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Manmade Monsters: Sympathy in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Matilda
Introduction
Mary Shelley’s earliest major works of fiction, Frankenstein (1818) and Matilda (1819), each use the epistolary form to tell the story of a being who lives outside of human society. In these texts, sympathy is the key to forming connections and holding a place in civil society. Sympathy in this context is analogous with sympathy as defined by Adam Smith and others in the eighteenth century. For a number of reasons, both Frankenstein’s creature and Matilda are unsympathetic to the people around them, and as a result become both physically and emotionally separated from society. However, when they share their personal experiences, or when they have their misfortunes understood, they are able to receive sympathy from the understanding party. This sympathy allows Matilda and the creature to claim a place in the world that would otherwise be out of reach. 
Frankenstein is Mary Shelley’s first major work of fiction and her most well-known text. The novel tells the story of Victor Frankenstein and his creature. A young scientist, Frankenstein learns the secret to creating life but, after he does so, he is horrified by his creation. After being rejected by his creator and consequently shut out of human society, the creature resorts to violence, killing those close to Frankenstein and ultimately causing Frankenstein’s death. After the death of his creator, the creature exiles himself and resolves to end his own life. Shelley first published Frankenstein anonymously in 1818, then later revised and published the novel under her own name in 1831 (Brackett xxxii). For the purposes of this paper, I will be referring to the 1831 version of the text. 
Matilda is Shelley’s second major work of fiction. Written in 1819, the novella was supressed by Shelley’s father, William Godwin, due to its taboo subject matter, and was not published until 1959 (Brackett xxxiv). The novella tells the story of Matilda, a young girl whose mother dies in childbirth and whose father abandons her shortly after. After sixteen years, her father returns and the two share several months of happiness. Their joy ends abruptly as Matilda’s father begins to isolate himself from her, eventually confessing his incestuous love for his daughter. After her father’s confession and subsequent suicide, Matilda fakes her own suicide and leaves home to lead a solitary life in misery until she dies of consumption at the age of twenty. While in isolation, Matilda meets Woodville, a poet who attempts, but ultimately fails, to connect with and sympathise with her.
While the subject matter is quite different, the experiences of the characters are similarly structured. The story of the creature begins with an “accursed origin” (Shelley, Frankenstein 130). He is immediately abandoned by his one parental figure, Victor Frankenstein. After being on his own for some time, he gains a sense of joy and belonging when watching a family from afar, but his happiness ends when the family violently casts him out of their home. His misery leads him down a path of violence and destruction that continues until his eventual demise. Matilda’s birth, while naturally occurring, can also be described as a kind of “accursed origin,” as it causes the death of her mother. She is then abandoned by her remaining parent and spends her childhood in isolation, with only her cold aunt for company. Her sense of joy and belonging arrives with the return of her father and is dashed with his confession and suicide. Like the creature, she lives in near complete isolation; unlike the creature, she does not react violently to her unhappiness, rather she directs her pain inward, mentally torturing herself and keeping herself in misery. She does this until her death.
Both Frankenstein and Matilda are works of epistolary fiction. Frankenstein is told through first the letters of Walton to his sister, Mrs. Saville, and then to his longer recordings of Victor Frankenstein’s narrative, also intended to be received by his sister. Matilda is a letter written by Matilda and addressed to Woodville. The significance of the epistolary form in both texts cannot be overlooked. In both works, characters use letters as a means of opening opportunities for potential sympathy from others.   
In his 1759 text, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, philosopher Adam Smith positions human sympathy as the cornerstone of morality. Smith argues that all human beings have a natural ability to sympathize with one another, and that “The greatest ruffian, the most hardened violator of the laws of society, is not altogether without it” (Smith 11). Smith defines sympathy as the action of one person imagining themself in the place of another: 
By the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the same person with him, and then form some idea of his sensations and even feel something which, though weaker in degree, is not altogether unlike them. (12) 
Essentially, Smith sees the human ability to imagine and understand the emotions of others as not only a natural capability, but also as the reason and motivation behind all social morality. He also argues for the importance of “mutual sympathy,” which describes the sense of community built around our ability to both give and receive sympathy (16).
Sympathy in Frankenstein
Jeanne M. Britton argues that Shelley expands on Smith’s ideas of morality and sympathy. In Frankenstein, as Britton points out, sympathy “is madly but fruitlessly pursued” (Britton 3). Britton focuses on various sympathetic senses as they relate to various characters, but I want to focus on the creature and his experiences with sympathy. 
Frankenstein is made up of several narratives. There is Walton, a ship captain who begins the novel in epistolary form and who documents Victor Frankenstein’s story; there is Frankenstein himself, the young scientist who creates life and who provides the dominant point of view for much of the novel; and there is the creature, who uses his narration to give insight into the story of his own life. There are two distinct passages in the novel in which the creature gets to recount his own experiences. The first occurs shortly after the murder of Frankenstein’s younger brother William and the execution of Justine, a close family friend who is blamed for William’s murder.  Frankenstein confronts his creation, prompting the creature to speak for the first time: “All men hate the wretched; how, then, must I be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things!” (Shelley, Frankenstein 99). His first words in the novel indicate the absence of sympathy and compassion in the creature’s life. The creature recounts his first experience with a large group of people, when he went into a village in search of food and shelter and was met with terror and aggression (106). He describes his escape from this violence: “Here then I retreated, and lay down happy to have found a shelter, however miserable, from the inclemency of the season, and still more from the barbarity of man” (106). The use of the word “barbarity” here is important, as it highlights the incivility that the creature sees in the human reaction to his presence. He does not, as he will later, see himself as a monster at this time, and he understands only that he is under attack. 
Shelley makes it clear that the creature’s primary obstacle in his search for sympathy is his own grotesque appearance. He is large, imposing, and looks inhuman, qualities that cause an intense fear in those who see him. When the creature tries to tell Frankenstein of his experiences, his appearance hinders Frankenstein’s ability to listen, and therefor sympathize, with the creature. In the midst of the creature’s pleas for understanding, Frankenstein, in disgust, says, “Begone! Relieve me from the sight of your detested form” (101). The creature covers Frankenstein’s eyes in an effort to make him listen, though Frankenstein is revolted by the creature’s touch and removes his hands (101). When Frankenstein finally agrees to listen to his creature, it is in a darkened hut by firelight, a setting in which the creature’s form can be obscured (102). Britton highlights the significance of this moment by emphasizing a form of “Sympathy that is based on listening to narrative,” which she argues “challenges the conception of visual immediacy, physiological similarity, and sensory response” (Britton 14). Britton also notes that “By insisting on sympathy’s auditory component, Shelley redefines sympathy as intrinsically narrative” (14). This ties into the use of the epistolary form and its importance in terms of the creature’s attempts at gaining humanity.
Once Frankenstein agrees to hear his creature speak of his experiences, the narrative shifts from Frankenstein’s voice to the creature’s voice. This is the first of two passages in which the creature is given narrative control. We learn in this passage that sympathy for others is something that comes very naturally to the creature. This is significant in that it humanizes the creature because, as argued by Smith, sympathy comes naturally to human beings (Smith 12).
The creature’s strongest affections are directed at the De Laceys, a family of exiles whom the creature observes from afar while hiding himself from the general population. The De Lacey family is made up of three members: the father, known just as De Lacey; a son, Felix; and a daughter, Agatha. The creature feels deeply for this family; he rejoices in their pleasure and is pained by their unhappiness (Shelley, Frankenstein 112). The more he grows to sympathize with the family, the more he longs to be sympathized with in return, saying, “I looked upon them as superior beings, who would be the arbiters of my future destiny. I formed in my imagination a thousand pictures of presenting myself to them, and their reception of me” (115).  The De Laceys become a symbol for the creature, for him, to be accepted by them would be equal to acceptance into human society. He wants to gain their sympathy, form human connections, and gain entrance into their world. 
For a long time, the creature observes and interacts with the De Laceys secretly and from a distance. Originally, his avoidance stems from a fear of humanity, instilled in him after his early experience with human violence. He does not know that his appearance inspires fear and revulsion in humans until he sees his reflection. The creature’s first sight of his own reflection marks an important turning point in the novel: 
[bookmark: _Int_8ZhtxsTx]I had admired the perfect forms of my cottagers – their grace, beauty, and delicate complexions: but how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent pool! At first I stared back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in reality the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification. (114)
Upon seeing his own physical form, the creature concludes that he is, at least physically, monstrous. It is this conclusion that leads the creature to seek out the narrative form of sympathy discussed by Britton. He teaches himself to speak and read, believing he must stay hidden from the De Laceys “until [he] had first become master of their language; which knowledge might enable [him] to make them overlook the deformity of [his] figure” (113). As his “knowledge” increases, the creature fantasizes about one day introducing himself to the family: “I imagined they would be disgusted, until, by my gentle demeanour and conciliating words, I should first win their favour, and afterwards their love” (115). The creature believes, perhaps naively, that if he develops his internal self through education and an understanding of human emotion, he will be able to overcome the horror that his physical self inspires. He subscribes to the idea of “narrative” and “auditory” sympathy as outlined in Britton’s work, feeling that his story and his countenance will be enough to gain sympathy from the De Lacey family. The creature’s reliance on sympathy outside of the visual is highlighted when he makes his first contact with the De Laceys.
Janis McLarren Caldwell argues that, in writing Frankenstein, “Shelley’s primary concern is redefining sympathy,” adding that sympathy is “a contested term in Romantic ethics and physiology” (Caldwell 29). She writes that Shelley argues against the “theory of physiologic sympathy,” which is essentially the idea that sympathy occurs on a physical level, rather than on an imaginative level, as theorized by Smith. The problem with “physiologic sympathy” is that it relies on sameness, “basically the passivity and the similarity of the substances necessary to provide for connection and communication of discrete impressions” (31). Caldwell argues that this theory is not, as it claims to be, at all scientific. Instead, she posits that in his work Observations of Man, which advocates for the validity of physiologic sympathy, eighteenth-century philosopher David Hartley “is not really explaining the physiology of the association of ideas – he is merely assigning physical substance to ideas, ‘confirming’ their plausibility by constructing an ostensibly ‘scientific’ account of how associations might imprint themselves on the body” (31). She adds that, 
The softest, most responsive and resonant nerves, according to eighteenth-century moral philosophy and medicine, belonged to persons of ‘sensibility,’ or finely tuned physical sympathy. (…) Thus, aristocrats were perfected in their ‘Heads, Faculties, and Spiritual Nature,’ whereas the lower classes were designed for the ‘Exercise and Use of their Bodies, Limbs and Material Organs.’ Erecting a physical basis for social difference, theories of sensibility operated to justify the privileges of the nobility. (31)
Here, Caldwell argues that physiologic sympathy does not exist to explain moral or social phenomena, but rather it is meant to excuse existing social biases and power structures and validate prejudicial attitudes through a dubious use of science. 
In Frankenstein, Shelley depicts the attitudes that Caldwell suggests are behind the acceptance of “physiologic sympathy.” The creature’s physical differences and the social bias of the people around him prevent moments of sympathy from occurring. It is not that humans are physically incapable of sympathising with the creature, but rather their fears and prejudices create barriers to sympathy when they see a being so physically unlike themselves. The novel employs a “rule of fragile sympathy” (44). Each time the creature gains even an ounce of sympathy from another character, the rediscovery or recollection of his physical appearance puts an end to any sympathetic feelings. For instance, the creature approaches De Lacey, the father, when he is alone. As a blind man, De Lacey must rely on his impression of the creature’s voice and words and is not distracted by his physical appearance. The creature’s interaction with De Lacey is his first experience of recounting some aspect of his own story; he tells De Lacey of his friends, though at first, he does not reveal the fact that these friends are the De Laceys themselves. He says, “I have good dispositions; my life has been hitherto harmless and, in some degree, beneficial; but a fatal prejudice clouds their eyes, and where they ought to see a feeling friend, they behold only a detestable monster” (Shelley, Frankenstein 134). He specifically refers to the De Laceys, but his words are applicable to humanity at large. It seems to him that the entire human race is prejudiced against him, and that they cannot see past his physical form to appreciate and sympathise with him on an emotional and intellectual level. De Lacey, after hearing this, does seem to become sympathetic toward the creature: “I am blind and cannot judge of your countenance, but there is something in your words which persuades me that you are sincere” (134). He ends his statement of sympathy by addressing the creature as “a human creature,” solidifying a sense of fellowship between the two which is built upon “words” alone (134). Unfortunately for the creature, the rest of the cottage’s residents return before his needs for sympathy can be fully realised. In this moment, “Vision […] figuratively blinds the cottagers by placing physical monstrosity before verbal mastery” (Britton 21). As his physical appearance comes back into focus, the creature loses his chance at human connection. His violent ejection from the De Lacey’s cottage reflects his widescale rejection from human society. 
Sympathy in Matilda
Themes of sympathy are also important to Shelley’s novella, Matilda. The creature is unable to gain sympathy because humanity is unable to look past his physical form. He is awarded brief, fragile moments of true sympathy when he is given the chance to speak, usually about his own feelings and experiences, in a context that pulls focus away from his physical appearance. Matilda, on the other hand, has little trouble finding sympathy through the physiological. It is her narrative and personal history, not her body, that she feels she must keep hidden. 
[bookmark: _Int_t81kwA6A]Immediately after her father’s death, Matilda becomes incapable of feeling “any violent emotion” (63). She knows that she should feel “horror,” “sorrow,” and “despair,” but instead she finds herself “dead to all regret” (63). She also finds that all efforts by her distant relatives to console her have no effect. She concludes that “if sorrow was dead within me, so was love and desire of sympathy. Yet sorrow only slept to revive more fierce, but love never woke again (…) the living were not fit companions for me” (64). While the creature desires human connection and a welcome into society, Matilda, in the aftermath of her father’s suicide, feels quite differently. She feels emotionally isolated, and her actions reflect this as she abandons her remaining relatives and runs away to live in solitude. She writes,
Who can be more solitary even in a crowd than one whose history and the never ending feelings and remembrances arising from it is known to no living soul. There was too deep a horror in my tale for confidence; I was on earth the sole depository of my own secret […] I must shrink before the eye of man lest he should read my father’s guilt in my glazed eyes: I must be silent lest my faltering voice should betray unimagined horrors. (64)
As she is unable or unwilling to share her traumatic experiences with anyone, she is unable to receive any true sympathy. If sympathy, as Smith describes, relies on the ability to imagine oneself if the place of another, it is impossible to truly sympathise with anyone whose experiences are kept as a carefully guarded secret. A person cannot imagine a situation about which they know absolutely nothing. 
Katherine Hill-Miller writes of Matilda, “Like actual incest victims, she is motherless, wracked by guilt, and certain she is to blame for her father’s ‘fall’” (Hill-Miller 103). Hill-Miller argues that Matilda realistically portrays “what we have come to recognize as the contradictory feelings of actual victims of father-daughter incest” (103). For Matilda, the most significant of these feelings include the sense of “having a privileged place in their father’s affections,” and, most important, the feeling of being “‘marked,’ isolated, and cut off – as if they are social outcasts, […] they are weighed down by the necessity of silence, by their conviction that they must keep their history utterly secret to avoid terrible consequences” (103). Matilda’s father’s incestuous desires and the guilt and confusion that they inspire in her position Matilda as an outsider. By exiling herself from society, Matilda is simply giving in to this new outsider identity that has been forced upon her.
Two years into her self-imposed isolation, Matilda begins to develop a creature-like desire for connection: “I began again to wish for sympathy; not that I was ever tempted to seek out the crowd, but I wished for one friend to love me” (73). She finds this friend in Woodville, a poet who meets and befriends Matilda. Before she begins to reveal her personal history, Matilda addresses Woodville: “I do not know that any will peruse these pages except you, my friend, who will receive them at my death” (Shelley, Matilda 2). When he meets Matilda, Woodville is still grieving the death of Elinor, the woman he had once intended to marry. Matilda’s dedication to secrecy leaves an emptiness in their relationship. He does his best to make her feel human again, but she never feels the benefits of his attempted sympathy. 
Matilda and the creature both suffer from a lack of control over their own lives. Take for example, this statement made by the creature in Frankenstein: “Unfeeling, heartless creator! You had endowed me with perceptions of passions and then cast me abroad an object for the scorn and horror of mankind” (122). Matilda, too, laments her absence of control when she declares, “I must ever lament, those few short months of Paradisaical bliss; I disobeyed no command, I ate no apple, and yet I was ruthlessly driven from it. Alas! my companion did, and I was precipitated in his fall” (22). Both characters recognise that their misfortunes are the consequences of another person’s actions, and in both cases that person is a parental figure, somebody who traditionally holds an immense amount of power over their child. These characters react to their lack of control in different, though similar, ways. The creature uses violence to gain control, killing those close to Frankenstein as a means of persuasion and revenge. Matilda directs her frustrations inward; she attempts to gain control over her life by ruminating in her misery. Ultimately however, it is through sharing their experiences that these characters finally get the chance for control.
Sympathy and Epistolary Fiction
Frankenstein is an epistolary novel in which the narrative is told in Walton’s letters to his sister. Victor Frankenstein and the creature each have their narratives recorded by Walton, and those narratives are intended to be read by Mrs. Saville. As previously noted, there are two sections in Frankenstein in which the creature is given some control over the narrative. First when he speaks to Frankenstein after Justine’s execution, and later when he speaks to Walton after Frankenstein’s death. Of this narrative control, Mark Mossman writes, “through self-narration the creature can, to a point, re-make itself, re-fashion, and re-invent a new understanding of itself” (Mossman 1). The creature’s narrative provides a deeper insight into his motivations. Before his first section of narrative control, the creature is described by Frankenstein as a looming figure who hangs over his creator and who has a natural inclination toward violence and destruction. When given the chance to tell his own story however, the creature reveals that Frankenstein’s original assumptions about him are false. He has a complex inner life, and his actions are motivated by his pain at being rejected by society.
The creature’s attempts to find sympathy are consistently impeded by his physical appearance. This is apparent during his early experience with the De Laceys, as well as during an exchange with Frankenstein, who, after hearing the creature’s story, begins to sympathise with him, saying,
[bookmark: _Int_Xki38DXM]His words had a strange effect upon me. I compassionated him and sometimes felt a wish to console him; but when I looked upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, my heart sickened and my feelings were altered to those of horror and hatred. (Shelley, Frankenstein 147).
Frankenstein is unable to overcome his own disgust at his creature’s appearance, and his sympathies toward the creature are halted. A similar scene plays out between the creature and Walton toward the end of the novel. When hearing the creature speak about his experiences, Walton is “at first touched by the expressions of his misery” (220). Walton abandons his sympathy not because of the creature’s appearance, but because he feels a sense of duty toward the recently dead Frankenstein. It is important to note, however, that Walton is not immune to the disgust felt by so many at the sight of the creature. He is only able to get to his moment of brief sympathy by closing his eyes for the duration of the creature’s narration (219).
Mossman argues that “narrative, self-writing, and self-preservation (…) fail the creature” (1), but I disagree. Mossman’s statement that the creature cannot “narrate itself out of the disfigurement that defines it as a ‘monster’” may be, in a sense, correct (1). The creature cannot change his physical being through narrative alone. However, if we are to go by the Smithian theories of sympathy and its necessity in building civil relationships and maintaining civilised society, then I do not believe the creature to be entirely unsuccessful in distancing himself from the “monster” label. This is where the significance of the novel’s epistolary form is most relevant.
Mary Favret posits that the letter as a form of writing and narrative demands a level of “blind faith” from its readers (Favret 180). She writes that in writing a letter, particularly a letter which includes a narrative, “the letter-writer proffers no hope of verifying evidence,” and because of this, the reader must be able to simply trust what they are reading, and the writer must trust that the reader will react as expected to the recorded narrative (185). The letter requires “believing without seeing” (185-86). Belief separated from sight is something that the creature strives for every time he attempts to share his story and gain the sympathy of another. Favret argues that 
When the monster tells his tale to the blind man, DeLacey; and when he covers Victor's eyes to ensure that Victor will listen, we spot the vestiges of epistolary technique in this novel. Understanding shifts from the realm of visual evidence to that of aural sympathy. From the "blind faith" and distance required by the letter form emerges the possibility of a language that mediates difference and communicates life. (186)
Britton writes that, “Sympathy guides textual production, and in telling its own story of novel-formation, Frankenstein positions sympathy as it is experienced, desired, or lost at the centre of the genre” (Britton 7). In Frankenstein, the creature does not record his own story, rather he tells it to Frankenstein who recounts it to Walton who records it to be read by Mrs. Saville. Later, he tells his story to Walton, who once again records what he hears in his writing to his sister. As Britton notes, the transference of spoken personal narratives between individuals is the process in which the text of Frankenstein is developed (Britton 5). While his interactions with Frankenstein and Walton may be deemed failures in the creature’s quest for sympathy, they highlight the potential for success by acknowledging that in sharing his experiences the creature has his story recorded in Walton’s letters. Britton argues that in Smith’s version of sympathy, the body, particularly the “monstrous body,” acts as an obstacle in the process of sympathy (22). In a process which requires the ability to imagine oneself in the place of another, a monstrous body proves a difficult object of one’s sympathies. In Frankenstein, Shelley “extends Smith’s account […] by elaborating the potential textual ramifications of his abstraction. Where the body marks a limit of sympathy, the written word, specifically the transcribed narrative, indicates sympathy’s potential to overcome this barrier by means of novelistic generation” (22). In transcribing the creature’s narrative and sending the transcriptions to a reader who has not, and most likely will not, have any physical interaction with the creature, Walton provides the potential for sympathy free of physical barriers.
[bookmark: _Int_WcaV8CbW][bookmark: _Int_RE73fMNE]Matilda is a first-person narrator throughout Matilda. Unlike the creature, or any character in Frankenstein, she has control over the entirety of the narrative. Another important difference between Matilda and the creature is that Matilda, in her narrative, does not share her experiences with other characters. While the creature has moments in which he is able to open up to people like De Lacey or Walton and receive some semblance of sympathy from them, the only time in which Matilda shares her narrative is when she writes it in epistolary form for Woodville to read. In writing a letter to Woodville detailing her once secret experience, Matilda gives herself the opportunity to be sympathised with. 
Prior to sharing her story with Woodville, the only other person who knows the full extent of Matilda’s experiences is her father. I contend that the most significant, and possible the only, act of sympathy in Matilda is her father’s suicide. Caroline Gonda describes Matilda’s father, saying, “he is the destroyer, the betrayer whose incestuous attentions leave his daughter unfit for normal human intercourse” (Gonda 169). This assigning of blame onto the father is often subtly evidenced in Shelley’s text. Directly after his confession, for example, Matilda reacts as if her father has physically assaulted her, “I spurned him with my foot,” she writes, “I felt as if stung by a serpent, as if scourged by a whip of scorpions” (Shelley, Matilda 42). In the aftermath of his horrifying confession, Matilda sees her father as something monstrous and threatening to her physical being. This is amplified in the subsequent scene in which, as Matilda cries in her bedroom, she hears her father’s footsteps from the other side of the door and his struck by terror. She writes of the incident,  
That he should be restless I understood […] But why approach my bedchamber? Was not that sacred? I felt almost ready to faint while he had stood there, but I had not betrayed my wakefulness by the slightest notion, although I had heard my own heart beat with violent fear (47).  
This moment, more than any other in the text, demonstrates the threat that Matilda’s father poses. While Matilda remains conflicted about her father’s responsibility for her unhappiness throughout her life, moments like this demonstrate a placement of blame on the father and a deliberate effort to cast him in the role of a villain. Matilda’s father, too, points the finger at himself. He writes a letter to Matilda before leaving the home to take his own life. The letter opens with what easily reads as a confession: “I have betrayed your confidence; I have endeavoured to pollute your mind, and have made your innocent heart acquainted with the looks and language of monstrous passion” (50). As the villain in Matilda’s story, and as the ever-present threat that looms over her, Matilda’s father decides that the only way to save her is to remove himself from her life. In his letter, he writes, “You must forget me and all the evil that I have taught you. Cast off the only gift that I have bestowed upon you, your grief, and rise from under my blighting influence” (56). As someone who is familiar with her lived experiences, Matilda’s father demonstrates an ability to sympathise with his daughter, and this sympathy is expressed as he kills himself in order to save her and give her a chance at a safer, if not happy, life. While Matilda does not, as her father hopes, “Cast off” her “grief,” she is freed from the immediate threat of sexual violence (56). In the aftermath of his confession, there is little that Matilda’s father can do to improve Matilda’s emotional circumstances, but in his suicide, he succeeds in providing her with physical safety. As Frankenstein contains examples of the creature being on the receiving end of sympathy when his appearance is hidden, Matilda provides this single piece of evidence to demonstrate how completely one can sympathise with Matilda when her grim reality is known to them.
Matilda uses both the epistolary form and the fictional autobiography to depict Matilda’s circumstances. Fictional autobiography is defined by Heidi L. Pennington as “a first-person, retrospective account of the imaginary narrating protagonist’s life story […] self-consciously told through the narrative conventions shared with the classical autobiography” (Pennington 5). Matilda’s personal history is both her greatest secret and the thing which defines her life. Everything she does is rooted in her past. By keeping her biographical history so carefully hidden, Matilda, already physically isolated from the world, ensures her own emotional isolation as well. Matilda is also someone who, particularly outside of her family and household, has not had much opportunity to use her voice. Melina Moore writes that “From the beginning of [Matilda’s] depiction of her lonely childhood, Shelley emphasizes the extent to which her heroine’s voice was sternly policed by authority figures” (Moore 209). Moore argues that as Matilda was kept from speaking with girls her age as a child by her aunt who feared too much interaction with the village children would impact Matilda’s accent, Matilda grew up with her voice under someone else’s control. When he confesses his desires, Matilda’s father becomes the next authority figure to steal her voice by implicating her in something she feels she can never speak of. In writing to Woodville, Matilda takes back her voice and narrates the story of her silencing through the epistolary form.
Amanda Gilroy and W.M. Verhoeven write that, in the eighteenth century, “the form of writing most accessible to and acceptable for women was letter writing” (Gilroy and Verhoeven 2). They also note that “female letters traditionally focused on domestic life or on love” (2). In Matilda, Shelley subverts traditional expectations and conventions of women’s epistolary writing. While the use of the epistolary to tell the story of a young woman is not in itself subversive, the content certainly is. Rather than portraying a young woman’s letters on love and domestic life, Shelley uses the epistolary to portray a domestic horror. Matilda’s home with her father is a place of danger, and much of the love expressed in her letter is taboo and threatening. For Matilda, the letter is the avenue through which she is able to find her voice. She writes out her narrative as she is dying. As Moore suggests, Matilda’s “imminent death and status as victim has given her the licence to write” (Moore 209). It is only in death that Matilda feels free to share her history, and, through this sharing, allow herself to be sympathised with. Here, it is necessary to return to the relationship between Matilda and Woodville. It is significant that throughout their time together, Woodville continuously tries to sympathise with Matilda, and it is Matilda’s secrecy that acts as a barrier to that sympathy. In recording her narrative for Woodville to read, Matilda not only takes control over her voice and asserts agency over her narrative, but she allows herself to be sympathised with, albeit only in death. 
Conclusion
         In her two earliest major works of fiction, Frankenstein and Matilda, Mary Shelley depicts the intrinsic links between sympathy and social, civil relationships by writing about characters who are, for whatever reason, unable to receive sympathy and who live in emotional, and sometimes physical, isolation. In Frankenstein, Shelley makes the argument that while one’s appearance can be a barrier to sympathy, it is not impossible to sympathise with a being of a different physiological make up or appearance. She stresses the need for understanding an individual’s lived experience, and listening instead of looking, when it comes to sympathising. Frankenstein’s creature is abhorred by humanity on the basis of his grotesque and frightening appearance, but when his body is not seen and he is given the chance to reveal his inner self and share his experiences, he is consistently met with sympathy and even affection. Shelley uses the epistolary form to highlight the methods one may go about searching for sympathy outside of the realm of the physical. It is through written letters, textually intended to be read by the character Mrs. Saville and recorded by Walton, that the creature is finally given the opportunity to share his story and evoke sympathetic feelings while excluding the visual effect of his appearance entirely.
[bookmark: _Int_rBUi7GD6]Matilda stresses the importance of sympathy separate from the physical form with a protagonist who by physiologic standards should be easy to sympathise with, but who’s secrecy and shame causes an all-encompassing sense of isolation, both physically and emotionally, from humanity. In terms of appearance, Matilda is a completely ordinary human being, yet even as Woodville tries to sympathise with Matilda, his sympathy always feels hollow and unhelpful because he knows so little about her and her life experiences. Throughout her narrative, Matilda works hard, with varying degrees of success, to gain control and agency over her life. The epistolary form gives Matilda agency in the short time before her death. Matilda and the creature both record or have their narratives recorded, and this recording brings about new opportunities for these previously unsympathetic characters to find sympathy and, if only in death, emerge from isolation. 
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