for example (and yes, she’s villainous). Gothic Horror author Anne Rice’s stories feature vampires and occasionally werewolves; The Omen’s Damien is supposedly the spawn of the devil in a screenplay written by David Seltzer.

      
        
        Ambiguous

      

      

      And last, we have the Ambiguous subgenre. An ambiguous monster is a creature with an unexplained source of evil. The film based on Stephen King’s novel, The Shining, features a monster that is difficult to identify. Is it the house? Is it the main character, Jack? Another example is Annihilation by Jeff VanderMeer, whose monster is a strange force attacking people who attempt to investigate the mysterious Area X. And in James Dickey’s Deliverance, we aren’t sure who or what the source of evil is, but at the end of the story, the protagonist is left with a terrible collection of secrets to protect for the rest of his life.

      

      Mary Shelley focused on the human experience, so Frankenstein resides squarely within the Uncanny subgenre. You might find it difficult to tell in Frankenstein whether the creature or Victor Frankenstein himself (or both) is the monster. But both are explainable and human, even if the monster is a human created by the hands of Frankenstein. Both allow their emotions to get the better of them and are directly or indirectly responsible for the deaths of others. When Mary Shelley came up with the idea for the novel, she was a single mom living in Europe with her lover, broke and in disgrace. It’s no wonder she felt that the “monster” in her story was a human monster. In addition, the suffering described by her characters centers on loneliness, a notion with which she was surely familiar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CONTROLLING IDEA

          

        

      

    

    
      So far, we’ve talked about what makes a horror story “horrific,” and we’ve thought about the different kinds of monsters we could feature. After doing all this reading and research, you now know what kind of experience the reader wants from your novel and have considered the different setups you could use.

      But this is the point at which many writers feel overwhelmed with information.

      “I’ve done all the reading and I’ve got a ton of notes about the horror genre. But how do I write one? What do I do?”

      Perhaps the example of the Golden Gate Bridge made you a bit uncomfortable. After all, we don’t want to have to do any real-life research in order to write a horror novel. And if your novel features vampires or zombies, research might be difficult to do.

      Rest assured, you don’t have to actually experience a zombie apocalypse in order to write a great zombie apocalypse novel. But you do have to convince your reader that you know how facing a zombie apocalypse would feel. And in order to do that, you have to reach into the depths of your own experience as a member of the human race. Not your experience of an identical event, but your experience of something that would be a convincing emotional stand-in.

      In order to figure out how to do this, we need to know what your story is really about.

      The Controlling Idea in any story is the primary takeaway or lesson the reader is left with at the end of the story. We boil the events of the story and their results down to a single statement that explains what happened and why. If the end is on balance positive, we have a prescriptive tale and takeaway. If the balance tips into the negative, the resulting lesson is cautionary.

      In a typical prescriptive tale with a positive ending, life is preserved when the ordinary person overpowers or outwits a monster, facing the limits of human courage.

      In a typical cautionary tale with a negative ending, death or damnation results when the ordinary person cannot confront their greatest fears to outwit or overpower the monster.

      These are pretty straightforward and reflect a lot of Horror stories you can read or watch. But phrases like “the limits of human courage” and “confronting their greatest fears” may seem grandiose. How do we actually portray these huge emotions so the reader experiences the emotional stakes faced by the protagonist?

      This is where a close study of Frankenstein proves to be particularly helpful. Writers of Horror novels must access their own worst fears if they want to evoke this in the reader. How did Mary Shelley accomplish this? At the time she wrote this, she was nineteen years old and without much formal education. Young women of her social and economic background normally lived quite sheltered lives. What could she know of real horror?

      The way we answer this question is to consider what she really wanted to talk about in her novel. Victor Frankenstein, in an act of vanity, constructs a huge creature out of body parts stolen from crypts and graveyards. He animates it, and when he sees that it is huge and ugly, he runs away from it. Frankenstein spends most of the novel running away from his responsibility for the creature; however, when the creature has murdered nearly everyone he loves in an effort to punish him for this abandonment, Frankenstein cracks. He resolves to chase the creature down in order to kill it. The creature leads Frankenstein on a wild chase through the frozen north before his creator finally dies of illness and exhaustion. Devastated to lose his only tie to humanity, the creature announces that he will die also.

      Is this a book merely about the animation of a gruesome monster? Far from it. And to learn more about where Mary Shelley found the emotional depth sufficient to write such a book as a teenager, all we have to do is take a look at the dramatic circumstances of her life.

      For Mary Shelley, “real” horror began with the mundane, when her mother died as a result of complications from her birth. Mary Wollstonecraft was a famous intellectual and early feminist who claimed that marriage was an outdated institution (she wrote the well-known tract, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, available through Project Gutenberg). In fact, she had borne a child out of wedlock with another man before meeting Mary’s father, William Godwin, and did not marry Godwin until she was quite pregnant with Mary. This may be ho-hum in the twenty-first century, but in the eighteenth century, it was shocking behavior on a scale that is hard for us to fathom.

      Godwin continued to idolize Wollstonecraft after her death, and Mary was raised to venerate her mother. However, Wollstonecraft’s novel interpretation of marriage and her free-thinking ways were not accepted by wider society. When Mary, following in her mother’s footsteps, pursued a relationship with a married man, she was opening the door to forces greater than herself that she did not fully understand. She was, after all, a child, and she would have had no idea that ignoring the strictures of society would have dire consequences. And despite her unconventional upbringing, when she did exactly as her mother did, her father and stepmother were furious at her.

      Mary and her lover, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley (who was still married), fled together to Europe when she was sixteen but couldn’t make ends meet and returned to London a few months later. By this time, Mary was pregnant, and so was Percy’s wife, whom he had abandoned. During the course of Mary’s pregnancy, Percy also took up with her stepsister and housemate, Claire Clairmont.

      Mary’s baby was born the following February. That child died, and Mary conceived again soon afterward, giving birth to a son in January 1816. Mary began writing Frankenstein in June 1816 during a stay in Switzerland with Percy, Claire, and Claire’s lover, George Gordon (Lord Byron). She was still not married to Percy, but when his wife committed suicide in December of that year, they married. Mary wrote the bulk of Frankenstein over the course of 1817. Her third child, Clara, was born that year.

      Whatever interpretation one might put upon these facts from Mary Shelley’s personal life,1 taking up with a married man and becoming pregnant, at the very least, was toying with forces that were beyond her control—a theme that runs strongly throughout Frankenstein. For her child to have died (and indeed she lost two more children very quickly after that) makes this story even more poignant.

      Mary Shelley’s personal experience with horror was that of a young girl who believes what she has been taught by her parents, who discovers that her parents lied to her about the impact of social consequences on one’s life, and who finds that the forces of nature that she tried to fence with were larger than she was and beyond her control. When she chose love in order to stand up for her values, she was deprived of the one thing that was hers alone—the love of a child, taken away through death. Again, she was powerless in the face of nature. And the love of Percy was also uncertain, given the presence of Claire in their household.

      It was my teenaged daughter who pointed out to me that Frankenstein was a terrible “parent” to his “child.” When she read this book at the age of fourteen, she immediately understood Mary Shelley’s story as a cautionary morality tale about teen sexuality and the definition of a “good” parent. She didn’t find the monster frightening so much as pathetic. She found Victor Frankenstein irresponsible and arrogant. This story, she told me, complements Mary Shelley’s life as a pregnant teen whose parents would not help her when she needed it. Shelley was both the Frankenstein who played with fire, and the creature who was abandoned. My daughter understood “horror” from the point of view of a modern girl because Shelley expressed a range of emotional depth that is relatable even for a middle-class teenager. Even today, in our liberal climate of hook-ups and swiping left-and-right, for a bright, ambitious young woman, a pregnancy with no support from society or family can mean personal tragedy. A scary clown might not have frightened my daughter nearly as much as the thought of an unexpected pregnancy, a boyfriend who won’t leave his ex and can’t seem to stop straying, and parents who decline to help when things go horribly wrong.

      These themes appear repeatedly throughout Frankenstein and tug at one’s heartstrings. We feel the horror and the emotion because the questions asked by the creature are so simple and so poignant. What is our responsibility to our children? Why do we love parents who fail us? What is justice? Who gets to say what is good or bad? And what is truth worth, if what we say doesn’t match our actions?

      So really, Frankenstein is more than a journey into the horrific. It’s a little lacking to suggest that it’s all about the failure of Frankenstein to kill the creature and about his own unhappy demise. That would be like a James Bond movie, where we watch the hero waltz through fight choreography for two hours. While Mary Shelley certainly scares the reader, the result of her labors is something much more powerful than a monster story.

      That’s because a second genre comes into play, with its own controlling idea. Psychologist Abraham Maslow proposed that human beings are motivated to fulfill needs based on a hierarchy, starting with the basic physical needs of survival. As needs are satisfied, we reach for higher levels of need—beyond sheer physiological survival, human beings need safety, love, esteem, self-transcendence and self-actualization.2

      It helps to view genres as extensions of human need. You can correlate physiological needs with the Action genre, for example. Action stories involve survival. Horror stories, as I mentioned, are at the next level, and involve safety. But what’s fascinating about Frankenstein is that while both Frankenstein and the monster want safety, they both need something else.

      In essence, we have a second trajectory going on at the same time as Horror’s life to damnation trajectory. That trajectory is what governs the protagonist’s personal, internal journey. In the case of Frankenstein, that genre is the Morality genre. And the Morality genre belongs near the top of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. It involves self-transcendence.

      It’s no wonder there is so much dramatic tension in this story because what Frankenstein and his creature both need is to transcend or sacrifice themselves for the good of humanity. Frankenstein needs to think of someone besides himself, something besides his own personal glory. And the monster needs to stop focusing on his own pain if he is to become truly human. The areas in which their wants and needs not only do not coincide, but absolutely conflict, are the areas where we experience a powerful dramatic journey.

      If you want to really nail your Horror story, tie in another genre and put your protagonist through some real soul-sucking pain—not just fear but existential agony.

      Given Shelley’s unhappy personal story, it’s tempting to view this novel purely through the lens of her experience. That would be a mistake. After all, we don’t want to suggest that a happy young woman can’t write a convincing tale of a heartbroken elderly man, or that a professor from Poughkeepsie can’t write a good story about a Medieval nun or an Egyptian child. That type of analysis is short-sighted and far too limiting to be of use to us as writers. You don’t have to live your novel in order to write it.

      However, the novel was still a relatively young literary form in 1818. Shelley didn’t have any writing workshops or writing teachers, and she still managed to nail the emotional trajectory of the novel in a satisfying way.

      Why does Frankenstein work? How did she do it?

      I think it works because the story form that she used to support her tale of horror, the Morality story, was so familiar to her. And because that story form made sense to her, she was able to take genuine feelings and plop them into the context of Morality stories that she had been reading or hearing about since she was a child. What is “the Passion,” for example, but a Horror story with a redemptive controlling idea underneath? Milton’s Paradise Lost is also a Horror story—the monster in that one is unclear. Is it God? Is it Satan? We can’t be sure, just as we can’t be sure that Victor Frankenstein is the monster, or that the creature is the monster. Mary Shelley gave herself permission to leave the question of “who is the monster” open, just as it is open in Paradise Lost.

      Frankenstein is peppered with reflections from all of the characters on the questions, what is good, what is evil, what is moral, and what is correct behavior? Frankenstein’s creature reflects on these questions as he views humanity around him. Who gets to decide if a person is good or bad? What happens when justice is corrupt, as when Safie’s father is unjustly imprisoned, Justine is wrongly executed, and the magistrate refuses to help Frankenstein chase after the creature?

      The Morality story is not just about being good or evil, though. It is about behavior, sacrifice versus selfishness. A truly “good” person gives himself up for the good of humanity, whereas a “bad” person behaves selfishly. The very worst kind of person, in fact, is not only selfish but pretends to be noble while actively performing selfish actions. Therefore, Frankenstein also encompasses the range of values for the Morality story quite nicely. Frankenstein sacrifices his life and comfort in order to pursue the creature until the end; the creature sacrifices his life after the death of his only friend. Both characters got themselves into trouble to begin with by pretending they were doing the “right” thing when they were actually acting out of their own arrogance and selfish desires.

      If we consider the Horror story combined with a Morality tale, we might rephrase the controlling idea this way. An ordinary person can avoid a fate worse than death when they muster the courage to face the monster that resides within, in a sacrifice for the good of humanity.

      Notice that Mary Shelley did not have to leave the realm of her understanding or experience in order to write convincingly about any of this, including the controlling idea. She just had to bring her emotional depth to bear on issues that were very familiar to her while keeping in mind that sense of horror evoked by the image of the grotesque monster-murderer.

      As a unique individual on this planet, consider what your special story “gift” might be. We probably all have some perspective that we keep returning to over and over again. It might be a Worldview type of story or perhaps the distress you feel every time you think of Catherine and Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights. You probably keep returning to a theme when you read. What gets you going? Are you preoccupied with themes of status? Social justice? Coming of age? Obsessive love gone tragically wrong?

      We’ve all had our share of powerful life experiences that have shaped us into the people we are. Writers are trying to share their innermost thoughts with the world, into eternity. What are you trying to say? What feelings are you trying to provoke? What lessons have you learned that you think people should hear?

      If you can find that controlling idea, whatever it is, and marry it to the Horror structure, you’ll probably find that the storyline will play itself out quite naturally as you write. Remember that you need to keep the core emotion in the fear department but allow your characters to develop and change with the help of the secondary genre. And after you are done, go back through your manuscript to check for the conventions and obligatory moments of both genres. In fact, we’ll discuss those now.
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      When we talk about Story Grid content genres, including Horror, we really mean a collection of characteristics that meet reader expectations for a particular type of story. As I mentioned earlier, within the Story Grid Methodology, those characteristics come from the Four Core Framework of the core need (safety), core value (damnation–life), core emotion (fear), and core event (victim at the mercy of the monster).

      Genre conventions are the way we create the conditions for and set up a pattern of events that meet reader expectations for the genre. The Horror genre has specific conventions, just as every genre category has conventions. If you’re missing any of these conventions, your readers will know. They may not know exactly what’s wrong, but something will feel “off” about the story.

      Conventions include selective constraints and enabling constraints. The Horror genre’s selective constraints consist of a particular setting (which we also call an arena) and certain qualities that give rise to a monster that is the protagonist’s worst nightmare. Enabling constraints include character roles (e.g., the protagonist, other victims, and the monster) as well as catalysts or circumstances that increase conflict (e.g., the power divide between the monster and the protagonist). This pressure forces the protagonist to face their fears directly and, in Victor Frankenstein’s case, make a sacrifice or suffer a fate worse than death. These constraints create the type of monster that corresponds to the subgenres (uncanny, supernatural, or ambiguous) but also offer the means to defeat it.

      In the Horror genre, the core emotion is Fear. The reader is looking for a “safe” way to experience a life-and-death situation and its accompanying rollercoaster of emotion. The conventions, therefore, “help” the reader through that rollercoaster by providing the atmosphere the reader expects. The progression through the conventions is both familiar and reassuring because it provides a framework for the intense emotional experience the reader craves. But the best use of conventions is to make them as current and original as you can. In other words, deliver what the reader expects in a way they aren’t expecting. If you find yourself using conventions that seem a trifle worn, do your best to flip them and create some new versions, even “metaphorically” new versions of the same conventions.

      Here are the conventions of the Horror genre and how Mary Shelley satisfies them in Frankenstein.

      
        
        Setting or Arena

      

      

      Horror stories are set in mundane and conventional settings and situations where things aren’t quite right and within which fantastical elements appear. This could be a public-school classroom (Carrie by Stephen King) or boarding school (Every Heart a Doorway by Seanan McGuire), a long-haul tug in deep space (Alien written by Dan O’Bannon and Ronald Shusett, directed by Ridley Scott) or a riverboat (Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad), an urban apartment (Rosemary’s Baby by Ira Levin) or a place in the country (The Haunting of Hill House). Familiar environments orient the reader, which allows them to notice elements that are uncomfortable or alien. The contrast deepens the uncertain mood, and it also keeps your reader focused instead of distractedly trying to figure out the story world.

      Though conventional, the setting should evoke the sense of a labyrinth. This doesn’t need to be a literal labyrinth—like the hedge maze in The Shining. It can be figurative or metaphorical like the confusion we experience when trying to understand the natural world or even human nature.

      Interior locations within a dwelling or other building often include tight corridors that resemble a maze, as in The Haunting of Hill House, Every Heart a Doorway, and Carrie. But the great outdoors can serve as a labyrinth too, for example the winding river surrounded by jungle in Heart of Darkness or an abandoned coastal area in the Southern US in Annihilation. The setting and circumstances mean the protagonist can’t see everything that is going on and either chases or is chased through a maze-like environment. This type of setting creates the conditions for many of Horror’s catalysts, which increase the conflict in the story.

      Mary Shelley has crafted an apt context for Frankenstein with realistic descriptions of real locations she would have been very familiar with, even while suggesting that Frankenstein is able to steal body parts from crypts and tombs. The mountains of Switzerland are the perfect hiding place for a monster that doesn’t mind cold temperatures and apparently runs like the wind (scene 22). Walton’s ship, a confined space in its own right, navigates icebergs in the far north while the monster lurks about somewhere out on the ice (scene 51).

      Finally, the protagonist cannot escape either because they are isolated or because of their specific situation. In The Haunting of Hill House, the inhabitants are warned that they should not leave the house and that no one will be able to help them.

      Victor Frankenstein and the creature must continue to engage and cannot escape each other because each is the source of the other’s fate worse than death. Victor knows the creature will keep killing, which will be a constant source of damnation, so he must pursue. The creature faces being alone and scorned by all humans unless he convinces Victor to provide a companion or become one.

      
        
        Character Roles and Catalysts

      

      

      Like an Action Story, the stakes in a Horror Story are life and death, so we have a hero (now called the luminary agent) and victim(s) (now called the agency-deprived), but because we take those stakes to the negation of the negation, or a fate worse than death, the force of antagonism or shadow agent is represented as a monster.

      The protagonist-hero is an everyday person who must face their worst fears to defeat the monster. Carrie’s protagonist is a high school student, Alien’s Ripley is a blue-collar worker on the spacecraft, and in Annihilation, we read the field notes of the exploration team’s biologist. There are several victims of the monster’s initial attacks, and the protagonist-hero becomes the final victim unless they can change in time.

      Victor Frankenstein inhabits all three roles at different times in the story. In the beginning, he arguably is the monster playing God with forces he can’t understand to make a creature he then abandons (scene 13). Victor is also a victim of the creature’s killing spree, which causes a fate worse than death as Victor realizes he is indirectly responsible for those deaths (scene 21). In the end, he is the hero who refuses to give in to the creature’s demand to have a mate (scene 39) and pursues the creature until his own death.

      The creature is the victim brought to life and immediately abandoned, without guidance, who is deprived of the connection we need as humans (scene 23). The creature becomes the monster attacking other humans to act out his rage and gain Victor’s attention (scenes 33-34). In the end, the creature sacrifices his life, rather than continue to harm others, once he knows Victor is dead (scene 55).

      The power divide between the hero-protagonist and the monster is massive. When Victor plays the role of creator-monster, he holds the power of life and death over the creature. But once the creature is loose and at the mercy of his own emotions, Victor cannot hold him. Whichever character inhabits the role of monster, the other is at their mercy.

      What other characteristics of the monster must we take into account?

      The monster is a force of antagonism that cannot be reasoned with. It is possessed by the spirit of Evil and is present to devour and annihilate. The monster represents the protagonist’s worst fears. Your bad guy needs to be bad “enough” or you won’t trigger the full range of fear. Don’t forget your readers and why they chose this genre. If it’s labeled “Horror,” you are promising a horrific reading journey. In Alien, Ripley and the rest of the crew are attacked so the monster can fulfill its own need for survival and reproduction at the expense of other individuals. In Every Heart a Doorway, the human monster collects body parts to create the perfect girl to appease her master.

      In Frankenstein, we aren’t sure who the monster is, in part because both Frankenstein and his creature appear to be impervious to reason. While Victor can speak with the monster, he cannot make the creature see the problem with creating a mate (scene 35). Likewise, when Victor is under the spell of creation, nothing can bring him to his senses (scene 12).

      The monster’s power is masked at first, and greater levels of power are progressively revealed through the story. This catalyst increases the protagonist’s (and reader’s) stress level by leaving them wondering if the monster has more capabilities than previously indicated. Fulfill your promise to the reader by gradually making it plain that the monster is much more powerful than they appeared at first. In Heart of Darkness, Marlow’s impression of Kurtz begins with an uneasy feeling that progresses to a concern that Kurtz is insane, and eventually Marlow sees that Kurtz is a monster.

      A great example of this progression in Frankenstein happens when the monster’s threat about Victor Frankenstein’s wedding night is repeated several times as Victor convinces himself he will be the target of a violent and bloody attack (first in scene 39). In fact, the monster’s superpower does not lie in weaponry or violence but in his speed, strength, and understanding of human nature. It becomes clear that no one can outrun him and no one can hide from him, no matter where they go or what they do.

      The Monster attacks randomly, which leaves the protagonist (and the reader) in a perpetual state of discomfort. There are moments of calm before the monster strikes, but we don’t feel safe until the end of the story. The monster may attack only at night, as in The Haunting of Hill House, or may attack when no one is paying attention, as in the monster in The Ocean at the End of the Lane by Neil Gaiman.

      Not only does Shelley’s monster attack randomly, but the method of attack varies. In the case of Justine, he doesn’t kill her directly but instead frames her so she is accused by the law of killing little William (scene 34). In fact, the setup is successful primarily because her friends will not come to her defense. It’s disturbing to think the monster might have been able to predict the direction of the law, based on the human interactions he had experienced as well as the lessons he’d learned from books. In any case, Shelley has set up the monster’s victims so you can’t be sure of when the crimes will occur. In fact, Frankenstein’s best friend, Clerval, is killed right after Frankenstein receives a letter from him.

      The Monster remains offscreen as long as possible. By keeping the Monster offscreen, all we have in front of us is the evidence of evil. Similarly, the victims experience horrific attacks at a remove. In Every Heart a Doorway, we don’t know for sure who the monster is until the final twenty pages of the story. The reader, along with the characters, see the evidence of the vicious attacks but not who or what is perpetrating them. How can we defeat forces of antagonism we cannot see?

      Frankenstein himself does not ever see the monster do his dastardly deeds, and as a result of the narrative device, the reader doesn’t experience them either, only their results.

      A sadomasochistic flip-flop lets the reader experience the power of the monster while empathizing with the victims. The Horror genre presents a unique perspective for the reader because they have the opportunity to relate to the force of antagonism and the victim-protagonist. This is especially true in a story like Carrie when some of the victims may have brought on the attack by their own selfish or cruel actions.

      Even when victims are blameless, we can appreciate the agency and power of the monster to enact its will without remorse. In Alien the science officer expresses this feeling when he says, “The perfect organism. Its structural perfection is matched only by its hostility. ... I admire its purity. A survivor ... unclouded by conscience, remorse, or delusions of morality.”

      Shelley’s victims are described in heartbreaking detail. William is a sweet little boy. Justine is an innocent girl with a tragic life story. Clerval is Frankenstein’s lifelong best friend. And Elizabeth is the love of his life. Given that we’ve had a look into the monster’s mind in the section where he describes his life since leaving Frankenstein, we wonder how on earth someone who doesn’t seem to be so evil can do such evil things? It makes us despise him all the more, and in fact, to despise Frankenstein for creating this situation out of his vanity and arrogance. Even so, we empathize with the creature, and we even empathize with Frankenstein when all of his loved ones are dead.

      
        
        Frankenstein’s Secondary Genre: The Morality Tale

      

      

      The Morality story also has conventions. They aren’t as critical since the reader isn’t picking up this book in order to read a Morality story. Rather, the utility of the Morality story here is in the character’s internal journey. It gives a sense of authenticity and depth, so if you look for them, they should be there.

      Here are the conventions of the Morality story that Shelley set up as fuel for internal change within the Horror story.

      Despicable protagonist begins at his/her worst. Frankenstein isn’t quite despicable, but by the time you begin to wrestle with what he did, he’s pretty unlikeable.

      Spiritual mentor/sidekick. Frankenstein has several spiritual mentors who show him “goodness” and the moral high road. These include his mother, Elizabeth, and his father. There are also family stories, like that of his parents’ marriage or bringing Justine into the family, that emphasize moral choices.

      Seemingly impossible external conflict. The external conflict here (that Frankenstein has created life he can’t control) has no answer; how does he take responsibility for what he has done? How does he own up to his folly? Any option that includes telling people about his activities seems impossible. He must face the creature himself.

      Ghosts from the protagonist’s past torment him. Frankenstein tells Walton several times that he holds conversations with the dead, although he denies that they are ghosts, claiming instead that they are real.

      Aid from unexpected sources. The most unexpected source of aid is the creature himself, who leaves food, clothing, and directions for him when he is chasing him through the Arctic (scene 49). But also, by telling his story, the creature informs Frankenstein of his moral duty (scenes 23–35).

      Some would argue that Mary Shelley chose to write a Morality story about the dangers of messing with “science,” rather than a Horror story. That may be true, despite what she herself claimed to be the case. All of the conventions and obligatory moments for a Morality tale are there, and certainly she was well-schooled in those stories. I have chosen to view the Global genre of Frankenstein as Horror, but you may see it differently. My goal for you as a writer is to be able to take apart your own writing and look for the elements that will bring it to life and keep it on stage for many years to come.
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      All stories focus on a global change, and the Horror genre is no exception. Every scene that works should change the protagonist’s situation along the spectrum of universal human value related to the global genre. In Horror, as I mentioned above, the universal value spectrum is damnation to life. But in key moments, these small changes build to bigger changes that create change within larger units of story. We call these key points of change obligatory moments, and they consist of unexpected events, revelations, and actions or decisions.

      Depending on the lens through which you view a story, you could identify five, eight, fifteen or twenty specific moments from beginning to end. In the Foolscap, you’ll find twenty obligatory moments, that is, the Five Commandments of Storytelling for the Beginning Hook, Middle Build parts one and two, and the Ending Payoff. Here I’ll focus on five specific moments of change required in a Horror story.

      An Inciting Attack by a Monster. This first obligatory moment may seem obvious, but it’s a requirement for a reason. You can’t have a “theoretical” monster. It needs to be an actual monster that harms a victim. That isn’t the same thing as saying that the monster needs to be visible, as I mentioned in the conventions. Often, an invisible monster is the most frightening kind of monster there is. However, the monster needs to actually attack. It can’t merely threaten a victim.

      This is the global inciting incident of the story, the one that establishes the protagonist’s main problem.

      Whether you believe Frankenstein or the creature is the monster, the story establishes an inciting attack for both. If you feel that Frankenstein is the monster, the inciting attack happens when he abandons his creature—this is the manifestation of his arrogance (scene 13). While this isn’t a conventional attack, he does harm the creature. There needs to be harm, not merely the threat of harm. In essence Frankenstein took one look at his hideous newborn and decides he’d changed his mind about becoming a parent. I think most people would say this was a “monstrous” act of callousness.

      The creature’s attack is a more conventional attack. He murders Frankenstein’s little brother William—this comes at the beginning of the Middle Build (scene 34).

      A Speech in Praise of the Monster. A Horror novel needs a speech that explains the monster’s special powers or plans and why they are going to win. We need to understand what the protagonist is up against. It should terrify us. And most of the time, it leads us into some big story event, or a sequence of events.

      When Frankenstein has destroyed the female form he promised to make, the enraged creature responds (scene 39):

      
        
        “Slave, I before reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself unworthy of my condescension. Remember that I have power; you believe yourself miserable, but I can make you so wretched that the light of day will be hateful to you. You are my creator, but I am your master; obey!”

      

      

      And then subsequently:

      
        
        “Beware, for I am fearless and therefore powerful. I will watch with the wiliness of a snake, that I may sting with its venom. Man, you shall repent of the injuries you inflict.”

      

      

      There’s also a case to be made that Frankenstein himself is the monster. Frankenstein’s great crime in this story is that his arrogance and thirst for self-importance overpowers the knowledge of right and wrong, and he oversteps the boundaries between science and humanity. We see the moment when he decides to succumb to the monster within after listening to Professor Waldman’s lecture (scene 10).

      
        
        Such were the professor’s words—rather let me say such the words of the fate—enounced to destroy me. As he went on I felt as if my soul were grappling with a palpable enemy; one by one the various keys were touched which formed the mechanism of my being; chord after chord was sounded, and soon my mind was filled with one thought, one conception, one purpose. So much has been done, exclaimed the soul of Frankenstein—more, far more, will I achieve; treading in the steps already marked, I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation.

      

      

      At the end of this scene, Frankenstein says, “Thus ended a day memorable to me; it decided my future destiny.”

      The Protagonist becomes the final Victim after a series of “kill-off” scenes of the minor characters. Spoiler: Frankenstein dies at the end of the book. But the real spoiler here is that the monster doesn’t actually kill Frankenstein with his own hands. The monster kills the rest of Frankenstein’s family and friends (directly in the case of William and Elizabeth and indirectly in the case of Frankenstein’s father). Frankenstein actually dies of illness after chasing the monster through the Arctic (scene 54). This might almost seem anticlimactic. We aren’t treated to a scene where the creature puts his grotesque hands around Frankenstein’s neck. Why not?

      Consider that the death of the servant girl Justine is not by the creature’s hand. She is executed because she is convicted falsely of killing William. Frankenstein’s death is also a result of events triggered by the creature. This is a wonderful chain of logic because this questioning of the nature of “responsibility” is how we can flip-flop the role of monster from the creature to Frankenstein. Whose fault is all of this? Frankenstein’s because he created the creature and then refused to “parent” him? Or the creature’s because he has an ego just as big as Frankenstein’s?

      Great questions, all of these, but they arise only because Shelley makes sure there are three brutal, actual murders in the midst of all of this moralizing.

      And if you feel that the real protagonist of the story is the creature, he too dies at the end of the story.

      Victim at the Mercy of the Monster Scene (the Core Event). The Core Event of any Horror novel is the scene when the monster appears to have won. At that point, the protagonist needs to unleash the gift that will save him—or not.

      Readers and movie viewers tend to think of the Core Event as the big moment of conflict. In Frankenstein, there are several shockers, but Elizabeth’s death on their wedding night is possibly the most disturbing because of the symbolic value of the wedding night (scene 46). Frankenstein refuses to finish building a female companion for the monster, and the creature gets his revenge by destroying Frankenstein’s female companion. These moments are powerful, both visually and psychologically.

      And yet, while it is certainly the worst murder (and the final direct murder at the hands of the monster), is it the Core Event? It is indeed arguable; the creature has been warning us for some time that the wedding night was at risk. One might say that the murder of Elizabeth is the trigger for Frankenstein’s path forward. Everything hinges on this one final crime.

      However, one more event lies between Elizabeth’s murder and Frankenstein’s decision to hunt the creature down across the planet. That is Frankenstein’s attempt to get the magistrate to help him hunt down and capture the creature. Until that moment, Frankenstein has not divulged his story to anyone. It is the first time he has ever admitted what he has done out loud, and he does this in order to assert responsibility and to acknowledge that this problem is not his problem alone. It is now a problem belonging to the community. Only after the magistrate refuses to help does Frankenstein realize he is truly alone, indeed he has no community at all, regardless of his willingness to take responsibility for his crime (scene 47).

      For this reason, I believe the Core Event of the story is the incredibly cinematic moment where Frankenstein kneels in the graveyard in front of the tombs of his family. Shelley takes pains to describe the setting, as if she were designing a movie set (scene 48).

      This decisive moment is the result of Frankenstein’s realization that he is now absolutely alone. And guess what—the creature is also alone. That’s why he wanted a female companion. That’s been the problem all along. Frankenstein can’t even turn to the law, because it refuses to back him up. He and the creature are now on even footing in the ring, unable to turn to the law or to family or friends. They are not alone if they have each other. The creature’s goal all along was to have a family, and this is how he managed to acquire Frankenstein as his lifelong companion.

      If you view the full trajectory of the story, the events of Frankenstein’s back story are only the beginning. They are the reason behind his wild chase through the Arctic, and the moment where he made the decision to embark on the chase is right there in the graveyard scene.

      So if you think creature is the monster, the Core Event is the graveyard scene (scene 47). Frankenstein has nothing left, so he unleashes his special gift, which is “obsession.” Obsession is the reason he was able to create the monster in the first place. He swears revenge and says he will never quit until he has caught the monster. Shelley takes note of this trait of “obsession” at the end of the story, when Frankenstein lectures Walton and his men on never giving up, not even when surrounded by sea ice in the Arctic. Frankenstein tries to persuade Walton to continue his voyage. Walton wants to continue, but when his men beg him for mercy, he accedes to their request and heads home. In every way, Walton and Frankenstein are mirrors of each other in their yearnings and temperament, except that Walton isn’t obsessed.

      If you think Frankenstein is the monster, the Core Event is the moment when Frankenstein tears up the female creature he has built, right before the monster’s very eyes (scene 39). This moment sets in motion the creature’s determination to make sure that just as he will always be alone, Frankenstein will always be alone. All is lost for the monster, and he will use his special super-human size and strength to make sure Frankenstein doesn’t have what the creature does not have.

      False Ending. In a Horror story, there must be two endings. Just as you think the story is ending with Frankenstein’s death and defeat (scene 54), the creature appears. It’s hard to imagine feeling compassion for a creature who has strangled several people with seemingly no remorse, but his speech is touching (scene 55).

      In essence, a false ending is an unexpected complication just when you think the global story problem has been resolved. Here, it is subtle. We thought we knew what was going on. We thought Frankenstein wanted to kill the creature, and the creature was trying to escape him. But after Frankenstein dies, seemingly resolving the global story problem, we discover that the creature did not want Frankenstein to die at all. He wasn’t actually trying to “escape” at all. This last complication needs its own resolution—the creature’s death, which is the true ending to the tale. It’s not as obvious a false ending as you might find in a more modern horror tale, but it does work.

      If you are truly digging deep into your own psyche for passion and depth, you will probably find most of the relevant scenes and conventions already in your manuscript. Pay particular attention to “weak” or unoriginal obligatory moments. It helps to isolate these scenes by looking through the Foolscap as you write, but if you haven’t done this, definitely create a Foolscap Global Story Grid after the fact and go through the entire manuscript with your Foolscap in hand, identifying those scenes and evaluating them for power and punch. Ideally, your reader won’t be able to get these scenes out of his or her mind, so try your very best to deliver.
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      Let’s return to the question we began with. Why does this story endure? And why should we read and study Frankenstein today? It’s a Horror Story that works and meets the genre requirements, but it does so much more.

      When I ask myself how this book has managed to endure despite all else that competes for our time, I believe the answer lies in Mary Shelley channeling the most primal fears of a teenager messing around with nature’s greatest force, which is the creation of life. While the many science-focused conversations are critical (and definitely a part of Mary Shelley’s world), the power-packed punch in this emotional story lies in who she was and her willingness to live “on the edge” at a time when it was difficult to be young, female, and smart.

      We read Horror in order to experience the extremes of life, death, and the possibilities that make life not worth living, a continuum Mary Shelley understood well, even at the tender age of nineteen. As writers, we know how difficult it is to write a story that makes sense to the reader with believable character motivation. Even when we know the “plot” or the “theme” we are going for, we need the reader to buy into our view of the universe, our explanation of the character’s value system and decision-making process. We’ve all had the experience of reading something that disappoints us because we got stuck somewhere near the beginning where the protagonist was making a choice we just couldn’t imagine. And that’s because a novel is a journey through powerful emotions and human experience, and when we don’t understand why the characters do what they’re doing, we lose interest.

      Frankenstein is a wonderful example of a convincing emotional journey, even though the Horror plot elements are fantastical. The painful emotional trajectory of Mary Shelley’s life is apparent. By the time she was engaged in writing Frankenstein, she had experienced pregnancy, the death of a child, the death of a sister by suicide, and the knowledge that her lover was not faithful. She had certainly contemplated the notion that life sometimes feels as if it’s not worth living. She also had made difficult decisions about what was truly important. Marriage? Not important. Society’s good opinion? Not important. Love? Perhaps. Commitment? Maybe...or maybe not.

      All of these questions belong in the Morality genre. But too, they belong in the Horror genre, when the answers to the questions bring you to the notion of life that is or is not “worth” living. And this is why everyone should read Frankenstein. Because we all ask these questions, every day. And even if we don’t think about Horror very much, as we have seen, Horror resides in the mundane and the everyday.

      In a decades-long effort to avoid what I thought was a preachy story about monsters and electricity, I almost missed Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. But one might almost say that just as Frankenstein chased his monster down over the surface of the earth, as far as the ice-filled waters of the north, Frankenstein the novel chased me down, too. Despite the fact that I am not usually a fan of Horror, the journey was well worth it and taught me some important lessons about how to get my reader to join me on an emotional journey of a lifetime.

      If you love the thrills and chills of the Horror genre, please enjoy this journey through Frankenstein while you admire a teenager’s willingness to open herself up to scrutiny. Her bravery and honesty are impressive and can teach us a lot about how to dazzle our own readers through our writing, perhaps for centuries to come.
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