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 The most famous horror story ever written began, 
naturally enough, as a nightmare. It happened this way. In 
1816, eighteen-year-old Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (later 
Shelley) and her future husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, 
joined the poet Lord Byron and his physician-friend, Dr. John 
Polidori, in Switzerland, near Lake Geneva. When bad weather 
kept them housebound for several days, they passed the time by 
reading ghost stories.
 Lord Byron suggested that each of the four friends 
should write a ghost story. As Mary Shelley later wrote, “I 
busied myself to think of a story.... One which would speak to the mysterious fears of our nature 
and awaken thrilling horror—one to make the reader dread to look round, to curdle the blood, and 
quicken the beatings of the heart.” For several days she was unable to report any progress with 
her tale. One night, however, she listened to a scientific conversation between Byron and Shelley 
about the possibility of reanimating a corpse.
 “Night waned upon this talk,” Mary Shelley remembered. “When I placed my head on 
my pillow I did not sleep.... I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision—I saw the pale 
student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the hideous 
phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs 
of life and stir with an uneasy, half-vital motion. ... His success would terrify the artist; he would 
rush away from his odious handiwork, horror-stricken. ... He sleeps; but he is awakened; he 
opens his eyes; behold, the horrid thing stands at his bedside, opening his curtains and looking on 
him with yellow, watery, but speculative eyes.”
 The next morning, Mary recalled, “I announced that I had thought of a story. ... At first I 
thought but of a few pages, of a short tale, but Shelley urged me to develop the idea at greater 
length.” Frankenstein or, The Modern Prometheus was published in January 1818, when the 
author (now married to the poet) was twenty. The novel was an immediate best-seller, and its 
popularity has continued to grow during the past two centuries. Numerous films have been 
inspired by the book, including James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein 
(1935)—both featuring Boris Karloff as the monster—as well as Mel Brooks’s brilliant parody 
Young Frankenstein (1974).  
 In popular culture, the name “Frankenstein” is often confused with the nameless 
“creature.” Yet the common misidentification reinforces novelist Muriel Spark’s contention that 
the creator, Victor Frankenstein, and “the miserable monster whom I had created” are each halves 
of one being. In the process of creating “the wretch,” Frankenstein seems to become less human, 
while his creation grows in intellect and moral capacity, becoming, in the end, somehow more 
human than his maker. Even when the creature commits the most horrid deeds, he never entirely 
loses the reader’s sympathy. The characters are locked for much of the novel in a revolving 
pattern of pursuer and pursued, ending only in the death of one and the disappearance of the 
other, “lost in darkness and distance.”
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 Mary Shelley’s subtitle, The Modern Prometheus, evoked the Greek myth of 
Prometheus, who created humankind out of clay. On the title page of the first edition the 
following lines from John Milton’s Paradise Lost appeared: “Did I request thee, Maker, from my 
clay / To mould me man? Did I solicit thee / From darkness to promote me?” Frankenstein raises 
questions of continuing relevance that address the ethical boundaries of scientific research and 
the moral responsibilities of the scientific community.       
 But before anything else, the book is, as its author intended, a scary story. It is the horror 
element of the novel that dominates the Classics Illustrated adaptation by Ruth A. Roche and the 
film-inspired artwork by Robert Hayward Webb (CI 25, 34, 46, 132) and Ann Brewster (a female 
comics-industry pioneer). Published in December 1945 as Classic Comics No. 26, Frankenstein 
was one of most popular titles in the series, running through nineteen printings by 1971. Mike 
Benton, in Horror Comics (1991), lauded the Classics version of Mary Shelley’s tale of terror as 
“probably the most faithful adaptation of the original novel—movies included.” Donald F. Glut 
called it “a veritable storyboard for the definitive movie version..., if it is ever filmed.”
 Webb and Brewster obviously relied on Boris Karloff’s film persona for their conception 
of “the creature.” By the time Frankenstein was added to the Classic Comics roster, the Karloff 
image of the monster was so indelibly fixed in the collective imagination that it is unlikely 
readers would have accepted a substitute. Beyond the obligatory nod to the movie, the artists 
display a striking originality in their vision of the story, maintaining a tension in the linework 
between a sturdy realism and a sinuous undercurrent that contributes to a haunted, otherworldly 
atmosphere.  
 The original line-drawing cover by Webb and Brewster depicts the creature raging 
against his fate against a lightning-filled night sky. It was replaced in September 1958 with a 
painted cover by the legendary Norman B. Saunders showing a distant Victor Frankenstein 
chasing the creature across the Arctic ice. Saunders also supplied painted covers for Classics 
Illustrated editions of A Journey to the Center of the Earth (CI 138), The Crisis (CI 145), and The 
Buccaneer (CI 148). His Frankenstein painting is a “classic” in its own right.

 

Classic Comics #26 Frankenstein
cover by Webb and Brewster (December 1945).
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