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1. Discuss the significance of both “science” and “the occult” in Poe's “Tale of the Ragged Mountains”. 

As we explored in class, science fiction represents an extension of reality. Although it may deal with situations not true to real life or involve alternative dimensions, the theme is usually otherworldly, bordering on the supernatural. Sometimes, reality and the fantastical go hand in hand. Edgar Allan Poe, in his short story “Tale of the Ragged Mountains”, blurs the line between reality and fantasy by employing mesmerization. 


In “Tale of the Ragged Mountains”, the protagonist, Mr. Bedloe, experiences the phenomenon of mesmerization while under the control of his long-time doctor, Mr. Templeton. Though perhaps not widely praised or considered legitimate by the scientific community, mesmerization is a popular concept nonetheless. It involves the manipulation of reality in such a way that the thoughts of one being are transferred to another. Peculiar about Bedloe's experience of mesmerization is that he seems to experience the life and death of another man, a mesmeric anomaly. 


Mesmerization is commonly recognized as a process by which one person's thoughts are transferred to another. By communicating with Bedloe through the power of the written word by transcribing what Bedloe is about to say, Dr. Templeton communicates with Bedloe in a way atypical of mesmerization. Templeton's ability to manipulate Bedloe's mind and outer-body experience exceeds the capacity of mesmerization, spilling over to the area of the unknown or “the occult”. Such a feat strays not only from the phenomena of wielding science as a tool to control; not only are thoughts moving from one body to another, but their once-dead lives being reincarnated by mere will. 


Though mesmerism, or hypnotism as it is now known, is proven successful for individuals suggestible to it, I submit that Poe believed it to be a phenomenon beyond the comprehension of scientific application. The idea of a person being able to plant thoughts, images or ideas into someone else's mind by mere volition still seems ludicrous today, despite the concepts of animal magnetism and mesmerism having been studied for centuries. By furthering the concept of thought-transference and suggesting it still be effectual over the barriers of time and distance, as Poe illustrates with Dr. Templeton, he seems to invite the idea that mesmerization is not a scientific process, but a supernatural one.
2. Discuss the significance of Poe's notion of “spirit” in “Mesmeric Revelation”.

The meaning of spirit and its function in life are concepts speculated by man since the first practices of religion and philosophy. Whether spirituality is more related to a person's mental state or their relationship with divine authority differs according to the individual. In Edgar Allan Poe's treatise “Mesmeric Revelation”, he investigates the concept of the spirit through the characters of the narrator and Mr. Vankirk. Like Poe's other work, “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains”, the method of mesmerization is powerful in “Mesmeric Revelation”, though it is used this time as a tool to evoke truth about the nature of the spirit. 


As the narrator, who has been “long in the habit of mesmerizing [Mr. Vankirk]”, begins performing the mesmeric process on him, Vankirk reveals that he has lately been pondering the universe and its relation to God and the spirit. The tranquil condition of being mesmerized, which Vankirk describes as being “so near death”, allows Vankirk to explain what he has discovered of the unknown. These musings of Vankirk mirror Poe's own wonderings of the universe.


Of Vankirk's great revelations about the mysteries of the universe is the notion of the spirit. The spirit, Vankirk explains, is “impossible to conceive... since it is impossible to imagine what is not.” However, he muses that spirit is not so much a noun as a quality or attribution. Vankirk argues that everything in the universe is either a quality or some sort of matter, and that the distinction between all matter is the gradation of its particles. Vankirk illustrates his ideas by comparing metal and luminiferous ether; what makes them different from each other is their atomic composure. Vankirk further attempts to conceptualize the nature of the mind, stating that it is “the unparticled matter”, and by extension, describes thoughts as “unparticled matter in motion”. 


Vankirk applies his explanation of the spirit to that of God when he describes God as “unparticled matter not only permeat[ing] all things but impel[ling] all things - and thus is all things within itself”. Everything, then, is a product of God, including thought. As Poe explains it, God creates man, who generates thoughts. Thoughts become active through the process of voicing them aloud. A thought, by Vankirk's logic, is not comparable to a spirit, for thoughts are material and spirits are not. Vankirk concludes that the existence of God can be proven by matter, whereas the existence of the spirit cannot be proven at all. To be proven, it would have to become material.


Even according to Vankirk, who has seemingly stumbled upon this great kernel of truth concerning the workings of the spirit, spirituality is a concept not well understood; it is with much study and conjecture of spirituality that Vankirk reaches his epiphany. Denying the common affiliation of the spirit with God, Vankirk claims, “God is not spirit, for he exists.” Poe would therefore deny that spirituality serves any purpose within the universe; it is but a popular myth. 
3. Our definition of science fiction relies on the plausibility of the fictional tale actually happening. In your view, how does “Frankenstein” meet this requirement? In other words, is “Frankenstein” really science fiction? Explain.

Commonly depicted as the ultimate paradigm of science fiction is “Frankenstein”, a tale written by Mary Shelley. Shelley writes of Victor Frankenstein, a student who toils to give life to a “monster”, only to abandon him and be subject to the monster's revenge. The novel, though illustrating a tale of man versus monster, is founded on the idea of using scientific experimentation to produce ground-breaking discovery. However, despite “Frankenstein” representing such scientific ideas as the newly-emerged phenomenon of galvanism, the novel may not  live up to its reputation as a science fiction exemplar.


Science fiction, as we agreed upon in class, is “a representation of things that could happen; there is an element of mimetic realism, but it is outside the parameters of our daily reality”. According to this definition, a story can be classified as science fiction if its events, though highly unlikely to occur in our current era, are reasonable enough to be plausible. Why, then, if the story of Frankenstein incorporates such legitimate scientific practices as galvanism, is there doubt as to whether the story can be defined as science fiction? The answer is that Shelley creates a believable situation that, though perhaps backed up by the scientific knowledge of her time, is not possible in practice.


In literary studies, it is sometimes valuable to gain an understanding of the economic, political, scientific and technological climate under which the text was written. Granted, sometimes these factors have little to no relation to the text; “Frankenstein”, however, is an example of an author's application to his or her story of present-day scientific breakthroughs. As aforementioned, the practice of galvanism was one of many scientific discoveries gaining popularity at the time “Frankenstein” was written. Galvanism is, as we learned in class, named after experimenter Galvani who, with fellow scientist Aldini, “experimented with the nervous and musculature systems” by administering electric current shocks to corpses. In doing so, the nerves and muscles of the corpse would react in a way that was life-like. The electric current would cause spasms of the corpse's muscles and nerves, appearing to move as if by the corpse's own volition. This was enough to convince spectators of the scientific legitimacy of galvanism, not realizing that the administration of the electro currents did not affect the corpse's brain or heart. In reading “Frankenstein”, it becomes clear that Shelley models the coming-to-life of Frankenstein's monster after the practice of galvanism. 


By virtue of being based on scientific principle while, at the same time, pushing the boundaries of reality, it is arguably intuitive to classify “Frankenstein” as science fiction. Writing “Frankenstein”, Shelley wields scientific ideas in such a way that it is unsurprising that her generation found them convincing, even possible. While it is true that most stories will not be cut-and-dry examples of a particular genre, perhaps meeting some but not all the criteria by which the genre is defined, I feel the novel strays too far from our definition of science fiction to be classed as such. The story of “Frankenstein” far exceeds what is possible, is beyond what is even improbable, and enters the territory of the impossible.
4. Discuss the significance of the “monster” theme in “Frankenstein”. Since this is a huge topic, you may wish to focus on only one or two aspects of the novel.


Given the expanse of popular fictional literary works, it is inevitable that many parallels be drawn between personalities of the stories' main characters. This seeming replication of character types within fictional tales likely predates back to man's earliest known legends and myths. The observation of these “repeated types of experience in the lives of ancient ancestors” was first studied by psychologist Carl Jung, who referred to phenomenal behavioural patterns as archetypes. Among these archetypes is the popular character of the monster, a widely abhorred, yet greatly misunderstood creature. Acting as perhaps the prototype of the monster is Victor Frankenstein's creation in the Mary Shelley's tale “Frankenstein”. 


Used to represent a foil to the protagonist, the monster is often introduced to highlight either man's greatest strengths or his most fatal weaknesses. While typically feared by those exposed to its uncouth or violent demeanour, the monster usually possesses a hidden redeeming quality towards which, if exposed, the public may be more sympathetic. In the case of Frankenstein's monster, he does not enter the world as a brutish killer; rather, he emerges a naive, curious creature, oblivious to both his own hideousness and supernatural physical strength. It is through his creator's rejection and society's scorn, that his emotional hurt renders him vengeful and full of hate. 


What Shelley probes her readers into questioning is the nature of the monster; is the monster Victor Frankenstein's creation who, though created good, uses evil to achieve revenge? Or is the true monster Frankenstein himself who, after devoting so much time to his creation, abandons responsibility by leaving his creation to fate? Although Frankenstein's creation is, by being disfigured, reclusive and inhuman, typical of the archetypal monster, Frankenstein himself, by pursuing his dangerous thirst for knowledge, and being both neglectful and unfeeling towards his own creation, is arguably equally as monstrous a character. 


It is because the monster's gruesome appearance that he is rejected by the community; they flee him to prevent interaction, thus never appreciating his benevolent nature or desire for human compassion. To the reader, the monster's source of emotional torture is obvious; the man who creates him wishes to kill him upon confrontation, the family of peasants he once revered as “protectors” attacks him, and he is shot at after saving a girl from drowning. The monster, one of many archetypes employed by fictional authors, is used in “Frankenstein” to demonstrate the monstrous issues of prejudice inherent in humanity. Archetypes pervade the world of fiction; not only do they predict a character's decision-making, they also reveal hidden truths about human nature. 

