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FRANKENSTEIN

MARY SHELLEY was born in London in 1797, daughter of William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, famous radical writers of the day. Mary’s mother died tragically ten days after the birth. Under Godwin’s conscientious and expert tuition, Mary’s was an intellectually stimulating childhood though she was emotionally undernourished. In 1814 she met and soon fell in love with the then unknown Percy Bysshe Shelley, and in July they eloped to the Continent. In December 1816, after Shelley’s first wife Harriet committed suicide, Mary and Percy married. Of the four children she bore Shelley, only Percy Florence survived. They lived in Italy from 1818 until 1822, when Shelley drowned, following the capsize of his boat Ariel in a storm. Mary returned with Percy Florence to London, where she continued to live as a professional writer until her death in 1851.

The idea for Frankenstein came to Mary Godwin during a summer sojourn in 1816 with Percy Shelley on the shores of Lake Geneva, where Lord Byron was also staying. She was stimulated to begin her unique tale after Byron suggested a ghost story competition. Byron himself produced ‘A Fragment’, which later inspired his physician John Polidori to write ‘The Vampyre: A Tale’. Mary completed her story back in England and it was published as Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus in 1818. Among her other novels are The Last Man, a dystopic story set in the twenty-first century (1826), Perkin Warbeck (1830), Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837). As well as contributing many stories and essays to publications such as the Keepsake and the Westminster Review, she contributed numerous biographical essays for Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia (1835, 1838–9). Her other books include the first collected edition of P. B. Shelley’s Poetical Works (4 vols., 1839) and a book based on the Continental travels she undertook with her son Percy Florence and his friends, Rambles in Germany and Italy (1844). Mary Shelley died in London on 1 February 1851.

MAURICE HINDLE was born at Great Barr, in the old county of Warwickshire, England. He studied at the universities of Keele, Durham and Essex, gaining a Ph.D. in Literature from Essex in 1989. He currently works as Arts Faculty Manager for the Open University in London and also teaches literature for the OU. As well as producing editions of Frankenstein, Caleb Williams and Dracula for Penguin Classics, he has edited Godwin’s last two novels Cloudesley (1830) and Deloraine (1833) for Pickering and Chatto’s Collected Novels and Memoirs of William Godwin (1992). He is currently working on the life and writings of the early nineteenth-century chemist and poet Humphry Davy, and a book, Studying Shakespeare on Film.
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Chronology

1797 William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft marry on 29 March. Mary W. Godwin is born on 30 August; her mother dies ten days later.

1801 William Godwin and Mrs Mary Jane Clairmont marry on 21 December. Mrs Clairmont brings with her son Charles (aged 7) and daughter Jane (4), later styling herself Claire, to join young Mary and Fanny Godwin (daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft by Gilbert Imlay).

1807 Godwin family move to Skinner Street, Holborn.

1812 On 3 January, Percy Bysshe Shelley, recently married to Harriet Westbrook, starts a correspondence with Godwin, whose ideas he reveres. He becomes a regular visitor to his house in the autumn, during Mary’s absence. She has gone for a long stay with the Baxter family in Dundee, but meets Percy and Harriet on a brief visit home on 11 November.

1814 Mary returns home in May and begins a relationship with Percy Shelley. On 28 July they elope to the Continent, taking with them Claire Clairmont. They return to England in September. On 30 November Harriet Shelley gives birth to Charles, her second child.

1815 In February, Mary gives premature birth to a daughter who dies a few days later. By August Mary and Percy have settled at Bishops Gate, Windsor.

1816 In January, Mary gives birth to a son, William. The family, along with Claire, leave England for Geneva in early May. They meet Byron (with whom Claire has already formed a liaison) and take up residence next to him at Montalègre, near Cologny. Mary begins to write Frankenstein in June. In July, Mary and Percy visit and explore the Mer de Glace at Chamonix, a major inspiration for her novel. In September they return to England. On 9 October, Fanny commitssuicide. Two months later Harriet Shelley is found drowned. Mary and Percy marry in London on 30 December.

1817 In March the Shelleys, with Claire and her daughter Allegra (by Byron), move to Marlow. On 14 May Frankenstein is completed. Mary gives birth to a daughter, Clara, in September. History of a Six Weeks’ Tour is published in November.

1818Frankenstein is published in January. Mary, Percy, Claire and the children leave for Italy on 11 March. In June they settle for two months at Bagni di Lucca, moving to Este in September. Baby Clara dies in Venice. While there they visit Byron. In December they travel south to Rome and settle in Naples for the winter. Mary and Percy go sightseeing together.

1819 In March they return to Rome. More tragedy when William dies in June. Mary writes the semi-autobiographical Mathilda, a novella on the theme of father – daughter incestuous love which is not published in her lifetime. They depart for Leghorn. Having moved to Florence for her approaching confinement, Mary gives birth to a son, Percy Florence, in November.

1821 In April they return to Bagni di San Giuliano for the summer. In October they move to Pisa, with Edward and Jane Williams and Lord Byron as near neighbours. Mary sends her novel ‘Castruccio’ (later entitled Valperga) to London for publication.

1822 In May, the Shelleys settle with the Williamses at Casa Magni, near Lerici. One month later, Mary almost dies from a miscarriage, but is saved by the quick-thinking efforts of her husband. In early July Percy and Edward sail to Leghorn to meet Leigh Hunt, but are lost at sea in a storm on the return journey. In September Mary joins the Hunts and Byron at Geneva.

1823Valperga is published in February. The second edition of Frankenstein is published. In August Mary returns to London.

1824 In the spring Mary begins work on The Last Man, a novel set in the twenty-first century and purporting to be the narrative of the lone survivor in a world decimated by plague. Byron dies in Greece. Mary’s edition of Percy Shelley’s Posthumous Poems is published but suppressed at the insistence of Sir Timothy Shelley, his father.

1824–39 Mary Shelley writes numerous articles and stories for various magazines and journals, including the London Magazine, the Westminster Review and the Keepsake.

1826The Last Man is published in February. Percy Florence becomes heir to the Shelley title and estate in September when Charles Bysshe, Shelley’s son by Harriet, dies.

1830Perkin Warbeck, Mary’s fourth novel, is published.

1832 Percy Florence is entered at Harrow school.

1835 Volume I of the Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men of Italy, Spain and Portugal for Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia is published, to which Mary contributes the lives of Petrarch, Boccaccio and Machiavelli. In March Lodore is published. In October Volume II of the Lives is published, Mary writing essays on Alfieri, Foscolo, Goldoni, Monti and Metastasio.

1836 William Godwin dies on 7 April.

1837Falkner, Mary’s last novel, is published. In July, Percy Florence is entered at Trinity College, Cambridge. Volume III of the Lives, including essays by Mary on Calderon, Cervantes, and Lope de Vega is published.

1838–9 Mary continues to exercise her exceptional biographical talents by writing and publishing numerous essays for the Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men of France (2 vols.) for Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia. They include essays on Montaigne, Rabelais, Corneille, Molie`re, Pascal, Racine, Voltaire, Rousseau, Condorcet, as well as Eminent Literary and Scientific Women, Mme Roland and Mme de Stael.

1839 Mary prepares and publishes a four-volume edition of Percy Shelley’s Poetical Works. Although Sir Timothy still forbids her to write a biography of the poet, she is able to include biographical material in her notes to the poems. Percy Shelley’s Essays, Letters and Translations are also published.

1844 Rambles in Germany and Italy, a book based on Mary’s Continental tours with Percy Florence and his friends between 1840 and 1843, is published.

1851 Mary Shelley dies on 1 February at Chester Square, London. She is buried between her mother and father in St Peter’s Churchyard, Bournemouth.

Introduction

There is something at work in my soul, which I do not understand.

(Captain Walton, in Frankenstein)

As a cautionary tale warning of the dangers that can be cast into society by a presuming experimental science, Frankenstein is without equal. Mary Shelley’s cleverly inspired theme of an uncontrollable creature wreaking vengeful destruction upon the heads of his monomaniacal scientific Creator and his world is sustained in a way that makes the book a powerfully unique presence in English literature. Much of the book’s power came from being conceived, worked out and partially written while the author was living in the awesome surroundings of the French Alps in the exhilarating and challenging company of Romantic poets Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. Its arrival was also helped along by Mary’s desire to make her mark as a writer; she succeeded, but at the cost of making her hero – villain and his unnamed Creation (the two have been mythically woven into one by the modern popular mind) more famous than herself.

She set out in her story to ‘speak to the mysterious fears of our nature and awaken thrilling horror’. Notwithstanding her youth and inexperience, the novel that resulted, based on her dream of ‘the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together’ (Author’s Introduction, p. 9), has become the most enduring ‘ghost story’ of all time, if not (in Northrop Frye’s words) ‘a precursor of the existential thriller’.1 When the book first appeared in 1818 reviews were unfavourable, but Sir Walter Scott wrote that

… the author seems to us to disclose uncommon powers of poetic imagination… It is no slight merit in our eyes, that the tale, though wild in incident, is written in plain and forcible English, without exhibiting that mixture of hyperbolic Germanisms with which tales of wonder are usually told… Upon the whole, the work impresses us with a high idea of the author’s original genius and happy power of expression.2

The Tory Quarterly Review, on the other hand, declared that the novel ‘inculcates no lesson of conduct, manners, or morality… it fatigues the feelings without interesting the understanding; it gratuitously harasses the heart, and only adds to the store, already too great, of painful sensation… the reader [is left] after a struggle between laughter and loathing, in doubt whether the head or the heart of the author be the most diseased’.3 Such venomous comment came, not because the book failed to inculcate a lesson of ‘conduct, manners, or morality’ – its moral lesson that pride must have its fall should be obvious to the most indifferent reader – but because Frankenstein ’s anonymous publication was ‘respectfully inscribed’ to William Godwin, Mary Shelley’s father and infamous philosophical radical of the anarchist Left. In fact, most reviewers assumed the work’s author to be Percy Shelley, Mary’s husband, since to the world he was Godwin’s best-known literary disciple. But Frankenstein is far from being a straightforward celebration of ‘Godwinian rational principles’. Implicit in the novel’s moral, if not overtly political, message are the questions: What kinds of action can be defended as reasonable? What are we to make of the discrepancy between the ‘mad’ scientist’s reason, and the ‘Godwinian’ reason exercised by his ‘hideous progeny’? Such philosophical subtleties were lost on most critics, who preferred to see in Frankenstein, as the Welsh writer and friend of Dr Johnson, Mrs Piozzi, did, nothing more than ‘a wild and hideous tale’.

At any rate, Frankenstein became an immediate bestseller. When the second edition appeared in 1823, reviewers were quite thrown to find that the author had been a woman. Blackwood’s exclaimed: ‘For a man it was excellent, but for a woman it was wonderful.’4 Even Lord Byron, not noted for his great admiration of intellect in young women (he made an exception in Mary Shelley’s case), told his publisher John Murray: ‘Methinks it is a wonderful work for a girl of nineteen – not nineteen, indeed, at that time.’5 Mary Shelley herself in her 1831 Author’s Introduction repeats the question ‘so very frequently asked’ before attempting to answer it: ‘How I, then a young girl, came to think of and to dilate upon so very hideous an idea?’ The answer she gives is more detailed and candid in its way than one probably has a right to expect from an author, yet it still tells us little about the young Mary Shelley herself. For one critic it is the fact of her youth that supplies the clue to Frankenstein’s power. Muriel Spark, in her study of the author, Mary Shelley, says of the novel that ‘perhaps the wonder of it exists, not despite Mary’s youth, but because of it. Frankenstein is Mary Shelley’s best novel, because at that early age she was not yet well acquainted with her own mind.’6

Because of her youth at the time of her writing Frankenstein, some ‘admirers’ of Mary Shelley have somehow managed to praise her work only by presenting her talent as a fortuitous refraction of the ‘genius’ possessed by her then virtually unknown love-partner and companion, Percy Shelley. We shall see later that in more ways than one, there is indeed much of Percy Shelley ‘in’ Frankenstein. The book remains, however, the product of Mary Shelley’s own intuitive genius, even if biographical, literary and philosophical factors influencing her outlook were left indelibly ‘fixed’ in the story. It was her astonishing ability to synthesize these factors into a vital whole that makes the achievement so remarkable. To one of these factors, the biographical, I now turn.

MARY SHELLEY’S LIFE UP TO THE WRITING OF FRANKENSTEIN

Mary Shelley was born on 30 August 1797 at 29 The Polygon, in London’s Somers Town district, near what is now Euston.7 Both of her parents were famous radicals of the day. Mary Wollstonecraft, her mother, was a pioneer feminist writer who had made her name with A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), despised by the public at large for the attention it drew to women’s second-class status in society and admired for the same reasons by the radical intelligentsia of the day. William Godwin, Mary Shelley’s father, was an ex-Dissenting minister turned atheist who had leapt from obscurity to fame with his celebrated attack on ‘positive institution’, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793). So influential were Godwin’s political and moral ideas for a time that the essayist William Hazlitt was to comment later that ‘he blazed as a sun in the firmament of reputation; no one was more talked of, more looked up to, more sought after, and wherever liberty, truth, justice was the theme, his name was not far off’.8 Both Godwin and Wollstonecraft had been heavily influenced by the ideals of the French Revolution and were part of that small radical group centred on Joseph Johnson’s publishing house (it included such people as William Blake and Thomas Paine) known as the ‘English Jacobins’. Mary Shelley, the offspring of a famous (some thought infamous) union, would later remark: ‘It is not singular that, as the daughter of two persons of distinguished literary celebrity, I should very early in life have thought of writing.’

After seeming to fly in the face of their own views on marriage as ‘a system of fraud’ sustaining ‘the most odious selfishness’ (Godwin), Mary Shelley’s parents married. Mary Wollstone-craft was pregnant and Godwin wished to protect her happiness, ‘which I have no right to injure’ since otherwise nothing ‘could have induced me to submit to an institution which I wish to see abolished’.9 But the partnership in which both fiercely individualistic members seemed to have found an unexpected happiness was short-lived, for, a little over five months after they married, Mary Wollstonecraft died of puerperal poisoning contracted following the birth of their daughter, Mary. Godwin, at the height of his powers, reputation and happiness, was utterly bereft. The trials of birth and death so central to Frankenstein were to become living torments for nearly half of Mary Shelley’s life too, with the early deaths of three of her four children and the losses of Percy Shelley and Byron compounding successive agonies into a feeling of unendurable isolation, which only the nurture and thought of her one surviving son, Percy Florence, would relieve.

Though Godwin was never to recover the zest for life he had found in the company of Mary Wollstonecraft, he nevertheless felt that a substitute mother should be found for ‘the poor children’, since he himself was ‘totally unfitted to educate them’. He was openly frank about the ‘scepticism which perhaps sometimes leads me right in matters of speculation [but] is torment to me when I would attempt to direct the infant mind. I am the most unfit person for this office; she was the best qualified in the world.’ As with most men who claim unfitness to ‘direct the infant mind’, he felt an urgent concern about providing life proposals and solutions in the abstract, but shrank from getting too involved in the tiring and emotionally challenging (as well as hazardous) occupations of child rearing at close quarters.

Four years later, at the age of forty-five, the philosopher– novelist decided to marry his next-door neighbour, Mrs Mary Jane Clairmont, who, we are told, boldly wooed the famous man with the words, ‘Is it possible that I behold the immortal Godwin?’ She and one of her two daughters, Jane, were to be the bane of Mary Shelley’s life for many years. Mary had never known a mother and it seems that she would not find a caring or thinking one in the new Mrs Godwin. But from the start, Mary was made aware of being the unique progeny of extraordinarily gifted and famous parents. To her father she became exceptionally attached, and this feeling remained with her throughout her life even though (as we shall see later) she had decidedly reserved views on revolutionary, or even ‘liberal’, politics. In letters to friends she talked of ‘my excessive and romantic attachment to my father’ and said that ‘Until I met Shelley I could justly say that he [Godwin] was my God… I remember many childish instances of the excess of attachment I bore him.’ Unfortunately, as she also mentioned, her father was nearly always emotionally cool and distant. Even so, he had high expectations of her, as she quickly learned: ‘To be something great and good was the precept given me by my Father,’ she wrote in her Journal: ‘Shelley reiterated it.’

If the emotional side of her rearing was neglected, intellectual stimulus for what her father considered her ‘considerable talent’ was not wanting. She grew up and remained a bookish person believing that ‘we are sent here to educate ourselves, and that self-denial, and disappointment, and self-control, are a part of our education’. It seems likely that such a ‘self-controlling’ outlook was to a large degree the necessary product of her father’s rigorous, Calvinist-influenced philosophy; that, and a life which became replete with ‘disappointments’ and ‘self-denials’. Although declining in popularity as the new century grew less and less enamoured of Godwin’s brand of rational philosophy, his house was yet visited by some of the most famous writers and artists of the day. Mary Godwin would have listened keenly to her father’s conversations with such people as William Hazlitt, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Humphry Davy and Charles Lamb, whose Tales from Shakespeare was published by the Godwins’ small publishing house, run from their new home in Skinner Street, near Holborn. It is told that when Mary and Jane hid behind a sofa to hear the poet Coleridge recite his Rime of the Ancient Mariner (a poem that greatly influenced Mary’s Frankenstein story), and Mrs Godwin threatened to pack them off to bed, Coleridge intervened, pleading that they be allowed to stay and listen. Godwin practised to the best of his ability his famous ‘benevolence’ with Mary, but her upbringing, though successful in terms of intellectual growth, was for the most part a peculiarly detached affair. Mrs Godwin seems to have added her own brand of distant caring, for Mary wrote at the age of seventeen: ‘I detest Mrs G. She plagues my father out of his life.’

It must have been with great joy then that she experienced the relief of some extended periods away from Skinner Street and its pressures. The opportunity for true companionship and freedom from her bookish existence and ‘distant’ family came when an admirer of Godwin’s, a wealthy merchant called William Baxter, invited Mary for a long stay with his family at their home near Dundee, in Scotland. She made her first great friend here in young Isabel Baxter and it was the place where, as she says in Frankenstein’s Introduction, she discovered an ‘eyry of freedom… the pleasant region where unheeded I could commune with the creatures of my fancy’. In a letter to Mr Baxter, Godwin gives us a good idea of Mary’s character: ‘I am anxious,’ he begins, ‘that she should be brought up… like a philosopher, even like a cynic. It will add greatly to the strength and worth of her character. I should also observe that she has no love of dissipation, and will be perfectly satisfied with your woods and your mountains.’ But Mr Baxter should be warned of her tendency to ‘formation of castles in the air: I wish, too, that she should be excited to industry. She has occasionally greater perseverance, but occasionally, too, she shows a great need to be aroused…’ In another letter, Godwin contrasted Mary with her ‘indolent’ stepsister, Fanny (the offspring of a liaison Mary Wollstonecraft had with Gilbert Imlay before meeting Godwin), by describing the former as ‘singularly bold, somewhat imperious, and active of mind. Her desire of knowledge is great, and her perseverance in everything she undertakes almost invincible. My own daughter is, I believe, very pretty…’10

When Mary returned to the Godwin household in 1814 she came face to face with the man who, after her father, was to exercise the greatest influence over the rest of her life – Percy Bysshe Shelley. Shelley, a hotheaded but eloquent Romantic of nineteen, had attached himself to Godwin as a disciple, often visiting Skinner Street with his young wife Harriet. His ardent hatred of tyranny and his idealistic political notions had caused him to be drawn as though by a magnet towards Godwin’s Political Justice, and thence to the ageing philosopher’s own house. The half-forgotten philosophical radical must have more than welcomed the attentions of the young man who considered him ‘a luminary too dazzling for the darkness which surrounds him’;11 for, as well as helping to reactivate the philosopher’s flagging ego with his ‘reverence and admiration’, this wellborn youth’s sincere wish to follow Godwinian principles of property-sharing meant that he would be more than ready to donate much of his forthcoming baronet’s fortune to the ever-needy Godwin. The boundless generosity of ‘the heir by entail to an estate of £6,000 per an’ (as he announced himself in his initial letter to Godwin) was to be tried severely in future years, for though Godwin demanded and accepted much money from Shelley, he could never accept the fact of his daughter’s elopement with a married man and their life as ‘vagabond’ exiles on the Continent. But that is what happened.

In May 1814 Percy dined at Skinner Street to discuss money matters with Godwin. The blooming but poised intellectual young woman of sixteen that Mary Godwin had become attracted him from the first.12 By the end of June, Percy was a daily visitor to the Godwin house, with Harriet his wife virtually abandoned (she later committed suicide). On their frequent walks to Mary Wollstonecraft’s graveside at St Pancras Churchyard, Mary and Percy, sometimes accompanied at a distance by Jane Clairmont, began to declare their love for each other. Shelley’s ‘child of love and light’ was to have a profoundly tranquillizing influence on his volatile existence. There is no doubt that he was awed by her unusual combination of qualities – sharp intellect, intuition, generosity, strength of determination – awe that developed into an abiding love, as the following extract from the lines dedicating his poem The Revolt of Islam ‘To Mary Woll-stonecraft Shelley’ (they married in December 1816) shows:

So now my summer task is ended, Mary,

And I return to thee, mine own heart’s home;

As to his Queen some Victor Knight of Faery,

Earning bright spoils for her enchanted dome…

On 28 July 1814 Mary and Percy eloped to the Continent. With them went Jane, now styling herself ‘Claire’ Clairmont. Though Claire only came along for the adventure, Mary and Percy had been forced to escape from a Godwin outraged by his daughter’s amorous entanglement. The following year was later to be described by Mary as ‘acting a novel, being an incarnate romance’. But the Continental ‘adventure’ was a miserable affair. Though Mary later turned this to useful literary account in her History of a Six Weeks’ Tour Through a Part of France, Switzerland, Germany and Holland (1817), the threesome found little enjoyment as they wandered from European town to town, friendless and with little money. Moreover, Mary found the presence of Claire virtually intolerable. Towards her middle age she wrote: ‘Now, I would not go to Paradise with her for a companion – she poisoned my life when young… she has still the faculty of making me more uncomfortable than any human being.’ At the end of the summer they returned to England, Mary and Percy taking up lodgings which Shelley hardly lived in, pursued as he was by creditors (his father having withheld his allowance), and Mary estranged from her own family. In February 1815 Mary’s first child was born prematurely, dying a few days later, unnamed. It was the first of many deaths that were to cast a dark shadow over her existence. Some days after the baby died, Mary wrote in her Journal: ‘Dream that my little baby came to life again; that it had only been cold, and that we rubbed it before the fire, and it lived.’ There are uncanny echoes of resemblance here to the dream-inspired Frankenstein Creature, who also ‘came to life’ from the dead. In August Mary and Percy moved to Bishops Gate, Windsor, where in January 1816 their son William was born. He was to survive for a further three and a half years.

By May 1816, Mary, Percy and Claire were setting out on their second Continental trip, this time with William. They headed for Geneva, settling there at Campagne Chapuis, a cottage at Montalègre, near Cologny on the shores of Lac Lèman and adjacent to the rather grander Villa Diodati, where Lord Byron, having quitted England for good, had set up house. Claire had become Byron’s lover in the spring, and, eager to extend this liaison, she persuaded Percy and Mary that they should all follow Byron to Geneva instead of going to Italy, which had been Shelley’s original plan. We get a good indication of Mary’s state of mind at this period from a letter she wrote early in her Alpine sojourn: ‘You know that we have just escaped from the gloom of Winter and London; and coming to this delightful spot during this divine weather, I feel as happy as a new fledged bird, and hardly care what twig I fly to, so that I may try out my new-found wings.’ During the fine days of early June, the Diodati and Chapuis house-parties spent much time together, in the evenings sailing on the lake, ‘which is delightful’, Mary reported, ‘whether we glide over a glassy surface or are speeded along by a stormy wind’. But the fine weather did not hold. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein Introduction tells us that it eventually ‘proved a wet, ungenial summer, and incessant rain often confined us for days to the house’. It was during one of these ‘confinements’ spent, as had become customary, talking late into the night at Byron’s villa, that all the elements came together in the mind that was to produce Frankenstein. The group, consisting of Mary, Percy, Byron, Claire and Polidori (Byron’s personal physician), had been reading German ghost stories in French translation when Byron suddenly announced: ‘We will each write a ghost story.’ All agreed. Percy started a tale about his early life, which apparently soon fizzled out. Byron began a story about a vampire, which Polidori later developed and published.13 Only Mary and Claire could not think of anything.

Inspiration did not come easily to Mary: ‘I thought and pondered – vainly. I felt that blank incapability of invention which is the greatest misery of authorship, when dull Nothing replies to our anxious invocations. “Have you thought of a story?” I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply with a mortifying negative.’ But revelation was at hand. Among the topics of conversation during those nights following Byron’s proposal, one in particular seems to have caught her imagination. The ever-reticent Mary recalls that one of the ‘many and long… conversations between Lord Byron and Shelley, to which I was a devout but nearly silent listener’, turned upon the ‘nature of the principle of life, and whether there was any probability of its ever being discovered and communicated’. Polidori’s diary entry for 15 June – ‘Shelley and I had a conversation about principles – whether man was to be thought merely an instrument’ – is further evidence that thoughts concerning the mysterious powers animating life were prominent in the minds of the Diodati and Chapuis residents that summer. In her Author’s Introduction Mary Shelley says that talk of Dr Erasmus Darwin’s experiments and ‘galvanism’ led to speculations that ‘the component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth’. With such thoughts in her mind Mary went to bed, but ‘When I placed my head on my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie.’ That summer’s intense intellectual excitements now arrived at a historic climax as young Mary Godwin witnessed the fruition of her own mental labours in a scene that showed a gruesome congruity with her efforts:

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. (p. 9)

she then goes on to utter words (cast, be it noted, in a religious vein, contra Shelley and Godwin) to the effect that we, ever alert to the thermonuclear threat that we have brought on ourselves cannot help but see as shockingly prophetic, if not prescient: ‘Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world.’

Towards the end of this essay I shall comment further upon the assumptions of ‘Big Science’, which have so often been underpinnned by a subduing ‘masculinist’ attitude. For now it should merely be noted that in Mary Shelley’s vision she proposed that the success of her scientist-hero in animating a corpse

would terrify the artist; he would rush away from his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that, left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this thing which had received such imperfect animation would subside into dead matter; and he might sleep in the belief that the silence of the grave would quench forever the transient existence of the hideous corpse which he had looked upon as the cradle of life. 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.

With ‘speculative eyes’: the Creature wants to know, just as we want to know, where he has come from and why he is here. Mary did not know, but was so terrified that she ‘wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realities around’. This she did and opened her eyes, but ‘I could not so easily get rid of my hideous phantom’. According to her description in the Author’s Introduction, she did not immediately connect the horrific ‘waking dream’ with her need to invent a ghost story – evidence, if any were needed, that this subject matter was entirely new, different from the outworn stock-in-trade themes and imagery in ‘Gothic’ novels of the time. But suddenly,

Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke in upon me. ‘I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.’ On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a story. I began that day with the words, ‘It was on a dreary night of November,’ making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my waking dream.

The full text of this first sentence of the original story starts Chapter V, Volume One of the edition printed here: ‘It was on a dreary night of November, that I beheld the accomplishment of my toils.’ Percy Shelley was delighted that Mary had started to put together a story of promise and, as she wrote on, encouraged her to develop it to novel-length. This she did, and except for the Preface, and the additions and stylistic modifications to the text made by Percy, the book that was finished in May 1817 after they had returned to England, and finally published less than a year later in January 1818, was all of her own making. Indeed, in an 1817 pre-publication review of Frankenstein (which actually appeared only posthumously in 1832) Percy Shelley himself expressed wonder and bafflement concerning the book’s conception, feelings which there is no reason to support were anything other than genuine and candid:

[Frankenstein is] one of the most original and complete productions of the day. We debate with ourselves in wonder, as we read it, what could have been the series of thoughts – what could have been the peculiar experiences that awakened them – which conduced, in the author’s mind, to the astonishing combinations of motives and incidents, and the startling catastrophe which compose this tale.14

THEMES, SOURCES AND INFLUENCES IN FRANKENSTEIN

A reliable measure of the general mood from which Frankenstein emerged in that ‘ungenial’ Swiss summer of 1816 is provided, not by Mary Shelley, but by Lord Byron, in a letter he wrote to a friend six months later: ‘I was half mad… between metaphysics, mountains, lakes, love unextinguishable, thoughts unalterable and the nightmare of my own delinquencies.’ Polidori, another witness to this heightened mood, confided to his diary in the midst of it that the whole company ‘talked, till the ladies’ brains whizzed with giddiness, about idealism’. There seems little doubt that, as P. D. Fleck has asserted, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein expresses ‘her view of the idealism that whizzed giddily about her head’ that summer and also that it is a novel which ‘contains in an imaginative form her criticism of [Percy] Shelley’.15 The Romantic idealism of Shelley and his ‘overreaching’ heroes was, like all idealisms, based on a faith in man’s, or more correctly, men’s supposedly ‘divine’ or creative powers. It is Mary Shelley’s critique of where such highly abstracted creative powers can lead when put in a ‘realizing’ scientific context and then driven along by ‘lofty ambition’ and ‘high destiny’ (p. 214) that we see in the pages of Frankenstein.

A number of passages in the book seem to reveal Percy Shelley as the initial model for its ultra-ambitious hero, quite apart from the fact that Victory, Frankenstein’s first name, was the name Shelley took for himself a number of times in boyhood and later. Captain Walton, the novel’s narrator and himself cast as an overreacher voyaging out for the glory of discovering ‘the wondrous power which attracts the needle’ and the ‘undiscovered solitudes’ of new countries, finds Frankenstein to be a ‘divine wanderer’ whose ‘eyes have generally an expression of wildness, and even madness’ (pp. 15, 30, 27). But as with Shelley’s other, more sublime side, ‘no one can feel more deeply than he does the beauties of nature. The starry sky, the sea, and every sight afforded by these wonderful regions, seems… to have the power of elevating his soul from earth’ (p. 30). We know well from Mary’s (and others’) descriptions of her life with Percy that ‘Such a man has a double existence: he may suffer misery and be overwhelmed by disappointments, yet when he has retired into himself, he will be like a celestial spirit that has a halo around him, within whose circle no grief or folly ventures’ (p. 30). A technique habitually employed by Percy for creating this halo was one shared by Frankenstein: ‘I lay at the bottom of the boat, and as I gazed on the cloudless blue sky, I seemed to drink in a tranquillity to which I had long been a stranger’ (p. 160).

It is curious that in a letter Percy wrote to Mary Shelley during their time in Italy (he was often ‘away from home’ during their eight years’ partnership) he referred to Frankenstein as ‘fruits of my absence’, for, as Christopher Small has pointed out, he did more than urge Mary on in her writing of the book (answering that ‘need to be aroused’ claimed for her by Godwin), ‘He provided the subject.’16 Yes; the ‘subject’ in terms of Percy Shelley’s characteristic ‘passion for reforming the world’, and the ‘subject’ of his ‘mad enthusiasm’, science (in particular, chemistry) – both are brought together in the person of Frankenstein, or the ‘Shelleyan Idea’, as Small puts it. If we are never given a physical description of Frankenstein (apart from his ‘wild eyes), his whole presentation as Shelleyan Idea clearly comes through, not only through the pen of Mary Shelley herself, but more directly by the insertions and changes made by Shelley and adopted by the author. (Some of these, the longest dealing with ‘scientific’ and ‘political’ sequences, are indicated in Appendix I.) It is the forcefulness of this Shelleyan Idea in the character of Frankenstein that probably led to Shelley’s interesting disclaimer on Mary’s behalf in the Preface: ‘The opinions which naturally spring from the character and situation of the hero are by no means to be conceived as existing always in my own conviction…’

Shelley’s friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg says that in his youth Percy bought and experimented with chemical apparatus and materials and read ‘treatises on magic and witchcraft, as well as those more modern ones detailing the miracles of electricity and galvanism’.17 He further recalls that at Oxford, Shelley

proceeded, with much eagerness and enthusiasm, to show me the various instruments, especially the electrical apparatus; turning round the handle very rapidly, so that the fierce, crackling sparks flew forth; and presently standing on the stool with glass feet, he begged me to work the machine until he was filled with the fluid [i.e. electricity, Ed.], so that his long, wild locks bristled and stood on end. Afterwards he charged a powerful battery of several large jars; labouring with vast energy and discoursing with increasing vehemence of the marvellous powers of electricity, of thunder and lightning; describing an electrical kite that he had made at home, and projecting another and an enormous one, or rather a combination of many kites, that would draw down from the sky an immense volume of electricity, the whole ammunition of a mighty thunderstorm; and this being directed to some point would there produce the most stupendous results.18

It is almost as if Shelley were providing film-makers of the future with that ‘thunder and sparks’ image of electrical reanimation of the Creature which has become so standard a feature of Frankenstein films. His interest in such things never waned, science in particular attracting what we might call his ‘alchemical spirit’. In his visionary Queen Mab we are told that ‘Happiness/ And Science dawn, though late, upon the earth…’19 But the same poem reveals another interest which will tend to become a dark obsession, one that Mary is well aware of: ‘How wonderful is Death… the gloomy Power/ Whose reign is in the tainted Sepulchres…’20 For Mary, this atmosphere of gloomy fascination was reinforced as she transcribed the third Canto of Childe Harold for Byron in July 1816. But if Byron’s production had this effect, Shelley’s Alastor, or The Spirit of Solitude presents us with a theme remarkably similar to that of Frankenstein, and we can be sure that the latter’s composition drew on it. The heroes of Shelley’s poems (as with Lord Byron’s) are often hardly distinguishable from their creator, so that in Alastor we meet a youthful poet who ‘drinks deep of the fountains of knowledge, and is still insatiate’. He is gripped, as was Shelley, by the idea that the ‘principle of life’ is somehow to be found by probing into what he considers the chief ‘mystery of nature’ – death and decay. He addresses his beloved Mother Nature, saying:

… I have watched

Thy shadow, and the darkness of thy steps.

And my heart ever gazes on the depth

Of thy deep mysteries. I have made my bed

In charnels and on coffins, where black Death

Keeps record of the trophies won from thee;

Hoping to still these obstinate questionings

Of thee and thine, by forcing some lone ghost,

Thy messenger, to render up the tale

Of what we are.

When we go on to read

In lone and silent hours,

When night makes a weird sound of its own stillness,

Like an inspired and desperate alchymist

Staking his very life on some dark hope,

Have I mixed awful talk and asking looks

With my most innocent love…21

we can be sure that a good part of Frankenstein’s ambitious persona has its origin here. Mary Shelley has Frankenstein say, in his more ‘scientific’ vein, that ‘To examine the causes of life, we must first have recourse to death’ (p. 52). He thus determines to ‘observe the natural decay and corruption of the human body’; but ‘to examine the cause and progress of this decay’ he is ‘forced to spend days and nights in vaults and charnel-houses’. Of course, the ‘lone ghost’ produced by Frankenstein’s meddlesome researches and experiments turns out in the end to be a rather unwelcome ‘messenger’, a visible reminder of his own ‘enthusiastic madness’. Mary Shelley was not alone in having doubts about what she called Percy’s ‘abstract imagination’, for the writer Hazlitt thought of his poetry as ‘a record of fond conjectures, a confused embodying of vague abstractions – a fever of the soul, thirsting and craving after what it cannot have, indulging its love of power and novelty…’22

It seems highly likely that the epistolary form of Frankenstein, which adds so much to its suspense, was adopted by Mary Shelley through her reading of the originator of that novelistic form, Samuel Richardson. In 1815 she had read his seven-volume Clarissa (1747–8) and in 1816 she read the ‘latter part’ of it again, as well as two other novels, Pamela (1741) and Sir Charles Grandison (1754). Another favourite writer of Mary’s was Madame de Genlis, whose Nouveaux Contes moraux et nouvelles historiques (1802) she was reading on the evening following her momentous visit with Percy Shelley to the Mer de Glace in Chamonix Valley, in July 1816. One of the dramatic sketches in the book is ‘Pygmalion et Galatée, ou La Statue animée depuis vingt-quatre heures’, which Burton Pollin assumes to have stimulated Mary Shelley’s ‘inspirational night-mare’.23 As well as being a story in which the figure that Pygmalion has sculpted is animated into life, the pure and ingenuous Galatea learns (as Frankenstein’s Creature is later to learn), about the shocking realities of slavery, tyranny, extremes of poverty and wealth, and deception.24

It follows, from Mary’s having read ‘La Statue animée’, that we need look no further than the novel’s subtitle – The Modern Prometheus – to discover Frankenstein’s main theme: the aspiration of modern masculinist scientists to be technically creative divinities. Who was Prometheus? There are two versions of the Prometheus story, which Mary Shelley manages to combine into one. The first and most famous is that in which the Prometheus of Greek mythology, a rebellious Titan, steals fire from Olympus in order to succour and save humankind. It was these two aspects of the story – his revolt against the gods, against ‘destiny’, and his desire to be the benefactor and saviour of humanity – that drew both Byron and Percy Shelley, but especially the latter, to the Promethean legend. Mary, Percy and Byron had all read Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound, and in 1816 Byron wrote his own Prometheus. But Shelley took the story to heart in a monumental way, developing to a fine pitch the Romantic notion of himself and his heroes as suffering champions of humanity. In Prometheus Unbound and other poems he was to elaborate this essentially religious feeling of election to saviourhood into his own version of socialist aspiration. But it was not this element of her lover’s missionary zeal that called forth Mary’s novelistic response of Frankenstein. The later, Roman, elaboration of the Promethean legend rendered by Ovid (whose Metamorphoses she had been reading in 1815), has Prometheus as plasticator, a figure who creates and manipulates men into life, rather than ‘saves’ them:

Whether with particles of heavenly fire,

The God of Nature did his soul inspire;

Or earth, but new divided from the sky,

And, pliant, still retain’d th’ethereal energy:

Which wise Prometheus temper’d into paste,

And, mix’t with living streams, the godlike image caste…

From such rude principles our form began;

And earth was metamorphosed into man.25

Rather than take up Ovid’s ‘ethereal energy’ speculation, Mary Shelley chose to focus on the ‘particles of heavenly fire’ aspect, the means whereby Prometheus quickened his clay images into life. As we know, the ‘real’ means by which she imagined life could be bestowed on an assembled corpse in her book was through the ‘galvanizing’ use of electricity. Humphry Davy, pioneer of electrochemistry and discoverer of potassium and sodium, was a famous experimental chemist whom Percy Shelley admired (as he did the poet – botanist Erasmus Darwin) and who had been a visitor to the Godwin household in Mary’s childhood. It was books by Davy, his Elements of Chemical Philosophy (1812) and an earlier publication, A Discourse, Introductory to a Course of Lectures on Chemistry (1802), that Mary was reading in October and November 1816. The tone and content of some of Davy’s ‘progressive’ views will repay attention, as they embody much the same message that Frankenstein was so entranced by in the momentous ‘panegyric’ on chemistry delivered by Professor Waldman at Ingolstadt University. Davy claims that ‘science has done much for man, but it is capable of doing still more’.26 More specifically, Waldman feels that ‘Chemistry is that branch of natural philosophy in which the greatest improvements have been and may be made’ (p. 50). When he claims that the modern masters of science have acquired almost ‘unlimited powers’, Frankenstein’s whole being is numbed as if by sudden religious conversion:

… 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. (p. 49)

Familiar rhetoric to watchers of Frankenstein films today, but quite new in Mary Shelley’s era. The voice of the ‘real’ scientist, Humphry Davy, is not far behind (or rather, in front) in its enthusiasm:

Science has… bestowed upon [man] powers which may be called almost creative; which have enabled him to change and modify the beings surrounding him, and by his experiments to interrogate nature with power, not simply as a scholar, passive and seeking only to understand her operations, but rather as a master, active with his own instruments… who would not be ambitious of becoming acquainted with the most profound secrets of nature; of ascertaining her hidden operations; and of exhibiting to man that system of knowledge which relates so intimately to their own physical and moral constitution?27

From the evidence of Frankenstein, of course, we know that Mary Shelley was not ambitious in that way, for one, and in fact sought to warn the world away from those dangers inherent in the type of attitude Davy was espousing.

It was, then, the Promethean ‘maker’, ‘artist’, ‘shaper’ of men in a scientist – hero guise that interested Mary Shelley, and which should preoccupy us; for is it not the modern experience of feeling manipulated by forces larger than ourselves (which are nevertheless humanly managed) – Big Science, technology, the ‘machinery’ of State, globalization, the mass media, and so on – that links the lay person’s predicament with that of Frankenstein’s Creature, he who has been put together from dead human parts and then infused with ‘a spark of being’, without having any say in the form or purpose of his own genesis? As the product (Mary Shelley was living in the ‘new age’ of capitalist production) of a Proud Creator, the Creature is not unlike Adam in Milton’s Paradise Lost, who reproaches God with his handiwork:

Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay

To mould me man, did I solicit thee

From darkness to promote me… ?28

These lines of supplication, the epigraph to the 1818 edition of Frankenstein, are a major clue to the atmosphere of the book, just as Milton’s re-working of the biblical ‘Fall’ story is a felt presence and underlying reference throughout it. Mary Shelley had grown up in a house where Milton was required and revered reading, had read Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained twice during 1815 and 1816, and Byron’s Villa Diodati, where the ‘half mad’ talk of the Geneva summer sowed the seed of her story, was a house where she knew the republican Milton had actually once stayed. It is perhaps not surprising that a woman of Mary Shelley’s intuitive capacities, living in a rapidly changing society, should call on Milton for guidance and inspiration, for he was a man who had himself lived through a historical period of enormous religious, political and existential turbulence – the English Civil War – and written an epic poem in response to it.

In using the Promethean motif for her novel, she had virtually declared herself to be dealing with a problem that had an enormously long and deep provenance in the West, stretching back to fifth-century BC Greece. But the Miltonian scheme of God – man estrangement reaches back nearly as far, to the beginnings of Christianity. As long ago as the third century, the Manichaean Adam, like those of Milton and Mary Shelley, had uttered a wail of recrimination at discovering his own ‘creatural’ mortality:

Then Adam cried and lamented: terribly he raised his voice like a roaring lion, tore his dress, smote his breast and spoke: ‘Woe, woe unto the shaper of my body, unto those who fettered my soul, and unto the rebels that enslaved me…’29

When Frankenstein’s Creature, baffled by his own existence, asks: ‘My person was hideous and my stature gigantic. What did this mean? Who was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination?’ (p. 131), he is unable to find an answer. Not only this, but even the plight of Milton’s Satan seems mild compared to his situation, for ‘Satan had his companions, fellow-devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and abhorred’ (p. 133). For the second-century Valentinian gnostic, a psycho-spiritual ‘escape route’ had been available: ‘What liberates is the knowledge of who we were, what we became; where we were, whereinto we have been thrown; whereto we speed, wherefrom we are redeemed; what birth is, and what rebirth.’30 ‘He who possesses the Gnosis, knows whence he is come and where he is going.’31 But this route to the Unknown Father of Light is not there for the utterly rejected and unnamed Creature of Frankenstein: in fact, through reading Frankenstein’s Journal, eventually found in the clothes he had flung on at his Creator’s house following his ‘birth’, he discovers that the ‘disgusting circumstances’ of his ‘accursed origin’ (p. 132)) reveal more of a Father of Darkness at work. All he really knows of any consequence to his future is that ‘I am malicious because I am miserable’ (p. 147). The formulation Mary Shelley has given the Creature to utter is not gratuitous, however, but derives from two other sources – Rousseau and, in particular, Godwin, to whom Frankenstein was dedicated.

Mary Shelley had read Rousseau’s Confessions (1782), but also worked through Émile (1762) and the Nouvelle Héloïse (1761) several times between 1815 and 1817. It was Rousseau who had secularized the idea of an unfallen state of innocence, that which Frankenstein’s Creature supposedly enjoys before becoming corrupted by the evil ways of society and its people. The idea was then taken up in England in a slightly different form by William Godwin in Political justice. He believed that ‘positive institutions’ like government, the law and marriage tended to insinuate despotic practices into people’s lives, but that a new system, based on ‘universal benevolence’, could create a just and virtuous society. Where would this ‘virtue’ come from? He insisted it would naturally emerge from the exercise of reason and free will, as developed in an ‘enlightened’ society. Such an enlightened society would have shed the superstitions of religion, the despotisms of government and the property fetishes attached to marriage and inheritance, for all these tended towards the establishment of selfishness, division and malevolence. Godwin, contradicting the seventeenth-century Hobbesian view of human nature as essentially ‘self-interested’, held that virtue and happiness could only spring from socially considered and constituted aims: ‘the true solitaire cannot be considered as a moral being… His conduct is vicious, because it has a tendency to render him miserable.’ If this is true, then it is no wonder that the most solitary of ‘solitaires’, Frankenstein’s Creature, abandoned by his Creator and rejected by the society around him, considers himself (echoing the Satan of Paradise Lost) ‘the fallen angel’ become ‘a malignant devil… I am alone’ (p. 223). Like ‘son’, like ‘father’: it has been Frankenstein’s gross error to decide with idealistic pride that he alone can put the world to rights through scientific experiment and the pursuit of knowledge: by ‘building in’ this disenfranchisement of the ‘others’ and the contributions and needs they bring to living reality, the Creature’s subsequent isolation becomes a foregone conclusion, for, as the Creature tells Frankenstein, ‘you, my creator, detest and spurn me, thy creature, to whom thou art bound by ties only dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us’ (p. 102). In a passage which reveals Godwin’s own Enlightenment insight into the dangers of putting the ‘abstracted’ pursuit of knowledge before collective responsibility and happiness, he makes his own prophetic contribution to a matter that is more urgent today than ever before: ‘knowledge, and the enlargement of intellect, are poor, when unmixed with sentiments of benevolence and sympathy… and science and abstraction will soon become cold, unless they derive new attractions from ideas of society.’32

Significantly, seven central chapters of Frankenstein are given over to the plight of Frankenstein’s Creature. He tells the story of his outcast existence to his Creator following their encounter on the Mer de Glace. It is ironic that the Creature’s narrative, so vital to the moral underpinning of the whole work, has been ignored in so many of the theatrical and filmic re-workings of the story. Like the God winian philosophy which fell from favour so quickly after receiving feverish applause from the radical community, the moral – political argument of Mary’s story has often simply been left out, unwanted by an audience which prefers the more frightening (and ‘simpler’) grunts of a threatening monster. But the Creature’s explanation of himself and his doings is a key demonstration of Godwinian social – psychological theory and in turn derives from the influential philosopher John Locke, another Frankenstein source to whom I shall refer more fully below. At the end of his tale the Creature tells the person he considers his ‘natural lord and king’ (pp. 102–3) that ‘My vices are the children of a forced solitude that I abhor; and my virtues will necessarily arise when I live in communion with an equal’ (p. 150). He repeatedly asks for ‘justice’ in this Godwinian sense: ‘Do your duty towards me, and I will do mine towards you and the rest of mankind’ (p. 102). In a fit of compassion, Frankenstein promises to make the Creature a female companion, but then destroys this new creation, convinced that ‘a race of devils would be propagated upon the earth’ (p. 170). The Creature avenges this betrayal, murdering both Frankenstein’s best friend Clerval and his new wife, Elizabeth; the rest involves Frankenstein’s mad pursuit of the Creature across icy wastes, where they both eventually meet their deaths.

Besides using Godwinian ideas in her story, Mary Shelley very carefully applied the psychological sensationalist notions developed by John Locke which had been taken up with such zeal by French philosophes of the eighteenth century like Diderot and Condillac. Condillac was the most extreme exponent of sensationalism, while another materialist philosophe, La Mettrie, proposed in L’Homme machine (1748) ‘a machine which can no longer be regarded as impossible, especially in the hands of a new Prometheus’.33 During the year she was working on Frankenstein Mary Shelley devoted much of her reading time to Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). From November 1816 to January 1817 she imbibed Locke’s tabula rasa theory of knowledge and applied it to the way the Creature attained to a ‘knowing’ personhood. The Creature plays out the Lockean theory to perfection by gaining all of his ideas from sensation or reflection, seeking or avoiding the causes of sensation according to whether they produce pleasure or pain. The Creature explains:

‘Is is with considerable difficulty that I remember the original era of my being; all the events of that period appear confused and indistinct. A strange multiplicity of sensations seized me, and I saw, felt, heard, and smelt at the same time; and it was, indeed, a long time before I learned to distinguish between the operations of my various senses. By degrees, I remember, a stronger light pressed upon my nerves, so that I was obliged to shut my eyes.’ (p. 105)

But when he gets used to light (a ‘sensation’ I shall have more to say about shortly) he finds he can ‘perceive objects in their right forms’ (p. 106). In the last words of the Creature, spoken to Captain Walton at the end of the book, we find ample evidence of the author’s use of sensationalism: ‘I shall no longer see the sun or stars or feel the winds play on my cheeks. Light, feeling, and sense will pass away’ (pp. 224–5). Cleverly (some might think not so cleverly), Mary Shelley manipulates the plot to her Lockean view by having the Creature learn the language, history, ideas and morals of the world by eavesdropping upon the fortuitously placed De Lacey household and reading Paradise Lost, Plutarch’s Lives and the Sorrows of Werter, other fortuitous finds. He learns, along with the Arab girl Safie (possibly named after the Sophie of Rousseau’s Émile), of ‘the division of property, of immense wealth and squalid poverty; of rank, descent, and noble blood’ (p. 122). Such learning makes him reflect on his own position in, or rather outside of, society. When he puts his new ‘class-consciousness’ to the test by revealing himself to the blind De Lacey, one’s hopes for the Creatures are raised, only to be interrupted and then dashed as the horrified eyes of Felix, Safie and Agatha (possibly recalling the Agatha of Lewis’s The Monk) ‘light’ upon him. Ironically, it is the sensation of light and sight which had at first so delighted the Creature that now turns him into a vengeful murderer, for ‘from that moment I declared ever-lasting war against the species, and more than all, against him who had formed me, and sent me forth to this insupportable misery’ (p. 138). Had Felix and his friends been able simply to listen to the Creature with understanding, without being overcome by his appearance, then we would not have had the Frankenstein Mary Shelley actually wrote.

Is Mary Shelley then asking us to think more carefully about a society which values appearance above a ‘seeing’ that should take into account the Other’s feelings and needs? At any rate, if ‘appearance’ was to become a complex moral problem to negotiate in a society habitually unconcerned with ‘seeing’ the wants, needs and aspirations of other people, it, and especially the medium by which it reaches us, light, was nevertheless all-important to the Romantics of Mary Shelley’s time, including herself. It is reputed that, on his death-bed, the English land-and sea-scape painter J. M. W. Turner declared: ‘The sun is god.’34 The preoccupation with light did not end with Romantic painters and poets either, for Humphry Davy’s approach to chemistry and life was based upon beliefs concerned with light and heat, as his famous paper, ‘An Essay on Heat, Light, and Combinations of Light’ makes clear. ‘We may consider the sun and fixed stars, the suns of other worlds, as immense reservoirs of light destined by the great ORGANISER to diffuse over the universe organisation and animation,’ declared Davy. ‘And thus will the laws of gravitation, as well as the chemical laws, be considered as subservient to one great end, PERCEPTION.’35 Furthermore, Davy conjectured that electricity (then called ‘the electrical fluid’) ‘produced from the condensation of light’ was probably ‘supplied with repulsive motion at the poles, by the revolution of the earth on its axis… Hence, the phaenomenon of the aurora borealis, or northern lights’.36 This not only explains why, at the beginning of Frankenstein, Captain Walton aspires to visit the North Pole where he believes ‘the sun is for ever visible’ (p. 15), but once again provokes the thought that perhaps some yearning kinship exists between the gnostic poet-mythologists of antiquity and those of Mary Shelley’s epoch.37 In both periods, light was an exalted term denoting Divinity, for the gnostics an ‘Unknown God’, for the Romantics a presence ‘known’ through Nature; with the ‘divine spark’ of gnosis being the spiritual equivalent to the ‘animating principle’ which gave Frankenstein’s Creature his ‘light of being’ via galvanic electricity. In a Journal entry made in February 1822, five months before her beloved Percy drowned at sea, Mary Shelley vowed that she would ‘fearlessly descend into the remotest caverns of my own mind, carry the torch of self-knowledge into its dimmest recesses; but too happy if I dislodge any evil spirit or enshrine a new deity in some hitherto uninhabited nook’.

The remaining principal literary sources for and influences on Frankenstein should be mentioned. Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, to which Captain Walton attributes his ‘passionate enthusiasm for… the dangerous mysteries of ocean’ (pp. 21–2), is alluded to throughout the novel. Like the Mariner, Walton sets out for ‘the land of mist and snow’, but assures his sister Margaret that he ‘shall kill no albatross’: this task is reserved for Frankenstein, since it is he who has the deadly weight of guilt hanging round his neck. The whole purpose of Frankenstein’s narrative is of course to dissuade Walton from pursuing a ‘fatal’ course that will assuredly bring him his own burdensome albatross: he hopes that Walton will ‘deduce an apt moral from my tale’ (p. 31), and tells him, ‘learn my miseries, and do not seek to increase your own’ (p. 213). A stanza from Coleridge’s poem, one that is said to have caused Percy Shelley to faint in terror, is quoted by Frankenstein as he wanders in a nightmarish daze following his Creature’s ‘birth’. He feels

Like one who on a lonesome road

Doth walk in fear and dread,

And having once turned round walks on,

And turns no more his head;

Because he knows, a frightful fiend

Doth close behind him tread (see p. 60)

This episode establishes the grim and relentless theme of pursuit between Creator and Creature that occupies the rest of the book. It seems plain that this pursuit theme was influenced very heavily by Mary Shelley’s reading (for at least the third time) in 1816 of her father’s famous Caleb Williams (1794). Percy Shelley was the first to notice the influence. In his posthumous review of Frankenstein he wrote: ‘The encounter and argument between Frankenstein and the Being on the sea of ice, almost approaches, in effect, to the expostulations of Caleb Williams with Falkland. It reminds us indeed, somewhat of the style and character of that admirable writer, to whom the author had dedicated his [sic] work, and whose productions he seems to have studied.’ Frankenstein does indeed seem to embody the characteristics of many of Godwin’s sinful heroes. Caleb Williams himself claims that ‘My offense had merely been a mistaken thirst for knowledge’; while his antagonist – pursuer Falkland suffers ‘an impatience of imagined dishonour’, an ‘eminently mischievous’ fault that leads him from pure motives of love into destructive hate.

Does one not detect here some very basic novelistic pattern, one that begins with another book which produced, as with Frankenstein, a mythical character – Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1604)? Both Don Quixote and Frankenstein start out with the noble intention of helping their fellow creatures, but their aspirations are doomed by their pursuit of a ‘single vision’, one that takes them further and further away from satisfying the moderate needs of the community, and nearer and nearer to a personally tragic denouement. This theme of a hero lured into existential danger by the abstract torment of ‘metaphysical desire’ is one brilliantly formulated and treated by René Girard in Deceit, Desire and the Novel.38 It will come as no surprise to learn that Don Quixote was one of the books Mary Shelley was reading during the composition of Frankenstein. Walter Scott noticed in his review of the book that ‘Frankenstein is a novel upon the same plan with St Leon’, Godwin’s ‘alchemical’ novel, whose hero, a man of Faustian ambitions, makes a pact in which he takes the curse of immortality in exchange for the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life. He discovers, predictably, that he has doomed himself to a life of eternal solitude.

Charles Brockden Brown was a writer much affected by William Godwin’s ideas, and whose Wieland, or The Transformation (1798), read in 1815 by Mary Shelley, seems to have influenced the form of Frankenstein. In the novel, Carwin, a ventriloquist whose ambitions and ‘monsterish’ appearance make him a kind of composite Frankenstein – Creature character, exercises his talent to such an extent that it produces frightening consequences. Wieland believes that the ‘voice of God’ Carwin has ‘thrown’ commands and authorizes him to commit murder – which he does repeatedly, until Carwin’s conscience compels him to cure Wieland hypnotically with his ‘voice’: ‘Shake off this phrenzy, and ascend into the rational and human. Be lunatic no longer,’ he commands. In Frankensteinian vein, he is led to the reflection: ‘had I not rashly set in motion a machine, over whose progress I had no control and which experience has shown me was infinite in power?’ Mary Shelley almost certainly used another of Brown’s ideas from Arthur Mervyn (1799) – a virulent epidemic – as the central idea for her futuristic and monumental novel The Last Man (1826).

It would be appropriate to pause at this point, in what can easily become a ‘hunt the source for Frankenstein’ game, and consider (adapting an observation of Christopher Small’s) that Mary Shelley never borrowed any specific elements for her story from the many authors she had read, but, rather, was ready to accept what her imagination offered her, influenced, as it must have been, by her literary experiences.

SCIENCE, POLITICS AND THE ‘FRANKENSTEIN IDEA’

Frankenstein – Gothic novel or science-fiction story? There is little doubt that Gothic tales had an important impact on Mary Shelley’s sensibility, just as they did on Percy’s. (He published two Gothic novels of his own: Zastrozzi (1810) and St Irvine, or The Rosicrucian(1811).) Quite a part from the Gothic-influenced novels of her own father and those of Brockden Brown, we know from her Journal that between 1814 and 1816 she read Mrs Radcliffe’s The Italian (1797) and The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), M. G. Lewis’s The Monk (1796) and his Romantic Tales (‘Monk’ Lewis also visited the Shelley – Byron group in August 1816), two of the Revd Charles Maturin’s novels and William Beckford’s Vathek (1786), to mention only the more famous Gothic storytellers she looked at. It seems clear that one ‘authority’ at least, the author of Vathek, itself a Gothic ‘classic’, would have been reluctant to admit Frankenstein into the ranks of the genre, even though it borrowed somewhat from the theme of his own book, ‘insatiable curiosity’. Beckford wrote on the flyleaf of his copy of Mary Shelley’s novel, ‘This is, perhaps, the foulest toadstool that has yet sprung up, from the reeking dunghill of the present times.’ This repugnance of Beckford’s for Frankenstein obviously relates to Mary Shelley’s unadorned style of realistic description, something that produced a new and far more loath-some horror than the type of Gothic horror effects that the refined sensibilities of Beckford had been used to. But his appalled reaction also offers a clue in our search for a definition of Frankenstein’s literary type: whereas Beckford’s villain – hero (Vathek) has an ‘insolent desire to penetrate the secrets of heaven’, Shelley’s protagonist possesses ‘a fervent longing to penetrate the secrets of nature’ (p. 41 – emphasis added).

In the traditional Gothic tale the supernatural element remains intact and is the means by which the violator of accepted rules is punished, usually being consigned to ‘eternal damnation’, as in Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). But with Frankenstein, the all-embracing ‘Nature’ that eighteenth-century Europe had so much revered gets disturbed and plundered. The Modern Prometheus is no mere schemer or plotter of intrigues urged on by the promises held out by forbidden lusts and powers (as in Lewis’s Monk, for instance). It is Frankenstein’s desire ‘to penetrate the secrets of nature’ (the sexual metaphor is no accident, as we shall see presently) through the appliance of the new masculinist-made god, Science, so that he can achieve his long-held desire to ‘banish disease from the human frame and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death’ (p. 42), that so sets him apart from his hero-villain forebears. In Frankenstein the old God who for Newton had been the author and controller of Nature now falls silent in the overbearing presence of glory-seeking ‘Victor’ (so aptly, though ironically, named). He spells out in terms that have not dated since 1818 (rather the opposite) the attractions that belief in and commitment to the new deity can bring: ‘None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of science. In other studies you go as far as others have gone before you, and there is nothing more to know; but in a scientific pursuit there is continual food for discovery and wonder’ (pp. 51–2).

Even if Mary Shelley herself was not especially gripped by scientific pursuits in the way that Frankenstein is, the manner in which she reports the 1816 Genevan summer conversations on ‘the nature of the principle of life, and whether there was any probability of its ever being discovered and communicated (Author’s Introduction, p. 8)’, suggests that she was not only an alert listener to the discussions among Percy Shelley, Dr Polidori and Byron, but was also articulating an interest in the possibilities of contemporary experimental science in physiology that would have been shared by a much wider public then.39 She recalls the group’s speculation that ‘Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galvanism had given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth.’ The development of the latter thought into the story that became Frankenstein belongs incontrovertibly to Mary Shelley. But the notion that a corpse might be re-animated using galvanic electricity was rather more than a wild notion in 1816 – it had in fact been attempted in reality some years before. In 1803, Giovanni Aldini, nephew of the Italian anatomical experimenter Luigi Galvani, had published an extraordinary book in London. Its full title was ‘An Account of the late Improvements in Galvanism; with a series of curious and interesting experiments performed before the Commissioners of the French National Institute, and Repeated lately in the Anatomical Theatres of London. To which is added an appendix containing experiments on the body of a malefactor executed at Newgate…’

Aldini states in the appendix that his ultimate purpose in carrying out these galvanic experiments in public on the body of a freshly executed criminal was a humane one: that of pursuing the possibility of ‘giving relief’ to those ‘many persons’ who, ‘in consequence of their occupation at sea, on canals, rivers, and in mines, are exposed to drowning, suffocation, and other accidents’.40 However, his reports of the electrical experiments on the dead malefactor’s body also display a certain relish for the task. Although undoubtedly gruesome, the work seems to have been ‘exciting’ to him in a very literal sense, an excitement that he perhaps wants to convey to his readers. For the first experiments, he reports that ‘On the first application of the [electric] arcs the jaw began to quiver, the adjoining muscles were horribly contorted, and the left eye actually opened.’ The third experiment was more elaborate:

The conductors being applied to the ear, and to the rectum, excited in the muscle contractions much stronger than in the preceding experiments. The action even of those muscles furthest distant from the points of contact with the arc was so much increased as almost to give an appearance of re-animation.41

By the fourth experiment, Aldini reports that the effect ‘surpassed our most sanguine expectations, and vitality might, perhaps, have been restored, if many circumstances had not rendered it impossible’.42 He does not tell us what the ‘many circumstances’ were that prevented re-animation of the deceased murderer, and Aldini, despite his bizarrely heroic efforts, never did make the ultimate breakthrough, as the fictional Frankenstein would.

Yet science will go on, even after the trail-blazing efforts of Frankenstein are cut short (on his deathbed he makes the almost unbelievable comment, ‘I have myself been blasted in these hopes, yet another may succeed’ (p. 220)), Victor, by the joint control of Gothic-tale convention and the hand of Mary Shelley, must owe his demise to some almighty force – what shall it be? It is, simply, the trap of human guilt, so deeply embedded yet ever-sprung for self-punishing action in the Judaeo-Christian spirit – but with the comfort of the Divine Protector removed. This guilt is doubly burdensome for Frankenstein, for, since renouncing his soul and the ‘Father of Heaven’ (after, a little like Luther and his devils, ‘grappling with a palpable enemy’) in the pursuit of ‘one thought, one conception, one purpose’ (p. 49), he becomes a ‘father’ himself; but his child becomes his ‘sin’, a rejected fleshly being. Thus he is physically trapped by a self-imposed patriarchy-within-a-patriarchy, he being the primary victim. If, as Mario Praz has claimed, ‘an anxiety with no possibility of escape is the main theme of the Gothic tales’,43 then Frankenstein certainly qualifies for the genre, since both antagonists in the book are ‘inescapably’ doomed to pursue each other to the death: Frankenstein in order to expiate the guilt arising out of his presumptuous ‘act of creation’, the Creature to avenge his absolute rejection by all. In the end, of course, the fates of both Creator and Creature become more and more intertwined, their identities merging as they approach death: hence the so-called Doppelgänger motif of the story. One is perhaps inclined eventually to agree with Muriel Spark that Frankenstein is the ‘first of a new and hybrid fictional species, in which the influential currents of two minds – Godwin representing the scientific empiricism of the eighteenth century, and Coleridge, the nineteenth century’s imaginative reaction – meet’.44

That the Creature is nameless, and denied any kind of individuality or recognition because he is a product of and belongs wholly to his Creator, signifies to one interpreter of Frankenstein, Franco Moretti, that the story is one born of ‘the fear of bourgeois civilization’.45 Moretti’s ingenious Marxist analysis sees Frankenstein’s creation as a ‘disfigured wretch’, symbol of the emerging industrial proletariat of the early nineteenth century. ‘Between Frankenstein and the monster,’ he says, ‘there is an ambivalent, dialectical relationship, the same as that which, according to Marx, connects capital with wage-labour.’ Be that as it may, it was not long after Frankenstein first appeared that Mary Shelley’s Creation was being appropriated (‘by the appropriators’, Moretti would no doubt say) by Tory radicals enthusiastically seizing upon the ‘godless monster’ theme as a propaganda tool against the atheistic and revolutionary tendencies of the time. Fraser’s Magazine of November 1830 said: ‘A State without a religion is like a human body without a soul, or rather like an unnatural body of the species of the Frankenstein monster, without a pure and vivifying principle.’ The use of the ‘monster’ metaphor for political ends became frequent in the 1830s, when the demands for democratic reform in England intensified. But conservatives had been using ‘monster’ imagery to warn of the dangers of reform since the French Revolution in 1789 and its aftermath, the Terror. Edmund Burke had been one of the first to use such imagery, denouncing, in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), armed insurrection as a pernicious monster set free by experimenters and reformers.46

During their systematic efforts to understand the Revolution and its outcome in Napoleonic despotism, Mary and Percy Shelley read not only the works of radicals like Thomas Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, but also conservatives and anti-Jacobins, among them Burke and Abbé Barruel. They would have read Burke’s Reflections and imbibed the melodramatic shape and tone of his narrative, extremely effective in an age of ‘sensationalism’. To give an example that in its florid imagery startlingly recalls that of the semi-paranoid antique gnostics, Burke warns that military democracy is a ‘species of political monster, which has always ended by devouring those who have produced it’. Burke’s Gothic sense of a ‘radical intrinsic’ spirit of evil at work in society could well be describing the emergence of Frankenstein’s Creature when he goes on to say that, during the French Revolution, ‘vice assumes a new body. The spirit transmigrates; and, far from losing its principle of life by the change of its appearance, it is renovated in its new organs with the fresh vigour of a juvenile activity. It walks abroad; it continues its ravages…’47

Mary Shelley’s parents were notorious targets for political attack in which monster imagery was employed. Between 1796 and 1802, when the conservative reaction against him was at its height, Godwin was depicted as an odious and terrifying devil, bent on the destruction of society by attempting to reform it using ‘godless’ principles. Burke described Godwin’s opinions as ‘pure defecated atheism… the brood of that putrid carcase the French Revolution’. It appears entirely consistent, of course, that the Gothic-minded Burke, who saw a ‘monster’ behind every threat to the status quo, also wrote in Philosophical Enquiry (1757): ‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible… is a source of the sublime.’ Horace Walpole, ‘originator’ of the Gothic-novel format (The Castle of Otranto (1764)), must then have found something ‘sublime’ in Godwin’s work, for he considered him to be ‘one of the greatest monsters exhibited by history’, while the leader in anti-Godwin/Wollstonecraft loathing, the Anti-Jacobin Review, execrated their disciples as ‘the spawn of the monster’. Finally, Thomas de Quincey recalled in 1837 that ‘most people felt of Mr Godwin with the same alienation and horror as of a ghoul, or a bloodless vampire, or the monster created by Frankenstein’.48 Though the ‘monster’ tag began slipping away from Godwin as his fame receded, it did not disappear, but began to be applied to those collective forces gathering to challenge the dominance of the upper classes in Parliament – the working class. From the time of Frankenstein’s publication in 1818, when Regency England faced ‘the most widespread, persistent and dangerous disturbances, short of actual revolution and civil war, England has known in modern times’,49 the ‘Frankenstein Monster’ image was appropriated repeatedly to signal the threat ‘revolting mobs’ posed to an increasingly affluent bourgeois class. The image was commonly projected during the 1830s, a period of revolutionary scares and agitation for political reform. It resurfaced in 1848–9 when the Chartist movement was at its height and revolutions threatened to overcome Europe, while it was evoked again in the late 1860s as some of the working class in England became enfranchised. The 1880s saw a revived use of the monster metaphor in a political cartoon depicting ‘The Irish Frankenstein’, a giant ape-like figure (no accidental usage this, given the contemporary disgust with ‘atheistical’ evolutionary theory) threatening the Irish Nationalist leader Charles Parnell with a knife. Exploiting the master – slave reversal theme of Shelley’s novel, Tenniel the cartoonist has the cringing figure of Parnell gasp out: ‘The hateful and blood-stained Monster… yet was it not my Master to the very extent that it was my Creature?… Had I not breathed about my own spirit?’50

If ‘Frankenstein’s Monster’ was so readily pounced on and used by Manichaean-minded conservative commentators, are we to suppose that Mary Shelley was herself a ‘reactionary’? Things are by no means that simple, as Frankenstein, in many ways an enigmatic book, bears witness. Part of the answer to that enigma may be contained in the following extract from her Journal:

Some have a passion for reforming the world; others do not cling to particular opinions. That my parents and Shelley were of the former class, makes me respect it. I respect such when joined to real disinterestedness, toleration and a clear understanding… I earnestly desire the good and enlightenment of my fellow creatures… but I am not for violent extremes, which duly bring on an injurious reaction. I have never written a word in disfavour of liberalism… But since I had lost Shelley I have no wish to ally myself to the Radicals – they are full of repulsion to me – violent without any sense of Justice – selfish in the extreme – talking without knowledge – rude, envious and insolent – I wish to have nothing to do with them.

As well as perceiving the dangers of abstract idealism, Mary Shelley had in her own life been stung by the deaths of many close to her, so it is not surprising that she saw the possession of domestic happiness and good friends as something to be cherished above all else. Her moderate and peaceful ambitions are announced in The Last Man, when the autobiographical Verney says:‘ “This”, I thought, “is Power! Not to be strong of limb, hard of heart, ferocious and daring; but kind, compassionate and soft.”’

In his fascinating book Fathering the Unthinkable, ex-nuclear physicist and science historian Brian Easlea detects in Frankenstein, ‘Mary Shelley’s indictment of masculine ambition’ and an exposure of ‘the compulsive character of masculine science’.51 This would indeed seem consonant with the Mary Shelley/Verney statement about ‘power’ quoted above. Easlea focuses much of his attention upon the sexual and parenting metaphors used by ‘probing’ scientists from the natural philosophers of the sixteenth century to the nuclear scientists of the present. He notes that Francis Bacon, the ‘Patriarck of Experimental Philosophy’, called on his fellow men to inaugurate with him ‘the truly masculine birth of time’, so as to achieve ‘the domination of man over the universe’.52 Easlea’s point that such a universe was and overwhelmingly still is seen as a ‘resisting female’ who must be ‘aggressively penetrated’ and ‘conquered’ can hardly be denied. He quotes science historian Carolyn Merchant’s description of how, from Bacon’s time onward, ‘official’ attitudes towards Nature altered: ‘The constraints against penetration associated with the earth-mother image were transformed into sanctions for denudation. After the Scientific Revolution Natura no longer complains that her garments of modesty are being torn by the wrongful thrusts of man.’53 Humphry Davy, the Romantic New Scientist figure already encountered here, did seem rather excited at Chemistry’s prospects, when he observed that: ‘The skirt only of the veil which conceals these mysterious and sublime processes has been lifted up and the grand view is as yet unknown.’54

Mary Shelley demonstrates her intuitive grasp that Frankenstein’s presumptuous act of creating life marks an incestuous violation of what Easlea calls ‘the mother nature his seventeenth-century predecessors declared dead and buried’, in the scene where the Modern Prometheus’s attempts to sleep after he has fled from the hideous Creature he has created become ‘disturbed by the wildest dreams’:

I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I embraced her, but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they became livid with the hue of death; her features appeared to change, and I thought that I held the corpse of my dead mother in my arms… (p. 59)

This startling image is perhaps an appropriate point at which to close, for it seems to contain the essence of a warning that we ignore today at our peril. The ‘incestuous’ violation of life on this planet has reached epidemic proportions, and much of the blame for this state of affairs must surely be laid at the feet of those who find an endless thrill of excitement in scientifically ‘penetrating’ the ‘secrets of nature’, taking little or no responsible account of the damaging implications ‘theory’ might have for ‘practice’. Too often it seems that the lure of power, profit and a so-called ‘security’ of nations obscures any elements of ‘real disinterestedness, toleration and a clear understanding’ that may have been present at the beginning of a theoretical scientist’s practical researches. A nuclear-weapons-infested globe poised to destroy itself does all too easily seem like a threatening fulfilment of Mary Shelley’s prophetic ‘Frankenstein Idea’. Yet we should perhaps hope that the ‘sexy’ lure of scientific penetration need not have the cold kiss of death waiting behind it. Weshould perhaps ensure that alternative attitudes are realized. The author of Frankenstein would surely have echoed the words of her Enlightenment-minded father William Godwin: ‘Real knowledge is benevolent, not cruel and retaliating.’55
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Note on the Text

The first edition of Frankenstein was published anonymously in 1818 by the London printers Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor and Jones, and was in three volumes. A two-volume second edition was published in 1823, this time bearing Mary Shelley’s name. The single volume third edition appeared as No. 9 in Colburn and Bentley’s ‘Standard Novel’ series in 1831. The text printed here is based upon this third edition and contains all of Mary Shelley’s final revisions. I have felt it important to indicate the three-volume divisions of the original 1818 edition and employ its chapter numberings. This helps us to notice the Chinese box structure of the narrative-worlds-within-worlds of the book: first we hear from Captain Walton, then Frankenstein tells his tale, until, at the pivotal core of the novel in Volume Two, the Creature recounts his own moving story.

Since Mary Shelley made a large number of revisions in 1831 and it is valuable for readers to be able to compare the 1831 and 1818 editions, I have provided a collation between these in Appendix I, showing the major textual variants. Some of these are of great interest and call for some detailed comment.

In the first-edition copy of her novel that she gave to Mrs Thomas in 1823 (now housed in the Pierpont Morgan Library of New York), Mary Shelley made a number of autograph corrections, additions and marginal notes. At the end of Volume One, Chapter II, she wrote: ‘If there were ever to be another edition of this book, I should re-write these two first chapters. The incidents are tame and ill arranged – the language sometimes childish. – They are unworthy of the rest of the narration.’ For the 1831 edition she not only rewrote these ‘two first chapters’, but also divided the original Chapter I into what becomes the new Chapters I and II, the old Chapter II now becoming Chapter III. However, the changes made for the two new chapters involved more than stylistic improvements, despite her claim in the 1831 Introduction that she had ‘changed no portion of the story nor introduced any new ideas or circumstances’. (Nevertheless her assertion that the ‘core and substance’ of the story had been untouched by the changes is a substantially accurate one.)

The removal of some of the ‘tame and ill arranged’ incidents had (what I consider to be) the unfortunate effect of eliminating some interesting ‘scientific’ language and passages from the text. In the Thomas copy Mary Shelley had noted the textual contradiction of Victor saying ‘our family was not scientifical’, when a few lines later he records how his father had explained the principles of electricity to him and demonstrated them with a ‘small electrical machine’ he had built. She removes the difficulty in 1831 by having ‘a man of great research in natural philosophy’ impart the scientific information to young Frankenstein instead of Alphonse Frankenstein, his father. This may well have been the same ‘gentleman’ who in the first edition had provoked ‘utmost wonder’ in Victor with his ‘experiments on an air pump’. (For the 1818 ‘scientific’ passages see Appendix I, 41.4–6, 41.15–42.5, 42.16–21, 42.36–43.31.) Joseph Wright’s famous 1768 painting of An experiment on a bird in the Air Pump illustrates the widespread popularity of such demonstrations at the time. At the same time that she cancelled the passage including Alphonse Frankenstein’s explanation of electricity to his son, Mary Shelley also removed the crucial denomination of this energy source as a ‘fluid’. In doing so, she perhaps made it harder for future readers to appreciate just how speculative scientific experiment, and theorizing was in this period, when the ‘vital fluid’ was regarded by such people as Humphry Davy and S. T. Coleridge as an elemental wonder of nature animating all living things.

In the 1818 edition Elizabeth had been Victor’s cousin, daughter of his father’s sister. In 1831, though the term ‘cousin’ continues to be used as a form of endearment between them, Elizabeth Lavenza is no longer biologically related to Victor. Instead she is made the orphaned daughter of a Milanese nobleman lost in war, whose German wife had died giving birth to her. (Godwin, to whom Mary had become very close in his old age by 1831, also deployed the ever-remembered family loss of Mary Wollstonecraft in childbirth in the plots of his novels Cloudesley (1830) and Deloraine (1833).) The reason for the change could well have been an ‘early Victorian’ attempt to shake off the suggestion of incest, which in earlier days had been a more acceptable theme, both for Mary and especially for the irreverent Percy Shelley. (The incest theme occurs in her novella Mathilda and Percy Shelley’s verse drama The Cenci – both written in 1819.) Certainly we find the descriptions of Elizabeth in 1831 more angelic than those of 1818, when they are so obviously modelled on Mary’s own physical features and character. (See Appendix I, 34.29–40.10 and 81.27–31.)

But if there is an attempt to tone down the identification of Elizabeth with Mary’s ‘former self’, there is in the 1831 descriptions of Victor a nostalgic striving to evoke the presence of her beloved Percy. As well as Walton’s delineation of Frankenstein on page 30, lines 22–34, such nostalgia for past happiness is further evidenced by Mary Shelley’s changing the destination of Victor and Elizabeth’s honeymoon journey from Cologny – Byron’s residence in the summer of 1816 – to Lake Como. It was on the shores of Lake Como where Mary and Percy had initially searched for a home together after their arrival in Italy in spring 1818. The deep and lasting effect of Percy’s death on Mary Shelley left its imprint on the novel in other ways. Although ‘fate’ plays a causative role in the original plot of Frankenstein (the ‘fatal impulse’ of insatiable curiosity afflicting Godwin’s Caleb Williams also plagues his literary descendant Victor Frankenstein), the 1831 edition registers her much stronger belief that Providence governs human action. (To her Journal in 1827 she confides how ‘The power of Destiny I feel every day pressing more and more on me…’) This emerges in the newly written passages describing Victor’s feelings as he beholds the Alps at Chamonix. (See 97.7–98.24, 99.1–13 and 99.18–24.) The ‘maternal nature’ which had once provided the author with less ambivalent feelings towards the memory of her own mother is now perceived by Mary’s Victor as ‘a power mighty as Omnipotence’ operating ‘through the silent working of immutable laws’. This reveals a less settled, if not negative, attitude towards Nature, one that seems to draw on the feeling of impersonal monstrosity animating it, which pervades Percy Shelley’s poem ‘Mont Blanc’. Mary makes Victor’s anguish even more poignant in 1831 by having him leave behind the family he had travelled with in 1818. Travelling alone he now communes Romantically with his ‘mighty friends’ the vast Alpine mountains, companions whose ‘glorious presence-chamber of imperial Nature’ grants him a temporary respite from society’s demands.

This new injection of Romantic wildness into the text is felt in other places too. For instance, the passages in which Professor Waldman’s chemistry lecture provides the ‘spark’ igniting young Frankenstein’s monomaniacal ambition to ‘pioneer a new way’ (‘my mind was filled with one thought, one conception, one purpose’, he says (p. 49.20–21)), is not in the 1818 text. Similarly, though the moral that an obsessive mission to create something without thought for its uncertain consequences is implicit in the 1818 text (Victor hopes that the gratification of Walton’s wishes ‘may not be a serpent to sting you, as mine has been’ and also threatens to ‘extinguish the spark which I so negligently bestowed’ on his Creature, pp. 31, 102), in 1831, the point is made much more explicitly. In 1818 Victor, having heard of Walton’s ambitious plan to reach the North Pole, merely hopes that the telling of his story to Walton ‘may enlarge your faculties and understanding’1 . But in 1831 the parallels of Walton’s ambitious mission to his own disastrous over-reaching experiments are much more powerfully stressed: ‘Unhappy man! Do you share my madness? Have you drunk also of the intoxicating draught?’ (p. 29) Victor now hopes that the Captain ‘may deduce an apt moral from my tale’ (p. 31), a moral that Mary Shelley makes Walton recall in 1831 when writing to his sister about the perils he and his ship’s crew face, immobilized in an Arctic (rather than Alpine) sea of ice: ‘… it is terrible to reflect that the lives of all these men are endangered through me,’ Walton considers in 1831. ‘If we are lost, my mad schemes are the cause’ (p. 215).

Although in the 1831 edition Mary retained the novel’s dedication to her father, the removal or toning down of Godwinian didacticism in certain passages of the 1818 text seem to indicate that she was much less enamoured of Godwin’s radicalism in her thirties than she had been as a teenager. Thus Frankenstein’s account of the education given to him and his brothers by his ‘advanced’ parents may have been perceived by Mary in 1831 as a remnant of a past ‘childish’ attachment to her father’s radical precepts. (See Appendix I, 34.29–40.10 and 40.32.) Certainly, she was right to modify the passage in which Elizabeth, visiting the condemned Justine to offer her comfort in her final hours, abruptly (and thus somewhat comically) launches into a Godwinian diatribe against ‘executioners, their hands yet reeking with the blood of innocence’ (Appendix I, 89.1–6).

On the other hand, certain Godwinian notions fundamental to the moral fabric of the novel are allowed to stand, such as the Creature’s argument to Victor: ‘My vices are the children of a forced solitude that I abhor, and my virtues will necessarily arise when I live in communion with an equal’ (p. 150). (A discussion of the influence Godwin’s writings had upon Frankenstein can be found in my book of that title in the Penguin Critical Studies series.) Shelley also allowed Elizabeth’s championing of Swiss republican institutions in her letter to Victor to remain in the 1831 edition (p. 66). This may have been out of regard for the memory of her dead husband, who wrote the passage.

As well as altering double quotations marks to single throughout the text, I have occasionally lightened Frankenstein’s heavy punctuation. Nineteenth-century place names have been retained: the only one that has altered significantly is Mayence, now known by its German name of Mainz (p. 160).

Two corrections have been made in Volume Three, Chapter I concerning the months Frankenstein left Switzerland, and approached the shores of England. Victor tells Walton in the 1831 edition that ‘It was the latter end of September’ when he left his native country (p. 159). This should be August – which it is in the 1818 edition – and one can only suppose that there had been a compositorial error at the printers in 1831. A more serious error occurs on p. 162 where Victor reports that he ‘first saw the white cliffs of Britain… in the latter days of December’: this should be September. As the relevant page of the manuscript edition of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein notebooks clearly shows, September is given for Victor’s sighting.2 However, an error must have occurred in a fair copy, in proof or in the printer’s typesetting, since ‘December’ appears in the 1818 edition, and this mistake has been repeated in every other edition that I know of (except Robinson’s)3 . If a clue were needed to show that there has been a printing error from 1818 on, Frankenstein tells Walton in the next chapter that Clerval and he ‘had arrived in England at the beginning of October’ (p. 164). Other internal evidence that the trip took place August-September is surely shown by Frankenstein observing that they had travelled ‘at the time of the vintage’ (p. 160), which takes place during September in western Europe.

NOTES

1. Appendix I, 29.1–12.

2. The Frankenstein Notebooks, A Facsimile Edition, ed. Charles E. Robinson, ‘Manuscripts of the Younger Romantics series, Vol. IX (London and New York: Garland, 1966), Vol. II, Draft Notebook B, pp. 450–51 (see Further Reading).

3. Ibid., p. 451.
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION TO THE STANDARD NOVELS EDITION (1831)

The publishers of the Standard Novels, in selecting Frankenstein for one of their series, expressed a wish that I should furnish them with some account of the origin of the story. I am the more willing to comply, because I shall thus give a general answer to the question, so very frequently asked me. ‘How I, then a young girl, came to think of and to dilate upon so very hideous an idea?’ It is true that I am very averse to bringing myself forward in print; but as my account will only appear as an appendage to a former production, and as it will be confined to such topics as have connexion with my authorship alone, I can scarcely accuse myself of a personal intrusion.

It is not singular that, as the daughter of two persons of distinguished literary celebrity,1 I should very early in life have thought of writing. As a child I scribbled; and my favourite pastime during the hours given me for recreation was to ‘write stories’. Still, I had a dearer pleasure than this, which was the formation of castles in the air – the indulging in waking dreams – the following up trains of thought, which had for their subject the formation of a succession of imaginary incidents. My dreams were at once more fantastic and agreeable than my writings. In the latter I was a close imitator – rather doing as others had done than putting down the suggestions of my own mind. What I wrote was intended at least for one other eye – my childhood’s companion and friend; but my dreams were all my own; I accounted for them to nobody; they were my refuge when annoyed – my dearest pleasure when free.

I lived principally in the country as a girl, and passed a considerable time in Scotland. I made occasional visits to the more picturesque parts; but my habitual residence was on the blank and dreary northern shores of the Tay, near Dundee. Blank and dreary on retrospection I call them; they were not so to me then. They were the eyry2 of freedom, and the pleasant region where unheeded I could commune with the creatures of my fancy. I wrote then – but in a most common-place style. It was beneath the trees of the grounds belonging to our house, or on the bleak sides of the woodless mountains near, that my true compositions, the airy flights of my imagination, were born and fostered. I did not make myself the heroine of my tales. Life appeared to me too common-place an affair as regarded myself. I could not figure to myself that romantic woes or wonderful events would ever be my lot; but I was not confined to my own identity, and I could people the hours with creations far more interesting to me at that age than my own sensations.

After this my life became busier, and reality stood in place of fiction. My husband, however, was from the first, very anxious that I should prove myself worthy of my parentage, and enrol myself on the page of fame. He was for ever inciting me to obtain literary reputation, which even on my own part I cared for then, though since I have become infinitely indifferent to it. At this time he desired that I should write, not so much with the idea that I could produce any thing worthy of notice, but that he might himself judge how far I possessed the promise of better things hereafter. Still I did nothing. Travelling, and the cares of a family, occupied my time; and study, in the way of reading or improving my ideas in communication with his far more cultivated mind, was all of literary employment that engaged my attention.

In the summer of 1816, we visited Switzerland and became the neighbours of Lord Byron. At first we spent our pleasant hours on the lake, or wandering on its shores; and Lord Byron, who was writing the third canto of Childe Harold, was the only one among us who put his thoughts upon paper. These, as he brought them successively to us, clothed in all the light and harmony of poetry, seemed to stamp as divine the glories of heaven and earth, whose influences we partook with him.

But it proved a wet, ungenial summer, and incessant rain often confined us for days to the house. Some volumes of ghost stories, translated from the German into French, fell into our hands. There was the History of the Inconstant Lover, who, when he thought to clasp the bride to whom he had pledged his vows, found himself in the arms of the pale ghost of her whom he had deserted. There was the tale of the sinful founder of his race whose miserable doom it was to bestow the kiss of death on all the younger sons of his fated house, just when they reached the age of promise. His gigantic, shadowy form, clothed like the ghost in Hamlet, in complete armour, but with the beaver up, was seen at midnight, by the moon’s fitful beams, to advance slowly along the gloomy avenue. The shape was lost beneath the shadow of the castle walls; but soon a gate swung back, a step was heard, the door of the chamber opened, and he advanced to the couch of the blooming youths, cradled in healthy sleep. Eternal sorrow sat upon his face as he bent down and kissed the forehead of the boys, who from that hour withered like flowers snapt upon the stalk. I have not seen these stories since then; but their incidents are as fresh in my mind as if I had read them yesterday.

‘We will each write a ghost story,’ said Lord Byron; and his proposition was acceded to. There were four of us. The noble author began a tale, a fragment of which he printed at the end of his poem of Mazeppa. Shelley, more apt to embody ideas and sentiments in the radiance of brilliant imagery, and in the music of the most melodious verse that adorns our language, than to invent the machinery of a story, commenced one founded on the experiences of his early life. Poor Polidori had some terrible idea about a skull-headed lady who was so punished for peeping through a keyhole – what to see I forget – something very shocking and wrong of course; but when she was reduced to a worse condition than the renowned Tom of Coventry, he did not know what to do with her and was obliged to dispatch her to the tomb of the Capulets,3 the only place for which she was fitted. The illustrious poets also, annoyed by the platitude of prose, speedily relinquished their uncongenial task.

I busied myself to think of a story, – a story to rival those which had excited us to this task. 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. If I did not accomplish these things, my ghost story would be unworthy of its name. I thought and pondered – vainly. I felt that blank incapability of invention which is the greatest misery of authorship, when dull Nothing replies to our anxious invocations. ‘Have you thought of a story?’ I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply with a mortifying negative.

Every thing must have a beginning, to speak in Sanchean phrase;4 and that beginning must be linked to something that went before. The Hindoos give the world an elephant to support it, but they make the elephant stand upon a tortoise.5 Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos; the materials must, in the first place, be afforded: it can give form to dark, shapeless substances, but cannot bring into being the substance itself. In all matters of discovery and invention, even of those that appertain to the imagination, we are continually reminded of the story of Columbus and his egg.6 Invention consists in the capacity of seizing on the capabilities of a subject: and in the power of moulding and fashioning ideas suggested to it.

Many and long were the conversations between Lord Byron and Shelley, to which I was a devout but nearly silent listener. During one of these, various philosophical doctrines were discussed, and among others the nature of the principle of life, and whether there was any probability of its ever being discovered and communicated. They talked of the experiments of Dr Darwin7 (I speak not of what the Doctor really did, or said that he did, but, as more to my purpose, of what was then spoken of as having been done by him), who preserved a piece of vermicelli in a glass case, till by some extraordinary means it began to move with voluntary motion. Not thus, after all, would life be given. Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galvanism8 had given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth.

Night waned upon this talk, and even the witching hour had gone by, before we retired to rest. When I placed my head on my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie. 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. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world. His success would terrify the artist; he would rush away from his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that, left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this thing, which had received such imperfect animation would subside into dead matter; and he might sleep in the belief that the silence of the grave would quench forever the transient existence of the hideous corpse which he had looked upon as the cradle of life. 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.

I opened mine in terror. The idea so possessed my mind, that a thrill of fear ran through me, and I wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realities around. I see them still; the very room, the dark parquet,9 the closed shutters, with the moonlight struggling through, and the sense I had that the glassy lake and white high Alps were beyond. I could not so easily get rid of my hideous phantom; still it haunted me. I must try to think of something else. I recurred to my ghost story – my tiresome, unlucky ghost story! O! if I could only contrive one which would frighten my reader as I myself had been frightened that night!

Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke in upon me. ‘I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.’ On the morrow I announced that I had thought of astory. I began that day with the words. ‘It was on a dreary night of November,’ making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my waking dream.

At first I thought but a few pages – of a short tale; but Shelley urged me to develope the idea at greater length. I certainly did not owe the suggestion of one incident, nor scarcely of one train of feeling, to my husband, and yet but for his incitement it would never have taken the form in which it was presented to the world. From this declaration I must except the preface. As far as I can recollect, it was entirely written by him.

And now, once again, I bid my hideous progeny go forth and prosper. I have an affection for it, for it was the offspring of happy days, when death and grief were but words, which found no true echo in my heart. Its several pages speak of many a walk, many a drive, and many a conversation, when I was not alone; and my companion was one who, in this world, I shall never see more. But this is for myself; my readers have nothing to do with these associations.

I will add but one word as to the alterations I have made. They are principally those of style. I have changed no portion of the story nor introduced any new ideas or circumstances. I have mended the language where it was so bald as to interfere with the interest of the narrative; and these changes occur almost exclusively in the beginning of the first volume. Throughout they are entirely confined to such parts as are mere adjuncts to the story, leaving the core and substance of it untouched.

M.W.S.

London, October 15th, 1831.


PREFACE

(by P. B. Shelley, 1818)

The event on which this fiction is founded, has been supposed, by Dr Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence. I shall not be supposed as according the remotest degree of serious faith to such an imagination; yet, in assuming it has the basis of a work of fancy, I have not considered myself as merely weaving a series of supernatural terrors. The event on which the interest of the story depends is exempt from the disadvantages of a mere tale of spectres or enchantment. It was recommended by the novelty of the situations which it develops, and, however impossible as a physical fact, affords a point of view to the imagination for the delineating of human passions more comprehensive and commanding than any which the ordinary relations of existing events can yield.

I have thus endeavoured to preserve the truth of the elementary principles of human nature, while I have not scrupled to innovate upon their combinations. The Iliad, the tragic poetry of Greece, – Shakespeare in The Tempest and Midsummer Night ’s Dream, – and most especially Milton, in Paradise Lost, conform to this rule; and the most humble novelist, who seeks to confer or receive amusement from his labours, may, without presumption, apply to prose fictions a licence, or rather a rule, from the adoption of which so many exquisite combinations of human feeling have resulted in the highest specimens of poetry.

The circumstances on which my story rests was suggested in casual conversation. It was commenced partly as a source of amusement, and partly as an expedient for exercising any untried resources of mind. Other motives were mingled with these as the work proceeded. I am by no means indifferent to the manner in which whatever moral tendencies exist in the sentiments or characters it contains shall affect the reader; yet my chief concern in this respect has been limited to the avoiding the enervating effects of the novels of the present day, and to the exhibition of the amiableness of domestic affection, and the excellence of universal virtue. The opinions which naturally spring from the character and situation of the hero are by no means to be conceived as existing always in my own conviction; nor is any inference justly to be drawn from the following pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of whatever kind.

It is a subject also of additional interest to the author, that this story was begun in the majestic region where the scene is principally laid, and in society which cannot cease to be regretted. I passed the summer of 1816 in the environs of Geneva. The season was cold and rainy, and in the evenings we crowded around a blazing wood fire, and occasionally amused ourselves with some German stories of ghosts which happened to fall into our hands. These tales excited in us a playful desire of imitation. Two other friends (a tale from the pen of one of whom would be far more acceptable to the public than any thing I can ever hope to produce) and myself agreed to write each a story, founded on some super-natural occurrence.

The weather, however, suddenly became serene; and my two friends left me on a journey among the Alps and lost, in the magnificent scenes which they present, all memory of their ghostly visions. The following tale is the only one which has been completed.

MARLOW

September 1817


Volume One

LETTER I

To Mrs Saville, England.

St Petersburgh, Dec. 11th, 17–.

You will rejoice to hear that no disaster has accompanied the commencement of an enterprise which you have regarded with such evil forebodings. I arrived here yesterday; and my first task is to assure my dear sister of my welfare, and increasing confidence in the success of my undertaking.

I am already far north of London; and as I walk in the streets of Petersburgh, I feel a cold northern breeze play upon my cheeks, which braces my nerves, and fills me with delight. Do you understand this feeling? This breeze, which has travelled from the regions towards which I am advancing, gives me a foretaste of those icy climes. Inspirited by this wind of promise, my day dreams become more fervent and vivid. I try in vain to be persuaded that the pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination as the region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun is for ever visible, its broad disk just skirting the horizon, and diffusing a perpetual splendour. There – for with your leave, my sister, I will put some trust in preceding navigators – there snow and frost are banished; and, sailing over a calm sea, we may be wafted to a land surpassing in wonders and in beauty every region hitherto discovered on the habitable globe. Its productions and features may be without example, as the phenomena of the heavenly bodies undoubtedly are in those undiscovered solitudes. What may not be expected in a country of eternal light? I may there discover the wondrous power which attracts the needle; and may regulate a thousand celestial observations, that require only this voyage to render their seeming eccentricities consistent for ever. I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visited, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man. These are my enticements, and they are sufficient to conquer all fear of danger or death, and to induce me to commence this laborious voyage with the joy a child feels when he embarks in a little boat, with his holiday mates, on an expedition of discovery up his native river. But, supposing all these conjectures to be false, you cannot contest the inestimable benefit which I shall confer on all mankind to the last generation, by discovering a passage near the pole to those countries, to reach which at present so many months are requisite; or by ascertaining the secret of the magnet, which, if at all possible, can only be effected by an undertaking such as mine.

These reflections have dispelled the agitation with which I began my letter, and I feel my heart glow with an enthusiasm which elevates me to heaven; for nothing contributes so much to tranquillize the mind as a steady purpose – a point on which the soul may fix its intellectual eye. This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. I have read with ardour the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at the North Pacific Ocean through the seas which surround the pole. You may remember that a history of all the voyages made for purposes of discovery composed the whole of our good uncle Thomas’s library. My education was neglected, yet I was passionately fond of reading. These volumes were my study day and night, and my familiarity with them increased that regret which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my father’s dying injunction had forbidden my uncle to allow me to embark in a seafaring life.

These visions faded when I perused, for the first time, those poets whose effusions, entranced my soul, and lifted it to heaven. I also became a poet, and for one year lived in a Paradise of my own creation; I imagined that I also might obtain a niche in the temple where the names of Homer and Shakespeare are consecrated. You are well acquainted with my failure, and how heavily I bore the disappointment. But just at that time I inherited the fortune of my cousin, and my thoughts were turned into the channel of their earlier bent.

Six years have passed since I resolved on my present undertaking. I can, even now, remember the hour from which I dedicated myself to this great enterprise. I commenced by inuring my body to hardship. I accompanied the whale-fishers on several expeditions to the North Sea; I voluntarily endured cold, famine, thirst, and want of sleep; I often worked harder than the common sailors during the day, and devoted my nights to the study of mathematics, the theory of medicine, and those branches of physical science from which a naval adventure might derive the greatest practical advantage. Twice I actually hired myself as an under-mate in a Greenland whaler, and acquitted myself to admiration. I must own I felt a little proud, when my captain offered me the second dignity in the vessel and intreated me to remain with the greatest earnestness so valuable did he consider my services.

And now, dear Margaret, do I not deserve to accomplish some great purpose? My life might have been passed in ease and luxury; but I preferred glory to every enticement that wealth placed in my path. Oh, that some encouraging voice would answer in the affirmative! My courage and my resolution is firm; but my hopes fluctuate, and my spirits are often depressed. I am about to proceed on a long and difficult voyage, the emergencies of which will demand all my fortitude: I am required not only to raise the spirits of others, but sometimes to sustain my own, when theirs are failing.

This is the most favourable period for travelling in Russia. They fly quickly over the snow in their sledges; the motion is pleasant, and, in my opinion, far more agreeable than that of an English stage-coach. The cold is not excessive, if you are wrapped in furs – a dress which I have already adopted; for there is a great difference between walking the deck and remaining seated motionless for hours, when no exercise prevents the blood from actually freezing in your veins. I have no ambition to lose my life on the post-road between St Petersburgh and Archangel.


I shall depart for the latter town in a fortnight or three weeks; and my intention is to hire a ship there, which can easily be done by paying the insurance for the owner, and to engage as many sailors as I think necessary among those who are accustomed to the whale-fishing. I do not intend to sail until the month of June; and when shall I return? Ah, dear sister, how can I answer this question? If I succeed, many, many months, perhaps years, will pass before you and I may meet. If I fail, you will see me again soon, or never.

Farewell, my dear, excellent Margaret. Heaven shower down blessings on you, and save me, that I may again and again testify my gratitude for all your love and kindness.

Your affectionate brother,

R. WALTON


LETTER II

To Mrs Saville, England.

Archangel, March 28th, 17–.

How slowly the time passes here, encompassed as I am by frost and snow! yet a second step is taken towards my enterprise. I have hired a vessel, and am occupied in collecting my sailors; those whom I have already engaged, appear to be men on whom I can depend and are certainly possessed of dauntless courage.

But I have one want which I have never yet been able to satisfy; and the absence of the object of which I now feel as a most severe evil. I have no friend, Margaret: when I am glowing with the enthusiasm of success, there will be none to participate my joy; if I am assailed by disappointment, no one will endeavour to sustain me in dejection. I shall commit my thoughts to paper, it is true; but that is a poor medium for the communication of feeling. I desire the company of a man who could sympathise with me; whose eyes would reply to mine. You may deem me romantic, my dear sister, but I bitterly feel the want of a friend. I have no one near me, gentle yet courageous, possessed of a cultivated as well as of a capacious mind, whose tastes are like my own, to approve or amend my plans. How would such a friend repair the faults of your poor brother! I am too ardent in execution, and too impatient of difficulties. But it is a still greater evil to me that I am self-educated: for the first fourteen years of my life I ran wild on a common, and read nothing but our uncle Thomas’s books of voyages. At that age I became acquainted with the celebrated poets of our own country; but it was only when it had ceased to be in my power to derive its most important benefits from such a conviction, that I perceived the necessity of becoming acquainted with more languages than that of my native country. Now I am twenty-eight and am in reality more illiterate than many schoolboys of fifteen. It is true that I have thought more, and that my day dreams are more extended and magnificent, but they want (as the painters call it) keeping;1 and I greatly need a friend who would have sense enough not to despise me as romantic, and affection enough for me to endeavour to regulate my mind.

Well, these are useless complaints; I shall certainly find no friend on the wide ocean, nor even here in Archangel, among merchants and seamen. Yet some feelings, unallied to the dross of human nature, beat even in these rugged bosoms. My lieutenant, for instance, is a man of wonderful courage and enterprise; he is madly desirous of glory: or rather, to word my phrase more characteristically, of advancement in his profession. He is an Englishman, and in the midst of national and professional prejudices, unsoftened by cultivation, retains some of the noblest endowments of humanity. I first became acquainted with him on board a whale vessel: finding that he was unemployed in this city, I easily engaged him to assist in my enterprise.

The master is a person of an excellent disposition, and is remarkable in the ship for his gentleness and the mildness of his discipline. This circumstance, added to his well-known integrity and dauntless courage, made me very desirous to engage him. A youth passed in solitude, my best years spent under your gentle and feminine fosterage, has so refined the groundwork of my character that I cannot overcome an intense distaste to the usual brutality exercised on board ship: I have never believed it to be necessary, and when I heard of a mariner equally noted for his kindliness of heart and the respect and obedience paid to him by his crew, I felt myself peculiarly fortunate in being able to secure his services. I heard of him first in rather a romantic manner, from a lady who owes to him the happiness of her life. This, briefly, is his story. Some years ago he loved a young Russian lady of moderate fortune; and having amassed a considerable sum in prize-money, the father of the girl consented to the match. He saw his mistress once before the destined ceremony; but she was bathed in tears, and, throwing herself at his feet, intreated him to spare her, confessing at the time that she loved another, but that he was poor, and that her father would never consent to the union. My generous friend reassured the suppliant, and on being informed of the name of her lover, instantly abandoned his pursuit. He had already bought a farm with his money, on which he had designed to pass the remainder of his life; but he bestowed the whole on his rival, together with the remains of his prize-money to purchase stock, and then himself solicited the young woman’s father to consent to her marriage with her lover. But the old man decidedly refused, thinking himself bound in honour to my friend; who, when he found the father inexorable, quitted his country, nor returned until he heard that his former mistress was married according to her inclinations. ‘What a noble fellow!’ you will exclaim. He is so; but then he is wholly uneducated: he is as silent as a Turk, and a kind of ignorant carelessness attends him, which, while it renders his conduct the more astonishing, detracts from the interest and sympathy which otherwise he would command.

Yet do not suppose, because I complain a little, or because I can conceive a consolation for my toils which I may never know, that I am wavering in my resolutions. Those are as fixed as fate, and my voyage is only now delayed until the weather shall permit my embarkation. The winter has been dreadfully severe, but the spring promises well, and it is considered as a remarkably early season; so that perhaps I may sail sooner than I expected. I shall do nothing rashly: you know me sufficiently to confide in my prudence and considerateness whenever the safety of others is committed to my care.

I cannot describe to you my sensations on the near prospect of my undertaking. It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to unexplored regions to ‘the land of mist and snow’;2 but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety, or if I should come back to you as worn and woeful as the ‘Ancient Mariner’. You will smile at my allusion; but I will disclose a secret. I have often attributed my attachment to, my passionate enthusiasm for, the dangerous mysteries of ocean, to that production of the most imaginative of modern poets. There is something at work in my soul, which I do not understand. I am practically industrious – painstaking; a workman to execute with perseverance and labour: – but besides this, there is a love for the marvellous, a belief in the marvellous, intertwined in all my projects, which hurries me out of the common pathways of men, even to the wild sea and unvisited regions I am about to explore.

But to return to dearer considerations. Shall I meet you again, after having traversed immense seas, and returned by the most southern cape of Africa or America? I dare not expect such success, yet I cannot bear to look on the reverse of the picture. Continue for the present to write to me by every opportunity: I may receive your letters on some occasions when I need them most to support my spirits. I love you very tenderly. Remember me with affection, should you never hear from me again.

Your affectionate brother,

ROBERT WALTON.
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