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Mihai A. Stroe

Introduction

Née Mary Wollstonecraft (30 August 1797, London – 1 February 1851, London),
Mary Shelley is best known as the author of Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus
(1818, revised 1831), a novel which became a powerful universal cultural icon, a
paradigmatic literary and filmic presence in the 20th and 21st century. Mary Shelley is now
herself ranked as “a paradigm of the woman writer”, “an icon of female creativity, of female
inspiration, of the capacity of woman to give birth to myth”1. For these reasons, we hereby
propose a Mary Shelley Reader which is intended to highlight some of the most relevant
aspects regarding Mary Shelley’s narrative creativity and invention. A few biographical
considerations are in order with a view to better grasping the significance of this British
writer for literature and culture in general.
Mary Shelley started composing on June 16, 1816, her major novel, Frankenstein; or,
The Modern Prometheus – completed on 14 May 1817. It was published anonymously on 1
January 1818 by Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor, & Jones. Pamela Clemit remarked in
this sense that here Mary Shelley nevertheless “advertised her primary intellectual
allegiance in the dedication of the first edition, «To William Godwin, Author of Political
Justice, Caleb Williams, &c.»”2 This detail had an interesting consequence:

“Reviewers, piqued by the absence of the author’s name, were quick to draw
parallels with Godwin’s writings, but could not agree on the nature of those
parallels. Sir Walter Scott, in a long, insightful piece in Blackwood’s Magazine,
declared that Frankenstein was a novel on the same plan as Godwin’s St. Leon: A
Tale of the Sixteenth Century (1799) in which «the author’s principal object […] is less

1

Patricia Duncker, “Mary Shelley’s Afterlives: Biography and Invention”, in Harold Bloom, ed., Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley, Bloom’s Modern Critical Vewis, 2009, pp. 97ff.
2
Pamela Clemit, “Frankenstein, Matilda and the legacies of Godwin and Wollstonecraft”, in Esther Schor, ed.,
The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley, p. 26.
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to produce an effect by means of the marvels of the narrations, than to open new
trains and channels of thought».3”
Sir Walter Scott presumed that the author of Frankenstein; or, The Modern
Prometheus was Percy Bysshe Shelley, Godwin’s son-in-law4. Even so, in the next edition
(issued in 1823), in which the initial text was revised, Mary Shelley came into the open and
revealed her name as that of the author of Frankenstein. The reason for doing so was
perhaps the public success of this writing: by that time an opera on this theme had
appeared: Richard Brinsley Peake’s Presumption; or, The Fate of Frankenstein (1823). A
further edition, again revised by Mary Shelley, was published in 1831; for this third version
Mary Shelley wrote an introduction.
Harold Bloom believes that Frankenstein remains significant because it is placed at
the borderline between the Romantic and the Gothic:

“What makes Frankenstein an important book […] is that it contains one of
the most vivid versions we have of the Romantic mythology of the self, one that
resembles Blake’s Book of Urizen, Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, and Byron’s
Manfred among others.”5
The origin of this important work is explored by Harold Bloom in his guide, Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein (2007):

“Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was born of a waking nightmare she had on June 16,
1816. It was a vision so intense that it produced one of the most powerful horror
stories in Western literature, a story that assumed mythic dimensions as it addressed
profound implications concerning man’s understanding of his place in the world and
the consequences of transgressing against God and Nature. At the time Frankenstein
was first conceived, Mary and Percy Bysshe Shelley were living outside Geneva at the
Maison Chapuis, a cottage on the water at Cologny, and were visitors at the nearby
Villa Diodati where Lord Byron, Claire Clairmont, and Byron’s physician, John
Polidori, were living at the time. During the course of several days in June, the group
was kept indoors by incessant rainfall. One evening, while they were sitting around
3

Qtd. from Sir Walter Scott, “Remarks on Frankenstein”, in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 2 (1818), 614,
apud Pamela Clemit, “Frankenstein, Matilda and the legacies of Godwin and Wollstonecraft”, in Esther Schor,
ed., The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley, p. 42, n. 1.
4
Cf. Pamela Clemit, “Frankenstein, Matilda and the legacies of Godwin and Wollstonecraft”, in Esther Schor,
ed., The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley, pp. 26-27.
5
Cf. Harold Bloom, “Afterword”, in Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, Signet Classics, 1965 [1963], p. 215; see also
Harold Bloom, “Frankenstein: or, The New Prometheus”, in Partisan Review 32, 1965, pp. 611-618; both qtd.
in Anne Williams, Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic, 1995, pp. 176-177.
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reading some ghost stories, they each agreed to write their own horror tale. For
several days, Mary tried to imagine such a story, but failed to come up with one.
However, following a discussion between Shelley and Byron concerning galvanism
and Erasmus Darwin, Mary fell into a reverie in which she saw «the pale student of
unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together», namely, a hideous
corpse that he had reanimated with a «spark of life». She finally had her ghost
story.”6
Bloom refers here to a fragment from Mary Shelley’s “Introduction” to the 1831
edition of Frankenstein. Here is the passage in Mary Shelley original text which deserves to
be quoted more fully due to the fact that here Mary Shelley reveals the intimate
circumstances in which she came to the sketchy plan of her book that was to become so
well known worldwide:

“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 for ever 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, 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!”7
Mary Shelley confessed further in her “Introduction” to the 1831 edition of
Frankenstein (pp. IX-X) about the origin of the story:
6

Cf. Harold Bloom, “Introduction” to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Bloom’s Guides, 2007, p. 18.
Cf. Mary W. Shelley, “Introduction” to Frankenstein, in Mary W. Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831, pp. X-XI. See
also Lucy Morrison and Staci Stone, A Mary Shelley Encyclopedia, 2003, p. 157.
7
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“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. Darwin, (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; galvanism had given
token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a creature might be
manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth.”
Her mental condition when writing Frankenstein is best summarized by herself:

“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. […]
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.”8
Percy Shelley encouraged Mary to extend her work on Frankenstein in order to reach
novel-length. She thus used as sources, among others, Sir Humphrey Davy’s Elements of
Chemical Philosophy (1812), John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), William Shakespeare’s
dramatic works, William Godwin’s An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), The
Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794) (a gothic novel), and St. Leon: A Tale of the Sixteenth
Century (1799); the Gothic “bluebooks” of Harriet and Sophia Lee, Mary Robinson, and
Charlotte Smith; Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), etc.
To create a work of art was thus for Mary Shelley a process of discovery – a creative
extraction from the melting pot of the already given: her theory is stated thus by herself:

“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,
8

Cf. Mary W. Shelley, “Introduction” to Frankenstein, in Mary W. Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831, pp. X-XI.
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we are continually reminded of the story of Columbus and his egg. 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.”9
Frankenstein is, in short, the story of a man of science who desired to discover at all
cost the ultimate truth about the origin of life (it is implicit in the novel that this origin is
found by the student of “unhallowed arts”, Victor Frankenstein, in the phenomenon of
electricity such as manifest in lightening). It is the story of radical scientific action and its
terrible consequences: to artificially create another human being, a “new Adam”, by
avoiding the natural way to achieve that (the natural union between the feminine and
masculine principles) means in the last analysis to substitute God. As Harold Bloom
remarked, by the plot in this novel Mary Shelley gave a “powerful, implicit critique of the
Romantic Prometheanism of her husband and the radical rationalism of her parents”10,
hence the subtitle of the novel, “The Modern Prometheus”: it is the daemon in the story
that has “a tragic splendor”, while Victor Frankenstein, although the representative of the
“great Hermetic scientist”, is “the true monster of the novel”, “at most a figure of pathos”11
– he becomes for the reader the image of the scientist who does not consider enough the
consequences of his discoveries/inventions: the desire to reach a truth for truth’s sake,
without any ethical considerations, may be as lethal as any inventible weapons of mass
destruction.
Frankenstein, however, is only a small part of Mary Shelley’s creative work. A review
in this sense was offered by Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor and Esther H. Schor in their
“Introduction” to The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond Frankenstein, 1993:

“Against the backdrop of the divergent fortunes of Frankenstein and Mary Shelley, a
monitory image emerges. Even as Frankenstein has become split off from the corpus
of Mary Shelley, another «Mary Shelley», intellectually formidable and remarkably
accomplished, is being fashioned from the historical and biographical evidence that
surrounds that corpus. What remains to be considered, clearly, is the work «beyond
Frankenstein», the corpus of five novels, one novella, dozens of tales, sketches,
essays, reviews, and stories, two mythological dramas, five volumes of biographies,
two travel books, and extensive notes to Percy Shelley’s works.”12
In short, Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor and Esther H. Schor believe that “beyond
Frankenstein” Mary Shelley continued to create powerfully:
9

Cf. ibid., p. IX.
Harold Bloom, “Introduction” to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Bloom’s Guides, 2007, p. 7.
11
Ibid., p. 9.
12
Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor, Esther H. Schor, ed., “Introduction” to The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond
Frankenstein, 1993, p. 7.
10
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“Having identified the seventeenth-century scientific revolution with masculine
hubris and an imperial colonization of nature in Frankenstein, Mary Shelley turned in
her other novels to a critique of imperialism in other cultural forms: military
conquest (Valperga, The Last Man, Perkin Warbeck), the exploration of the East
(Valperga), the colonization of America (Lodore).”13
The conclusion is that, “if the futurism of Frankenstein has been overemphasized in
its many cinematic adaptations, the far-seeing implications of Mary Shelley’s corpus as a
whole have yet to be fully appreciated”14.
A good place to start a reconsideration of Mary Shelley as the “other” Mary Shelly of
the works beyond Frankenstein is the brilliant novel The Last Man, a veritable masterpiece,
which has been neglected by criticism for reasons that escape explanation.
The work on this novel was started by Mary Shelley in 1824, the period immediately
following the loss of her husband; it was published in 1826.
The Last Man is an apocalyptic fantasia set in the last decades of the 21 st century:
the final year of humanity is heralded here as the year 2100 A.D. Mary Shelley initiates a
sort of semi-fictional dialogue with her own past life spent with Percy Shelley and Lord
Byron (the latter, too, had died at Missolonghi in April 1824, after being involved in the
Greeks’ war for independence). She meditates in this novel on her fate: to see, one by one,
her friends, beloved, children, relatives die, and she to be left behind alive and all alone. In
the fiction, this circumstance takes on cosmic significance: the world of man itself is sinking
under the weight of the passage of unrelenting time, until Lionel Verney, the protagonist of
the novel, Mary Shelley’s alter ego, is left entirely alone on an earth that is devastated by
natural and man-made catastrophes, the “Destroyers”: a universal plague, earthquakes,
storms, tidal waves and floods produced by the gravity of alien planets or suns invading the
solar system – “three mock suns”, a “second sun” (possibly suggesting the Sumero-Akkadian
Nebiru/Nibiru or “Planet of the Crossing”), and a black sun of the size of the Sun appear in
the narrative by turns; violent wars, anarchy, the invasion of Europe by Americans, a global
food crisis and a gradual depopulation of the Earth; Nature becoming rampant in the cities,
which are thus engulfed by wild vegetation like grass, etc. Mary Shelley’s tragic personal
history (a husband lost, three children lost, a best friend lost, herself once almost dead after
a birth, but saved by Percy’s help, etc.) is thus organically woven into the fascinating
narrative world of The Last Man.

13
14

Ibid., p. 8.
Ibid., p. 13.
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Given this perspective, the present Reader includes the following key writings and
fragments from Mary Shelley’s works: the tale “The Mortal Immortal” (relevant for
interpreting Frankenstein); Mary Shelley’s “Introduction” to the 1831 edition of
Frankenstein (relevant for her view on narrative invention and the history of Frankenstein);
selections from Frankenstein, the 1818 version (chapters 1-4, 9-12, and 24); and selections
from The Last Man, 1826 (from volume I, the “Introduction”; from volume II, chapter 5;
from volume III, chapters 1 and 10).
We thus aim hereby at introducing Mary Shelley to the reader in such a way as to stir
again a general interest for her fascinating fictional universe that in many of its essential
aspects proves to be as relevant as ever for human society collectively and individually.
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The Mortal Immortal

15

Mary Shelley

JULY 16, 1833. – This is a memorable
anniversary for me; on it I complete my
three hundred and twenty-third year!
The Wandering Jew? – certainly not.
More than eighteen centuries have passed
over his head. In comparison with him, I am
a very young Immortal.
Am I, then, immortal? This is a
question which I have asked myself, by day
and night, for now three hundred and three
years, and yet cannot answer it. I detected a
gray hair amidst my brown locks this very
day – that surely signifies decay. Yet it may
have remained concealed there for three
hundred years – for some persons have
become entirely white-headed before
twenty years of age.
I will tell my story, and my reader
shall judge for me. I will tell my story, and
so contrive to pass some few hours of a
long eternity, become so wearisome to me.
For ever! Can it be? to live for ever! I have
heard of enchantments, in which the
victims were plunged into a deep sleep, to
wake, after a hundred years, as fresh as
15

Text from The Keepsake for MDCCCXXXIV, ed.
F.M. Reynolds, Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown and
Longman, London, 1833. Published also in Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and Stories, Now First
Collected with an Introduction by Richard Garnett,
1891, pp. 148-164.

ever: I have heard of the Seven Sleepers –
thus to be immortal would not be so
burthensome: but, oh! the weight of
neverending time – the tedious passage of
the still-succeeding hours! How happy was
the fabled Nourjahad! – But to my task.
All the world has heard of Cornelius
Agrippa. His memory is as immortal as his
arts have made me. All the world has also
heard of his scholar16, who, unawares,
raised the foul fiend during his master’s
absence, and was destroyed by him. The
report, true or false, of this accident, was
attended with many inconveniences to the
renowned philosopher. All his scholars at
once deserted him – his servants
disappeared. He had no one near him to put
coals on his ever-burning fires while he
slept, or to attend to the changeful colours
of his medicines while he studied.
Experiment after experiment failed,
because one pair of hands was insufficient
to complete them: the dark spirits laughed
at him for not being able to retain a single
mortal in his service.
I was then very young – very poor –
and very much in love. I had been for about
a year the pupil of Cornelius, though I was
absent when this accident took place. On
my return, my friends implored me not to
return to the alchymist’s abode. I trembled
as I listened to the dire tale they told; I
required no second warning; and when
Cornelius came and offered me a purse of
gold if I would remain under his roof, I felt
as if Satan himself tempted me. My teeth
16

Namely Faust (or Faustus), the legendary figure,
who is said to have traded his soul to the devil in
order to gain knowledge of the cosmos and life.
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chattered – my hair stood on end: – I ran off
as fast as my trembling knees would permit.
My failing steps were directed
whither for two years they had every
evening been attracted, – a gently bubbling
spring of pure living waters, beside which
lingered a dark-haired girl, whose beaming
eyes were fixed on the path I was
accustomed each night to tread. I cannot
remember the hour when I did not love
Bertha; we had been neighbours and
playmates from infancy – her parents, like
mine, were of humble life, yet respectable –
our attachment had been a source of
pleasure to them. In an evil hour, a
malignant fever carried off both her father
and mother, and Bertha became an orphan.
She would have found a home beneath my
paternal roof, but, unfortunately, the old
lady of the near castle, rich, childless, and
solitary, declared her intention to adopt
her. Henceforth Bertha was clad in silk –
inhabited a marble palace – and was looked
on as being highly favoured by fortune. But
in her new situation among her new
associates, Bertha remained true to the
friend of her humbler days; she often
visited the cottage of my father, and when
forbidden to go thither, she would stray
towards the neighbouring wood, and meet
me beside its shady fountain.
She often declared that she owed no
duty to her new protectress equal in
sanctity to that which bound us. Yet still I
was too poor to marry, and she grew weary
of being tormented on my account. She had
a haughty but an impatient spirit, and grew
angry at the obstacles that prevented our
union. We met now after an absence, and

14

she had been sorely beset while I was away;
she complained bitterly, and almost
reproached me for being poor. I replied
hastily, –
“I am honest, if I am poor! – were I
not, I might soon become rich!”
This exclamation produced a
thousand questions. I feared to shock her
by owning the truth, but she drew it from
me; and then, casting a look of disdain on
me, she said –
“You pretend to love, and you fear
to face the Devil for my sake!”
I protested that I had only dreaded
to offend her; – while she dwelt on the
magnitude of the reward that I should
receive. Thus encouraged – shamed by her
– led on by love and hope, laughing at my
late fears, with quick steps and a light heart,
I returned to accept the offers of the
alchymist, and was instantly installed in my
office.
A year passed away. I became
possessed of no insignificant sum of money.
Custom had banished my fears. In spite of
the most painful vigilance, I had never
detected the trace of a cloven foot; nor was
the studious silence of our abode ever
disturbed by demoniac howls. I still
continued my stolen interviews with
Bertha, and Hope dawned on me – Hope –
but not perfect joy; for Bertha fancied that
love and security were enemies, and her
pleasure was to divide them in my bosom.
Though true of heart, she was somewhat of
a coquette in manner; and I was jealous as a
Turk. She slighted me in a thousand
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ways, yet would never acknowledge herself
to be in the wrong. She would drive me
mad with anger, and then force me to beg
her pardon. Sometimes she fancied that I
was not sufficiently submissive, and then
she had some story of a rival, favoured by
her protectress. She was surrounded by silkclad youths – the rich and gay – What
chance had the sad-robed scholar of
Cornelius compared with these?
On one occasion, the philosopher
made such large demands upon my time,
that I was unable to meet her as I was wont.
He was engaged in some mighty work, and I
was forced to remain, day and night,
feeding his furnaces and watching his
chemical preparations. Bertha waited for
me in vain at the fountain. Her haughty
spirit fired at this neglect; and when at last I
stole out during the few short minutes
allotted to me for slumber, and hoped to be
consoled by her, she received me with
disdain, dismissed me in scorn, and vowed
that any man should possess her hand
rather than he who could not be in two
places at once for her sake. She would be
revenged! – And truly she was. In my dingy
retreat I heard that she had been hunting,
attended by Albert Hoffer. Albert Hoffer
was favoured by her protectress, and the
three passed in cavalcade before my smoky
window. Methought that they mentioned
my name – it was followed by a laugh of
derision, as her dark eyes glanced
contemptuously towards my abode.
Jealousy, with all its venom, and all
its misery, entered my breast. Now I shed a
torrent of tears, to think that I should never
call her mine; and, anon, I imprecated a
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thousand curses on her inconstancy. Yet,
still I must stir the fires of the alchymist, still
attend on the changes of his unintelligible
medicines.
Cornelius had watched for three
days and nights, nor closed his eyes. The
progress of his alembics was slower than he
expected: in spite of his anxiety, sleep
weighed upon his eyelids. Again and again
he threw off drowsiness with more than
human energy; again and again it stole
away his senses. He eyed his crucibles
wistfully. “Not ready yet,” he murmured;
“will another night pass before the work is
accomplished? Winzy17, you are vigilant –
you are faithful – you have slept, my boy –
you slept last night. Look at that glass
vessel. The liquid it contains is of a soft
rose-colour: the moment it begins to
change its hue, awaken me – till then I may
close my eyes. First, it will turn white, and
then emit golden flashes; but wait not till
then; when the rose-colour fades, rouse
me.” I scarcely heard the last words,
muttered, as they were, in sleep. Even then
he did not quite yield to nature. “Winzy, my
boy,” he again said, “do not touch the
vessel – do not put it to your lips; it is a
philter – a philter to cure love; you would
not cease to love your Bertha – beware to
drink!”
And he slept. His venerable head
sunk on his breast, and I scarce heard his
regular breathing. For a few minutes I
watched the vessel – the rosy hue of the
liquid remained unchanged. Then my
17

Derived from the Scottish term ‘winze’, meaning
curse: what is suggested is that the main hero is
cursed with eternal life.
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thoughts wandered – they visited the
fountain, and dwelt on a thousand
charming scenes never to be renewed –
never! Serpents and adders were in my
heart as the word “Never!” half formed
itself on my lips. False girl! – false and cruel!
Never more would she smile on me as that
evening she smiled on Albert. Worthless,
detested woman! I would not remain
unrevenged – she should see Albert expire
at her feet – she should die beneath my
vengeance. She had smiled in disdain and
triumph – she knew my wretchedness and
her power. Yet what power had she? – the
power of exciting my hate – my utter scorn
– my – oh, all but indifference! Could I
attain that – could I regard her with careless
eyes, transferring my rejected love to one
fairer and more true, that were indeed a
victory!
A bright flash darted before my
eyes. I had forgotten the medicine of the
adept; I gazed on it with wonder: flashes of
admirable beauty, more bright than those
which the diamond emits when the sun’s
rays are on it, glanced from the surface of
the liquid; an odour the most fragrant and
grateful stole over my sense; the vessel
seemed one globe of living radiance, lovely
to the eye, and most inviting to the taste.
The first thought, instinctively inspired by
the grosser sense, was, I will – I must drink.
I raised the vessel to my lips. “It will cure
me of love – of torture!” Already I had
quaffed half of the most delicious liquor
ever tasted by the palate of man, when the
philosopher stirred. I started – I dropped
the glass – the fluid flamed and glanced
along the floor, while I felt Cornelius’s gripe
at my throat, as he shrieked aloud,
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“Wretch! you have destroyed the labour of
my life!”
The philosopher was totally
unaware that I had drunk any portion of his
drug. His idea was, and I gave a tacit assent
to it, that I had raised the vessel from
curiosity, and that, frighted at its
brightness, and the flashes of intense light it
gave forth, I had let it fall. I never
undeceived him. The fire of the medicine
was quenched – the fragrance died away –
he grew calm, as a philosopher should
under the heaviest trials, and dismissed me
to rest.
I will not attempt to describe the
sleep of glory and bliss which bathed my
soul in paradise during the remaining hours
of that memorable night. Words would be
faint and shallow types of my enjoyment, or
of the gladness that possessed my bosom
when I woke. I trod air – my thoughts were
in heaven. Earth appeared heaven, and my
inheritance upon it was to be one trance of
delight. “This it is to be cured of love,” I
thought; “I will see Bertha this day, and she
will find her lover cold and regardless; too
happy to be disdainful, yet how utterly
indifferent to her!”
The hours danced away. The
philosopher, secure that he had once
succeeded, and believing that he might
again, began to concoct the same medicine
once more. He was shut up with his books
and drugs, and I had a holiday. I dressed
myself with care; I looked in an old but
polished shield, which served me for a
mirror; methought my good looks had
wonderfully improved. I hurried beyond the
precincts of the town, joy in my soul,

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

the beauty of heaven and earth around me.
I turned my steps towards the castle – I
could look on its lofty turrets with lightness
of heart, for I was cured of love. My Bertha
saw me afar off, as I came up the avenue. I
know not what sudden impulse animated
her bosom, but at the sight, she sprung with
a light fawn-like bound down the marble
steps, and was hastening towards me. But I
had been perceived by another person. The
old high-born hag, who called herself her
protectress, and was her tyrant, had seen
me, also; she hobbled, panting, up the
terrace; a page, as ugly as herself, held up
her train, and fanned her as she hurried
along, and stopped my fair girl with a “How,
now, my bold mistress? whither so fast?
Back to your cage – hawks are abroad!”
Bertha clasped her hands – her eyes
were still bent on my approaching figure. I
saw the contest. How I abhorred the old
crone who checked the kind impulses of my
Bertha’s softening heart. Hitherto, respect
for her rank had caused me to avoid the
lady of the castle; now I disdained such
trivial considerations. I was cured of love,
and lifted above all human fears; I hastened
forwards, and soon reached the terrace.
How lovely Bertha looked! her eyes flashing
fire, her cheeks glowing with impatience
and anger, she was a thousand times more
graceful and charming than ever – I no
longer loved – Oh! no, I adored –
worshipped – idolized her!
She had that morning been
persecuted, with more than usual
vehemence, to consent to an immediate
marriage with my rival. She was reproached
with the encouragement that she had
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shown him – she was threatened with being
turned out of doors with disgrace and
shame. Her proud spirit rose in arms at the
threat; but when she remembered the
scorn that she had heaped upon me, and
how, perhaps, she had thus lost one whom
she now regarded as her only friend, she
wept with remorse and rage. At that
moment I appeared. “O, Winzy!” she
exclaimed, “take me to your mother’s cot;
swiftly let me leave the detested luxuries
and wretchedness of this noble dwelling –
take me to poverty and happiness.”
I clasped her in my arms with
transport. The old lady was speechless with
fury, and broke forth into invective only
when we were far on our road to my natal
cottage. My mother received the fair
fugitive, escaped from a gilt cage to nature
and liberty, with tenderness and joy; my
father, who loved her, welcomed her
heartily; it was a day of rejoicing, which did
not need the addition of the celestial potion
of the alchymist to steep me in delight.
Soon after this eventful day, I
became the husband of Bertha. I ceased to
be the scholar of Cornelius, but I continued
his friend. I always felt grateful to him for
having, unawares, procured me that
delicious draught of a divine elixir, which,
instead of curing me of love (sad cure!
solitary and joyless remedy for evils which
seem blessings to the memory), had
inspired me with courage and resolution,
thus winning for me an inestimable treasure
in my Bertha.
I often called to mind that
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period of trance-like inebriation with
wonder. The drink of Cornelius had not
fulfilled the task for which he affirmed that
it had been prepared, but its effects were
more potent and blissful than words can
express. They had faded by degrees, yet
they lingered long – and painted life in hues
of splendour. Bertha often wondered at my
lightness of heart and unaccustomed gaiety;
for, before, I had been rather serious, or
even sad, in my disposition. She loved me
the better for my cheerful temper, and our
days were winged by joy.
Five years afterwards I was suddenly
summoned to the bedside of the dying
Cornelius. He had sent for me in haste,
conjuring my instant presence. I found him
stretched on his pallet, enfeebled even to
death; all of life that yet remained animated
his piercing eyes, and they were fixed on a
glass vessel, full of a roseate liquid.
“Behold,” he said, in a broken and
inward voice, “the vanity of human wishes!
a second time my hopes are about to be
crowned, a second time they are destroyed.
Look at that liquor – you remember five
years ago I had prepared the same, with the
same success; – then, as now, my thirsting
lips expected to taste the immortal elixir –
you dashed it from me! and at present it is
too late.”
He spoke with difficulty, and fell
back on his pillow. I could not help saying,
“How, revered master, can a cure
for love restore you to life?”
A faint smile gleamed across his face
as I listened earnestly to his scarcely
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intelligible answer.
“A cure for love and for all things –
the Elixir of Immortality. Ah! if now I might
drink, I should live for ever!”
As he spoke, a golden flash gleamed
from the fluid; a well-remembered
fragrance stole over the air; he raised
himself, all weak as he was – strength
seemed miraculously to re-enter his frame
– he stretched forth his hand – a loud
explosion startled me – a ray of fire shot up
from the elixir, and the glass vessel which
contained it was shivered to atoms! I turned
my eyes towards the philosopher; he had
fallen back – his eyes were glassy – his
features rigid – he was dead!
But I lived, and was to live for ever!
So said the unfortunate alchymist, and for a
few days I believed his words. I
remembered the glorious drunkenness that
had followed my stolen draught. I reflected
on the change I had felt in my frame – in my
soul. The bounding elasticity of the one –
the buoyant lightness of the other. I
surveyed myself in a mirror, and could
perceive no change in my features during
the space of the five years which had
elapsed. I remembered the radiant hues
and grateful scent of that delicious
beverage – worthy the gift it was capable of
bestowing – I was, then, IMMORTAL!
A few days after I laughed at my
credulity. The old proverb, that “a prophet
is least regarded in his own country,”18 was
true with respect to me and my defunct
master. I loved him as a man – I respected
18
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him as a sage – but I derided the notion that
he could command the powers of darkness,
and laughed at the superstitious fears with
which he was regarded by the vulgar. He
was a wise philosopher, but had no
acquaintance with any spirits but those clad
in flesh and blood. His science was simply
human; and human science, I soon
persuaded myself, could never conquer
nature’s laws so far as to imprison the soul
for ever within its carnal habitation.
Cornelius had brewed a soul-refreshing
drink – more inebriating than wine –
sweeter and more fragrant than any fruit: it
possessed probably strong medicinal
powers, imparting gladness to the heart and
vigor to the limbs; but its effects would
wear out; already were they diminished in
my frame. I was a lucky fellow to have
quaffed health and joyous spirits, and
perhaps long life, at my master’s hands; but
my good fortune ended there: longevity
was far different from immortality.
I continued to entertain this belief
for many years. Sometimes a thought stole
across me – Was the alchymist indeed
deceived? But my habitual credence was,
that should meet the fate of all the children
of Adam at my appointed time – a little late,
but still at a natural age. Yet it was certain
that I retained a wonderfully youthful look. I
was laughed at for my vanity in consulting
the mirror so often, but consulted it in vain
– my brow was untrenched – my cheeks –
my eyes – my whole person continued as
untarnished as in my twentieth year.
I was troubled. I looked at the faded
beauty of Bertha – I seemed more like her
son. By degrees our neighbours began to

19

make similar observations, and I found at
last that I went by the name of the Scholar
bewitched. Bertha herself grew uneasy. She
became jealous and peevish, and at length
she began to question me. We had no
children; we were all in all to each other;
and though, as she grew older, her
vivacious spirit became a little allied to illtemper, and her beauty sadly diminished, I
cherished her in my heart as the mistress I
had idolized, the wife I had sought and won
with such perfect love.
At last our situation became
intolerable: Bertha was fifty – I twenty years
of age. I had, in very shame, in some
measure adopted the habits of a more
advanced age; I no longer mingled in the
dance among the young and gay, but my
heart bounded along with them while I
restrained my feet; and a sorry figure I cut
among the Nestors of our village. But
before the time I mention, things were
altered – we were universally shunned; we
were – at least, I was – reported to have
kept up an iniquitous acquaintance with
some of my former master’s supposed
friends. Poor Bertha was pitied, but
deserted. I was regarded with horror and
detestation.
What was to be done? We sat by
our winter fire – poverty had made itself
felt, for none would buy the produce of my
farm; and often I had been forced to
journey twenty miles, to some place where
I was not known, to dispose of our
property. It is true we had saved something
for an evil day – that day was come.

the

We sat by our lone fireside –
old-hearted youth and his
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antiquated wife. Again Bertha insisted on
knowing the truth; she recapitulated all she
had ever heard said about me, and added
her own observations. She conjured me to
cast off the spell; she described how much
more comely gray hairs were than my
chestnut locks; she descanted on the
reverence and respect due to age – how
preferable to the slight regard paid to mere
children: could I imagine that the despicable
gifts of youth and good looks outweighed
disgrace, hatred, and scorn? Nay, in the end
I should be burnt as a dealer in the black
art, while she, to whom I had not deigned
to communicate any portion of my good
fortune, might be stoned as my accomplice.
At length she insinuated that I must share
my secret with her, and bestow on her like
benefits to those I myself enjoyed, or she
would denounce me – and then she burst
into tears.
Thus beset, methought it was the
best way to tell the truth. I revealed it as
tenderly as I could, and spoke only of a very
long life, not of immortality – which
representation, indeed, coincided best with
my own ideas. When I ended, I rose and
said,
“And now, my Bertha, will you
denounce the lover of your youth? – You
will not, I know. But it is too hard, my poor
wife, that you should suffer from my ill-luck
and the accursed arts of Cornelius. I will
leave you – you have wealth enough, and
friends will return in my absence. I will go;
young as I seem, and strong as I am, I can
work and gain my bread among strangers,
unsuspected and unknown. I loved you in
youth; God is my witness that I would not
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desert you in age, but that your safety and
happiness require it.”
I took my cap and moved towards
the door; in a moment Bertha’s arms were
round my neck, and her lips were pressed
to mine. “No, my husband, my Winzy,” she
said, “you shall not go alone – take me with
you; we will remove from this place, and, as
you say, among strangers we shall be
unsuspected and safe. I am not so very old
as quite to shame you, my Winzy; and I dare
say the charm will soon wear off, and, with
the blessing of God, you will become more
elderly-looking, as is fitting; you shall not
leave me.”
I returned the good soul’s embrace
heartily. “I will not, my Bertha; but for your
sake I had not thought of such a thing. I will
be your true, faithful husband while you are
spared to me, and do my duty by you to the
last.”
The next day we prepared secretly
for our emigration. We were obliged to
make great pecuniary sacrifices – it could
not be helped. We realised a sum sufficient,
at least, to maintain us while Bertha lived;
and, without saying adieu to any one,
quitted our native country to take refuge in
a remote part of western France.
It was a cruel thing to transport poor
Bertha from her native village, and the
friends of her youth, to a new country, new
language, new customs. The strange secret
of my destiny rendered this removal
immaterial to me; but I compassionated her
deeply, and was glad to perceive that she
found
compensation
for
her
misfortunes in a variety of little
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ridiculous circumstances. Away from all telltale chroniclers, she sought to decrease the
apparent disparity of our ages by a
thousand feminine arts – rouge, youthful
dress, and assumed juvenility of manner. I
could not be angry – Did not I myself wear a
mask? Why quarrel with hers, because it
was less successful? I grieved deeply when I
remembered that this was my Bertha,
whom I had loved so fondly, and won with
such transport – the dark-eyed, dark-haired
girl, with smiles of enchanting archness and
a step like a fawn – this mincing, simpering,
jealous old woman. I should have revered
her gray locks and withered cheeks: but
thus! – It was my work, I knew; but I did not
the less deplore this type of human
weakness.
Her jealousy never slept. Her chief
occupation was to discover that, in spite of
outward appearances, I was myself growing
old. I verily believe that the poor soul loved
me truly in her heart, but never had woman
so tormenting a mode of displaying
fondness. She would discern wrinkles in my
face and decrepitude in my walk, while I
bounded along in youthful vigour, the
youngest looking of twenty youths. I never
dared address another woman: on one
occasion, fancying that the belle of the
village regarded me with favouring eyes,
she bought me a gray wig. Her constant
discourse among her acquaintances was,
that though I looked so young, there was
ruin at work within my frame; and she
affirmed that the worst symptom about me
was my apparent health. My youth was a
disease, she said, and I ought at all times to
prepare, if not for a sudden and awful
death, at least to awake some morning
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white-headed, and bowed down with all the
marks of advanced years. I let her talk – I
often joined in her conjectures. Her
warnings chimed in with my never-ceasing
speculations concerning my state, and I
took an earnest, though painful, interest in
listening to all that her quick wit and excited
imagination could say on the subject.
Why dwell on these minute
circumstances? We lived on for many long
years. Bertha became bed-rid and paralytic:
I nursed her as a mother might a child. She
grew peevish, and still harped upon one
string – of how long I should survive her. It
has ever been a source of consolation to
me, that I performed my duty scrupulusly
towards her. She had been mine in youth,
she was mine in age, and at last, when I
heaped the sod over her corpse, I wept to
feel that I had lost all that really bound me
to humanity.
Since then how many have been my
cares and woes, how few and empty my
enjoyments! I pause here in my history – I
will pursue it no further. A sailor without
rudder or compass, tossed on a stormy sea
– a traveller lost on a wide-spread heath,
without landmark or star to guide him –
such have I been: more lost, more hopeless
than either. A nearing ship, a gleam from
some far cot, may save them; but I have no
beacon except the hope of death.
Death! mysterious, ill-visaged friend
of weak humanity! Why alone of all mortals
have you cast me from your sheltering fold?
O, for the peace of the grave! the deep
silence of the iron-bound tomb! that
thought would cease to work in my
brain, and my heart beat no more with
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emotions varied only by new forms of
sadness!
Am I immortal? I return to my first
question. In the first place, is it not more
probable that the beverage of the alchymist
was fraught rather with longevity than
eternal life? Such is my hope. And then be it
remembered, that I only drank half of the
potion prepared by him. Was not the whole
necessary to complete the charm? To have
drained half the Elixir of Immortality is but
to be half immortal – my For-ever is thus
truncated and null.
But again, who shall number the
years of the half of eternity? I often try to
imagine by what rule the infinite may be
divided. Sometimes I fancy age advancing
upon me. One gray hair I have found. Fool!
do I lament? Yes, the fear of age and death
often creeps coldly into my heart; and the
more I live, the more I dread death, even
while I abhor life. Such an enigma is man –
born to perish – when he wars, as I do,
against the established laws of his nature.
But for this anomaly of feeling surely
I might die: the medicine of the alchymist
would not be proof against fire – sword –
and the strangling waters. I have gazed
upon the blue depths of many a placid lake,
and the tumultuous rushing of many a
mighty river, and have said, peace inhabits
those waters; yet I have turned my steps
away, to live yet another day. I have asked
myself, whether suicide would be a crime in
one to whom thus only the portals of the
other world could be opened. I have done
all, except presenting myself as a soldier or
duellist, an object of destruction to my – no,
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not my fellow-mortals, and therefore I have
shrunk away. They are not my fellows. The
inextinguishable power of life in my frame,
and their ephemeral existence, place us
wide as the poles asunder. I could not raise
a hand against the meanest or the most
powerful among them.
Thus I have lived on for many a year
– alone, and weary of myself – desirous of
death, yet never dying – a mortal immortal.
Neither ambition nor avarice can enter my
mind, and the ardent love that gnaws at my
heart never to be returned – never to find
an equal on which to expend itself – lives
there only to torment me.
This very day I conceived a design by
which I may end all – without self-slaughter,
without making another man a Cain – an
expedition, which mortal frame can never
survive, even endued with the youth and
strength that inhabits mine. Thus I shall put
my immortality to the test, and rest for ever
– or return, the wonder and benefactor of
the human species.
Before I go, a miserable vanity has
caused me to pen these pages. I would not
die, and leave no name behind. Three
centuries have passed since I quaffed the
fatal beverage: another year shall not
elapse before, encountering gigantic
dangers – warring with the powers of frost
in their home – beset by famine, toil, and
tempest – I yield this body, too tenacious a
cage for a soul which thirsts for freedom, to
the destructive elements of air and water –
or, if I survive, my name shall be recorded
as one of the most famous among the sons
of men; and, my task achieved. I shall adopt
more resolute means, and, by
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scattering and annihilating the atoms that
compose my frame, set at liberty the life
imprisoned within, and so cruelly prevented
from soaring from this dim earth to a
sphere more congenial to its immortal
essence.
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Introduction to

FRANKENSTEIN
Mary Shelley
The 1831 edition

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
connection 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, 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

24

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 eyry 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 nights 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,
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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
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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 key-hole – what to see I forget –
something very shocking and wrong of
course; but when she was reduced to a
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worse condition than the renowned Tom of
Coventry, he did not know what to do with
her, and was obliged to despatch her to the
tomb of the Capulets, 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; 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. 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
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egg. 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. Darwin, (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 reanimated; galvanism 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
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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 for ever
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, 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!
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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.
At first I thought but of 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
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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 15,1831

28

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

FRANKENSTEIN; OR,
THE MODERN
PROMETHEUS
Mary Shelley

The 1818 edition19
VOLUME I
CHAPTER I

I AM by birth a Genevese; and my family is one
of the most distinguished of that republic. My
ancestors had been for many years counsellors
and syndics; and my father had filled several
public situations with honour and reputation.
He was respected by all who knew him for his
integrity and indefatigable attention to public
business. He passed his younger days
perpetually occupied by the affairs of his
country; and it was not until the decline of life
that he thought of marrying, and bestowing on
the state sons who might carry his virtues and
his name down to posterity.
As the circumstances of his marriage
illustrate his character, I cannot refrain from
relating them. One of his most intimate friends
was a merchant, who, from a flourishing state,
fell, through numerous mischances, into
poverty. This man, whose name was Beaufort,
19
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was of a proud and unbending disposition, and
could not bear to live in poverty and oblivion in
the same country where he had formerly been
distinguished for his rank and magnificence.
Having paid his debts, therefore, in the most
honourable manner, he retreated with his
daughter to the town of Lucerne, where he
lived unknown and in wretchedness. My father
loved Beaufort with the truest friendship, and
was deeply grieved by his retreat in these
unfortunate circumstances. He grieved also for
the loss of his society, and resolved to seek him
out and endeavour to persuade him to begin
the world again through his credit and
assistance.
Beaufort had taken effectual measures
to conceal himself; and it was ten months
before my father discovered his abode.
Overjoyed at this discovery, he hastened to the
house, which was situated in a mean street,
near the Reuss. But when he entered, misery
and despair alone welcomed him. Beaufort had
saved but a very small sum of money from the
wreck of his fortunes; but it was sufficient to
provide him with sustenance for some months,
and in the mean time he hoped to procure
some respectable employment in a merchant's
house. The interval was consequently spent in
inaction; his grief only became more deep and
rankling, when he had leisure for reflection; and
at length it took so fast hold of his mind, that at
the end of three months he lay on a bed of
sickness, incapable of any exertion.
His daughter attended him with the
greatest tenderness; but she saw with despair
that their little fund was rapidly decreasing, and
that there was no other prospect of support.
But Caroline Beaufort possessed a mind of an
uncommon mould; and her courage rose to
support her in her adversity. She procured plain
work; she plaited straw; and by various means
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contrived to earn a pittance scarcely sufficient
to support life.
Several months passed in this manner.
Her father grew worse; her time was more
entirely occupied in attending him; her means
of subsistence decreased; and in the tenth
month her father died in her arms, leaving her
an orphan and a beggar. This last blow
overcame her; and she knelt by Beaufort's
coffin, weeping bitterly, when my father
entered the chamber. He came like a protecting
spirit to the poor girl, who committed herself to
his care, and after the interment of his friend he
conducted her to Geneva, and placed her under
the protection of a relation. Two years after this
event Caroline became his wife.
When my father became a husband and
a parent, he found his time so occupied by the
duties of his new situation, that he relinquished
many of his public employments, and devoted
himself to the education of his children. Of
these I was the eldest, and the destined
successor to all his labours and utility. No
creature could have more tender parents than
mine. My improvement and health were their
constant care, especially as I remained for
several years their only child. But before I
continue my narrative, I must record an incident
which took place when I was four years of age.
My father had a sister, whom he
tenderly loved, and who had married early in
life an Italian gentleman. Soon after her
marriage, she had accompanied her husband
into his native country, and for some years my
father had very little communication with her.
About the time I mentioned she died; and a few
months afterwards he received a letter from
her husband, acquainting him with his intention
of marrying an Italian lady, and requesting my
father to take charge of the infant Elizabeth, the
only child of his deceased sister. “It is my wish,”
he said, “that you should consider her as your
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own daughter, and educate her thus. Her
mother's fortune is secured to her, the
documents of which I will commit to your
keeping. Reflect upon this proposition; and
decide whether you would prefer educating
your niece yourself to her being brought up by a
stepmother.”
My father did not hesitate, and
immediately went to Italy, that he might
accompany the little Elizabeth to her future
home. I have often heard my mother say, that
she was at that time the most beautiful child
she had ever seen, and shewed signs even then
of a gentle and affectionate disposition. These
indications, and a desire to bind as closely as
possible the ties of domestic love, determined
my mother to consider Elizabeth as my future
wife; a design which she never found reason to
repent.
From this time Elizabeth Lavenza
became my playfellow, and, as we grew older,
my friend. She was docile and good tempered,
yet gay and playful as a summer insect.
Although she was lively and animated, her
feelings were strong and deep, and her
disposition uncommonly affectionate. No one
could better enjoy liberty, yet no one could
submit with more grace than she did to
constraint and caprice. Her imagination was
luxuriant, yet her capability of application was
great. Her person was the image of her mind;
her hazel eyes, although as lively as a bird’s,
possessed an attractive softness. Her figure was
light and airy; and, though capable of enduring
great fatigue, she appeared the most fragile
creature in the world. While I admired her
understanding and fancy, I loved to tend on her,
as I should on a favourite animal; and I never
saw so much grace both of person and mind
united to so little pretension.
Every one adored Elizabeth. If the
servants had any request to make, it was
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always through her intercession. We were
strangers to any species of disunion and
dispute; for although there was a great
dissimilitude in our characters, there was an
harmony in that very dissimilitude. I was more
calm and philosophical than my companion; yet
my temper was not so yielding. My application
was of longer endurance; but it was not so
severe whilst it endured. I delighted in
investigating the facts relative to the actual
world; she busied herself in following the aerial
creations of the poets. The world was to me a
secret, which I desired to discover; to her it was
a vacancy, which she sought to people with
imaginations of her own.
My brothers were considerably younger
than myself; but I had a friend in one of my
schoolfellows, who compensated for this
deficiency. Henry Clerval was the son of a
merchant of Geneva, an intimate friend of my
father. He was a boy of singular talent and
fancy. I remember, when he was nine years old,
he wrote a fairy tale, which was the delight and
amazement of all his companions. His favourite
study consisted in books of chivalry and
romance; and when very young, I can
remember, that we used to act plays composed
by him out of these favourite books, the
principal characters of which were Orlando,
Robin Hood, Amadis, and St. George.
No youth could have passed more
happily than mine. My parents were indulgent,
and my companions amiable. Our studies were
never forced; and by some means we always
had an end placed in view, which excited us to
ardour in the prosecution of them. It was by this
method, and not by emulation, that we were
urged to application. Elizabeth was not incited
to apply herself to drawing, that her
companions might not outstrip her; but through
the desire of pleasing her aunt, by the
representation of some favourite scene done by
her own hand. We learned Latin and English,
that we might read the writings in those
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languages; and so far from study being made
odious to us through punishment, we loved
application, and our amusements would have
been the labours of other children. Perhaps we
did not read so many books, or learn languages
so quickly, as those who are disciplined
according to the ordinary methods; but what
we learned was impressed the more deeply on
our memories.
In this description of our domestic circle
I include Henry Clerval; for he was constantly
with us. He went to school with me, and
generally passed the afternoon at our house;
for being an only child, and destitute of
companions at home, his father was well
pleased that he should find associates at our
house; and we were never completely happy
when Clerval was absent.

I feel pleasure in dwelling on the
recollections
of
childhood,
before
misfortune had tainted my mind, and
changed its bright visions of extensive
usefulness into gloomy and narrow
reflections upon self. But, in drawing the
picture of my early days, I must not omit to
record those events which led, by insensible
steps to my after tale of misery: for when I
would account to myself for the birth of
that passion, which afterwards ruled my
destiny, I find it arise, like a mountain river,
from ignoble and almost forgotten sources;
but, swelling as it proceeded, it became the
torrent which, in its course, has swept away
all my hopes and joys.
Natural philosophy is the genius that
has regulated my fate; I desire therefore, in
this narration, to state those facts which led
to my predilection for that science.
When I was thirteen years of age, we
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all went on a party of pleasure to the baths
near Thonon: the inclemency of the
weather obliged us to remain a day
confined to the inn. In this house I chanced
to find a volume of the works of Cornelius
Agrippa. I opened it with apathy; the theory
which he attempts to demonstrate, and the
wonderful facts which he relates, soon
changed this feeling into enthusiasm. A new
light seemed to dawn upon my mind; and,
bounding with joy, I communicated my
discovery to my father. I cannot help
remarking here the many opportunities
instructors possess of directing the
attention of their pupils to useful
knowledge, which they utterly neglect. My
father looked carelessly at the title-page of
my book, and said, “Ah! Cornelius Agrippa!
My dear Victor, do not waste your time
upon this; it is sad trash.”
If, instead of this remark, my father
had taken the pains to explain to me, that
the principles of Agrippa had been entirely
exploded, and that a modern system of
science had been introduced, which
possessed much greater powers than the
ancient, because the powers of the latter
were chimerical, while those of the former
were real and practical; under such
circumstances, I should certainly have
thrown Agrippa aside, and, with my
imagination warmed as it was, should
probably have applied myself to the more
rational theory of chemistry which has
resulted from modern discoveries. It is even
possible, that the train of my ideas would
never have received the fatal impulse that
led to my ruin. But the cursory glance my
father had taken of my volume by no means
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assured me that he was acquainted with its
contents; and I continued to read with the
greatest avidity.
When I returned home, my first care
was to procure the whole works of this
author, and afterwards of Paracelsus and
Albertus Magnus. I read and studied the
wild fancies of these writers with delight;
they appeared to me treasures known to
few beside myself; and although I often
wished to communicate these secret stores
of knowledge to my father, yet his
indefinite censure of my favourite Agrippa
always withheld me. I disclosed my
discoveries to Elizabeth, therefore, under a
promise of strict secrecy; but she did not
interest herself in the subject, and I was left
by her to pursue my studies alone.
It may appear very strange, that a
disciple of Albertus Magnus should arise in
the eighteenth century; but our family was
not scientifical, and I had not attended any
of the lectures given at the schools of
Geneva. My dreams were therefore
undisturbed by reality; and I entered with
the greatest diligence into the search of the
philosophers stone and the elixir of life. But
the latter obtained my most undivided
attention: wealth was an inferior object; but
what glory would attend the discovery, if I
could banish disease from the human
frame, and render man invulnerable to any
but a violent death!
Nor were these my only visions. The
raising of ghosts or devils was a promise
liberally accorded by my favourite authors,
the fulfilment of which I most eagerly
sought; and if my incantations were
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always unsuccessful, I attributed the failure
rather to my own inexperience and mistake,
than to a want of skill or fidelity in my
instructors.
The natural phaenomena that take
place every day before our eyes did not
escape my examinations. Distillation, and
the wonderful effects of steam, processes
of which my favourite authors were utterly
ignorant, excited my astonishment; but my
utmost wonder was engaged by some
experiments on an airpump, which I saw
employed by a gentleman whom we were
in the habit of visiting.
The ignorance of the early
philosophers on these and several other
points served to decrease their credit with
me: but I could not entirely throw them
aside, before some other system should
occupy their place in my mind.
When I was about fifteen years old,
we had retired to our house near Belrive,
when we witnessed a most violent and
terrible thunder-storm. It advanced from
behind the mountains of Jura; and the
thunder burst at once with frightful
loudness from various quarters of the
heavens. I remained, while the storm
lasted, watching its progress with curiosity
and delight. As I stood at the door, on a
sudden I beheld a stream of fire issue from
an old and beautiful oak, which stood about
twenty yards from our house; and so soon
as the dazzling light vanished, the oak had
disappeared, and nothing remained but a
blasted stump. When we visited it the next
morning, we found the tree shattered in a
singular manner. It was not splintered by
the shock, but entirely reduced to thin
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ribbands of wood. I never beheld any thing
so utterly destroyed.
The catastrophe of this tree excited
my extreme astonishment; and I eagerly
inquired of my father the nature and origin
of thunder and lightning. He replied,
“Electricity;” describing at the same time
the various effects of that power. He
constructed a small electrical machine, and
exhibited a few experiments; he made also
a kite, with a wire and string, which drew
down that fluid from the clouds.
This last stroke completed the
overthrow of Cornelius Agrippa, Albertus
Magnus, and Paracelsus, who had so long
reigned the lords of my imagination. But by
some fatality I did not feel inclined to
commence the study of any modern
system; and this disinclination was
influenced by the following circumstance.
My father expressed a wish that I
should attend a course of lectures upon
natural philosophy, to which I cheerfully
consented. Some accident prevented my
attending these lectures until the course
was nearly finished. The lecture, being
therefore one of the last, was entirely
incomprehensible to me. The professor
discoursed with the greatest fluency of
potassium and boron, of sulphates and
oxyds, terms to which I could affix no idea;
and I became disgusted with the science of
natural philosophy, although I still read
Pliny and Buffon with delight, authors, in
my estimation, of nearly equal interest and
utility.
My occupations at this age
were principally the mathematics, and
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most of the branches of study appertaining
to that science. I was busily employed in
learning languages; Latin was already
familiar to me, and I began to read some of
the easiest Greek authors without the help
of a lexicon. I also perfectly understood
English and German. This is the list of my
accomplishments at the age of seventeen;
and you may conceive that my hours were
fully employed in acquiring and maintaining
a knowledge of this various literature.
Another task also devolved upon
me, when I became the instructor of my
brothers. Ernest was six years younger than
myself, and was my principal pupil. He had
been afflicted with ill heath from his
infancy, through which Elizabeth and I had
been his constant nurses: his disposition
was gentle, but he was incapable of any
severe application. William, the youngest of
our family, was yet an infant, and the most
beautiful little fellow in the world; his lively
blue eyes, dimpled cheeks, and endearing
manners, inspired the tenderest affection.
Such was our domestic circle, from
which care and pain seemed for ever
banished. My father directed our studies,
and my mother partook of our enjoyments.
Neither of us possessed the slightest preeminence over the other; the voice of
command was never heard amongst us; but
mutual affection engaged us all to comply
with and obey the slightest desire of each
other.
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WHEN I had attained the age of seventeen,
my parents resolved that I should become a
student at the university of Ingolstadt. I had
hitherto attended the schools of Geneva;
but my father thought it necessary, for the
completion of my education, that I should
be made acquainted with other customs
than those of my native country. My
departure was therefore fixed at an early
date; but, before the day resolved upon
could arrive, the first misfortune of my life
occurred – an omen, as it were, of my
future misery.
Elizabeth had caught the scarlet
fever; but her illness was not severe, and
she quickly recovered. During her
confinement, many arguments had been
urged to persuade my mother to refrain
from attending upon her. She had, at first,
yielded to our entreaties; but when she
heard that her favourite was recovering,
she could no longer debar herself from her
society, and entered her chamber long
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before the danger of infection was past. The
consequences of this imprudence were
fatal. On the third day my mother sickened;
her fever was very malignant, and the looks
of her attendants prognosticated the worst
event. On her death-bed the fortitude and
benignity of this admirable woman did not
desert her. She joined the hands of
Elizabeth and myself: “My children,” she
said, “my firmest hopes of future happiness
were placed on the prospect of your union.
This expectation will now be the
consolation of your father. Elizabeth, my
love, you must supply my place to your
younger cousins. Alas! I regret that I am
taken from you; and, happy and beloved as
I have been, is it not hard to quit you all?
But these are not thoughts befitting me; I
will endeavour to resign myself cheerfully
to death, and will indulge a hope of meeting
you in another world.”
She died calmly; and her
countenance expressed affection even in
death. I need not describe the feelings of
those whose dearest ties are rent by that
most irreparable evil, the void that presents
itself to the soul, and the despair that is
exhibited on the countenance. It is so long
before the mind can persuade itself that
she, whom we saw every day, and whose
very existence appeared a part of our own,
can have departed for ever – that the
brightness of a beloved eye can have been
extinguished, and the sound of a voice so
familiar, and dear to the ear, can be
hushed, never more to be heard. These are
the reflections of the first days; but when
the lapse of time proves the reality of the
evil, then the actual bitterness of grief
commences. Yet from whom has not
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that rude hand rent away some dear
connexion; and why should I describe a
sorrow which all have felt, and must feel?
The time at length arrives, when grief is
rather an indulgence than a necessity; and
the smile that plays upon the lips, although
it may be deemed a sacrilege, is not
banished. My mother was dead, but we had
still duties which we ought to perform; we
must continue our course with the rest, and
learn to think ourselves fortunate, whilst
one remains whom the spoiler has not
seized.
My journey to Ingolstadt, which had
been deferred by these events, was now
again determined upon. I obtained from my
father a respite of some weeks. This period
was spent sadly; my mother’s death, and
my speedy departure, depressed our spirits;
but Elizabeth endeavoured to renew the
spirit of cheerfulness in our little society.
Since the death of her aunt, her mind had
acquired new firmness and vigour. She
determined to fulfil her duties with the
greatest exactness; and she felt that that
most imperious duty, of rendering her uncle
and cousins happy, had devolved upon her.
She consoled me, amused her uncle,
instructed my brothers; and I never beheld
her so enchanting as at this time, when she
was continually endeavouring to contribute
to the happiness of others, entirely
forgetful of herself.
The day of my departure at length
arrived. I had taken leave of all my friends,
excepting Clerval, who spent the last
evening with us. He bitterly lamented that
he was unable to accompany me: but his
father could not be persuaded to part with
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him, intending that he should become a
partner with him in business, in compliance
with his favourite theory, that learning was
superfluous in the commerce of ordinary
life. Henry had a refined mind; he had no
desire to be idle, and was well pleased to
become his father’s partner, but he
believed that a man might be a very good
trader, and yet possess a cultivated
understanding.
We sat late, listening to his
complaints, and making many little
arrangements for the future. The next
morning early I departed. Tears gushed
from the eyes of Elizabeth; they proceeded
partly from sorrow at my departure, and
partly because she reflected that the same
journey was to have taken place three
months before, when a mother’s blessing
would have accompanied me.
I threw myself into the chaise that
was to convey me away, and indulged in the
most melancholy reflections. I, who had
ever been surrounded by amiable
companions, continually engaged in
endeavouring to bestow mutual pleasure, I
was now alone. In the university, whither I
was going, I must form my own friends, and
be my own protector. My life had hitherto
been remarkably secluded and domestic;
and this had given me invincible
repugnance to new countenances. I loved
my brothers, Elizabeth, and Clerval; these
were “old familiar faces;” but I believed
myself totally unfitted for the company of
strangers. Such were my reflections as I
commenced my journey; but as I
proceeded, my spirits and hopes rose. I
ardently desired the acquisition of
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knowledge. I had often, when at home,
thought it hard to remain during my youth
cooped up in one place, and had longed to
enter the world, and take my station among
other human beings. Now my desires were
complied with, and it would, indeed, have
been folly to repent.
I had sufficient leisure for these and
many other reflections during my journey
to Ingolstadt, which was long and fatiguing.
At length the high white steeple of the town
met my eyes. I alighted, and was conducted
to my solitary apartment, to spend the
evening as I pleased.
The next morning I delivered my
letters of introduction, and paid a visit to
some of the principal professors, and
among others to M. Krempe, professor of
natural philosophy. He received me with
politeness, and asked me several questions
concerning my progress in the different
branches of science appertaining to natural
philosophy. I mentioned, it is true, with fear
and trembling, the only authors I had ever
read upon those subjects. The professor
stared: “Have you,” he said, “really spent
your time in studying such nonsense?”
I replied in the affirmative. “Every
minute,” continued M. Krempe with
warmth, “every instant that you have
wasted on those books is utterly and
entirely lost. You have burdened your
memory with exploded systems, and
useless names. Good God! in what desert
land have you lived, where no one was kind
enough to inform you that these fancies,
which you have so greedily imbibed, are a
thousand years old, and as musty as they
are ancient? I little expected in this
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enlightened and scientific age to find a
disciple of Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus.
My dear Sir, you must begin your studies
entirely anew.”
So saying, he stept aside, and wrote
down a list of several books treating of
natural philosophy, which he desired me to
procure, and dismissed me, after
mentioning that in the beginning of the
following week he intended to commence a
course of lectures upon natural philosophy
in its general relations, and that M.
Waldman, a fellow-professor, would lecture
upon chemistry the alternate days that he
missed.
I returned home, not disappointed,
for I had long considered those authors
useless whom the professor had so strongly
reprobated; but I did not feel much inclined
to study the books which I procured at his
recommendation. M. Krempe was a little
squat man, with a gruff voice and repulsive
countenance; the teacher, therefore, did
not prepossess me in favour of his doctrine.
Besides, I had a contempt for the uses of
modern natural philosophy. It was very
different, when the masters of the science
sought immortality and power; such views,
although futile, were grand: but now the
scene was changed. The ambition of the
inquirer seemed to limit itself to the
annihilation of those visions on which my
interest in science was chiefly founded. I
was required to exchange chimeras of
boundless grandeur for realities of little
worth.
Such were my reflections during the
first two or three days spent almost in
solitude. But as the ensuing week
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commenced, I thought of the information
which M. Krempe had given me concerning
the lectures. And although I could not
consent to go and hear that little conceited
fellow deliver sentences out of a pulpit, I
recollected what he had said of M.
Waldman, whom I had never seen, as he
had hitherto been out of town.
Partly from curiosity, and partly
from idleness, I went into the lecturing
room, which M. Waldman entered shortly
after. This professor was very unlike his
colleague. He appeared about fifty years of
age, but with an aspect expressive of the
greatest benevolence; a few gray hairs
covered his temples, but those at the back
of his head were nearly black. His person
was short, but remarkably erect; and his
voice the sweetest I had ever heard. He
began his lecture by a recapitulation of the
history of chemistry and the various
improvements made by different men of
learning, pronouncing with fervour the
names of the most distinguished
discoverers. He then took a cursory view of
the present state of the science, and
explained many of its elementary terms.
After having made a few preparatory
experiments, he concluded with a panegyric
upon modern chemistry, the terms of which
I shall never forget: –
“The ancient teachers of this
science,” said he, “promised impossibilities,
and performed nothing. The modern
masters promise very little; they know that
metals cannot be transmuted, and that the
elixir of life is a chimera. But these
philosophers, whose hands seem only made
to dabble in dirt, and their eyes to pour
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over the microscope or crucible, have
indeed performed miracles. They penetrate
into the recesses of nature, and shew how
she works in her hiding places. They ascend
into the heavens; they have discovered how
the blood circulates, and the nature of the
air we breathe. They have acquired new
and almost unlimited powers; they can
command the thunders of heaven, mimic
the earthquake, and even mock the
invisible world with its own shadows.”
I departed highly pleased with the
professor and his lecture, and paid him a
visit the same evening. His manners in
private were even more mild and attractive
than in public; for there was a certain
dignity in his mien during his lecture, which
in his own house was replaced by the
greatest affability and kindness. He heard
with attention my little narration
concerning my studies, and smiled at the
names of Cornelius Agrippa, and Paracelsus,
but without the contempt that M. Krempe
had exhibited. He said, that “these were
men to whose indefatigable zeal modern
philosophers were indebted for most of the
foundations of their knowledge. They had
left to us, as an easier task, to give new
names, and arrange in connected
classifications, the facts which they in a
great degree had been the instruments of
bringing to light. The labours of men of
genius, however erroneously directed,
scarcely ever fail in ultimately turning to the
solid advantage of mankind.” I listened to
his statement, which was delivered without
any presumption or affectation; and then
added, that his lecture had removed my
prejudices against modern chemists;
and I, at the same time, requested his

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

advice concerning the books I ought to
procure.
“I am happy,” said M. Waldman, “to
have gained a disciple; and if your
application equals your ability, I have no
doubt of your success. Chemistry is that
branch of natural philosophy in which the
greatest improvements have been and may
be made; it is on that account that I have
made it my peculiar study; but at the same
time I have not neglected the other
branches of science. A man would make but
a very sorry chemist, if he attended to that
department of human knowledge alone. If
your wish is to become really a man of
science, and not merely a petty
experimentalist, I should advise you to
apply to every branch of natural philosophy,
including mathematics.”
He then took me into his laboratory,
and explained to me the uses of his various
machines; instructing me as to what I ought
to procure, and promising me the use of his
own, when I should have advanced far
enough in the science not to derange their
mechanism. He also gave me the list of
books which I had requested; and I took my
leave. Thus ended a day memorable to me;
it decided my future destiny.
Thus ended a day memorable to me;
it decided my future destiny.
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FROM this day natural philosophy, and
particularly chemistry, in the most
comprehensive sense of the term, became
nearly my sole occupation. I read with
ardour those works, so full of genius and
discrimination, which modern inquirers
have written on these subjects. I attended
the
lectures,
and
cultivated
the
acquaintance, of the men of science of the
university; and I found even in M. Krempe a
great deal of sound sense and real
information, combined, it is true, with a
repulsive physiognomy and manners, but
not on that account the less valuable. In M.
Waldman I found a true friend. His
gentleness was never tinged by dogmatism;
and his instructions were given with an air
of frankness and good nature, that
banished every idea of pedantry. It was,
perhaps, the amiable character of this man
that inclined me more to that branch of
natural philosophy which he professed,
than an intrinsic love for the science itself.
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But this state of mind had place only in the
first steps towards knowledge: the more
fully I entered into the science, the more
exclusively I pursued it for its own sake.
That application, which at first had been a
matter of duty and resolution, now became
so ardent and eager, that the stars often
disappeared in the light of morning whilst I
was yet engaged in my laboratory.
As I applied so closely, it may be
easily conceived that I improved rapidly. My
ardour was indeed the astonishment of the
students; and my proficiency, that of the
masters. Professor Krempe often asked me,
with a sly smile, how Cornelius Agrippa
went on? whilst M. Waldman expressed the
most heartfelt exultation in my progress.
Two years passed in this manner, during
which I paid no visit to Geneva, but was
engaged, heart and soul, in the pursuit of
some discoveries, which I hoped to make.
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. A mind of moderate capacity,
which closely pursues one study, must
infallibly arrive at great proficiency in that
study; and I, who continually sought the
attainment of one object of pursuit, and
was solely wrapt up in this, improved so
rapidly, that, at the end of two years, I
made some discoveries in the improvement
of some chemical instruments, which
procured me great esteem and admiration
at the university. When I had arrived at this
point, and had become as well
acquainted with the theory and
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practice of natural philosophy as depended
on the lessons of any of the professors at
Ingolstadt, my residence there being no
longer conducive to my improvements, I
thought of returning to my friends and my
native town, when an incident happened
that protracted my stay.
One of the phaenomena which had
peculiarly attracted my attention was the
structure of the human frame, and, indeed,
any animal endued with life. Whence, I
often asked myself, did the principle of life
proceed? It was a bold question, and one
which has ever been considered as a
mystery; yet with how many things are we
upon the brink of becoming acquainted, if
cowardice or carelessness did not restrain
our
inquiries.
I
revolved
these
circumstances in my mind, and determined
thenceforth to apply myself more
particularly to those branches of natural
philosophy which relate to physiology.
Unless I had been animated by an almost
supernatural enthusiasm, my application to
this study would have been irksome, and
almost intolerable. To examine the causes
of life, we must first have recourse to
death. I became acquainted with the
science of anatomy: but this was not
sufficient; I must also observe the natural
decay and corruption of the human body. In
my education my father had taken the
greatest precautions that my mind should
be impressed with no supernatural horrors.
I do not ever remember to have trembled at
a tale of superstition, or to have feared the
apparition of a spirit. Darkness had no
effect upon my fancy; and a church-yard
was to me merely the receptacle of bodies
deprived of life, which, from being the seat
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of beauty and strength, had become food
for the worm. Now I was led to examine the
cause and progress of this decay, and
forced to spend days and nights in vaults
and charnel houses. My attention was fixed
upon every object the most insupportable
to the delicacy of the human feelings. I saw
how the fine form of man was degraded
and wasted; I beheld the corruption of
death succeed to the blooming cheek of
life; I saw how the worm inherited the
wonders of the eye and brain. I paused,
examining and analysing all the minutiae of
causation, as exemplified in the change
from life to death, and death to life, until
from the midst of this darkness a sudden
light broke in upon me – a light so brilliant
and wondrous, yet so simple, that while I
became dizzy with the immensity of the
prospect which it illustrated, I was surprised
that among so many men of genius, who
had directed their inquiries towards the
same science, that I alone should be
reserved to discover so astonishing a secret.
Remember, I am not recording the
vision of a madman. The sun does not more
certainly shine in the heavens, than that
which I now affirm is true. Some miracle
might have produced it, yet the stages of
the discovery were distinct and probable.
After days and nights of incredible labour
and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the
cause of generation and life; nay, more, I
became myself capable of bestowing
animation upon lifeless matter.
The astonishment which I had at
first experienced on this discovery soon
gave place to delight and rapture. After so
much time spent in painful labour, to
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arrive at once at the summit of my desires,
was the most gratifying consummation of
my toils. But this discovery was so great and
overwhelming, that all the steps by which I
had been progressively led to it were
obliterated, and I beheld only the result.
What had been the study and desire of the
wisest men since the creation of the world,
was now within my grasp. Not that, like a
magic scene, it all opened upon me at once:
the information I had obtained was of a
nature rather to direct my endeavours so
soon as I should point them towards the
object of my search, than to exhibit that
object already accomplished. I was like the
Arabian who had been buried with the
dead, and found a passage to life aided only
by one glimmering, and seemingly
ineffectual, light.
I see by your eagerness, and the
wonder and hope which your eyes express,
my friend, that you expect to be informed
of the secret with which I am acquainted;
that cannot be: listen patiently until the end
of my story, and you will easily perceive
why I am reserved upon that subject. I will
not lead you on, unguarded and ardent as I
then was, to your destruction and infallible
misery. Learn from me, if not by my
precepts, at least by my example, how
dangerous is the acquirement of
knowledge, and how much happier that
man is who believes his native town to be
the world, than he who aspires to become
greater than his nature will allow.
When I found so astonishing a
power placed within my hands, I hesitated a
long time concerning the manner in which I
should employ it. Although I possessed the
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capacity of bestowing animation, yet to
prepare a frame for the reception of it, with
all its intricacies of fibres, muscles, and
veins, still remained a work of inconceivable
difficulty and labour. I doubted at first
whether I should attempt the creation of a
being like myself or one of simpler
organization; but my imagination was too
much exalted by my first success to permit
me to doubt of my ability to give life to an
animal as complex and wonderful as man.
The materials at present within my
command hardly appeared adequate to so
arduous an undertaking; but I doubted not
that I should ultimately succeed. I prepared
myself for a multitude of reverses; my
operations might be incessantly baffled,
and at last my work be imperfect: yet, when
I considered the improvement which every
day takes place in science and mechanics, I
was encouraged to hope my present
attempts would at least lay the foundations
of future success. Nor could I consider the
magnitude and complexity of my plan as
any argument of its impracticability. It was
with these feelings that I began the creation
of a human being. As the minuteness of the
parts formed a great hindrance to my
speed, I resolved, contrary to my first
intention, to make the being of a gigantic
stature; that is to say, about eight feet in
height, and proportionably large. After
having formed this determination, and
having spent some months in successfully
collecting and arranging my materials, I
began.
No one can conceive the variety of
feelings which bore me onwards, like a
hurricane, in the first enthusiasm of
success. Life and death appeared to me
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ideal bounds, which I should first break
through, and pour a torrent of light into our
dark world. A new species would bless me
as its creator and source; many happy and
excellent natures would owe their being to
me. No father could claim the gratitude of
his child so completely as I should deserve
theirs. Pursuing these reflections, I thought,
that if I could bestow animation upon
lifeless matter, I might in process of time
(although I now found it impossible) renew
life where death had apparently devoted
the body to corruption.
These thoughts supported my
spirits, while I pursued my undertaking with
unremitting ardour. My cheek had grown
pale with study, and my person had become
emaciated with confinement. Sometimes,
on the very brink of certainty, I failed; yet
still I clung to the hope which the next day
or the next hour might realize. One secret
which I alone possessed was the hope to
which I had dedicated myself; and the
moon gazed on my midnight labours, while,
with unrelaxed and breathless eagerness, I
pursued nature to her hiding places. Who
shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil,
as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps
of the grave, or tortured the living animal to
animate the lifeless clay? My limbs now
tremble, and my eyes swim with the
remembrance; but then a resistless, and
almost frantic impulse, urged me forward; I
seemed to have lost all soul or sensation
but for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a
passing trance, that only made me feel with
renewed acuteness so soon as, the
unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I had
returned to my old habits. I collected bones
from charnel houses; and disturbed, with
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profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of
the human frame. In a solitary chamber, or
rather cell, at the top of the house, and
separated from all the other apartments by
a gallery and staircase, I kept my workshop
of filthy creation; my eyeballs were starting
from their sockets in attending to the
details of my employment. The dissecting
room and the slaughter-house furnished
many of my materials; and often did my
human nature turn with loathing from my
occupation, whilst, still urged on by an
eagerness which perpetually increased, I
brought my work near to a conclusion.
The summer months passed 'while I
was thus engaged, heart and soul, in one
pursuit. It was a most beautiful season;
never did the fields bestow a more plentiful
harvest, or the vines yield a more luxuriant
vintage: but my eyes were insensible to the
charms of nature. And the same feelings
which made me neglect the scenes around
me caused me also to forget those friends
who were so many miles absent, and whom
I had not seen for so long a time. I knew my
silence disquieted them; and I well
remembered the words of my father: “I
know that while you are pleased with
yourself, you will think of us with affection,
and we shall hear regularly from you. You
must pardon me, if I regard any interruption
in your correspondence as a proof that your
other duties are equally neglected.”
I knew well therefore what would be
my father's feelings; but I could not tear my
thoughts from my employment, loathsome
in itself, but which had taken an irresistible
hold of my imagination. I wished, as it were,
to procrastinate all that related to my
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feelings of affection until the great object,
which swallowed up every habit of my
nature, should be completed.
I then thought that my father would
be unjust if he ascribed my neglect to vice,
or faultiness on my part; but I am now
convinced that he was justified in
conceiving that I should not be altogether
free from blame. A human being in
perfection ought always to preserve a calm
and peaceful mind, and never to allow
passion or a transitory desire to disturb his
tranquillity. I do not think that the pursuit
of knowledge is an exception to this rule. If
the study to which you apply yourself has a
tendency to weaken your affections, and to
destroy your taste for those simple
pleasures in which no alloy can possibly
mix, then that study is certainly unlawful,
that is to say, not befitting the human mind.
If this rule were always observed; if no man
allowed any pursuit whatsoever to interfere
with the tranquillity of his domestic
affections, Greece had not been enslaved;
Caesar would have spared his country;
America would have been discovered more
gradually; and the empires of Mexico and
Peru had not been destroyed.
But I forget that I am moralizing in
the most interesting part of my tale; and
your looks remind me to proceed.
My father made no reproach in his
letters; and only took notice of my silence
by inquiring into my occupations more
particularly than before. Winter, spring, and
summer, passed away during my labours;
but I did not watch the blossom or the
expanding leaves – sights which before
always yielded me supreme delight, so
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deeply was I engrossed in my occupation.
The leaves of that year had withered before
my work drew near to a close; and now
every day shewed me more plainly how
well I had succeeded. But my enthusiasm
was checked by my anxiety, and I appeared
rather like one doomed by slavery to toil in
the mines, or any other unwholesome
trade, than an artist occupied by his
favourite employment. Every night I was
oppressed by a slow fever, and I became
nervous to a most painful degree; a disease
that I regretted the more because I had
hitherto enjoyed most excellent health, and
had always boasted of the firmness of my
nerves. But I believed that exercise and
amusement would soon drive away such
symptoms; and I promised myself both of
these, when my creation should be
complete.
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IT was on a dreary night of November, that I
beheld the accomplishment of my toils.
With an anxiety that almost amounted to
agony, I collected the instruments of life
around me, that I might infuse a spark of
being into the lifeless thing that lay at my
feet. It was already one in the morning; the
rain pattered dismally against the panes,
and my candle was nearly burnt out, when,
by the glimmer of the half-extinguished
light, I saw the dull yellow eye of the
creature open; it breathed hard, and a
convulsive motion agitated its limbs.
How can I describe my emotions at
this catastrophe, or how delineate the
wretch whom with such infinite pains and
care I had endeavoured to form? His limbs
were in proportion, and I had selected his
features as beautiful. Beautiful! – Great
God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the
work of muscles and arteries beneath; his
hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his
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teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these
luxuriances only formed a more horrid
contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed
almost of the same colour as the dun white
sockets in which they were set, his
shrivelled complexion, and straight black
lips.
The different accidents of life are
not so changeable as the feelings of human
nature. I had worked hard for nearly two
years, for the sole purpose of infusing life
into an inanimate body. For this I had
deprived myself of rest and health. I had
desired it with an ardour that far exceeded
moderation; but now that I had finished,
the beauty of the dream vanished, and
breathless horror and disgust filled my
heart. Unable to endure the aspect of the
being I had created, I rushed out of the
room, and continued a long time traversing
my bed-chamber, unable to compose my
mind to sleep. At length lassitude
succeeded to the tumult I had before
endured; and I threw myself on the bed in
my clothes, endeavouring to seek a few
moments of forgetfulness. But it was in
vain: I slept indeed, but I was 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; a shroud enveloped her form, and
I saw the grave-worms crawling in the folds
of the flannel. I started from my sleep with
horror; a cold dew covered my
forehead, my teeth chattered, and
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every limb became convulsed; when, by the
dim and yellow light of the moon, as it
forced its way through the windowshutters, I beheld the wretch – the
miserable monster whom I had created. He
held up the curtain of the bed; and his eyes,
if eyes they may be called, were fixed on
me. His jaws opened, and he muttered
some inarticulate sounds, while a grin
wrinkled his cheeks. He might have spoken,
but I did not hear; one hand was stretched
out, seemingly to detain me, but I escaped,
and rushed down stairs. I took refuge in the
court-yard belonging to the house which I
inhabited; where I remained during the rest
of the night, walking up and down in the
greatest agitation, listening attentively,
catching and fearing each sound as if it
were to announce the approach of the
demoniacal corpse to which I had so
miserably given life.
Oh! no mortal could support the
horror of that countenance. A mummy
again endued with animation could not be
so hideous as that wretch. I had gazed on
him while unfinished; he was ugly then; but
when those muscles and joints were
rendered capable of motion, it became a
thing such as even Dante could not have
conceived.
I passed the night wretchedly.
Sometimes my pulse beat so quickly and
hardly, that I felt the palpitation of every
artery; at others, I nearly sank to the
ground through languor and extreme
weakness. Mingled with this horror, I felt
the bitterness of disappointment: dreams
that had been my food and pleasant rest for
so long a space, were now become a hell to
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me; and the change was so rapid, the
overthrow so complete!
Morning, dismal and wet, at length
dawned, and discovered to my sleepless
and aching eyes the church of Ingolstadt, its
white steeple and clock, which indicated
the sixth hour. The porter opened the gates
of the court, which had that night been my
asylum, and I issued into the streets, pacing
them with quick steps, as if I sought to
avoid the wretch whom I feared every
turning of the street would present to my
view. I did not dare return to the apartment
which I inhabited, but felt impelled to hurry
on, although wetted by the rain, which
poured from a black and comfortless sky.
I continued walking in this manner
for some time, endeavouring, by bodily
exercise, to ease the load that weighed
upon my mind. I traversed the streets,
without any clear conception of where I
was, or what I was doing. My heart
palpitated in the sickness of fear; and I
hurried on with irregular steps, not daring
to look about me:

Like one who, on a lonely road,
Doth walk in fear and dread,
And, having once turn’d round,
walks on,
And turns no more his head;
Because he knows a frightful fiend
Doth close behind him tread.20
Continuing thus, I came at length
opposite to the inn at which the various
20

S. T. Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, lines 451-456
(Mary Shelley’s note).
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diligences and carriages usually stopped.
Here I paused, I knew not why; but I
remained some minutes with my eyes fixed
on a coach that was coming towards me
from the other end of the street. As it drew
nearer, I observed that it was the Swiss
diligence: it stopped just where I was
standing; and, on the door being opened, I
perceived Henry Clerval, who, on seeing
me, instantly sprung out. “My dear
Frankenstein,” exclaimed he, “how glad I
am to see you! how fortunate that you
should be here at the very moment of my
alighting!”
Nothing could equal my delight on
seeing Clerval; his presence brought back to
my thoughts my father, Elizabeth, and all
those scenes of home so dear to my
recollection. I grasped his hand, and in a
moment forgot my horror and misfortune; I
felt suddenly, and for the first time during
many months, calm and serene joy. I
welcomed my friend, therefore, in the most
cordial manner, and we walked towards my
college. Clerval continued talking for some
time about our mutual friends, and his own
good fortune in being permitted to come to
Ingolstadt. “You may easily believe,” said
he, “how great was the difficulty to
persuade my father that it was not
absolutely necessary for a merchant not to
understand any thing except book-keeping;
and, indeed, I believe I left him incredulous
to the last, for his constant answer to my
unwearied entreaties was the same as that
of the Dutch school-master in the Vicar of
Wakefield: ‘I have ten thousand florins a
year without Greek, I eat heartily without
Greek.’ But his affection for me at length
overcame his dislike of learning, and he has
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permitted me to undertake a voyage of
discovery to the land of knowledge.”
“It gives me the greatest delight to
see you; but tell me how you left my father,
brothers, and Elizabeth.”
“Very well, and very happy, only a
little uneasy that they hear from you so
seldom. By the bye, I mean to lecture you a
little upon their account myself. – But, my
dear Frankenstein,” continued he, stopping
short, and gazing full in my face, “I did not
before remark how very ill you appear; so
thin and pale; you look as if you had been
watching for several nights.”
“You have guessed right; I have
lately been so deeply engaged in one
occupation, that I have not allowed myself
sufficient rest, as you see: but I hope, I
sincerely hope, that all these employments
are now at an end, and that I am at length
free.”
I trembled excessively; I could not
endure to think of, and far less to allude to
the occurrences of the preceding night. I
walked with a quick pace, and we soon
arrived at my college. I then reflected, and
the thought made me shiver, that the
creature whom I had left in my apartment
might still be there, alive, and walking
about. I dreaded to behold this monster;
but I feared still more that Henry should see
him. Entreating him therefore to remain a
few minutes at the bottom of the stairs, I
darted up towards my own room. My hand
was already on the lock of the door before I
recollected myself. I then paused; and a
cold shivering came over me. I threw
the door forcibly open, as children are

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

accustomed to do when they expect a
spectre to stand in waiting for them on the
other side; but nothing appeared. I stepped
fearfully in: the apartment was empty; and
my bedroom was also freed from its
hideous guest. I could hardly believe that so
great a good-fortune could have befallen
me; but when I became assured that my
enemy had indeed fled, I clapped my hands
for joy, and ran down to Clerval.
We ascended into my room, and the
servant presently brought breakfast; but I
was unable to contain myself. It was not joy
only that possessed me; I felt my flesh
tingle with excess of sensitiveness, and my
pulse beat rapidly. I was unable to remain
for a single instant in the same place; I
jumped over the chairs, clapped my hands,
and laughed aloud. Clerval at first
attributed my unusual spirits to joy on his
arrival; but when he observed me more
attentively, he saw a wildness in my eyes
for which he could not account; and my
loud, unrestrained, heartless laughter,
frightened and astonished him.
“My dear Victor,” cried he, “what,
for God’s sake, is the matter? Do not laugh
in that manner. How ill you are! What is the
cause of all this?”
“Do not ask me,” cried I, putting my
hands before my eyes, for I thought I saw
the dreaded spectre glide into the room;
“foe can tell. – Oh, save me! save me!” I
imagined that the monster seized me; I
struggled furiously, and fell down in a fit.
Poor Clerval! what must have been
his feelings? A meeting, which he
anticipated with such joy, so strangely
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turned to bitterness. But I was not the
witness of his grief; for I was lifeless, and
did not recover my senses for a long, long
time.
This was the commencement of a
nervous fever, which confined me for
several months. During all that time Henry
was my only nurse. I afterwards learned
that, knowing my father’s advanced age,
and unfitness for so long a journey, and
how wretched my sickness would make
Elizabeth, he spared them this grief by
concealing the extent of my disorder. He
knew that I could not have a more kind and
attentive nurse than himself; and, firm in
the hope he felt of my recovery, he did not
doubt that, instead of doing harm, he
performed the kindest action that he could
towards them.
But I was in reality very ill; and
surely nothing but the unbounded and
unremitting attentions of my friend could
have restored me to life. The form of the
monster on whom I had bestowed
existence was for ever before my eyes, and
I raved incessantly concerning him.
Doubtless my words surprised Henry: he at
first believed them to be the wanderings of
my disturbed imagination; but the
pertinacity with which I continually recurred
to the same subject persuaded him that my
disorder indeed owed its origin to some
uncommon and terrible event.
By very slow degrees, and with
frequent relapses, that alarmed and grieved
my friend, I recovered. I remember the first
time I became capable of observing
outward objects with any kind of
pleasure, I perceived that the fallen
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leaves had disappeared, and that the young
buds were shooting forth from the trees
that shaded my window. It was a divine
spring; and the season contributed greatly
to my convalescence. I felt also sentiments
of joy and affection revive in my bosom; my
gloom disappeared, and in a short time I
became as cheerful as before I was attacked
by the fatal passion.
“Dearest Clerval,” exclaimed I, “how
kind, how very good you are to me. This
whole winter, instead of being spent in
study, as you promised yourself, has been
consumed in my sick room. How shall I ever
repay you? I feel the greatest remorse for
the disappointment of which I have been
the occasion; but you will forgive me.”
“You will repay me entirely, if you
do not discompose yourself, but get well as
fast as you can; and since you appear in
such good spirits, I may speak to you on one
subject, may I not?”
I trembled. One subject! what could
it be? Could he allude to an object on whom
I dared not even think?
“Compose yourself,” said Clerval,
who observed my change of colour, “I will
not mention it, if it agitates you; but your
father and cousin would be very happy if
they received a letter from you in your own
hand-writing. They hardly know how ill you
have been, and are uneasy at your long
silence.”
“Is that all? my dear Henry. How
could you suppose that my first thought
would not fly towards those dear, dear
friends whom I love, and who are so
deserving of my love.”
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“If this is your present temper, my
friend, you will perhaps be glad to see a
letter that has been lying here some days
for you: it is from your cousin, I believe.”

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

FRANKENSTEIN;
OR, THE MODERN
PROMETHEUS
Mary Shelley

The 1818 edition
VOLUME II
CHAPTER I [Chapter IX in the 1831
edition] [Chapter VIII in the 1823 edition]

NOTHING is more painful to the human
mind, than, after the feelings have been
worked up by a quick succession of events,
the dead calmness of inaction and certainty
which follows, and deprives the soul both of
hope and fear. Justine died; she rested; and
I was alive. The blood flowed freely in my
veins, but a weight of despair and remorse
pressed on my heart, which nothing could
remove. Sleep fled from my eyes; I
wandered like an evil spirit, for I had
committed deeds of mischief beyond
description horrible, and more, much more,
(I persuaded myself) was yet behind. Yet my
heart overflowed with kindness, and the
love of virtue. I had begun life with
benevolent intentions, and thirsted for the
moment when I should put them in
practice, and make myself useful to my
fellow-beings. Now all was blasted: instead
of that serenity of conscience, which
allowed me to look back upon the past with
selfsatisfaction, and from thence to gather
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promise of new hopes, I was seized by
remorse and the sense of guilt, which
hurried me away to a hell of intense
tortures, such as no language can describe.
This state of mind preyed upon my
health, which had entirely recovered from
the first shock it had sustained. I shunned
the face of man; all sound of joy or
complacency was torture to me; solitude
was my only consolation – deep, dark,
death-like solitude.
My father observed with pain the
alteration perceptible in my disposition and
habits, and endeavoured to reason with me
on the folly of giving way to immoderate
grief. “Do you think, Victor,” said he, “that I
do not suffer also? No one could love a
child more than I loved your brother;”
(tears came into his eyes as he spoke); “but
is it not a duty to the survivors, that we
should refrain from augmenting their
unhappiness by an appearance of
immoderate grief? It is also a duty owed to
yourself; for excessive sorrow prevents
improvement or enjoyment, or even the
discharge of daily usefulness, without which
no man is fit for society.”
This advice, although good, was
totally inapplicable to my case; I should
have been the first to hide my grief, and
console my friends, if remorse had not
mingled its bitterness with my other
sensations. Now I could only answer my
father with a look of despair, and
endeavour to hide myself from his view.
About this time we retired to our
house at Belrive. This change was
particularly agreeable to me. The
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shutting of the gates regularly at ten
o'clock, and the impossibility of remaining
on the lake after that hour, had rendered
our residence within the walls of Geneva
very irksome to me. I was now free. Often,
after the rest of the family had retired for
the night, I took the boat, and passed many
hours upon the water. Sometimes, with my
sails set, I was carried by the wind; and
sometimes, after rowing into the middle of
the lake, I left the boat to pursue its own
course, and gave way to my own miserable
reflections. I was often tempted, when all
was at peace around me, and I the only
unquiet thing that wandered restless in a
scene so beautiful and heavenly, if I except
some bat, or the frogs, whose harsh and
interrupted croaking was heard only when I
approached the shore - often, I say, I was
tempted to plunge into the silent lake, that
the waters might close over me and my
calamities for ever. But I was restrained,
when I thought of the heroic and suffering
Elizabeth, whom I tenderly loved, and
whose existence was bound up in mine. I
thought also of my father, and surviving
brother: should I by my base desertion
leave them exposed and unprotected to the
malice of the fiend whom I had let loose
among them?
At these moments I wept bitterly,
and wished that peace would revisit my
mind only that I might afford them
consolation and happiness. But that could
not be. Remorse extinguished every hope. I
had been the author of unalterable evils;
and I lived in daily fear, lest the monster
whom I had created should perpetrate
some new wickedness. I had an obscure
feeling that all was not over, and that he

51

would still commit some signal crime, which
by its enormity should almost efface the
recollection of the past. There was always
scope for fear, so long as any thing I loved
remained behind. My abhorrence of this
fiend cannot be conceived. When I thought
of him, I gnashed my teeth, my eyes
became inflamed, and I ardently wished to
extinguish that life which I had so
thoughtlessly bestowed. When I reflected
on his crimes and malice, my hatred and
revenge burst all bounds of moderation. I
would have made a pilgrimage to the
highest peak of the Andes, could I, when
there, have precipitated him to their base. I
wished to see him again, that I might wreak
the utmost extent of anger on his head, and
avenge the deaths of William and Justine.
Our house was the house of
mourning. My father's health was deeply
shaken by the horror of the recent events.
Elizabeth was sad and desponding; she no
longer took delight in her ordinary
occupations; all pleasure seemed to her
sacrilege toward the dead; eternal woe and
tears she then thought was the just tribute
she should pay to innocence so blasted and
destroyed. She was no longer that happy
creature, who in earlier youth wandered
with me on the banks of the lake, and
talked with ecstacy of our future prospects.
She had become grave, and often
conversed of the inconstancy of fortune,
and the instability of human life.
“When I reflect, my dear cousin,”
said she, “on the miserable death of Justine
Moritz, I no longer see the world and its
works as they before appeared to me.
Before, I looked upon the accounts of
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vice and injustice, that I read in books or
heard from others, as tales of ancient days,
or imaginary evils; at least they were
remote, and more familiar to reason than to
the imagination; but now misery has come
home, and men appear to me as monsters
thirsting for each other's blood. Yet I am
certainly unjust. Every body believed that
poor girl to be guilty; and if she could have
committed the crime for which she
suffered, assuredly she would have been
the most depraved of human creatures. For
the sake of a few jewels, to have murdered
the son of her benefactor and friend, a child
whom she had nursed from its birth, and
appeared to love as if it had been her own! I
could not consent to the death of any
human being; but certainly I should have
thought such a creature unfit to remain in
the society of men. Yet she was innocent. I
know, I feel she was innocent; you are of
the same opinion, and that confirms me.
Alas! Victor, when falsehood can look so
like the truth, who can assure themselves of
certain happiness? I feel as if I were walking
on the edge of a precipice, towards which
thousands are crowding, and endeavouring
to plunge me into the abyss. William and
Justine were assassinated, and the
murderer escapes; he walks about the
world free, and perhaps respected. But
even if I were condemned to suffer on the
scaffold for the same crimes, I would not
change places with such a wretch.”
I listened to this discourse with the
extremest agony. I, not in deed, but in
effect, was the true murderer. Elizabeth
read my anguish in my countenance, and
kindly taking my hand said, “My dearest
cousin, you must calm yourself. These
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events have affected me, God knows how
deeply; but I am not so wretched as you
are. There is an expression of despair, and
sometimes
of
revenge,
in
your
countenance, that makes me tremble. Be
calm, my dear Victor; I would sacrifice my
life to your peace. We surely shall be happy:
quiet in our native country, and not
mingling in the world, what can disturb our
tranquillity?”
She shed tears as she said this,
distrusting the very solace that she gave;
but at the same time she smiled, that she
might chase away the fiend that lurked in
my heart. My father, who saw in the
unhappiness that was painted in my face
only an exaggeration of that sorrow which I
might naturally feel, thought that an
amusement suited to my taste would be the
best means of restoring to me my wonted
serenity. It was from this cause that he had
removed to the country; and, induced by
the same motive, he now proposed that we
should all make an excursion to the valley of
Chamounix. I had been there before, but
Elizabeth and Ernest never had; and both
had often expressed an earnest desire to
see the scenery of this place, which had
been described to them as so wonderful
and sublime. Accordingly we departed from
Geneva on this tour about the middle of the
month of August, nearly two months after
the death of Justine.
The weather was uncommonly fine;
and if mine had been a sorrow to be chased
away by any fleeting circumstance, this
excursion would certainly have had the
effect intended by my father. As it was, I
was somewhat interested in the scene;
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it sometimes lulled, although it could not
extinguish my grief. During the first day we
travelled in a carriage. In the morning we
had seen the mountains at a distance,
towards which we gradually advanced. We
perceived that the valley through which we
wound, and which was formed by the river
Arve, whose course we followed, closed in
upon us by degrees; and when the sun had
set, we beheld immense mountains and
precipices overhanging us on every side,
and heard the sound of the river raging
among rocks, and the dashing of waterfalls
around.
The next day we pursued our
journey upon mules; and as we ascended
still higher, the valley assumed a more
magnificent and astonishing character.
Ruined castles hanging on the precipices of
piny mountains; the impetuous Arve, and
cottages every here and there peeping forth
from among the trees, formed a scene of
singular beauty. But it was augmented and
rendered sublime by the mighty Alps,
whose white and shining pyramids and
domes towered above all, as belonging to
another earth, the habitations of another
race of beings.
We passed the bridge of Pelissier,
where the ravine, which the river forms,
opened before us, and we began to ascend
the mountain that overhangs it. Soon after
we entered the valley of Chamounix. This
valley is more wonderful and sublime, but
not so beautiful and picturesque as that of
Servox, through which we had just passed.
The high and snowy mountains were its
immediate boundaries; but we saw no more
ruined castles and fertile fields. Immense
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glaciers approached the road; we heard the
rumbling thunder of the falling avelanche,
and marked the smoke of its passage. Mont
Blanc, the supreme and magnificent Mont
Blanc, raised itself from the surrounding
aiguilles, and its tremendous dome
overlooked the valley.
During this journey, I sometimes
joined Elizabeth, and exerted myself to
point out to her the various beauties of the
scene. I often suffered my mule to lag
behind, and indulged in the misery of
reflection. At other times I spurred on the
animal before my companions, that I might
forget them, the world, and, more than all,
myself. When at a distance, I alighted, and
threw myself on the grass, weighed down
by horror and despair. At eight in the
evening I arrived at Chamounix. My father
and Elizabeth were very much fatigued;
Ernest, who accompanied us, was
delighted, and in high spirits: the only
circumstance that detracted from his
pleasure was the south wind, and the rain it
seemed to promise for the next day.
We retired early to our apartments,
but not to sleep; at least I did not. I
remained many hours at the window,
watching the pallid lightning that played
above Mont Blanc, and listening to the
rushing of the Arve, which ran below my
window.
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THE next day, contrary to the
prognostications of our guides, was fine,
although clouded. We visited the source of
the Arveiron, and rode about the valley
until evening. These sublime and
magnificent scenes afforded me the
greatest consolation that I was capable of
receiving. They elevated me from all
littleness of feeling; and although they did
not remove my grief, they subdued and
tranquillized it. In some degree, also, they
diverted my mind from the thoughts over
which it had brooded for the last month. I
returned in the evening, fatigued, but less
unhappy, and conversed with my family
with more cheerfulness than had been my
custom for some time. My father was
pleased, and Elizabeth overjoyed. “My dear
cousin,” said she, “you see what happiness
you diffuse when you are happy; do not
relapse again!”
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The following morning the rain
poured down in torrents, and thick mists
hid the summits of the mountains. I rose
early, but felt unusually melancholy. The
rain depressed me; my old feelings
recurred, and I was miserable. I knew how
disappointed my father would be at this
sudden change, and I wished to avoid him
until I had recovered myself so far as to be
enabled to conceal those feelings that
overpowered me. I knew that they would
remain that day at the inn; and as I had ever
inured myself to rain, moisture, and cold, I
resolved to go alone to the summit of
Montanvert. I remembered the effect that
the view of the tremendous and evermoving glacier had produced upon my mind
when I first saw it. It had then filled me with
a sublime ecstacy that gave wings to the
soul, and allowed it to soar from the
obscure world to light and joy. The sight of
the awful and majestic in nature had indeed
always the effect of solemnizing my mind,
and causing me to forget the passing cares
of life. I determined to go alone, for I was
well acquainted with the path, and the
presence of another would destroy the
solitary grandeur of the scene.
The ascent is precipitous, but the
path is cut into continual and short
windings, which enable you to surmount
the perpendicularity of the mountain. It is a
scene terrifically desolate. In a thousand
spots the traces of the winter avelanche
may be perceived, where trees lie broken
and strewed on the ground; some entirely
destroyed, others bent, leaning upon the
jutting rocks of the mountain, or
transversely upon other trees. The
path, as you ascend higher, is
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intersected by ravines of snow, down which
stones continually roll from above; one of
them is particularly dangerous, as the
slightest sound, such as even speaking in a
loud voice, produces a concussion of air
sufficient to draw destruction upon the
head of the speaker. The pines are not tall
or luxuriant, but they are sombre, and add
an air of severity to the scene. I looked on
the valley beneath; vast mists were rising
from the rivers which ran through it, and
curling in thick wreaths around the opposite
mountains, whose summits were hid in the
uniform clouds, while rain poured from the
dark sky, and added to the melancholy
impression I received from the objects
around me. Alas! why does man boast of
sensibilities superior to those apparent in
the brute; it only renders them more
necessary beings. If our impulses were
confined to hunger, thirst, and desire, we
might be nearly free; but now we are
moved by every wind that blows, and a
chance word or scene that that word may
convey to us.

We rest; a dream has power to
poison sleep.
We rise; one wand'ring thought
pollutes the day.
We feel, conceive, or reason; laugh,
or weep,
Embrace fond woe, or cast our cares
away;
It is the same: for, be it joy or
sorrow,
The path of its departure still is free.
Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like
his morrow;
Nought may endure but mutability!
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It was nearly noon when I arrived at
the top of the ascent. For some time I sat
upon the rock that overlooks the sea of ice.
A mist covered both that and the
surrounding mountains. Presently a breeze
dissipated the cloud, and I descended upon
the glacier. The surface is very uneven,
rising like the waves of a troubled sea,
descending low, and interspersed by rifts
that sink deep. The field of ice is almost a
league in width, but I spent nearly two
hours in crossing it. The opposite mountain
is a bare perpendicular rock. From the side
where I now stood Montanvert was exactly
opposite, at the distance of a league; and
above it rose Mont Blanc, in awful majesty.
I remained in a recess of the rock, gazing on
this wonderful and stupendous scene. The
sea, or rather the vast river of ice, wound
among its dependent mountains, whose
aerial summits hung over its recesses. Their
icy and glittering peaks shone in the
sunlight over the clouds. My heart, which
was before sorrowful, now swelled with
something like joy; I exclaimed –
“Wandering spirits, if indeed ye wander,
and do not rest in your narrow beds, allow
me this faint happiness, or take me, as your
companion, away from the joys of life.”
As I said this, I suddenly beheld the
figure of a man, at some distance,
advancing towards me with superhuman
speed. He bounded over the crevices in the
ice, among which I had walked with
caution; his stature also, as he approached,
seemed to exceed that of man. I was
troubled: a mist came over my eyes, and I
felt a faintness seize me; but I was quickly
restored by the cold gale of the
mountains. I perceived, as the shape
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came nearer, (sight tremendous and
abhorred!) that it was the wretch whom I
had created. I trembled with rage and
horror, resolving to wait his approach, and
then close with him in mortal combat. He
approached; his countenance bespoke
bitter anguish, combined with disdain and
malignity, while its unearthly ugliness
rendered it almost too horrible for human
eyes. But I scarcely observed this; anger and
hatred had at first deprived me of
utterance, and I recovered only to
overwhelm him with words expressive of
furious detestation and contempt.
“Devil!” I exclaimed, “do you dare
approach me? and do not you fear the
fierce vengeance of my arm wreaked on
your miserable head? Begone, vile insect!
or rather stay, that I may trample you to
dust! and, oh, that I could, with the
extinction of your miserable existence,
restore those victims whom you have so
diabolically murdered!”
“I expected this reception,” said the
daemon. “All men hate the wretched; how
then must I be hated, who am miserable
beyond all living things! Yet 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.
You purpose to kill me. How dare you sport
thus with life? Do your duty towards me,
and I will do mine towards you and the rest
of mankind. If you will comply with my
conditions, I will leave them and you at
peace; but if you refuse, I will glut the maw
of death, until it be satiated with the blood
of your remaining friends.”
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“Abhorred monster! fiend that thou
art! the tortures of hell are too mild a
vengeance for thy crimes. Wretched devil!
you reproach me with your creation; come
on then, that I may extinguish the spark
which I so negligently bestowed.”
My rage was without bounds; I
sprang on him, impelled by all the feelings
which can arm one being against the
existence of another.
He easily eluded me, and said,
“Be calm! I entreat you to hear me,
before you give vent to your hatred on my
devoted head. Have I not suffered enough,
that you seek to increase my misery? Life,
although it may only be an accumulation of
anguish, is dear to me, and I will defend it.
Remember, thou hast made me more
powerful than thyself; my height is superior
to thine; my joints more supple. But I will
not be tempted to set myself in opposition
to thee. I am thy creature, and I will be even
mild and docile to my natural lord and king,
if thou wilt also perform thy part, the which
thou owest me. Oh, Frankenstein, be not
equitable to every other, and trample upon
me alone, to whom thy justice, and even
thy clemency and affection, is most due.
Remember, that I am thy creature: I ought
to be thy Adam; but I am rather the fallen
angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no
misdeed. Every where I see bliss, from
which I alone am irrevocably excluded. I
was benevolent and good; misery made me
a fiend. Make me happy, and I shall again
be virtuous.”
“Begone! I will not hear you.
There can be no community between
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you and me; we are enemies. Begone, or let
us try our strength in a fight, in which one
must fall.”
“How can I move thee? Will no
entreaties cause thee to turn a favourable
eye upon thy creature, who implores thy
goodness and compassion. Believe me,
Frankenstein: I was benevolent; my soul
glowed with love and humanity: but am I
not alone, miserably alone? You, my
creator, abhor me; what hope can I gather
from your fellow-creatures, who owe me
nothing? they spurn and hate me. The
desert mountains and dreary glaciers are
my refuge. I have wandered here many
days; the caves of ice, which I only do not
fear, are a dwelling to me, and the only one
which man does not grudge. These bleak
skies I hail, for they are kinder to me than
your fellow-beings. If the multitude of
mankind knew of my existence, they would
do as you do, and arm themselves for my
destruction. Shall I not then hate them who
abhor me? I will keep no terms with my
enemies. I am miserable, and they shall
share my wretchedness. Yet it is in your
power to recompense me, and deliver them
from an evil which it only remains for you to
make so great, that not only you and your
family, but thousands of others, shall be
swallowed up in the whirlwinds of its rage.
Let your compassion be moved, and do not
disdain me. Listen to my tale: when you
have heard that, abandon or commiserate
me, as you shall judge that I deserve. But
hear me. The guilty are allowed, by human
laws, bloody as they may be, to speak in
their own defence before they are
condemned. Listen to me, Frankenstein.
You accuse me of murder; and yet you
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would, with a satisfied conscience, destroy
your own creature. Oh, praise the eternal
justice of man! Yet I ask you not to spare
me: listen to me; and then, if you can, and if
you will, destroy the work of your hands.”
“Why do you call to my
remembrance circumstances of which I
shudder to reflect, that I have been the
miserable origin and author? Cursed be the
day, abhorred devil, in which you first saw
light! Cursed (although I curse myself) be
the hands that formed you! You have made
me wretched beyond expression. You have
left me no power to consider whether I am
just to you, or not. Begone! relieve me from
the sight of your detested form.”
“Thus I relieve thee, my creator,” he
said, and placed his hated hands before my
eyes, which I flung from me with violence;
“thus I take from thee a sight which you
abhor. Still thou canst listen to me, and
grant me thy compassion. By the virtues
that I once possessed, I demand this from
you. Hear my tale; it is long and strange,
and the temperature of this place is not
fitting to your fine sensations; come to the
hut upon the mountain. The sun is yet high
in the heavens; before it descends to hide
itself behind yon snowy precipices, and
illuminate another world, you will have
heard my story, and can decide. On you it
rests, whether I quit for ever the
neighbourhood of man, and lead a harmless
life, or become the scourge of your fellowcreatures, and the author of your own
speedy ruin.”
As he said this, he led the way across
the ice: I followed. My heart was full,
and I did not answer him; but, as I
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proceeded, I weighed the various
arguments that he had used, and
determined at least to listen to his tale. I
was partly urged by curiosity, and
compassion confirmed my resolution. I had
hitherto supposed him to be the murderer
of my brother, and I eagerly sought a
confirmation or denial of this opinion. For
the first time, also, I felt what the duties of
a creator towards his creature were, and
that I ought to render him happy before I
complained of his wickedness. These
motives urged me to comply with his
demand. We crossed the ice, therefore, and
ascended the opposite rock. The air was
cold, and the rain again began to descend:
we entered the hut, the fiend with an air of
exultation, I with a heavy heart, and
depressed spirits. But I consented to listen;
and, seating myself by the fire which my
odious companion had lighted, he thus
began his tale.
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“IT is with considerable difficulty that I
remember the original aera 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.
Darkness then came over me, and troubled
me; but hardly had I felt this, when, by
opening my eyes, as I now suppose, the
light poured in upon me again. I walked,
and, I believe, descended; but I presently
found a great alteration in my sensations.
Before, dark and opaque bodies had
surrounded me, impervious to my touch or
sight; but I now found that I could wander
on at liberty, with no obstacles which I
could not either surmount or avoid. The
light became more and more oppressive to
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me; and, the heat wearying me as I walked,
I sought a place where I could receive
shade. This was the forest near Ingolstadt;
and here I lay by the side of a brook resting
from my fatigue, until I felt tormented by
hunger and thirst. This roused me from my
nearly dormant state, and I ate some
berries which I found hanging on the trees,
or lying on the ground. I slaked my thirst at
the brook; and then lying down, was
overcome by sleep.
“It was dark when I awoke; I felt cold
also, and halffrightened as it were
instinctively, finding myself so desolate.
Before I had quitted your apartment, on a
sensation of cold, I had covered myself with
some clothes; but these were insufficient to
secure me from the dews of night. I was a
poor, helpless, miserable wretch; I knew,
and could distinguish, nothing; but, feeling
pain invade me on all sides, I sat down and
wept.
“Soon a gentle light stole over the
heavens, and gave me a sensation of
pleasure. I started up, and beheld a radiant
form rise from among the trees. I gazed
with a kind of wonder. It moved slowly, but
it enlightened my path; and I again went
out in search of berries. I was still cold,
when under one of the trees I found a huge
cloak, with which I covered myself, and sat
down upon the ground. No distinct ideas
occupied my mind; all was confused. I felt
light, and hunger, and thirst, and darkness;
innumerable sounds rung in my ears, and
on all sides various scents saluted me: the
only object that I could distinguish was the
bright moon, and I fixed my eyes on that
with pleasure.
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“Several changes of day and night
passed, and the orb of night had greatly
lessened when I began to distinguish my
sensations from each other. I gradually saw
plainly the clear stream that supplied me
with drink, and the trees that shaded me
with their foliage. I was delighted when I
first discovered that a pleasant sound,
which often saluted my ears, proceeded
from the throats of the little winged
animals who had often intercepted the light
from my eyes. I began also to observe, with
greater accuracy, the forms that
surrounded me, and to perceive the
boundaries of the radiant roof of light
which canopied me. Sometimes I tried to
imitate the pleasant songs of the birds, but
was unable. Sometimes I wished to express
my sensations in my own mode, but the
uncouth and inarticulate sounds which
broke from me frightened me into silence
again.
“The moon had disappeared from
the night, and again, with a lessened form,
shewed itself, while I still remained in the
forest. My sensations had, by this time,
become distinct, and my mind received
every day additional ideas. My eyes became
accustomed to the light, and to perceive
objects in their right forms; I distinguished
the insect from the herb, and, by degrees,
one herb from another. I found that the
sparrow uttered none but harsh notes,
whilst those of the blackbird and thrush
were sweet and enticing.
“One day, when I was oppressed by
cold, I found a fire which had been left by
some wandering beggars, and was
overcome with delight at the warmth I
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experienced from it. In my joy I thrust my
hand into the live embers, but quickly drew
it out again with a cry of pain. How strange,
I thought, that the same cause should
produce such opposite effects! I examined
the materials of the fire, and to my joy
found it to be composed of wood. I quickly
collected some branches; but they were
wet, and would not burn. I was pained at
this, and sat still watching the operation of
the fire. The wet wood which I had placed
near the heat dried, and itself became
inflamed. I reflected on this; and, by
touching the various branches, I discovered
the cause, and busied myself in collecting a
great quantity of wood, that I might dry it,
and have a plentiful supply of fire. When
night came on, and brought sleep with it, I
was in the greatest fear lest my fire should
be extinguished. I covered it carefully with
dry wood and leaves, and placed wet
branches upon it; and then, spreading my
cloak, I lay on the ground, and sunk into
sleep.
“It was morning when I awoke, and
my first care was to visit the fire. I
uncovered it, and a gentle breeze quickly
fanned it into a flame. I observed this also,
and contrived a fan of branches, which
roused the embers when they were nearly
extinguished. When night came again, I
found, with pleasure, that the fire gave light
as well as heat; and that the discovery of
this element was useful to me in my food;
for I found some of the offals that the
travellers had left had been roasted, and
tasted much more savoury than the berries
I gathered from the trees. I tried, therefore,
to dress my food in the same manner,
placing it on the live embers. I found
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that the berries were spoiled by this
operation, and the nuts and roots much
improved.
“Food, however, became scarce;
and I often spent the whole day searching
in vain for a few acorns to assuage the
pangs of hunger. When I found this, I
resolved to quit the place that I had
hitherto inhabited, to seek for one where
the few wants I experienced would be more
easily satisfied. In this emigration, I
exceedingly lamented the loss of the fire
which I had obtained through accident, and
knew not how to re-produce it. I gave
several hours to the serious consideration
of this difficulty; but I was obliged to
relinquish all attempt to supply it; and,
wrapping myself up in my cloak, I struck
across the wood towards the setting sun. I
passed three days in these rambles, and at
length discovered the open country. A great
fall of snow had taken place the night
before, and the fields were of one uniform
white; the appearance was disconsolate,
and I found my feet chilled by the cold
damp substance that covered the ground.
“It was about seven in the morning,
and I longed to obtain food and shelter; at
length I perceived a small hut, on a rising
ground, which had doubtless been built for
the convenience of some shepherd. This
was a new sight to me; and I examined the
structure with great curiosity. Finding the
door open, I entered. An old man sat in it,
near a fire, over which he was preparing his
breakfast. He turned on hearing a noise;
and, perceiving me, shrieked loudly, and,
quitting the hut, ran across the fields with a
speed of which his debilitated form hardly
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appeared capable. His appearance,
different from any I had ever before seen,
and his flight, somewhat surprised me. But I
was enchanted by the appearance of the
hut: here the snow and rain could not
penetrate; the ground was dry; and it
presented to me then as exquisite and
divine a retreat as Pandaemonium
appeared to the daemons of hell after their
sufferings in the lake of fire. I greedily
devoured the remnants of the shepherd’s
breakfast, which consisted of bread, cheese,
milk, and wine; the latter, however, I did
not like. Then overcome by fatigue, I lay
down among some straw, and fell asleep.
“It was noon when I awoke; and,
allured by the warmth of the sun, which
shone brightly on the white ground, I
determined to recommence my travels;
and, depositing the remains of the
peasant’s breakfast in a wallet I found, I
proceeded across the fields for several
hours, until at sunset I arrived at a village.
How miraculous did this appear! the huts,
the neater cottages, and stately houses,
engaged my admiration by turns. The
vegetables in the gardens, the milk and
cheese that I saw placed at the windows of
some of the cottages, allured my appetite.
One of the best of these I entered; but I had
hardly placed my foot within the door,
before the children shrieked, and one of the
women fainted. The whole village was
roused; some fled, some attacked me, until,
grievously bruised by stones and many
other kinds of missile weapons, I escaped to
the open country, and fearfully took refuge
in a low hovel, quite bare, and making a
wretched appearance after the palaces
I had beheld in the village. This hovel,
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however, joined a cottage of a neat and
pleasant appearance; but, after my late
dearly-bought experience, I dared not enter
it. My place of refuge was constructed of
wood, but so low, that I could with difficulty
sit upright in it. No wood, however, was
placed on the earth, which formed the
floor, but it was dry; and although the wind
entered it by innumerable chinks, I found it
an agreeable asylum from the snow and
rain.
“Here then I retreated, and lay
down, happy to have found a shelter,
however miserable, from the inclemency of
the season, and still more from the
barbarity of man.
“As soon as morning dawned, I crept
from my kennel, that I might view the
adjacent cottage, and discover if I could
remain in the habitation I had found. It was
situated against the back of the cottage,
and surrounded on the sides which were
exposed by a pig-stye and a clear pool of
water. One part was open, and by that I had
crept in; but now I covered every crevice by
which I might be perceived with stones and
wood, yet in such a manner that I might
move them on occasion to pass out: all the
light I enjoyed came through the stye, and
that was sufficient for me.
“Having thus arranged my dwelling,
and carpeted it with clean straw, I retired;
for I saw the figure of a man at a distance,
and I remembered too well my treatment
the night before, to trust myself in his
power. I had first, however, provided for my
sustenance for that day, by a loaf of coarse
bread, which I purloined, and a cup with
which I could drink, more conveniently than
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from my hand, of the pure water which
flowed by my retreat. The floor was a little
raised, so that it was kept perfectly dry, and
by its vicinity to the chimney of the cottage
it was tolerably warm.
“Being thus provided, I resolved to
reside in this hovel, until something should
occur which might alter my determination.
It was indeed a paradise, compared to the
bleak forest, my former residence, the raindropping branches, and dank earth. I ate my
breakfast with pleasure, and was about to
remove a plank to procure myself a little
water, when I heard a step, and, looking
through a small chink, I beheld a young
creature, with a pail on her head, passing
before my hovel. The girl was young and of
gentle demeanour, unlike what I have since
found cottagers and farm-house servants to
be. Yet she was meanly dressed, a coarse
blue petticoat and a linen jacket being her
only garb; her fair hair was plaited, but not
adorned; she looked patient, yet sad. I lost
sight of her; and in about a quarter of an
hour she returned, bearing the pail, which
was now partly filled with milk. As she
walked along, seemingly incommoded by
the burden, a young man met her, whose
countenance
expressed
a
deeper
despondence. Uttering a few sounds with
an air of melancholy, he took the pail from
her head, and bore it to the cottage himself.
She followed, and they disappeared.
Presently I saw the young man again, with
some tools in his hand, cross the field
behind the cottage; and the girl was also
busied, sometimes in the house, and
sometimes in the yard.
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“On examining my dwelling, I found
that one of the windows of the cottage had
formerly occupied a part of it, but the panes
had been filled up with wood. In one of
these was a small and almost imperceptible
chink, through which the eye could just
penetrate. Through this crevice, a small
room was visible, white-washed and clean,
but very bare of furniture. In one corner,
near a small fire, sat an old man, leaning his
head on his hands in a disconsolate
attitude. The young girl was occupied in
arranging the cottage; but presently she
took something out of a drawer, which
employed her hands, and she sat down
beside the old man, who, taking up an
instrument, began to play, and to produce
sounds, sweeter than the voice of the
thrush or the nightingale. It was a lovely
sight, even to me, poor wretch! who had
never beheld aught beautiful before. The
silver hair and benevolent countenance of
the aged cottager, won my reverence; while
the gentle manners of the girl enticed my
love. He played a sweet mournful air, which
I perceived drew tears from the eyes of his
amiable companion, of which the old man
took no notice, until she sobbed audibly; he
then pronounced a few sounds, and the fair
creature, leaving her work, knelt at his feet.
He raised her, and smiled with such
kindness and affection, that I felt sensations
of a peculiar and overpowering nature: they
were a mixture of pain and pleasure, such
as I had never before experienced, either
from hunger or cold, warmth or food; and I
withdrew from the window, unable to bear
these emotions.
“Soon after this the young man
returned, bearing on his shoulders a load of
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wood. The girl met him at the door, helped
to relieve him of his burden, and, taking
some of the fuel into the cottage, placed it
on the fire; then she and the youth went
apart into a nook of the cottage, and he
shewed her a large loaf and a piece of
cheese. She seemed pleased; and went into
the garden for some roots and plants, which
she placed in water, and then upon the fire.
She afterwards continued her work, whilst
the young man went into the garden, and
appeared busily employed in digging and
pulling up roots. After he had been
employed thus about an hour, the young
woman joined him, and they entered the
cottage together.
“The old man had, in the mean time,
been pensive; but, on the appearance of his
companions, he assumed a more cheerful
air, and they sat down to eat. The meal was
quickly dispatched. The young woman was
again occupied in arranging the cottage; the
old man walked before the cottage in the
sun for a few minutes, leaning on the arm
of the youth. Nothing could exceed in
beauty the contrast between these two
excellent creatures. One was old, with silver
hairs and a countenance beaming with
benevolence and love: the younger was
slight and graceful in his figure, and his
features were moulded with the finest
symmetry; yet his eyes and attitude
expressed the utmost sadness and
despondency. The old man returned to the
cottage; and the youth, with tools different
from those he had used in the morning,
directed his steps across the fields.
“Night quickly shut in; but, to my
extreme wonder, I found that the
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cottagers had a means of prolonging light,
by the use of tapers, and was delighted to
find, that the setting of the sun did not put
an end to the pleasure I experienced in
watching my human neighbours. In the
evening, the young girl and her companion
were employed in various occupations
which I did not understand; and the old
man again took up the instrument, which
produced the divine sounds that had
enchanted me in the morning. So soon as
he had finished, the youth began, not to
play, but to utter sounds that were
monotonous, and neither resembling the
harmony of the old man’s instrument or the
songs of the birds; I since found that he
read aloud, but at that time I knew nothing
of the science of words or letters.
“The family, after having been thus
occupied for a short time, extinguished
their lights, and retired, as I conjectured, to
rest.
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“I LAY on my straw, but I could not sleep. I
thought of the occurrences of the day.
What chiefly struck me was the gentle
manners of these people; and I longed to
join them, but dared not. I remembered too
well the treatment I had suffered the night
before from the barbarous villagers, and
resolved, whatever course of conduct I
might hereafter think it right to pursue, that
for the present I would remain quietly in my
hovel, watching, and endeavouring to
discover the motives which influenced their
actions.
“The cottagers arose the next
morning before the sun. The young woman
arranged the cottage, and prepared the
food; and the youth departed after the first
meal.
“This day was passed in the same
routine as that which preceded it. The
young man was constantly employed out of
doors, and the girl in various laborious
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occupations within. The old man, whom I
soon perceived to be blind, employed his
leisure hours on his instrument, or in
contemplation. Nothing could exceed the
love and respect which the younger
cottagers exhibited towards their venerable
companion. They performed towards him
every little office of affection and duty with
gentleness; and he rewarded them by his
benevolent smiles.
“They were not entirely happy. The
young man and his companion often went
apart, and appeared to weep. I saw no
cause for their unhappiness; but I was
deeply affected by it. If such lovely
creatures were miserable, it was less
strange that I, an imperfect and solitary
being, should be wretched. Yet why were
these gentle beings unhappy? They
possessed a delightful house (for such it
was in my eyes), and every luxury; they had
a fire to warm them when chill, and
delicious viands when hungry; they were
dressed in excellent clothes; and, still more,
they enjoyed one another’s company and
speech, interchanging each day looks of
affection and kindness. What did their tears
imply? Did they really express pain? I was at
first unable to solve these questions; but
perpetual attention, and time, explained to
me many appearances which were at first
enigmatic.
“A considerable period elapsed
before I discovered one of the causes of the
uneasiness of this amiable family; it was
poverty: and they suffered that evil in a
very distressing degree. Their nourishment
consisted entirely of the vegetables of their
garden, and the milk of one cow, who
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gave very little during the winter, when its
masters could scarcely procure food to
support it. They often, I believe, suffered
the pangs of hunger very poignantly,
especially the two younger cottagers; for
several times they placed food before the
old man, when they reserved none for
themselves.
“This trait of kindness moved me
sensibly. I had been accustomed, during the
night, to steal a part of their store for my
own consumption; but when I found that in
doing this I inflicted pain on the cottagers, I
abstained, and satisfied myself with berries,
nuts, and roots, which I gathered from a
neighbouring wood.
“I discovered also another means
through which I was enabled to assist their
labours. I found that the youth spent a
great part of each day in collecting wood for
the family fire; and, during the night, I often
took his tools, the use of which I quickly
discovered, and brought home firing
sufficient for the consumption of several
days.
“I remember, the first time that I did
this, the young woman, when she opened
the door in the morning, appeared greatly
astonished on seeing a great pile of wood
on the outside. She uttered some words in
a loud voice, and the youth joined her, who
also expressed surprise. I observed, with
pleasure, that he did not go to the forest
that day, but spent it in repairing the
cottage, and cultivating the garden.
“By degrees I made a discovery of
still greater moment. I found that these
people
possessed
a
method
of
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communicating their experience and
feelings to one another by articulate
sounds. I perceived that the words they
spoke sometimes produced pleasure or
pain, smiles or sadness, in the minds and
countenances of the hearers. This was
indeed a godlike science, and I ardently
desired to become acquainted with it. But I
was baffled in every attempt I made for this
purpose. Their pronunciation was quick;
and the words they uttered, not having any
apparent connexion with visible objects, I
was unable to discover any clue by which I
could unravel the mystery of their
reference. By great application, however,
and after having remained during the space
of several revolutions of the moon in my
hovel, I discovered the names that were
given to some of the most familiar objects
of discourse: I learned and applied the
words fire, milk, bread, and wood. I learned
also the names of the cottagers themselves.
The youth and his companion had each of
them several names, but the old man had
only one, which was father. The girl was
called sister, or Agatha; and the youth Felix,
brother, or son. I cannot describe the
delight I felt when I learned the ideas
appropriated to each of these sounds, and
was able to pronounce them. I
distinguished several other words, without
being able as yet to understand or apply
them; such as good, dearest, unhappy.
“I spent the winter in this manner.
The gentle manners and beauty of the
cottagers greatly endeared them to me:
when they were unhappy, I felt depressed;
when they rejoiced, I sympathized in their
joys. I saw few human beings beside
them; and if any other happened to
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enter the cottage, their harsh manners and
rude gait only enhanced to me the superior
accomplishments of my friends. The old
man, I could perceive, often endeavoured
to encourage his children, as sometimes I
found that he called them, to cast off their
melancholy. He would talk in a cheerful
accent, with an expression of goodness that
bestowed pleasure even upon me. Agatha
listened with respect, her eyes sometimes
filled with tears, which she endeavoured to
wipe away unperceived; but I generally
found that her countenance and tone were
more cheerful after having listened to the
exhortations of her father. It was not thus
with Felix. He was always the saddest of the
groupe; and, even to my unpractised
senses, he appeared to have suffered more
deeply than his friends. But if his
countenance was more sorrowful, his voice
was more cheerful than that of his sister,
especially when he addressed the old man.
“I could mention innumerable
instances, which, although slight, marked
the dispositions of these amiable cottagers.
In the midst of poverty and want, Felix
carried with pleasure to his sister the first
little white flower that peeped out from
beneath the snowy ground. Early in the
morning before she had risen, he cleared
away the snow that obstructed her path to
the milk-house, drew water from the well,
and brought the wood from the out-house,
where, to his perpetual astonishment, he
found his store always replenished by an
invisible hand. In the day, I believe, he worked sometimes for a neighbouring
farmer, because he often went forth, and
did not return until dinner, yet brought no
wood with him. At other times he worked in
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the garden; but, as there was little to do in
the frosty season, he read to the old man
and Agatha.
“This reading had puzzled me
extremely at first; but, by degrees, I
discovered that he uttered many of the
same sounds when he read as when he
talked. I conjectured, therefore, that he
found on the paper signs for speech which
he understood, and I ardently longed to
comprehend these also; but how was that
possible, when I did not even understand
the sounds for which they stood as signs? I
improved, however, sensibly in this science,
but not sufficiently to follow up any kind of
conversation, although I applied my whole
mind to the endeavour: for I easily
perceived that, although I eagerly longed to
discover myself to the cottagers, I ought not
to make the attempt until I had first
become master of their language; which
knowledge might enable me to make them
overlook the deformity of my figure; for
with this also the contrast perpetually
presented to my eyes had made me
acquainted.
“I had admired the perfect forms of
my cottagers – their grace, beauty, and
delicate complexions: but how was I
terrified, when I viewed myself in a
transparent pool! At first I started back,
unable to believe that it was indeed I who
was reflected in the mirror; and when I
became fully convinced that I was in reality
the monster that I am, I was filled with the
bitterest sensations of despondence and
mortification. Alas! I did not yet entirely
know the fatal effects of this miserable
deformity.
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“As the sun became warmer, and
the light of day longer, the snow vanished,
and I beheld the bare trees and the black
earth. From this time Felix was more
employed;
and
the
heart-moving
indications
of
impending
famine
disappeared. Their food, as I afterwards
found, was coarse, but it was wholesome;
and they procured a sufficiency of it.
Several new kinds of plants sprung up in the
garden, which they dressed; and these signs
of comfort increased daily as the season
advanced.
“The old man, leaning on his son,
walked each day at noon, when it did not
rain, as I found it was called when the
heavens poured forth its waters. This
frequently took place; but a high wind
quickly dried the earth, and the season
became far more pleasant than it had been.
“My mode of life in my hovel was
uniform. During the morning I attended the
motions of the cottagers; and when they
were dispersed in various occupations, I
slept: the remainder of the day was spent in
observing my friends. When they had
retired to rest, if there was any moon, or
the night was starlight, I went into the
woods, and collected my own food and fuel
for the cottage. When I returned, as often
as it was necessary, I cleared their path
from the snow, and performed those offices
that I had seen done by Felix. I afterwards
found that these labours, performed by an
invisible hand, greatly astonished them; and
once or twice I heard them, on these
occasions, utter the words good spirit,
wonderful; but I did not then understand
the signification of these terms.
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“My thoughts now became more
active, and I longed to discover the motives
and feelings of these lovely creatures; I was
inquisitive to know why Felix appeared so
miserable, and Agatha so sad. I thought
(foolish wretch!) that it might be in my
power to restore happiness to these
deserving people. When I slept, or was
absent, the forms of the venerable blind
father, the gentle Agatha, and the excellent
Felix, flitted before me. I looked upon them
as superior beings, who would be the
arbiters of my future destiny. I formed in
my imagination a thousand pictures of
presenting myself to them, and their
reception of me. I imagined that they would
be disgusted, until, by my gentle
demeanour and conciliating words, I should
first win their favour, and afterwards their
love.
“These thoughts exhilarated me,
and led me to apply with fresh ardour to
the acquiring the art of language. My
organs were indeed harsh, but supple; and
although my voice was very unlike the soft
music of their tones, yet I pronounced such
words as I understood ‘with tolerable ease.
It was as the ass and the lap-dog; yet surely
the gentle ass, whose intentions were
affectionate, although his manners were
rude, deserved better treatment than blows
and execration.
“The pleasant showers and genial
warmth of spring greatly altered the aspect
of the earth. Men, who before this change
seemed to have been hid in caves,
dispersed themselves, and were employed
in various arts of cultivation. The birds sang
in more cheerful notes, and the leaves
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began to bud forth on the trees. Happy,
happy earth! fit habitation for gods, which,
so short a time before, was bleak, damp,
and unwholesome. My spirits were
elevated by the enchanting appearance of
nature; the past was blotted from my
memory, the present was tranquil, and the
future gilded by bright rays of hope, and
anticipations of joy.
[End of Volume I in the 1823 edition]
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MY present situation was one in which all
voluntary thought was swallowed up and
lost. I was hurried away by fury; revenge
alone endowed me with strength and
composure; it modelled my feelings, and
allowed me to be calculating and calm, at
periods when otherwise delirium or death
would have been my portion.
My first resolution was to quit
Geneva for ever; my country, which, when I
was happy and beloved, was dear to me,
now, in my adversity, became hateful. I
provided myself with a sum of money,
together with a few jewels which had
belonged to my mother, and departed.
And now my wanderings began,
which are to cease but with life. I have
traversed a vast portion of the earth, and
have endured all the hardships which
travellers, in deserts and barbarous
countries, are wont to meet. How I have
lived I hardly know; many times have I
stretched my failing limbs upon the sandy
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plain, and prayed for death. But revenge
kept me alive; I dared not die, and leave my
adversary in being.
When I quitted Geneva, my first
labour was to gain some clue by which I
might trace the steps of my fiendish enemy.
But my plan was unsettled; and I wandered
many hours around the confines of the
town, uncertain what path I should pursue.
As night approached, I found myself at the
entrance of the cemetery where William,
Elizabeth, and my father, reposed. I entered
it, and approached the tomb which marked
their graves. Every thing was silent, except
the leaves of the trees, which were gently
agitated by the wind; the night was nearly
dark; and the scene would have been
solemn and affecting even to an
uninterested observer. The spirits of the
departed seemed to flit around, and to cast
a shadow, which was felt but seen not,
around the head of the mourner.
The deep grief which this scene had
at first excited quickly gave way to rage and
despair. They were dead, and I lived; their
murderer also lived, and to destroy him I
must drag out my weary existence. I knelt
on the grass, and kissed the earth, and with
quivering lips exclaimed, “By the sacred
earth on which I kneel, by the shades that
wander near me, by the deep and eternal
grief that I feel, I swear; and by thee, O
Night, and by the spirits that preside over
thee, I swear to pursue the daemon, who
caused this misery, until he or I shall perish
in mortal conflict. For this purpose I will
preserve my life: to execute this dear
revenge, will I again behold the sun, and
tread the green herbage of earth,
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which otherwise should vanish from my
eyes for ever. And I call on you, spirits of
the dead; and on you, wandering ministers
of vengeance, to aid and conduct me in my
work. Let the cursed and hellish monster
drink deep of agony; let him feel the despair
that now torments me.”
I had begun my adjuration with
solemnity, and an awe which almost
assured me that the shades of my
murdered friends heard and approved my
devotion; but the furies possessed me as I
concluded, and rage choaked my utterance.
I was answered through the stillness
of night by a loud and fiendish laugh. It rung
on my ears long and heavily; the mountains
re-echoed it, and I felt as if all hell
surrounded me with mockery and laughter.
Surely in that moment I should have been
possessed by phrenzy, and have destroyed
my miserable existence, but that my vow
was heard, and that I was reserved for
vengeance. The laughter died away; when a
well-known and abhorred voice, apparently
close to my ear, addressed me in an audible
whisper – “I am satisfied: miserable wretch!
you have determined to live, and I am
satisfied.”
I darted towards the spot from
which the sound proceeded; but the devil
eluded my grasp. Suddenly the broad disk
of the moon arose, and shone full upon his
ghastly and distorted shape, as he fled with
more than mortal speed.
I pursued him; and for many months
this has been my task. Guided by a slight
clue, I followed the windings of the Rhone,
but vainly. The blue Mediterranean
appeared; and, by a strange chance, I saw
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the fiend enter by night, and hide himself in
a vessel bound for the Black Sea. I took my
passage in the same ship; but he escaped, I
know not how.
Amidst the wilds of Tartary and
Russia, although he still evaded me, I have
ever followed in his track. Sometimes the
peasants, scared by this horrid apparition,
informed me of his path; sometimes he
himself, who feared that if I lost all trace I
should despair and die, often left some
mark to guide me. The snows descended on
my head, and I saw the print of his huge
step on the white plain. To you first
entering on life, to whom care is new, and
agony unknown, how can you understand
what I have felt, and still feel? Cold, want,
and fatigue, were the least pains which I
was destined to endure; I was cursed by
some devil, and carried about with me my
eternal hell; yet still a spirit of good
followed and directed my steps, and, when I
most murmured, would suddenly extricate
me from seemingly insurmountable
difficulties. Sometimes, when nature,
overcome by hunger, sunk under the
exhaustion, a repast was prepared for me in
the desert, that restored and inspirited me.
The fare was indeed coarse, such as the
peasants of the country ate; but I may not
doubt that it was set there by the spirits
that I had invoked to aid me. Often, when
all was dry, the heavens cloudless, and I was
parched by thirst, a slight cloud would
bedim the sky, shed the few drops that
revived me, and vanish.
I followed, when I could, the courses
of the rivers; but the daemon generally
avoided these, as it was here that the
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population of the country chiefly collected.
In other places human beings were seldom
seen; and I generally subsisted on the wild
animals that crossed my path. I had money
with me, and gained the friendship of the
villagers by distributing it, or bringing with
me some food that I had killed, which, after
taking a small part, I always presented to
those who had provided me with fire and
utensils for cooking.
My life, as it passed thus, was
indeed hateful to me, and it was during
sleep alone that I could taste joy. O blessed
sleep! often, when most miserable, I sank
to repose, and my dreams lulled me even to
rapture. The spirits that guarded me had
provided these moments, or rather hours,
of happiness, that I might retain strength to
fulfil my pilgrimage. Deprived of this
respite, I should have sunk under my
hardships. During the day I was sustained
and inspirited by the hope of night: for in
sleep I saw my friends, my wife, and my
beloved country; again I saw the
benevolent countenance of my father,
heard the silver tones of my Elizabeth’s
voice, and beheld Clerval enjoying health
and youth. Often, when wearied by a
toilsome march, I persuaded myself that I
was dreaming until night should come, and
that I should then enjoy reality in the arms
of my dearest friends. What agonizing
fondness did I feel for them! how did I cling
to their dear forms, as sometimes they
haunted even my waking hours, and
persuade myself that they still lived! At such
moments vengeance, that burned within
me, died in my heart, and I pursued my
path towards the destruction of the
daemon, more as a task enjoined by
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heaven, as the mechanical impulse of some
power of which I was unconscious, than as
the ardent desire of my soul.
What his feelings were whom I
pursued, I cannot know. Sometimes,
indeed, he left marks in writing on the barks
of the trees, or cut in stone, that guided me,
and instigated my fury. “My reign is not yet
over,” (these words were legible in one of
these inscriptions); “you live, and my power
is complete. Follow me; I seek the
everlasting ices of the north, where you will
feel the misery of cold and frost, to which I
am impassive. You will find near this place,
if you follow not too tardily, a dead hare;
eat, and be refreshed. Come on, my enemy;
we have yet to wrestle for our lives; but
many hard and miserable hours must you
endure, until that period shall arrive.”
Scoffing devil! Again do I vow
vengeance; again do I devote thee,
miserable fiend, to torture and death.
Never will I omit my search, until he or I
perish; and then with what ecstacy shall I
join my Elizabeth, and those who even now
prepare for me the reward of my tedious
toil and horrible pilgrimage.
As I still pursued my journey to the
northward, the snows thickened, and the
cold increased in a degree almost too
severe to support. The peasants were shut
up in their hovels, and only a few of the
most hardy ventured forth to seize the
animals whom starvation had forced from
their hiding-places to seek for prey. The
rivers were covered with ice, and no fish
could be procured; and thus I was cut off
from my chief article of maintenance.

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

The triumph of my enemy increased
with the difficulty of my labours. One
inscription that he left was in these words:
“Prepare! your toils only begin: wrap
yourself in furs, and provide food, for we
shall soon enter upon a journey where your
sufferings will satisfy my everlasting
hatred.”
My courage and perseverance were
invigorated by these scoffing words; I
resolved not to fail in my purpose; and,
calling on heaven to support me, I
continued with unabated fervour to
traverse immense deserts, until the ocean
appeared at a distance, and formed the
utmost boundary of the horizon. Oh! how
unlike it was to the blue seas of the south!
Covered with ice, it was only to be
distinguished from land by its superior
wildness and ruggedness. The Greeks wept
for joy when they beheld the
Mediterranean from the hills of Asia, and
hailed with rapture the boundary of their
toils. I did not weep; but I knelt down, and,
with a full heart, thanked my guiding spirit
for conducting me in safety to the place
where I hoped, notwithstanding my
adversary's gibe, to meet and grapple with
him.
Some weeks before this period I had
procured a sledge and dogs, and thus
traversed the snows with inconceivable
speed. I know not whether the fiend
possessed the same advantages; but I found
that, as before I had daily lost ground in the
pursuit, I now gained on him; so much so,
that when I first saw the ocean, he was but
one day's journey in advance, and I hoped
to intercept him before he should reach the
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beach. With new courage, therefore, I
pressed on, and in two days arrived at a
wretched hamlet on the sea-shore. I
inquired of the inhabitants concerning the
fiend, and gained accurate information. A
gigantic monster, they said, had arrived the
night before, armed with a gun and many
pistols; putting to flight the inhabitants of a
solitary cottage, through fear of his terrific
appearance. He had carried off their store
of winter food, and, placing it in a sledge, to
draw which he had seized on a numerous
drove of trained dogs, he had harnessed
them, and the same night, to the joy of the
horror-struck villagers, had pursued his
journey across the sea in a direction that
led to no land; and they conjectured that he
must speedily be destroyed by the breaking
of the ice, or frozen by the eternal frosts.
On hearing this information, I
suffered a temporary access of despair. He
had escaped me; and I must commence a
destructive and almost endless journey
across the mountainous ices of the ocean, –
amidst cold that few of the inhabitants
could long endure, and which I, the native
of a genial and sunny climate, could not
hope to survive. Yet at the idea that the
fiend should live and be triumphant, my
rage and vengeance returned, and, like a
mighty tide, overwhelmed every other
feeling. After a slight repose, during which
the spirits of the dead hovered round, and
instigated me to toil and revenge, I
prepared for my journey.
I exchanged my land sledge for one
fashioned for the inequalities of the frozen
ocean; and, purchasing a plentiful stock of
provisions, I departed from land.
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I cannot guess how many days have
passed since then; but I have endured
misery, which nothing but the eternal
sentiment of a just retribution burning
within my heart could have enabled me to
support. Immense and rugged mountains of
ice often barred up my passage, and I often
heard the thunder of the ground sea, which
threatened my destruction. But again the
frost came, and made the paths of the sea
secure.
By the quantity of provision which I
had consumed I should guess that I had
passed three weeks in this journey; and the
continual protraction of hope, returning
back upon the heart, often wrung bitter
drops of despondency and grief from my
eyes. Despair had indeed almost secured
her prey, and I should soon have sunk
beneath this misery; when once, after the
poor animals that carried me had with
incredible toil gained the summit of a
sloping ice mountain, and one sinking under
his fatigue died, I viewed the expanse
before me with anguish, when suddenly my
eye caught a dark speck upon the dusky
plain. I strained my sight to discover what it
could be, and uttered a wild cry of ecstacy
when I distinguished a sledge, and the
distorted proportions of a well-known form
within. Oh! with what a burning gush did
hope revisit my heart! warm tears filled my
eyes, which I hastily wiped away, that they
might not intercept the view I had of the
daemon; but still my sight was dimmed by
the burning drops, until, giving way to the
emotions that oppressed me, I wept aloud.
But this was not the time for delay; I
disencumbered the dogs of their dead
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companion, gave them a plentiful portion of
food; and, after an hour's rest, which was
absolutely necessary, and yet which was
bitterly irksome to me, I continued my
route. The sledge was still visible; nor did I
again lose sight of it, except at the moments
when for a short time some ice rock
concealed it with its intervening crags. I
indeed perceptibly gained on it; and when,
after nearly two days'journey, I beheld my
enemy at no more than a mile distant, my
heart bounded within me.
But now, when I appeared almost
within grasp of my enemy, my hopes were
suddenly extinguished, and I lost all trace of
him more utterly than I had ever done
before. A ground sea was heard; the
thunder of its progress, as the waters rolled
and swelled beneath me, became every
moment more ominous and terrific. I
pressed on, but in vain. The wind arose; the
sea roared; and, as with the mighty shock of
an earthquake, it split, and cracked with a
tremendous and overwhelming sound. The
work was soon finished: in a few minutes a
tumultuous sea rolled between me and my
enemy, and I was left drifting on a scattered
piece of ice, that was continually lessening,
and thus preparing for me a hideous death.
In this manner many appalling hours
passed; several of my dogs died; and I
myself was about to sink under the
accumulation of distress, when I saw your
vessel riding at anchor, and holding forth to
me hopes of succour and life. I had no
conception that vessels ever came so far
north, and was astounded at the sight. I
quickly destroyed part of my sledge to
construct oars; and by these means
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was enabled, with infinite fatigue, to move
my ice-raft in the direction of your ship. I
had determined, if you were going
southward, still to trust myself to the mercy
of the seas, rather than abandon my
purpose. I hoped to induce you to grant me
a boat with which I could still pursue my
enemy. But your direction was northward.
You took me on board when my vigour was
exhausted, and I should soon have sunk
under my multiplied hardships into a death,
which I still dread, – for my task is
unfulfilled.
Oh! when will my guiding spirit, in
conducting me to the daemon, allow me
the rest I so much desire; or must I die, and
he yet live? If I do, swear to me, Walton,
that he shall not escape; that you will seek
him, and satisfy my vengeance in his death.
Yet, do I dare ask you to undertake my
pilgrimage, to endure the hardships that I
have undergone? No; I am not so selfish.
Yet, when I am dead, if he should appear; if
the ministers of vengeance should conduct
him to you, swear that he shall not live –
swear that he shall not triumph over my
accumulated woes, and live to make
another such a wretch as I am. He is
eloquent and persuasive; and once his
words had even power over my heart: but
trust him not. His soul is as hellish as his
form, full of treachery and fiend-like malice.
Hear him not; call on the manes of William,
Justine, Clerval, Elizabeth, my father, and of
the wretched Victor, and thrust your sword
into his heart. I will hover near, and direct
the steel aright.
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THE LAST MAN
Mary Shelley
First edition of 1826
VOLUME I
INTRODUCTION
I VISITED Naples in the year 1818. On the
8th of December of that year, my
companion and I crossed the Bay, to visit
the antiquities which are scattered on the
shores of Baiae. The translucent and shining
waters of the calm sea covered fragments
of old Roman villas, which were interlaced
by sea-weed, and received diamond tints
from the chequering of the sun-beams; the
blue and pellucid element was such as
Galatea might have skimmed in her car of
mother of pearl; or Cleopatra, more fitly
than the Nile, have chosen as the path of
her magic ship. Though it was winter, the
atmosphere seemed more appropriate to
early spring; and its genial warmth
contributed to inspire those sensations of
placid delight, which are the portion of
every traveller, as he lingers, loath to quit
the tranquil bays and radiant promontories
of Baiae.
We visited the so called Elysian
Fields and Avernus: and wandered through
various ruined temples, baths, and classic
spots; at length we entered the gloomy
cavern of the Cumaean Sibyl. Our Lazzeroni

bore flaring torches, which shone red, and
almost dusky, in the murky subterranean
passages,
whose
darkness
thirstily
surrounding them, seemed eager to imbibe
more and more of the element of light. We
passed by a natural archway, leading to a
second gallery, and enquired, if we could
not enter there also. The guides pointed to
the reflection of their torches on the water
that paved it, leaving us to form our own
conclusion; but adding it was a pity, for it
led to the Sibyl’s Cave. Our curiosity and
enthusiasm were excited by this
circumstance, and we insisted upon
attempting the passage. As is usually the
case in the prosecution of such enterprizes,
the difficulties decreased on examination.
We found, on each side of the humid
pathway, “dry land for the sole of the foot.”
At length we arrived at a large, desert, dark
cavern, which the Lazzeroni assured us was
the Sibyl’s Cave. We were sufficiently
disappointed – Yet we examined it with
care, as if its blank, rocky walls could still
bear trace of celestial visitant. On one side
was a small opening. Whither does this
lead? we asked: can we enter here? –
“Questo poi, no,” – said the wild looking
savage, who held the torch; “you can
advance but a short distance, and nobody
visits it.”
“Nevertheless, I will try it,” said my
companion; “it may lead to the real cavern.
Shall I go alone, or will you accompany
me?”
I signified my readiness to proceed,
but our guides protested against such a
measure. With great volubility, in their
native Neapolitan dialect, with which we
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were not very familiar, they told us that
there were spectres, that the roof would
fall in, that it was too narrow to admit us,
that there was a deep hole within, filled
with water, and we might be drowned. My
friend shortened the harangue, by taking
the man’s torch from him; and we
proceeded alone.
The passage, which at first scarcely
admitted us, quickly grew narrower and
lower; we were almost bent double; yet still
we persisted in making our way through it.
At length we entered a wider space, and the
low roof heightened; but, as we
congratulated ourselves on this change, our
torch was extinguished by a current of air,
and we were left in utter darkness. The
guides bring with them materials for
renewing the light, but we had none – our
only resource was to return as we came.
We groped round the widened space to find
the entrance, and after a time fancied that
we had succeeded. This proved however to
be a second passage, which evidently
ascended. It terminated like the former;
though something approaching to a ray, we
could not tell whence, shed a very doubtful
twilight in the space. By degrees, our eyes
grew somewhat accustomed to this
dimness, and we perceived that there was
no direct passage leading us further; but
that it was possible to climb one side of the
cavern to a low arch at top, which promised
a more easy path, from whence we now
discovered that this light proceeded. With
considerable difficulty we scrambled up,
and came to another passage with still
more of illumination, and this led to
another ascent like the former.
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After a succession of these, which
our resolution alone permitted us to
surmount, we arrived at a wide cavern with
an arched dome-like roof. An aperture in
the midst let in the light of heaven; but this
was overgrown with brambles and
underwood, which acted as a veil, obscuring
the day, and giving a solemn religious hue
to the apartment. It was spacious, and
nearly circular, with a raised seat of stone,
about the size of a Grecian couch, at one
end. The only sign that life had been here,
was the perfect snow-white skeleton of a
goat, which had probably not perceived the
opening as it grazed on the hill above, and
had fallen headlong. Ages perhaps had
elapsed since this catastrophe; and the ruin
it had made above, had been repaired by
the growth of vegetation during many
hundred summers.
The rest of the furniture of the
cavern consisted of piles of leaves,
fragments of bark, and a white filmy
substance, resembling the inner part of the
green hood which shelters the grain of the
unripe Indian corn. We were fatigued by
our struggles to attain this point, and
seated ourselves on the rocky couch, while
the sounds of tinkling sheep-bells, and
shout of shepherd-boy, reached us from
above.
At length my friend, who had taken
up some of the leaves strewed about,
exclaimed, “This is the Sibyl’s cave; these
are Sibylline leaves.” On examination, we
found that all the leaves, bark, and other
substances, were traced with written
characters. What appeared to us more
astonishing, was that these writings
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were expressed in various languages: some
unknown to my companion, ancient
Chaldee, and Egyptian hieroglyphics, old as
the Pyramids. Stranger still, some were in
modern dialects, English and Italian. We
could make out little by the dim light, but
they seemed to contain prophecies,
detailed relations of events but lately
passed; names, now well known, but of
modern date; and often exclamations of
exultation or woe, of victory or defeat, were
traced on their thin scant pages. This was
certainly the Sibyl’s Cave; not indeed
exactly as Virgil describes it, but the whole
of this land had been so convulsed by
earthquake and volcano, that the change
was not wonderful, though the traces of
ruin were effaced by time; and we probably
owed the preservation of these leaves, to
the accident which had closed the mouth of
the cavern, and the swift-growing
vegetation which had rendered its sole
opening impervious to the storm. We made
a hasty selection of such of the leaves,
whose writing one at least of us could
understand; and then, laden with our
treasure, we bade adieu to the dim
hypaethric cavern, and after much difficulty
succeeded in rejoining our guides.
During our stay at Naples, we often
returned to this cave, sometimes alone,
skimming the sun-lit sea, and each time
added to our store. Since that period,
whenever the world’s circumstance has not
imperiously called me away, or the temper
of my mind impeded such study, I have
been employed in deciphering these sacred
remains. Their meaning, wondrous and
eloquent, has often repaid my toil, soothing
me in sorrow, and exciting my imagination
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to daring flights, through the immensity of
nature and the mind of man. For awhile my
labours were not solitary; but that time is
gone; and, with the selected and matchless
companion of my toils, their dearest reward
is also lost to me –

Di mie tenere frondi altro lavoro
Credea mostrarte; e qual fero
pianeta
Ne’ nvidio insieme, o mio nobil
tesoro?
I present the public with my latest
discoveries in the slight Sibylline pages.
Scattered and unconnected as they were, I
have been obliged to add links, and model
the work into a consistent form. But the
main substance rests on the truths
contained in these poetic rhapsodies, and
the divine intuition which the Cumaean
damsel obtained from heaven.
I have often wondered at the
subject of her verses, and at the English
dress of the Latin poet. Sometimes I have
thought, that, obscure and chaotic as they
are, they owe their present form to me,
their decipherer. As if we should give to
another artist, the painted fragments which
form the mosaic copy of Raphael’s
Transfiguration in St. Peter’s; he would put
them together in a form, whose mode
would be fashioned by his own peculiar
mind and talent. Doubtless the leaves of the
Cumaean Sibyl have suffered distortion and
diminution of interest and excellence in my
hands. My only excuse for thus
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transforming them, is that they were
unintelligible in their pristine condition.
My labours have cheered long hours
of solitude, and taken me out of a world,
which has averted its once benignant face
from me, to one glowing with imagination
and power. Will my readers ask how I could
find solace from the narration of misery and
woeful change? This is one of the mysteries
of our nature, which holds full sway over
me, and from whose influence I cannot
escape. I confess, that I have not been
unmoved by the development of the tale;
and that I have been depressed, nay,
agonized, at some parts of the recital, which
I have faithfully transcribed from my
materials. Yet such is human nature, that
the excitement of mind was dear to me,
and that the imagination, painter of
tempest and earthquake, or, worse, the
stormy and ruin-fraught passions of man,
softened my real sorrows and endless
regrets, by clothing these fictitious ones in
that ideality, which takes the mortal sting
from pain.
I hardly know whether this apology
is necessary. For the merits of my
adaptation and translation must decide
how far I have well bestowed my time and
imperfect powers, in giving form and
substance to the frail and attenuated
Leaves of the Sibyl.
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THE LAST MAN
Mary Shelley

First edition of 1826
VOLUME II
CHAPTER V

SOME disorder had surely crept into the
course of the elements, destroying their
benignant influence. The wind, prince of air,
raged through his kingdom, lashing the sea
into fury, and subduing the rebel earth into
some sort of obedience.

The God sends down his angry
plagues from high,
Famine and pestilence in heaps they
die.
Again in vengeance of his wrath he
falls
On their great hosts, and breaks
their tottering walls;
Arrests their navies on the ocean’s
plain,
And whelms their strength with
mountains of the main.
Their deadly power shook the flourishing
countries of the south, and during winter,
even, we, in our northern retreat, began to
quake under their ill effects.
That fable is unjust, which gives the
superiority to the sun over the wind. Who
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has not seen the lightsome earth, the balmy
atmosphere, and basking nature become
dark, cold and ungenial, when the sleeping
wind has awoke in the east? Or, when the
dun clouds thickly veil the sky, while
exhaustless stores of rain are poured down,
until, the dank earth refusing to imbibe the
superabundant moisture, it lies in pools on
the surface; when the torch of day seems
like a meteor, to be quenched; who has not
seen the cloud-stirring north arise, the
streaked blue appear, and soon an opening
made in the vapours in the eye of the wind,
through which the bright azure shines? The
clouds become thin; an arch is formed for
ever rising upwards, till, the universal cope
being unveiled, the sun pours forth its rays,
re-animated and fed by the breeze.
Then mighty art thou, O wind, to be
throned above all other vicegerents of
nature’s power; whether thou comest
destroying from the east, or pregnant with
elementary life from the west; thee the
clouds obey; the sun is subservient to thee;
the shoreless ocean is thy slave! Thou
sweepest over the earth, and oaks, the
growth of centuries, submit to thy viewless
axe; the snow-drift is scattered on the
pinnacles of the Alps, the avalanche
thunders down their vallies. Thou holdest
the keys of the frost, and canst first chain
and then set free the streams; under thy
gentle governance the buds and leaves are
born, they flourish nursed by thee.
Why dost thou howl thus, O wind?
By day and by night for four long months
thy roarings have not ceased – the shores of
the sea are strewn with wrecks, its keelwelcoming surface has become
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impassable, the earth has shed her beauty
in obedience to thy command; the frail
balloon dares no longer sail on the agitated
air; thy ministers, the clouds, deluge the
land with rain; rivers forsake their banks;
the wild torrent tears up the mountain
path; plain and wood, and verdant dell are
despoiled of their loveliness; our very cities
are wasted by thee. Alas, what will become
of us? It seems as if the giant waves of
ocean, and vast arms of the sea, were about
to wrench the deep-rooted island from its
centre; and cast it, a ruin and a wreck, upon
the fields of the Atlantic.
What are we, the inhabitants of this
globe, least among the many that people
infinite space? Our minds embrace infinity;
the visible mechanism of our being is
subject to merest accident. Day by day we
are forced to believe this. He whom a
scratch has disorganized, he who
disappears from apparent life under the
influence of the hostile agency at work
around us, had the same powers as I – I also
am subject to the same laws. In the face of
all this we call ourselves lords of the
creation, wielders of the elements, masters
of life and death, and we allege in excuse of
this arrogance, that though the individual is
destroyed, man continues for ever.
Thus, losing our identity, that of
which we are chiefly conscious, we glory in
the continuity of our species, and learn to
regard death without terror. But when any
whole nation becomes the victim of the
destructive powers of exterior agents, then
indeed man shrinks into insignificance, he
feels his tenure of life insecure, his
inheritance on earth cut off.
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I remember, after having witnessed
the destructive effects of a fire, I could not
even behold a small one in a stove, without
a sensation of fear. The mounting flames
had curled round the building, as it fell, and
was destroyed. They insinuated themselves
into the substances about them, and the
impediments to their progress yielded at
their touch. Could we take integral parts of
this power, and not be subject to its
operation? Could we domesticate a cub of
this wild beast, and not fear its growth and
maturity?
Thus we began to feel, with regard
to many-visaged death let loose on the
chosen districts of our fair habitation, and
above all, with regard to the plague. We
feared the coming summer. Nations,
bordering on the already infected countries,
began to enter upon serious plans for the
better keeping out of the enemy. We, a
commercial people, were obliged to bring
such schemes under consideration; and the
question of contagion became matter of
earnest disquisition.
That the plague was not what is
commonly called contagious, like the scarlet
fever, or extinct small-pox, was proved. It
was called an epidemic. But the grand
question was still unsettled of how this
epidemic was generated and increased. If
infection depended upon the air, the air
was subject to infection. As for instance, a
typhus fever has been brought by ships to
one sea-port town; yet the very people who
brought it there, were incapable of
communicating it in a town more
fortunately situated. But how are we to
judge of airs, and pronounce – in such
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a city plague will die unproductive; in such
another, nature has provided for it a
plentiful harvest? In the same way,
individuals may escape ninety-nine times,
and receive the death-blow at the
hundredth; because bodies are sometimes
in a state to reject the infection of malady,
and at others, thirsty to imbibe it. These
reflections made our legislators pause,
before they could decide on the laws to be
put in force. The evil was so widespreading, so violent and immedicable, that
no care, no prevention could be judged
superfluous, which even added a chance to
our escape.
These were questions of prudence;
there was no immediate necessity for an
earnest caution. England was still secure.
France, Germany, Italy and Spain, were
interposed, walls yet without a breach,
between us and the plague. Our vessels
truly were the sport of winds and waves,
even as Gulliver was the toy of the
Brobdignagians; but we on our stable abode
could not be hurt in life or limb by these
eruptions of nature. We could not fear – we
did not. Yet a feeling of awe, a breathless
sentiment of wonder, a painful sense of the
degradation of humanity, was introduced
into every heart. Nature, our mother, and
our friend, had turned on us a brow of
menace. She shewed us plainly, that,
though she permitted us to assign her laws
and subdue her apparent powers, yet, if she
put forth but a finger, we must quake. She
could take our globe, fringed with
mountains, girded by the atmosphere,
containing the condition of our being, and
all that man’s mind could invent or his force
achieve; she could take the ball in her hand,
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and cast it into space, where life would be
drunk up, and man and all his efforts for
ever annihilated.
These speculations were rife among
us; yet not the less we proceeded in our
daily occupations, and our plans, whose
accomplishment demanded the lapse of
many years. No voice was heard telling us
to hold! When foreign distresses came to
be felt by us through the channels of
commerce, we set ourselves to apply
remedies. Subscriptions were made for the
emigrants, and merchants bankrupt by the
failure of trade. The English spirit awoke to
its full activity, and, as it had ever done, set
itself to resist the evil, and to stand in the
breach which diseased nature had suffered
chaos and death to make in the bounds and
banks which had hitherto kept them out.
At the commencement of summer,
we began to feel, that the mischief which
had taken place in distant countries was
greater than we had at first suspected.
Quito was destroyed by an earthquake.
Mexico laid waste by the united effects of
storm, pestilence and famine. Crowds of
emigrants inundated the west of Europe;
and our island had become the refuge of
thousands. In the mean time Ryland had
been chosen Protector. He had sought this
office with eagerness, under the idea of
turning his whole forces to the suppression
of the privileged orders of our community.
His measures were thwarted, and his
schemes interrupted by this new state of
things. Many of the foreigners were utterly
destitute; and their increasing numbers at
length forbade a recourse to the usual
modes of relief. Trade was stopped by
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the failure of the interchange of cargoes
usual between us, and America, India, Egypt
and Greece. A sudden break was made in
the routine of our lives. In vain our
Protector and his partizans sought to
conceal this truth; in vain, day after day, he
appointed a period for the discussion of the
new laws concerning hereditary rank and
privilege; in vain he endeavoured to
represent the evil as partial and temporary.
These disasters came home to so many
bosoms, and, through the various channels
of commerce, were carried so entirely into
every class and division of the community,
that of necessity they became the first
question in the state, the chief subjects to
which we must turn our attention.
Can it be true, each asked the other
with wonder and dismay, that whole
countries are laid waste, whole nations
annihilated, by these disorders in nature?
The vast cities of America, the fertile plains
of Hindostan, the crowded abodes of the
Chinese, are menaced with utter ruin.
Where late the busy multitudes assembled
for pleasure or profit, now only the sound
of wailing and misery is heard. The air is
empoisoned, and each human being inhales
death, even while in youth and health, their
hopes are in the flower. We called to mind
the plague of 1348, when it was calculated
that a third of mankind had been destroyed.
As yet western Europe was uninfected;
would it always be so?
O, yes, it would – Countrymen, fear
not! In the still uncultivated wilds of
America, what wonder that among its other
giant destroyers, Plague should be
numbered! It is of old a native of the East,
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sister of the tornado, the earthquake, and
the simoon. Child of the sun, and nursling of
the tropics, it would expire in these climes.
It drinks the dark blood of the inhabitant of
the south, but it never feasts on the palefaced Celt. If perchance some stricken
Asiatic come among us, plague dies with
him, uncommunicated and innoxious. Let us
weep for our brethren, though we can
never experience their reverse. Let us
lament over and assist the children of the
garden of the earth. Late we envied their
abodes, their spicy groves, fertile plains,
and abundant loveliness. But in this mortal
life extremes are always matched; the thorn
grows with the rose, the poison tree and
the cinnamon mingle their boughs. Persia,
with its cloth of gold, marble halls, and
infinite wealth, is now a tomb. The tent of
the Arab is fallen in the sands, and his horse
spurns the ground unbridled and
unsaddled. The voice of lamentation fills
the valley of Cashmere; its dells and woods,
its cool fountains, and gardens of roses, are
polluted by the dead; in Circassia and
Georgia the spirit of beauty weeps over the
ruin of its favourite temple – the form of
woman.
Our own distresses, though they
were occasioned by the fictitious reciprocity
of commerce, encreased in due proportion.
Bankers, merchants, and manufacturers,
whose trade depended on exports and
interchange of wealth, became bankrupt.
Such things, when they happen singly,
affect only the immediate parties; but the
prosperity of the nation was now shaken by
frequent and extensive losses. Families,
bred in opulence and luxury, were
reduced to beggary. The very state of
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peace in which we gloried was injurious;
there were no means of employing the idle,
or of sending any overplus of population
out of the country. Even the source of
colonies was dried up, for in New Holland,
Van Diemen’s Land, and the Cape of Good
Hope, plague raged. O, for some medicinal
vial to purge unwholesome nature, and
bring back the earth to its accustomed
health!
Ryland was a man of strong
intellects and quick and sound decision in
the usual course of things, but he stood
aghast at the multitude of evils that
gathered round us. Must he tax the landed
interest to assist our commercial
population? To do this, he must gain the
favour of the chief land-holders, the nobility
of the country; and these were his vowed
enemies – he must conciliate them by
abandoning his favourite scheme of
equalization; he must confirm them in their
manorial rights; he must sell his cherished
plans for the permanent good of his
country, for temporary relief. He must aim
no more at the dear object of his ambition;
throwing his arms aside, he must for
present ends give up the ultimate object of
his endeavours. He came to Windsor to
consult with us. Every day added to his
difficulties; the arrival of fresh vessels with
emigrants, the total cessation of commerce,
the starving multitude that thronged
around the palace of the Protectorate, were
circumstances not to be tampered with. The
blow was struck; the aristocracy obtained
all they wished, and they subscribed to a
twelvemonths’ bill, which levied twenty per
cent on all the rent-rolls of the country.
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Calm was now restored to the
metropolis, and to the populous cities,
before driven to desperation; and we
returned to the consideration of distant
calamities, wondering if the future would
bring any alleviation to their excess. It was
August; so there could be small hope of
relief during the heats. On the contrary, the
disease gained virulence, while starvation
did its accustomed work. Thousands died
unlamented; for beside the yet warm
corpse the mourner was stretched, made
mute by death.
On the eighteenth of this month
news arrived in London that the plague was
in France and Italy. These tidings were at
first whispered about town; but no one
dared express aloud the soul-quailing
intelligence. When any one met a friend in
the street, he only cried as he hurried on,
“You know!” – while the other, with an
ejaculation of fear and horror, would
answer, – “What will become of us?” At
length it was mentioned in the newspapers.
The paragraph was inserted in an obscure
part: “We regret to state that there can be
no longer a doubt of the plague having
been introduced at Leghorn, Genoa, and
Marseilles.” No word of comment followed;
each reader made his own fearful one. We
were as a man who hears that his house is
burning, and yet hurries through the
streets, borne along by a lurking hope of a
mistake, till he turns the corner, and sees
his sheltering roof enveloped in a flame.
Before it had been a rumour; but now in
words uneraseable, in definite and
undeniable print, the knowledge went
forth. Its obscurity of situation
rendered it the more conspicuous: the
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diminutive letters grew gigantic to the
bewildered eye of fear: they seemed graven
with a pen of iron, impressed by fire, woven
in the clouds, stamped on the very front of
the universe.
The English, whether travellers or
residents, came pouring in one great
revulsive stream, back on their own
country; and with them crowds of Italians
and Spaniards. Our little island was filled
even to bursting. At first an unusual
quantity of specie made its appearance
with the emigrants; but these people had
no means of receiving back into their hands
what they spent among us. With the
advance of summer, and the increase of the
distemper, rents were unpaid, and their
remittances failed them. It was impossible
to see these crowds of wretched, perishing
creatures, late nurslings of luxury, and not
stretch out a hand to save them. As at the
conclusion of the eighteenth century, the
English unlocked their hospitable store, for
the relief of those driven from their homes
by political revolution; so now they were
not backward in affording aid to the victims
of a more wide-spreading calamity. We had
many foreign friends whom we eagerly
sought out, and relieved from dreadful
penury. Our Castle became an asylum for
the unhappy. A little population occupied
its halls. The revenue of its possessor, which
had always found a mode of expenditure
congenial to his generous nature, was now
attended to more parsimoniously, that it
might embrace a wider portion of utility. It
was not however money, except partially,
but the necessaries of life, that became
scarce. It was difficult to find an immediate
remedy. The usual one of imports was
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entirely cut off. In this emergency, to feed
the very people to whom we had given
refuge, we were obliged to yield to the
plough and the mattock our pleasuregrounds and parks. Live stock diminished
sensibly in the country, from the effects of
the great demand in the market. Even the
poor deer, our antlered proteges, were
obliged to fall for the sake of worthier
pensioners. The labour necessary to bring
the lands to this sort of culture, employed
and fed the offcasts of the diminished
manufactories.
Adrian did not rest only with the
exertions he could make with regard to his
own possessions. He addressed himself to
the wealthy of the land; he made proposals
in parliament little adapted to please the
rich; but his earnest pleadings and
benevolent eloquence were irresistible. To
give up their pleasure-grounds to the
agriculturist, to diminish sensibly the
number of horses kept for the purposes of
luxury throughout the country, were means
obvious, but unpleasing. Yet, to the honour
of the English be it recorded, that, although
natural disinclination made them delay
awhile, yet when the misery of their fellowcreatures became glaring, an enthusiastic
generosity inspired their decrees. The most
luxurious were often the first to part with
their indulgencies. As is common in
communities, a fashion was set. The highborn ladies of the country would have
deemed themselves disgraced if they had
now enjoyed, what they before called a
necessary, the ease of a carriage. Chairs, as
in olden time, and Indian palanquins were
introduced for the infirm; but else it
was nothing singular to see females of
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rank going on foot to places of fashionable
resort. It was more common, for all who
possessed landed property to secede to
their estates, attended by whole troops of
the indigent, to cut down their woods to
erect temporary dwellings, and to portion
out their parks, parterres and flowergardens, to necessitous families. Many of
these, of high rank in their own countries,
now, with hoe in hand, turned up the soil. It
was found necessary at last to check the
spirit of sacrifice, and to remind those
whose generosity proceeded to lavish
waste, that, until the present state of things
became permanent, of which there was no
likelihood, it was wrong to carry change so
far as to make a reaction difficult.
Experience demonstrated that in a year or
two pestilence would cease; it were well
that in the mean time we should not have
destroyed our fine breeds of horses, or
have utterly changed the face of the
ornamented portion of the country.
It may be imagined that things were
in a bad state indeed, before this spirit of
benevolence could have struck such deep
roots. The infection had now spread in the
southern provinces of France. But that
country had so many resources in the way
of agriculture, that the rush of population
from one part of it to another, and its
increase through foreign emigration, was
less felt than with us. The panic struck
appeared of more injury, than disease and
its natural concomitants.
Winter was hailed, a general and
never-failing physician. The embrowning
woods, and swollen rivers, the evening
mists, and morning frosts, were welcomed
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with gratitude. The effects of purifying cold
were immediately felt; and the lists of
mortality abroad were curtailed each week.
Many of our visitors left us: those whose
homes were far in the south, fled
delightedly from our northern winter, and
sought their native land, secure of plenty
even after their fearful visitation. We
breathed again. What the coming summer
would bring, we knew not; but the present
months were our own, and our hopes of a
cessation of pestilence were high.
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reflected in the placid waters; birds awoke
in the woods, while abundant food for man
and beast sprung up from the dark ground.
Where was pain and evil? Not in the calm
air or weltering ocean; not in the woods or
fertile fields, nor among the birds that
made the woods resonant with song, nor
the animals that in the midst of plenty
basked in the sunshine. Our enemy, like the
Calamity of Homer, trod our hearts, and no
sound was echoed from her steps –

CHAPTER I

HEAR YOU not the rushing sound of the
coming tempest? Do you not behold the
clouds open, and destruction lurid and dire
pour down on the blasted earth? See you
not the thunderbolt fall, and are deafened
by the shout of heaven that follows its
descent? Feel you not the earth quake and
open with agonizing groans, while the air is
pregnant with shrieks and wailings, – all
announcing the last days of man?
No! none of these things
accompanied our fall! The balmy air of
spring, breathed from nature's ambrosial
home, invested the lovely earth, which
wakened as a young mother about to lead
forth in pride her beauteous offspring to
meet their sire who had been long absent.
The buds decked the trees, the flowers
adorned the land: the dark branches,
swollen with seasonable juices, expanded
into leaves, and the variegated foliage of
spring, bending and singing in the breeze,
rejoiced in the genial warmth of the
unclouded empyrean: the brooks flowed
murmuring, the sea was waveless, and the
promontories that over-hung it were

With ills the land is rife, with ills the
sea,
Diseases haunt our frail humanity,
Through noon, through night, on
casual wing they glide,
Silent, – a voice the power all-wise
denied.
Once man was a favourite of the
Creator, as the royal psalmist sang, “God
had made him a little lower than the angels,
and had crowned him with glory and
honour. God made him to have dominion
over the works of his hands, and put all
things under his feet.” Once it was so; now
is man lord of the creation? Look at him –
ha! I see plague! She has invested his form,
is incarnate in his flesh, has entwined
herself with his being, and blinds his
heaven-seeking eyes. Lie down, O man, on
the flower-strown earth; give up all claim to
your inheritance, all you can ever possess of
it is the small cell which the dead require.
Plague is the companion of spring,
of sunshine, and plenty. We no longer
struggle with her. We have forgotten
what we did when she was not. Of old
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navies used to stem the giant ocean-waves
betwixt Indus and the Pole for slight articles
of luxury. Men made perilous journies to
possess themselves of earth's splendid
trifles, gems and gold. Human labour was
wasted – human life set at nought. Now life
is all that we covet; that this automaton of
flesh should, with joints and springs in
order, perform its functions, that this
dwelling of the soul should be capable of
containing its dweller. Our minds, late
spread abroad through countless spheres
and endless combinations of thought, now
retrenched themselves behind this wall of
flesh, eager to preserve its well-being only.
We were surely sufficiently degraded.
At first the increase of sickness in
spring brought increase of toil to such of us,
who, as yet spared to life, bestowed our
time and thoughts on our fellow creatures.
We nerved ourselves to the task: “in the
midst of despair we performed the tasks of
hope.” We went out with the resolution of
disputing with our foe. We aided the sick,
and comforted the sorrowing; turning from
the multitudinous dead to the rare
survivors, with an energy of desire that bore
the resemblance of power, we bade them –
live. Plague sat paramount the while, and
laughed us to scorn.
Have any of you, my readers,
observed the ruins of an anthill immediately
after its destruction? At first it appears
entirely deserted of its former inhabitants;
in a little time you see an ant struggling
through the upturned mould; they reappear
by twos and threes, running hither and
thither in search of their lost companions.
Such were we upon earth, wondering
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aghast at the effects of pestilence. Our
empty habitations remained, but the
dwellers were gathered to the shades of the
tomb.
As the rules of order and pressure of
laws were lost, some began with hesitation
and wonder to transgress the accustomed
uses of society. Palaces were deserted, and
the poor man dared at length, unreproved,
intrude into the splendid apartments,
whose very furniture and decorations were
an unknown world to him. It was found,
that, though at first the stop put to all
circulation of property, had reduced those
before supported by the factitious wants of
society to sudden and hideous poverty, yet
when the boundaries of private possession
were thrown down, the products of human
labour at present existing were more, far
more, than the thinned generation could
possibly consume. To some among the poor
this was matter of exultation. We were all
equal now; magnificent dwellings, luxurious
carpets, and beds of down, were afforded
to all. Carriages and horses, gardens,
pictures, statues, and princely libraries,
there were enough of these even to
superfluity; and there was nothing to
prevent each from assuming possession of
his share. We were all equal now; but near
at hand was an equality still more levelling,
a state where beauty and strength, and
wisdom, would be as vain as riches and
birth. The grave yawned beneath us all, and
its prospect prevented any of us from
enjoying the ease and plenty which in so
awful a manner was presented to us.
Still the bloom did not fade on the
cheeks of my babes; and Clara sprung
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up in years and growth, unsullied by
disease. We had no reason to think the site
of Windsor Castle peculiarly healthy, for
many other families had expired beneath its
roof; we lived therefore without any
particular precaution; but we lived, it
seemed, in safety. If Idris became thin and
pale, it was anxiety that occasioned the
change; an anxiety I could in no way
alleviate. She never complained, but sleep
and appetite fled from her, a slow fever
preyed on her veins, her colour was hectic,
and she often wept in secret; gloomy
prognostications, care, and agonizing dread,
ate up the principle of life within her. I
could not fail to perceive this change. I
often wished that I had permitted her to
take her own course, and engage herself in
such labours for the welfare of others as
might have distracted her thoughts. But it
was too late now. Besides that, with the
nearly extinct race of man, all our toils grew
near a conclusion, she was too weak;
consumption, if so it might be called, or
rather the over active life within her, which,
as with Adrian, spent the vital oil in the
early morning hours, deprived her limbs of
strength. At night, when she could leave me
unperceived, she wandered through the
house, or hung over the couches of her
children; and in the day time would sink
into a perturbed sleep, while her murmurs
and starts betrayed the unquiet dreams
that vexed her. As this state of
wretchedness became more confirmed,
and, in spite of her endeavours at
concealment more apparent, I strove,
though vainly, to awaken in her courage
and hope. I could not wonder at the
vehemence of her care; her very soul was
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tenderness; she trusted indeed that she
should not outlive me if I became the prey
of the vast calamity, and this thought
sometimes relieved her. We had for many
years trod the highway of life hand in hand,
and still thus linked, we might step within
the shades of death; but her children, her
lovely, playful, animated children – beings
sprung from her own dear side – portions of
her own being – depositories of our loves –
even if we died, it would be comfort to
know that they ran man's accustomed
course. But it would not be so; young and
blooming as they were, they would die, and
from the hopes of maturity, from the proud
name of attained manhood, they were cut
off for ever. Often with maternal affection
she had figured their merits and talents
exerted on life's wide stage. Alas for these
latter days! The world had grown old, and
all its inmates partook of the decrepitude.
Why talk of infancy, manhood, and old age?
We all stood equal sharers of the last throes
of time-worn nature. Arrived at the same
point of the world's age – there was no
difference in us; the name of parent and
child had lost their meaning; young boys
and girls were level now with men. This was
all true; but it was not less agonizing to take
the admonition home.
Where could we turn, and not find a
desolation pregnant with the dire lesson of
example? The fields had been left
uncultivated, weeds and gaudy flowers
sprung up, – or where a few wheat-fields
shewed signs of the living hopes of the
husbandman, the work had been left
halfway, the ploughman had died beside
the plough; the horses had deserted
the furrow, and no seedsman had
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approached the dead; the cattle
unattended wandered over the fields and
through the lanes; the tame inhabitants of
the poultry yard, baulked of their daily food,
had become wild – young lambs were dropt
in flower-gardens, and the cow stalled in
the hall of pleasure. Sickly and few, the
country people neither went out to sow nor
reap; but sauntered about the meadows, or
lay under the hedges, when the inclement
sky did not drive them to take shelter under
the nearest roof. Many of those who
remained, secluded themselves; some had
laid up stores which should prevent the
necessity of leaving their homes; – some
deserted wife and child, and imagined that
they secured their safety in utter solitude.
Such had been Ryland’s plan, and he was
discovered dead and half-devoured by
insects, in a house many miles from any
other, with piles of food laid up in useless
superfluity. Others made long journies to
unite themselves to those they loved, and
arrived to find them dead.
London did not contain above a
thousand inhabitants; and this number was
continually diminishing. Most of them were
country people, come up for the sake of
change; the Londoners had sought the
country. The busy eastern part of the town
was silent, or at most you saw only where,
half from cupidity, half from curiosity, the
warehouses had been more ransacked than
pillaged: bales of rich India goods, shawls of
price, jewels, and spices, unpacked, strewed
the floors. In some places the possessor had
to the last kept watch on his store, and died
before the barred gates. The massy portals
of the churches swung creaking on their
hinges; and some few lay dead on the
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pavement. The wretched female, loveless
victim of vulgar brutality, had wandered to
the toilet of high-born beauty, and, arraying
herself in the garb of splendour, had died
before the mirror which reflected to herself
alone her altered appearance. Women
whose delicate feet had seldom touched
the earth in their luxury, had fled in fright
and horror from their homes, till, losing
themselves in the squalid streets of the
metropolis, they had died on the threshold
of poverty. The heart sickened at the
variety of misery presented; and, when I
saw a specimen of this gloomy change, my
soul ached with the fear of what might
befall my beloved Idris and my babes. Were
they, surviving Adrian and myself, to find
themselves protectorless in the world? As
yet the mind alone had suffered – could I
for ever put off the time, when the delicate
frame and shrinking nerves of my child of
prosperity, the nursling of rank and wealth,
who was my companion, should be invaded
by famine, hardship, and disease? Better
die at once – better plunge a poinard in her
bosom, still untouched by drear adversity,
and then again sheathe it in my own! But,
no; in times of misery we must fight against
our destinies, and strive not to be overcome
by them. I would not yield, but to the last
gasp resolutely defended my dear ones
against sorrow and pain; and if I were
vanquished at last, it should not be
ingloriously. I stood in the gap, resisting the
enemy – the impalpable, invisible foe, who
had so long besieged us – as yet he had
made no breach: it must be my care that he
should not, secretly undermining, burst up
within the very threshold of the temple of
love, at whose altar I daily sacrificed.
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The hunger of Death was now stung
more sharply by the diminution of his food:
or was it that before, the survivors being
many, the dead were less eagerly counted?
Now each life was a gem, each human
breathing form of far, O! far more worth
than subtlest imagery of sculptured stone;
and the daily, nay, hourly decrease visible in
our numbers, visited the heart with
sickening misery. This summer extinguished
our hopes, the vessel of society was
wrecked, and the shattered raft, which
carried the few survivors over the sea of
misery, was riven and tempest tost. Man
existed by twos and threes; man, the
individual who might sleep, and wake, and
perform the animal functions; but man, in
himself weak, yet more powerful in
congregated numbers than wind or ocean;
man, the queller of the elements, the lord
of created nature, the peer of demi-gods,
existed no longer.
Farewell to the patriotic scene, to
the love of liberty and well earned meed of
virtuous aspiration! – farewell to crowded
senate, vocal with the councils of the wise,
whose laws were keener than the sword
blade tempered at Damascus! – farewell to
kingly pomp and warlike pageantry; the
crowns are in the dust, and the wearers are
in their graves! – farewell to the desire of
rule, and the hope of victory; to high
vaulting ambition, to the appetite for
praise, and the craving for the suffrage of
their fellows! The nations are no longer! No
senate sits in council for the dead; no scion
of a time honoured dynasty pants to rule
over the inhabitants of a charnel house; the
general’s hand is cold, and the soldier has
his untimely grave dug in his native fields,
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unhonoured, though in youth. The marketplace is empty, the candidate for popular
favour finds none whom he can represent.
To chambers of painted state farewell! – To
midnight revelry, and the panting emulation
of beauty, to costly dress and birth-day
shew, to title and the gilded coronet,
farewell!
Farewell to the giant powers of man,
– to knowledge that could pilot the deepdrawing bark through the opposing waters
of shoreless ocean, – to science that
directed the silken balloon through the
pathless air, – to the power that could put a
barrier to mighty waters, and set in motion
wheels, and beams, and vast machinery,
that could divide rocks of granite or marble,
and make the mountains plain!
Farewell to the arts, – to eloquence,
which is to the human mind as the winds to
the sea, stirring, and then allaying it; –
farewell to poetry and deep philosophy, for
man’s imagination is cold, and his enquiring
mind can no longer expatiate on the
wonders of life, for “there is no work, nor
device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom in the
grave, whither thou goest!” – to the
graceful building, which in its perfect
proportion transcended the rude forms of
nature, the fretted gothic and massy
saracenic pile, to the stupendous arch and
glorious dome, the fluted column with its
capital, Corinthian, Ionic, or Doric, the
peristyle and fair entablature, whose
harmony of form is to the eye as musical
concord to the ear! – farewell to sculpture,
where the pure marble mocks human flesh,
and in the plastic expression of the culled
excellencies of the human shape,
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shines forth the god! – farewell to painting,
the high wrought sentiment and deep
knowledge of the artists’s mind in pictured
canvas – to paradisaical scenes, where trees
are ever vernal, and the ambrosial air rests
in perpetual glow: – to the stamped form of
tempest, and wildest uproar of universal
nature encaged in the narrow frame, O
farewell! Farewell to music, and the sound
of song; to the marriage of instruments,
where the concord of soft and harsh unites
in sweet harmony, and gives wings to the
panting listeners, whereby to climb heaven,
and learn the hidden pleasures of the
eternals! – Farewell to the well-trod stage;
a truer tragedy is enacted on the world’s
ample scene, that puts to shame mimic
grief: to high-bred comedy, and the low
buffoon, farewell! – Man may laugh no
more.
Alas! to enumerate the adornments
of humanity, shews, by what we have lost,
how supremely great man was. It is all over
now. He is solitary; like our first parents
expelled from Paradise, he looks back
towards the scene he has quitted. The high
walls of the tomb, and the flaming sword of
plague, lie between it and him. Like to our
first parents, the whole earth is before him,
a wide desart. Unsupported and weak, let
him wander through fields where the
unreaped corn stands in barren plenty,
through copses planted by his fathers,
through towns built for his use. Posterity is
no more; fame, and ambition, and love, are
words void of meaning; even as the cattle
that grazes in the field, do thou, O deserted
one, lie down at evening-tide, unknowing of
the past, careless of the future, for from
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such fond ignorance alone canst thou hope
for ease!
Joy paints with its own colours every
act and thought. The happy do not feel
poverty – for delight is as a gold-tissued
robe, and crowns them with priceless gems.
Enjoyment plays the cook to their homely
fare, and mingles intoxication with their
simple drink. Joy strews the hard couch
with roses, and makes labour ease.
Sorrow doubles the burthen to the
bent-down back; plants thorns in the
unyielding pillow; mingles gall with water;
adds saltness to their bitter bread; cloathing
them in rags, and strewing ashes on their
bare heads. To our irremediable distress
every small and pelting inconvenience came
with added force; we had strung our frames
to endure the Atlean weight thrown on us;
we sank beneath the added feather chance
threw on us, “the grasshopper was a
burthen.” Many of the survivors had been
bred in luxury – their servants were gone,
their powers of command vanished like
unreal shadows: the poor even suffered
various privations; and the idea of another
winter like the last, brought affright to our
minds. Was it not enough that we must die,
but toil must be added? – must we prepare
our funeral repast with labour, and with
unseemly drudgery heap fuel on our
deserted hearths – must we with servile
hands fabricate the garments, soon to be
our shroud?
Not so! We are presently to die, let
us then enjoy to its full relish the remnant
of our lives. Sordid care, avaunt! menial
labours, and pains, slight in
themselves, but too gigantic for our
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exhausted strength, shall make no part of
our ephemeral existences. In the beginning
of time, when, as now, man lived by
families, and not by tribes or nations, they
were placed in a genial clime, where earth
fed them untilled, and the balmy air
enwrapt their reposing limbs with warmth
more pleasant than beds of down. The
south is the native place of the human race;
the land of fruits, more grateful to man
than the hard-earned Ceres of the north, –
of trees, whose boughs are as a palace-roof,
of couches of roses, and of the thirstappeasing grape. We need not there fear
cold and hunger.
Look at England! the grass shoots up
high in the meadows; but they are dank and
cold, unfit bed for us. Corn we have none,
and the crude fruits cannot support us. We
must seek firing in the bowels of the earth,
or the unkind atmosphere will fill us with
rheums and aches. The labour of hundreds
of thousands alone could make this
inclement nook fit habitation for one man.
To the south then, to the sun! – where
nature is kind, where Jove has showered
forth the contents of Amalthea’s horn, and
earth is garden.
England,
late
birth-place
of
excellence and school of the wise, thy
children are gone, thy glory faded! Thou,
England, wert the triumph of man! Small
favour was shewn thee by thy Creator, thou
Isle of the North; a ragged canvas naturally,
painted by man with alien colours; but the
hues he gave are faded, never more to be
renewed. So we must leave thee, thou
marvel of the world; we must bid farewell
to thy clouds, and cold, and scarcity for
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ever! Thy manly hearts are still; thy tale of
power and liberty at its close! Bereft of
man, O little isle! the ocean waves will
buffet thee, and the raven flap his wings
over thee; thy soil will be birth-place of
weeds, thy sky will canopy barrenness. It
was not for the rose of Persia thou wert
famous, nor the banana of the east; not for
the spicy gales of India, nor the sugar
groves of America; not for thy vines nor thy
double harvests, nor for thy vernal airs, nor
solstitial sun – but for thy children, their
unwearied industry and lofty aspiration.
They are gone, and thou goest with them
the oft trodden path that leads to oblivion,
– Farewell, sad Isle, farewell, thy fatal glory
Is summed, cast up, and cancelled in this
story.
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THE LAST MAN
Mary Shelley

First edition of 1826
VOLUME III
CHAPTER X

I AWOKE in the morning, just as the higher
windows of the lofty houses received the
first beams of the rising sun. The birds were
chirping, perched on the windows sills and
deserted thresholds of the doors. I awoke,
and my first thought was, Adrian and Clara
are dead. I no longer shall be hailed by their
good-morrow – or pass the long day in their
society. I shall never see them more. The
ocean has robbed me of them – stolen their
hearts of love from their breasts, and given
over to corruption what was dearer to me
than light, or life, or hope.
I was an untaught shepherd-boy,
when Adrian deigned to confer on me his
friendship. The best years of my life had
been passed with him. All I had possessed
of this world’s goods, of happiness,
knowledge, or virtue – I owed to him. He
had, in his person, his intellect, and rare
qualities, given a glory to my life, which
without him it had never known. Beyond all
other beings he had taught me, that
goodness, pure and single, can be an
attribute of man. It was a sight for angels to
congregate to behold, to view him lead,
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govern, and solace, the last days of the
human race.
My lovely Clara also was lost to me –
she who last of the daughters of man,
exhibited all those feminine and maiden
virtues, which poets, painters, and
sculptors, have in their various languages
strove to express. Yet, as far as she was
concerned, could I lament that she was
removed in early youth from the certain
advent of misery? Pure she was of soul, and
all her intents were holy. But her heart was
the throne of love, and the sensibility her
lovely countenance expressed, was the
prophet of many woes, not the less deep
and drear, because she would have for ever
concealed them.
These two wondrously endowed
beings had been spared from the universal
wreck, to be my companions during the last
year of solitude. I had felt, while they were
with me, all their worth. I was conscious
that every other sentiment, regret, or
passion had by degrees merged into a
yearning, clinging affection for them. I had
not forgotten the sweet partner of my
youth, mother of my children, my adored
Idris; but I saw at least a part of her spirit
alive again in her brother; and after, that by
Evelyn’s death I had lost what most dearly
recalled her to me; I enshrined her memory
in Adrian’s form, and endeavoured to
confound the two dear ideas. I sound the
depths of my heart, and try in vain to draw
thence the expressions that can typify my
love for these remnants of my race. If regret
and sorrow came athwart me, as well it
might in our solitary and uncertain state,
the clear tones of Adrian’s voice, and
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his fervent look, dissipated the gloom; or I
was cheered unaware by the mild content
and sweet resignation Clara’s cloudless
brow and deep blue eyes expressed. They
were all to me – the suns of my benighted
soul – repose in my weariness – slumber in
my sleepless woe. Ill, most ill, with
disjointed words, bare and weak, have I
expressed the feeling with which I clung to
them. I would have wound myself like ivy
inextricably round them, so that the same
blow might destroy us. I would have
entered and been a part of them – so that

If the dull substance of my flesh
were thought21,
even now I had accompanied them to their
new and incommunicable abode.
Never shall I see them more. I am
bereft of their dear converse – bereft of
sight of them. I am a tree rent by lightning;
never will the bark close over the bared
fibres – never will their quivering life, torn
by the winds, receive the opiate of a
moment’s balm. I am alone in the world –
but that expression as yet was less pregnant
with misery, than that Adrian and Clara are
dead.
The tide of thought and feeling rolls
on for ever the same, though the banks and
shapes around, which govern its course,
and the reflection in the wave, vary. Thus
the sentiment of immediate loss in some

21

As Pamela Bickley noticed, this is the first line in
William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 44.
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sort decayed, while that of utter,
irremediable loneliness grew on me with
time. Three days I wandered through
Ravenna – now thinking only of the beloved
beings who slept in the oozy caves of ocean
– now looking forward on the dread blank
before me; shuddering to make an onward
step – writhing at each change that marked
the progress of the hours.
For three days I wandered to and fro
in this melancholy town. I passed whole
hours in going from house to house,
listening whether I could detect some
lurking sign of human existence. Sometimes
I rang at a bell; it tinkled through the
vaulted rooms, and silence succeeded to
the sound. I called myself hopeless, yet still
I hoped; and still disappointment ushered in
the hours, intruding the cold, sharp steel
which first pierced me, into the aching
festering wound. I fed like a wild beast,
which seizes its food only when stung by
intolerable hunger. I did not change my
garb, or seek the shelter of a roof, during all
those days. Burning heats, nervous
irritation, a ceaseless, but confused flow of
thought, sleepless nights, and days instinct
with a frenzy of agitation, possessed me
during that time.
As the fever of my blood encreased,
a desire of wandering came upon me. I
remember, that the sun had set on the fifth
day after my wreck, when, without purpose
or aim, I quitted the town of Ravenna. I
must have been very ill. Had I been
possessed by more or less of delirium, that
night had surely been my last; for, as I
continued to walk on the banks of the
Mantone, whose upward course I

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

followed, I looked wistfully on the stream,
acknowledging to myself that its pellucid
waves could medicine my woes for ever,
and was unable to account to myself for my
tardiness in seeking their shelter from the
poisoned arrows of thought, that were
piercing me through and through. I walked
a considerable part of the night, and
excessive weariness at length conquered
my repugnance to the availing myself of the
deserted habitations of my species. The
waning moon, which had just risen, shewed
me a cottage, whose neat entrance and
trim garden reminded me of my own
England. I lifted up the latch of the door and
entered. A kitchen first presented itself,
where, guided by the moon beams, I found
materials for striking a light. Within this was
a bed room; the couch was furnished with
sheets of snowy whiteness; the wood piled
on the hearth, and an array as for a meal,
might almost have deceived me into the
dear belief that I had here found what I had
so long sought – one survivor, a companion
for my loneliness, a solace to my despair. I
steeled myself against the delusion; the
room itself was vacant: it was only prudent,
I repeated to myself, to examine the rest of
the house. I fancied that I was proof against
the expectation; yet my heart beat audibly,
as I laid my hand on the lock of each door,
and it sunk again, when I perceived in each
the same vacancy. Dark and silent they
were as vaults; so I returned to the first
chamber, wondering what sightless host
had spread the materials for my repast, and
my repose. I drew a chair to the table, and
examined what the viands were of which I
was to partake. In truth it was a death
feast! The bread was blue and mouldy; the
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cheese lay a heap of dust. I did not dare
examine the other dishes; a troop of ants
passed in a double line across the table
cloth; every utensil was covered with dust,
with cobwebs, and myriads of dead flies:
these were objects each and all betokening
the fallaciousness of my expectations. Tears
rushed into my eyes; surely this was a
wanton display of the power of the
destroyer. What had I done, that each
sensitive nerve was thus to be anatomized?
Yet why complain more now than ever?
This vacant cottage revealed no new sorrow
– the world was empty; mankind was dead
– I knew it well – why quarrel therefore
with an acknowledged and stale truth? Yet,
as I said, I had hoped in the very heart of
despair, so that every new impression of
the hard-cut reality on my soul brought
with it a fresh pang, telling me the yet
unstudied lesson, that neither change of
place nor time could bring alleviation to my
misery, but that, as I now was, I must
continue, day after day, month after month,
year after year, while I lived. I hardly dared
conjecture what space of time that
expression implied. It is true, I was no
longer in the first blush of manhood;
neither had I declined far in the vale of
years – men have accounted mine the
prime of life: I had just entered my thirtyseventh year; every limb was as well knit,
every articulation as true, as when I had
acted the shepherd on the hills of
Cumberland; and with these advantages I
was to commence the train of solitary life.
Such were the reflections that ushered in
my slumber on that night.
The shelter, however, and less
disturbed repose which I enjoyed,
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restored me the following morning to a
greater portion of health and strength, than
I had experienced since my fatal shipwreck.
Among the stores I had discovered on
searching the cottage the preceding night,
was a quantity of dried grapes; these
refreshed me in the morning, as I left my
lodging and proceeded towards a town
which I discerned at no great distance. As
far as I could divine, it must have been Forli.
I entered with pleasure its wide and grassy
streets. All, it is true, pictured the excess of
desolation; yet I loved to find myself in
those spots which had been the abode of
my fellow creatures. I delighted to traverse
street after street, to look up at the tall
houses, and repeat to myself, once they
contained beings similar to myself – I was
not always the wretch I am now. The wide
square of Forli, the arcade around it, its
light and pleasant aspect cheered me. I was
pleased with the idea, that, if the earth
should be again peopled, we, the lost race,
would, in the relics left behind, present no
contemptible exhibition of our powers to
the new comers.
I entered one of the palaces, and
opened the door of a magnificent saloon. I
started – I looked again with renewed
wonder. What wild-looking, unkempt, halfnaked savage was that before me? The
surprise was momentary.
I perceived that it was I myself
whom I beheld in a large mirror at the end
of the hall. No wonder that the lover of the
princely Idris should fail to recognize
himself in the miserable object there
pourtrayed. My tattered dress was that in
which I had crawled half alive from the
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tempestuous sea. My long and tangled hair
hung in elf locks on my brow – my dark
eyes, now hollow and wild, gleamed from
under them – my cheeks were discoloured
by the jaundice, which (the effect of misery
and neglect) suffused my skin, and were
half hid by a beard of many days’ growth.
Yet why should I not remain thus, I
thought; the world is dead, and this squalid
attire is a fitter mourning garb than the
foppery of a black suit. And thus, methinks,
I should have remained, had not hope,
without which I do not believe man could
exist, whispered to me, that, in such a
plight, I should be an object of fear and
aversion to the being, preserved I knew not
where, but I fondly trusted, at length, to be
found by me. Will my readers scorn the
vanity, that made me attire myself with
some care, for the sake of this visionary
being? Or will they forgive the freaks of a
half crazed imagination? I can easily forgive
myself – for hope, however vague, was so
dear to me, and a sentiment of pleasure of
so rare occurrence, that I yielded readily to
any idea, that cherished the one, or
promised any recurrence of the former to
my sorrowing heart.
After such occupation, I visited every
street, alley, and nook of Forli. These Italian
towns presented an appearance of still
greater desolation, than those of England or
France. Plague had appeared here earlier –
it had finished its course, and achieved its
work much sooner than with us. Probably
the last summer had found no human being
alive, in all the track included between the
shores of Calabria and the northern Alps.
My search was utterly vain, yet I did
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not despond. Reason methought was on my
side; and the chances were by no means
contemptible, that there should exist in
some part of Italy a survivor like myself – of
a wasted, depopulate land. As therefore I
rambled through the empty town, I formed
my plan for future operations. I would
continue to journey on towards Rome. After
I should have satisfied myself, by a narrow
search, that I left behind no human being in
the towns through which I passed, I would
write up in a conspicuous part of each, with
white paint, in three languages, that
“Verney, the last of the race of Englishmen,
had taken up his abode in Rome.”
In pursuance of this scheme, I
entered a painter’s shop, and procured
myself the paint. It is strange that so trivial
an occupation should have consoled, and
even enlivened me. But grief renders one
childish, despair fantastic. To this simple
inscription, I merely added the adjuration,
“Friend, come! I wait for thee! – Deh, vieni!
ti aspetto!”
On the following morning, with
something like hope for my companion, I
quitted Forli on my way to Rome. Until now,
agonizing retrospect, and dreary prospects
for the future, had stung me when awake,
and cradled me to my repose. Many times I
had delivered myself up to the tyranny of
anguish – many times I resolved a speedy
end to my woes; and death by my own
hands was a remedy, whose practicability
was even cheering to me. What could I fear
in the other world? If there were an hell,
and I were doomed to it, I should come an
adept to the sufferance of its tortures – the
act were easy, the speedy and certain end
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of my deplorable tragedy. But now these
thoughts faded before the new born
expectation. I went on my way, not as
before, feeling each hour, each minute, to
be an age instinct with incalculable pain.
As I wandered along the plain, at the
foot of the Appennines – through their
vallies, and over their bleak summits, my
path led me through a country which had
been trodden by heroes, visited and
admired by thousands. They had, as a tide,
receded, leaving me blank and bare in the
midst. But why complain? Did I not hope? –
so I schooled myself, even after the
enlivening spirit had really deserted me,
and thus I was obliged to call up all the
fortitude I could command, and that was
not much, to prevent a recurrence of that
chaotic and intolerable despair, that had
succeeded to the miserable shipwreck, that
had consummated every fear, and dashed
to annihilation every joy.
I rose each day with the morning
sun, and left my desolate inn. As my feet
strayed through the unpeopled country, my
thoughts rambled through the universe,
and I was least miserable when I could,
absorbed in reverie, forget the passage of
the hours. Each evening, in spite of
weariness, I detested to enter any dwelling,
there to take up my nightly abode – I have
sat, hour after hour, at the door of the
cottage I had selected, unable to lift the
latch, and meet face to face blank desertion
within. Many nights, though autumnal mists
were spread around, I passed under an ilex
– many times I have supped on arbutus
berries and chestnuts, making a fire, gypsylike, on the ground – because wild
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natural scenery reminded me less acutely of
my hopeless state of loneliness. I counted
the days, and bore with me a peeled willowwand, on which, as well as I could
remember, I had notched the days that had
elapsed since my wreck, and each night I
added another unit to the melancholy sum.
I had toiled up a hill which led to
Spoleto. Around was spread a plain,
encircled
by
the
chestnut-covered
Appennines. A dark ravine was on one side,
spanned by an aqueduct, whose tall arches
were rooted in the dell below, and attested
that man had once deigned to bestow
labour and thought here, to adorn and
civilize nature. Savage, ungrateful nature,
which in wild sport defaced his remains,
protruding her easily renewed, and fragile
growth of wild flowers and parasite plants
around his eternal edifices. I sat on a
fragment of rock, and looked round. The
sun had bathed in gold the western
atmosphere, and in the east the clouds
caught the radiance, and budded into
transient loveliness. It set on a world that
contained me alone for its inhabitant. I took
out my wand – I counted the marks.
Twenty-five were already traced – twentyfive days had already elapsed, since human
voice had gladdened my ears, or human
countenance met my gaze. Twenty-five
long, weary days, succeeded by dark and
lonesome nights, had mingled with
foregone years, and had become a part of
the past – the never to be recalled – a real,
undeniable portion of my life – twenty-five
long, long days.
Why this was not a month! – Why
talk of days – or weeks – or months – I must
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grasp years in my imagination, if I would
truly picture the future to myself – three,
five, ten, twenty, fifty anniversaries of that
fatal epoch might elapse – every year
containing twelve months, each of more
numerous calculation in a diary, than the
twenty-five days gone by – Can it be? Will it
be? – We had been used to look forward to
death tremulously – wherefore, but
because its place was obscure? But more
terrible, and far more obscure, was the
unveiled course of my lone futurity. I broke
my wand; I threw it from me. I needed no
recorder of the inch and barley-corn growth
of my life, while my unquiet thoughts
created other divisions, than those ruled
over by the planets – and, in looking back
on the age that had elapsed since I had
been alone, I disdained to give the name of
days and hours to the throes of agony
which had in truth portioned it out.
I hid my face in my hands. The
twitter of the young birds going to rest, and
their rustling among the trees, disturbed
the still evening-air – the crickets chirped –
the aziolo cooed at intervals. My thoughts
had been of death – these sounds spoke to
me of life. I lifted up my eyes – a bat
wheeled round – the sun had sunk behind
the jagged line of mountains, and the paly,
crescent moon was visible, silver white,
amidst the orange sunset, and accompanied
by one bright star, prolonged thus the
twilight. A herd of cattle passed along in the
dell below, untended, towards their
watering place – the grass was rustled by a
gentle breeze, and the olive-woods,
mellowed into soft masses by the
moonlight, contrasted their sea-green
with the dark chestnut foliage. Yes, this
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is the earth; there is no change – no ruin –
no rent made in her verdurous expanse; she
continues to wheel round and round, with
alternate night and day, through the sky,
though man is not her adorner or
inhabitant. Why could I not forget myself
like one of those animals, and no longer
suffer the wild tumult of misery that I
endure? Yet, ah! what a deadly breach
yawns between their state and mine! Have
not they companions? Have not they each
their mate – their cherished young, their
home, which, though unexpressed to us, is,
I doubt not, endeared and enriched, even in
their eyes, by the society which kind nature
has created for them? It is I only that am
alone – I, on this little hill top, gazing on
plain and mountain recess – on sky, and its
starry population, listening to every sound
of earth, and air, and murmuring wave, – I
only cannot express to any companion my
many thoughts, nor lay my throbbing head
on any loved bosom, nor drink from
meeting eyes an intoxicating dew, that
transcends the fabulous nectar of the gods.
Shall I not then complain? Shall I not curse
the murderous engine which has mowed
down the children of men, my brethren?
Shall I not bestow a malediction on every
other of nature’s offspring, which dares live
and enjoy, while I live and suffer?
Ah, no! I will discipline my sorrowing
heart to sympathy in your joys; I will be
happy, because ye are so. Live on, ye
innocents, nature’s selected darlings; I am
not much unlike to you. Nerves, pulse,
brain, joint, and flesh, of such am I
composed, and ye are organized by the
same laws. I have something beyond this,
but I will call it a defect, not an endowment,
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if it leads me to misery, while ye are happy.
Just then, there emerged from a near copse
two goats and a little kid, by the mother’s
side; they began to browze the herbage of
the hill. I approached near to them, without
their perceiving me; I gathered a handful of
fresh grass, and held it out; the little one
nestled close to its mother, while she
timidly withdrew. The male stepped
forward, fixing his eyes on me: I drew near,
still holding out my lure, while he,
depressing his head, rushed at me with his
horns. I was a very fool; I knew it, yet I
yielded to my rage. I snatched up a huge
fragment of rock; it would have crushed my
rash foe. I poized it – aimed it – then my
heart failed me. I hurled it wide of the
mark; it rolled clattering among the bushes
into dell. My little visitants, all aghast,
galloped back into the covert of the wood;
while I, my very heart bleeding and torn,
rushed down the hill, and by the violence of
bodily exertion, sought to escape from my
miserable self.
No, no, I will not live among the wild
scenes of nature, the enemy of all that lives.
I will seek the towns – Rome, the capital of
the world, the crown of man’s
achievements. Among its storied streets,
hallowed ruins, and stupendous remains of
human exertion, I shall not, as here, find
every thing forgetful of man; trampling on
his memory, defacing his works,
proclaiming from hill to hill, and vale to
vale, – by the torrents freed from the
boundaries which he imposed – by the
vegetation liberated from the laws which he
enforced – by his habitation abandoned to
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mildew and weeds, that his power is lost,
his race annihilated for ever.
I hailed the Tiber, for that was as it
were an unalienable possession of
humanity. I hailed the wild Campagna, for
every rood had been trod by man; and its
savage uncultivation, of no recent date,
only proclaimed more distinctly his power,
since he had given an honourable name and
sacred title to what else would have been a
worthless, barren track. I entered Eternal
Rome by the Porta del Popolo, and saluted
with awe its time-honoured space. The
wide square, the churches near, the long
extent of the Corso, the near eminence of
Trinita de’ Monti appeared like fairy work,
they were so silent, so peaceful, and so very
fair. It was evening; and the population of
animals which still existed in this mighty
city, had gone to rest; there was no sound,
save the murmur of its many fountains,
whose soft monotony was harmony to my
soul. The knowledge that I was in Rome,
soothed me; that wondrous city, hardly
more illustrious for its heroes and sages,
than for the power it exercised over the
imaginations of men. I went to rest that
night; the eternal burning of my heart
quenched, – my senses tranquil.
The next morning I eagerly began
my rambles in search of oblivion. I ascended
the many terraces of the garden of the
Colonna Palace, under whose roof I had
been sleeping; and passing out from it at its
summit, I found myself on Monte Cavallo.
The fountain sparkled in the sun; the
obelisk above pierced the clear dark-blue
air. The statues on each side, the works, as
they are inscribed, of Phidias and Praxiteles,
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stood
in
undiminished
grandeur,
representing Castor and Pollux, who with
majestic power tamed the rearing animal at
their side. If those illustrious artists had in
truth chiselled these forms, how many
passing generations had their giant
proportions outlived! and now they were
viewed by the last of the species they were
sculptured to represent and deify. I had
shrunk into insignificance in my own eyes,
as I considered the multitudinous beings
these stone demigods had outlived, but this
after-thought restored me to dignity in my
own conception. The sight of the poetry
eternized in these statues, took the sting
from the thought, arraying it only in poetic
ideality.
I repeated to myself, – I am in
Rome! I behold, and as it were, familiarly
converse with the wonder of the world,
sovereign mistress of the imagination,
majestic and eternal survivor of millions of
generations of extinct men. I endeavoured
to quiet the sorrows of my aching heart, by
even now taking an interest in what in my
youth I had ardently longed to see. Every
part of Rome is replete with relics of
ancient times. The meanest streets are
strewed with truncated columns, broken
capitals – Corinthian and Ionic, and
sparkling fragments of granite or porphyry.
The walls of the most penurious dwellings
enclose a fluted pillar or ponderous stone,
which once made part of the palace of the
Caesars; and the voice of dead time, in still
vibrations, is breathed from these dumb
things, animated and glorified as they were
by man.
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I embraced the vast columns of the
temple of Jupiter Stator, which survives in
the open space that was the Forum, and
leaning my burning cheek against its cold
durability, I tried to lose the sense of
present misery and present desertion, by
recalling to the haunted cell of my brain
vivid memories of times gone by. I rejoiced
at my success, as I figured Camillus, the
Gracchi, Cato, and last the heroes of
Tacitus, which shine meteors of surpassing
brightness during the murky night of the
empire; – as the verses of Horace and Virgil,
or the glowing periods of Cicero thronged
into the opened gates of my mind, I felt
myself exalted by long forgotten
enthusiasm. I was delighted to know that I
beheld the scene which they beheld – the
scene which their wives and mothers, and
crowds of the unnamed witnessed, while at
the same time they honoured, applauded,
or wept for these matchless specimens of
humanity. At length, then, I had found a
consolation. I had not vainly sought the
storied precincts of Rome – I had
discovered a medicine for my many and
vital wounds.
I sat at the foot of these vast
columns. The Coliseum, whose naked ruin is
robed by nature in a verdurous and glowing
veil, lay in the sunlight on my right. Not far
off, to the left, was the Tower of the
Capitol. Triumphal arches, the falling walls
of many temples, strewed the ground at my
feet. I strove, I resolved, to force myself to
see the Plebeian multitude and lofty
Patrician forms congregated around; and,
as the Diorama of ages passed across my
subdued fancy, they were replaced by the
modern Roman; the Pope, in his white
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stole, distributing benedictions to the
kneeling worshippers; the friar in his cowl;
the dark-eyed girl, veiled by her mezzera;
the noisy, sun-burnt rustic, leading his
heard of buffaloes and oxen to the Campo
Vaccino. The romance with which, dipping
our pencils in the rainbow hues of sky and
transcendent nature, we to a degree
gratuitously endow the Italians, replaced
the solemn grandeur of antiquity. I
remembered the dark monk, and floating
figures of “The Italian,” and how my boyish
blood had thrilled at the description. I called
to mind Corinna ascending the Capitol to be
crowned, and, passing from the heroine to
the author, reflected how the Enchantress
Spirit of Rome held sovereign sway over the
minds of the imaginative, until it rested on
me – sole remaining spectator of its
wonders.
I was long wrapt by such ideas; but
the soul wearies of a pauseless flight; and,
stooping from its wheeling circuits round
and round this spot, suddenly it fell ten
thousand fathom deep, into the abyss of
the present – into self-knowledge – into
tenfold sadness. I roused myself – I cast off
my waking dreams; and I, who just now
could almost hear the shouts of the Roman
throng, and was hustled by countless
multitudes, now beheld the desart ruins of
Rome sleeping under its own blue sky; the
shadows lay tranquilly on the ground; sheep
were grazing untended on the Palatine, and
a buffalo stalked down the Sacred Way that
led to the Capitol. I was alone in the Forum;
alone in Rome; alone in the world. Would
not one living man – one companion in my
weary solitude, be worth all the glory
and remembered power of this time-
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honoured city? Double sorrow – sadness,
bred in Cimmerian caves, robed my soul in a
mourning garb. The generations I had
conjured up to my fancy, contrasted more
strongly with the end of all – the single
point in which, as a pyramid, the mighty
fabric of society had ended, while I, on the
giddy height, saw vacant space around me.
From such vague laments I turned to
the contemplation of the minutiae of my
situation. So far, I had not succeeded in the
sole object of my desires, the finding a
companion for my desolation. Yet I did not
despair. It is true that my inscriptions were
set up for the most part, in insignificant
towns and villages; yet, even without these
memorials, it was possible that the person,
who like me should find himself alone in a
depopulate land, should, like me, come to
Rome. The more slender my expectation
was, the more I chose to build on it, and to
accommodate my actions to this vague
possibility.
It became necessary therefore, that
for a time I should domesticate myself at
Rome. It became necessary, that I should
look my disaster in the face – not playing
the school-boy’s part of obedience without
submission; enduring life, and yet rebelling
against the laws by which I lived.
Yet how could I resign myself?
Without love, without sympathy, without
communion with any, how could I meet the
morning sun, and with it trace its oft
repeated journey to the evening shades?
Why did I continue to live – why not throw
off the weary weight of time, and with my
own hand, let out the fluttering prisoner
from my agonized breast? – It was not
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cowardice that withheld me; for the true
fortitude was to endure; and death had a
soothing sound accompanying it, that
would easily entice me to enter its
demesne. But this I would not do. I had,
from the moment I had reasoned on the
subject, instituted myself the subject to
fate, and the servant of necessity, the
visible laws of the invisible God – I believed
that my obedience was the result of sound
reasoning, pure feeling, and an exalted
sense of the true excellence and nobility of
my nature. Could I have seen in this empty
earth, in the seasons and their change, the
hand of a blind power only, most willingly
would I have placed my head on the sod,
and closed my eyes on its loveliness for
ever. But fate had administered life to me,
when the plague had already seized on its
prey – she had dragged me by the hair from
out the strangling waves – By such miracles
she had bought me for her own; I admitted
her authority, and bowed to her decrees. If,
after mature consideration, such was my
resolve, it was doubly necessary that I
should not lose the end of life, the
improvement of my faculties, and poison its
flow by repinings without end. Yet how
cease to repine, since there was no hand
near to extract the barbed spear that had
entered my heart of hearts? I stretched out
my hand, and it touched none whose
sensations were responsive to mine. I was
girded, walled in, vaulted over, by sevenfold barriers of loneliness. Occupation
alone, if I could deliver myself up to it,
would be capable of affording an opiate to
my sleepless sense of woe. Having
determined to make Rome my abode, at
least for some months, I made

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

arrangements for my accommodation – I
selected my home. The Colonna Palace was
well adapted for my purpose. Its grandeur –
its treasure of paintings, its magnificent
halls were objects soothing and even
exhilarating.
I found the granaries of Rome well
stored with grain, and particularly with
Indian corn; this product requiring less art
in its preparation for food, I selected as my
principal support. I now found the
hardships and lawlessness of my youth turn
to account. A man cannot throw off the
habits of sixteen years. Since that age, it is
true, I had lived luxuriously, or at least
surrounded by all the conveniences
civilization afforded. But before that time, I
had been “as uncouth a savage, as the wolfbred founder of old Rome” – and now, in
Rome itself, robber and shepherd
propensities, similar to those of its founder,
were of advantage to its sole inhabitant. I
spent the morning riding and shooting in
the Campagna – I passed long hours in the
various galleries – I gazed at each statue,
and lost myself in a reverie before many a
fair Madonna or beauteous nymph. I
haunted the Vatican, and stood surrounded
by marble forms of divine beauty. Each
stone deity was possessed by sacred
gladness, and the eternal fruition of love.
They looked on me with unsympathizing
complacency, and often in wild accents I
reproached them for their supreme
indifference – for they were human shapes,
the human form divine was manifest in
each fairest limb and lineament. The perfect
moulding brought with it the idea of colour
and motion; often, half in bitter mockery,
half in self-delusion, I clasped their icy
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proportions, and, coming between Cupid
and his Psyche’s lips, pressed the
unconceiving marble.
I endeavoured to read. I visited the
libraries of Rome. I selected a volume, and,
choosing some sequestered, shady nook, on
the banks of the Tiber, or opposite the fair
temple in the Borghese Gardens, or under
the old pyramid of Cestius, I endeavoured
to conceal me from myself, and immerse
myself in the subject traced on the pages
before me. As if in the same soil you plant
nightshade and a myrtle tree, they will each
appropriate the mould, moisture, and air
administered, for the fostering their several
properties – so did my grief find
sustenance, and power of existence, and
growth, in what else had been divine
manna, to feed radiant meditation. Ah!
while I streak this paper with the tale of
what my so named occupations were –
while I shape the skeleton of my days – my
hand trembles – my heart pants, and my
brain refuses to lend expression, or phrase,
or idea, by which to image forth the veil of
unutterable woe that clothed these bare
realities. O, worn and beating heart, may I
dissect thy fibres, and tell how in each
unmitigable misery, sadness dire, repinings,
and despair, existed? May I record my many
ravings – the wild curses I hurled at
torturing nature – and how I have passed
days shut out from light and food – from all
except the burning hell alive in my own
bosom?
I was presented, meantime, with
one other occupation, the one best fitted to
discipline my melancholy thoughts, which
strayed backwards, over many a ruin,
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and through many a flowery glade, even to
the mountain recess, from which in early
youth I had first emerged.
During one of my rambles through
the habitations of Rome, I found writing
materials on a table in an author’s study.
Parts of a manuscript lay scattered about. It
contained a learned disquisition on the
Italian language; one page an unfinished
dedication to posterity, for whose profit the
writer had sifted and selected the niceties
of this harmonious language – to whose
everlasting benefit he bequeathed his
labours.
I also will write a book, I cried – for
whom to read? – to whom dedicated? And
then with silly flourish (what so capricious
and childish as despair?) I wrote,

DEDICATION
TO THE ILLUSTRIOUS DEAD.
SHADOWS, ARISE, AND READ YOUR FALL!
BEHOLD THE HISTORY OF THE
LAST MAN

Yet, will not this world be repeopled, and the children of a saved pair of
lovers, in some to me unknown and
unattainable seclusion, wandering to these
prodigious relics of the ante-pestilential
race, seek to learn how beings so wondrous
in their achievements, with imaginations
infinite, and powers godlike, had departed
from their home to an unknown country?
I will write and leave in this most
ancient city, this “world’s sole monument,”
a record of these things. I will leave a
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monument of the existence of Verney, the
Last Man. At first I thought only to speak of
plague, of death, and last, of desertion; but
I lingered fondly on my early years, and
recorded with sacred zeal the virtues of my
companions. They have been with me
during the fulfilment of my task. I have
brought it to an end – I lift my eyes from my
paper – again they are lost to me. Again I
feel that I am alone.
A year has passed since I have been
thus occupied. The seasons have made their
wonted round, and decked this eternal city
in a changeful robe of surpassing beauty. A
year has passed; and I no longer guess at
my state or my prospects – loneliness is my
familiar, sorrow my inseparable companion.
I have endeavoured to brave the storm – I
have endeavoured to school myself to
fortitude – I have sought to imbue myself
with the lessons of wisdom. It will not do.
My hair has become nearly grey – my voice,
unused now to utter sound, comes
strangely on my ears. My person, with its
human powers and features, seem to me a
monstrous excrescence of nature. How
express in human language a woe human
being until this hour never knew! How give
intelligible expression to a pang none but I
could ever understand! – No one has
entered Rome. None will ever come. I smile
bitterly at the delusion I have so long
nourished, and still more, when I reflect
that I have exchanged it for another as
delusive, as false, but to which I now cling
with the same fond trust.
Winter has come again; and the
gardens of Rome have lost their leaves –
the sharp air comes over the
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Campagna, and has driven its brute
inhabitants to take up their abode in the
many dwellings of the deserted city – frost
has suspended the gushing fountains – and
Trevi has stilled her eternal music. I had
made a rough calculation, aided by the
stars, by which I endeavoured to ascertain
the first day of the new year. In the old outworn age, the Sovereign Pontiff was used to
go in solemn pomp, and mark the renewal
of the year by driving a nail in the gate of
the temple of Janus. On that day I ascended
St. Peter’s, and carved on its topmost stone
the aera 2100, last year of the world!
My only companion was a dog, a
shaggy fellow, half water and half
shepherd’s dog, whom I found tending
sheep in the Campagna. His master was
dead, but nevertheless he continued
fulfilling his duties in expectation of his
return. If a sheep strayed from the rest, he
forced it to return to the flock, and
sedulously kept off every intruder. Riding in
the Campagna I had come upon his sheepwalk, and for some time observed his
repetition of lessons learned from man,
now useless, though unforgotten. His
delight was excessive when he saw me. He
sprung up to my knees; he capered round
and round, wagging his tail, with the short,
quick bark of pleasure: he left his fold to
follow me, and from that day has never
neglected to watch by and attend on me,
shewing boisterous gratitude whenever I
caressed or talked to him. His pattering
steps and mine alone were heard, when we
entered the magnificent extent of nave and
aisle of St. Peter’s. We ascended the myriad
steps together, when on the summit I
achieved my design, and in rough figures
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noted the date of the last year. I then
turned to gaze on the country, and to take
leave of Rome. I had long determined to
quit it, and I now formed the plan I would
adopt for my future career, after I had left
this magnificent abode.
A solitary being is by instinct a
wanderer, and that I would become. A hope
of amelioration always attends on change
of place, which would even lighten the
burthen of my life. I had been a fool to
remain in Rome all this time: Rome noted
for Malaria, the famous caterer for death.
But it was still possible, that, could I visit the
whole extent of earth, I should find in some
part of the wide extent a survivor.
Methought the sea-side was the most
probable retreat to be chosen by such a
one. If left alone in an inland district, still
they could not continue in the spot where
their last hopes had been extinguished;
they would journey on, like me, in search of
a partner for their solitude, till the watery
barrier stopped their further progress.
To that water – cause of my woes,
perhaps now to be their cure, I would
betake myself. Farewell, Italy! – farewell,
thou ornament of the world, matchless
Rome, the retreat of the solitary one during
long months! – to civilized life – to the
settled
home
and
succession
of
monotonous days, farewell! Peril will now
be mine; and I hail her as a friend – death
will perpetually cross my path, and I will
meet him as a benefactor; hardship,
inclement weather, and dangerous
tempests will be my sworn mates. Ye spirits
of storm, receive me! ye powers of
destruction, open wide your arms, and
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clasp me for ever! if a kinder power have
not decreed another end, so that after long
endurance I may reap my reward, and again
feel my heart beat near the heart of
another like to me.
Tiber, the road which is spread by
nature’s own hand, threading her
continent, was at my feet, and many a boat
was tethered to the banks. I would with a
few books, provisions, and my dog, embark
in one of these and float down the current
of the stream into the sea; and then,
keeping near land, I would coast the
beauteous shores and sunny promontories
of the blue Mediterranean, pass Naples,
along Calabria, and would dare the twin
perils of Scylla and Charybdis; then, with
fearless aim, (for what had I to lose?) skim
ocean’s surface towards Malta and the
further
Cyclades.
I
would
avoid
Constantinople, the sight of whose wellknown towers and inlets belonged to
another state of existence from my present
one; I would coast Asia Minor, and Syria,
and, passing the seven-mouthed Nile, steer
northward again, till losing sight of
forgotten Carthage and deserted Lybia, I
should reach the pillars of Hercules. And
then – no matter where – the oozy caves,
and soundless depths of ocean may be my
dwelling, before I accomplish this longdrawn voyage, or the arrow of disease find
my heart as I float singly on the weltering
Mediterranean; or, in some place I touch at,
I may find what I seek – a companion; or if
this may not be – to endless time, decrepid
and grey headed – youth already in the
grave with those I love – the lone wanderer
will still unfurl his sail, and clasp the tiller –
and, still obeying the breezes of heaven, for

ever round another and another
promontory, anchoring in another and
another bay, still ploughing seedless ocean,
leaving behind the verdant land of native
Europe, adown the tawny shore of Africa,
having weathered the fierce seas of the
Cape, I may moor my worn skiff in a creek,
shaded by spicy groves of the odorous
islands of the far Indian ocean.
These are wild dreams. Yet since,
now a week ago, they came on me, as I
stood on the height of St. Peter’s, they have
ruled my imagination. I have chosen my
boat, and laid in my scant stores. I have
selected a few books; the principal are
Homer and Shakespeare – But the libraries
of the world are thrown open to me – and
in any port I can renew my stock. I form no
expectation of alteration for the better; but
the monotonous present is intolerable to
me. Neither hope nor joy are my pilots –
restless despair and fierce desire of change
lead me on. I long to grapple with danger,
to be excited by fear, to have some task,
however slight or voluntary, for each day’s
fulfilment. I shall witness all the variety of
appearance, that the elements can assume
– I shall read fair augury in the rainbow –
menace in the cloud – some lesson or
record dear to my heart in everything. Thus
around the shores of deserted earth, while
the sun is high, and the moon waxes or
wanes, angels, the spirits of the dead, and
the ever-open eye of the Supreme, will
behold the tiny bark, freighted with Verney
– the LAST MAN.
The End
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A Mary Shelley Chronology

1797, August 30 – Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley is born in London as the second
daughter of the feminist thinker Mary Wollstonecraft and the radical philosopher and
novelist William Godwin; she is raised in the proximity of London, in Somers Town, and
receives no formal education. The father of Mary Wollstonecraft’s first daughter – Fanny
(born in 1794) – was Gilbert Imlay, an American writer; being neglected by Gilbert, she had
gone from Paris (where she met him) back to London in 1795, and here made two suicide
attempts.
1797, September 10 – Mary Wollstonecraft dies of puerperal fever (a severe form of
septicemia).
1801 – William Godwin marries Mary Jane Clairmont, who has a daughter, Jane
Clairmont (later called Claire Clairmont as Mary’s stepsister).
1805 – William Godwin launches a publishing firm (M. J. Godwin & Co.), specializing
mainly in children’s books.
1808 – M. J. Godwin & Co. publishes Mary’s first story “Mounseer Nongtongpaw”.
1812, November 11 – At her schoolroom, Mary fugitively meets Percy Bysshe Shelley
(born on August 4, 1792) and his wife, Harriet Westbrook Shelley.
1814, May 5 – Mary meets Percy again, who now is separated from his wife. Soon
after, at her mother’s tombstone (in St. Pancras Cemetery, London), Mary declares her
eternal love for Percy.
1814, June 28 – Mary, already pregnant by Percy, and the latter elope to France, and
decide to stay in Paris at Hôtel de Vienne (Percy is still married to Harriet at this point, and
they have a daughter, Ianthe Shelley; Harriet is pregnant herself, and she soon gives birth to
Charles Shelley, whose father is probably Captain Ryan, not Percy). The two take with them
Mary’s stepsister, Jane/Claire Clairmont, who enabled secret meetings between the young
lovers before their elopement to France.
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1814, July to August – The young couple travels through France, and from there to
Germany, Switzerland, and Holland. This period is of utmost importance for the evolution of
Mary’s narrative force and imagination.
1814, September 2 – With Claire, Mary and Percy arrive by boat in Mannheim and
Gernsheim (cf. Garrett, 2002: 13; Florescu, 1999: 59-61). It is possible they might have seen
from a distance or even visited Burg Frankenstein. They might also have learned about local
legends regarding a certain Konrad Dippel (1673-1734), a controvesial figure, alchemistphysician-necromancer-philosopher, who seems to have been interested in bringing the
dead back to life, and who was associated with the old castle belonging to the Frankenstein
Barons, where he is said to have had a necromantic laboratory. This is thus a crucial
moment for the genesis of Mary’s famous novel, very little, if at all, discussed in Mary
Shelley criticism, with one notable exception: Radu Florescu’s brilliant book In Search of
Frankenstein: Exploring the Myths Behind Mary Shelley’s Monster (Robson Books, London,
1999).
1814, September, later – The two return to England.
1815, February 22 – Mary gives birth prematurely to her first child, a daughter.
1815, March 6 – Mary’s prematurely born daughter dies. She is devastated.
1815, August – Mary moves to Bishopsgate, Windsor.
1816, January 24 – She gives birth to her second child, a son, William.
1816 – Jane/Claire Clairmont has an affair with Lord Byron (possibly later also with
Percy).
1816, May – Mary, Percy and Claire move from England to Geneva, where Lord
Byron was waiting for Claire.
1816, June – The group takes a trip to Mont Blanc. With Percy, Mary writes a travel
book: History of a Six Weeks’ Tour.
1816, June 16 – Mary starts composing Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus
(finished in 1817). This major event in the history of literature is triggered at the Villa Diodati
(which had been rented by Lord Byron), when Byron with Mary, Percy, and John Polidori
(Byron’s personal physician) decide to have a literary contest, by which to conclude who
writes the best ghost story, being stimulated to do so by reading German ghost stories.
1816, July – The Shelley group visits Chamonix.
1816, September – Mary returns to London.

Mihai A. Stroe, Editor: A Mary Shelley Reader

110

1816, October 9 – Fanny Imlay, Mary Wollstonecraft’s first daughter (and Mary’s
half-sister), commits suicide when she finds out that her father is not William Godwin, but
Mary Wollstonecraft’s American lover, Gilbert Imlay.
1816, December 10 – Harriet Westbrook Shelley commits suicide by drowning
herself in the Serpentine, Hyde Park, London; five days later Percy finds out about it.
1816, December 30 – Mary and Percy get married in St. Mildred’s Church, London.
The haste has been explained as an attempt of the couple to gain expedient custody of
Percy’s two children by Harriet Westbrook: Ianthe Shelley and Charles Shelley.
1817, January 12 – Jane/Claire Clairmont gives birth to a child by Lord Byron: Alba
Byron (later Allegra Byron).
1817 – Mary publishes History of a Six Weeks’ Tour, where she describes her
fabulous experiences in the Alps and the time spent at the Villa Chapuis, near Geneva, in the
summer of 1816. The Shelleys move to Marlow.
1817, March – Percy loses custody of his children by Harriet (Ianthe and Charles).
Jane/Claire Clairmont joins the Shelleys in Marlow.
1817, May 14 – Mary finishes her work on Frankenstein.
1817, September 2 – Mary gives birth to her third child, a daughter, Clara Everina.
1818, January 1 – Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus is published
anonymously by Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor, & Jones.
1818, April – The Shelleys move to Milan.
1818, June – The Shelleys move to Bagni di Lucca.
1818, September – The Shelleys pay a visit to Lord Byron in Venice. Mary’s third
child, Clara Everina, dies of the Italian fever here, in Venice. The symptoms of the illness had
been visible already at Este. Mary is again devastated.
1818, November and December – The Shelleys move to Rome and then to Naples.
1819, March to June – The Shelleys stay in Rome.
1819, April 1 – John Polidori publishes The Vampyre in The New Monthly Magazine,
under Lord Byron’s name, without asking for the latter’s permission. By this unwanted
event, Lord Byron becomes the father of the vampiric genre in literature.
1819, June 7 – While in Rome, Mary’s second child, William Shelley, dies of the
Roman fever, aged only three. The Shelleys had observed the symptoms already on June
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2nd, when they were at the Baths of Lucca. Mary is yet again devastated, this time
completely; it appears in fact she felt it was the end of everything (cf. Florescu, 1999: 128).
1819, June – The Shelleys move to Leghorn (Livorno).
1819, August – Mary begins to compose Matilda.
1819, October – The Shelleys move to Florence.
1819, November 12 – Mary gives birth to her fourth child, a son, Percy Florence, in
Florence. This is the only child of hers to survive to adult age.
1820, January 26 – The Shelleys move to Pisa.
1820, February – Mary completes her work on Matilda.
1820, March – Mary begins work on Castruccio, Prince of Lucca (this is later renamed
by William Godwin as Valperga).
1820, April to May – Mary writes the dramas Proserpine and Midas.
1821, August to December – Mary completes Castruccio.
1821 – Percy seemingly starts an affair with Jane Williams.
1822 – The Shelleys move to Casa Magna, close to Lerici.
1822, April 19 – Alba/Allegra Byron dies of typhus.
1822, June 16 – Mary has a miscarriage at Casa Magni at Lerici (this is the fourth
child lost by her). She nearly dies. Percy saves her by putting her, to stop the hemorrhage, in
a tub filled with very cold water.
1822, July 8 – Percy Shelley and Edward Williams take a trip in the poet’s sailboat,
The Ariel (christened by Lord Byron The Don Juan), to go meet Leigh and Marianne Hunt; a
tempest crushes the boat and the two are drowned in the Gulf of Spezzia.
1822, July 16–17 – Percy’s body is found on the beach off Via Reggio. In his pockets,
Percy carries a volume of Sophocles and one of Keats. Percy’s body is incinerated. Mary
keeps Percy’s unburning heart with her for the rest of her life. It was found in her travelling
desk at her death, all dried up and wrapped in a copy of Percy Shelley’s poem “Adonaïs” (cf.
Duncker, 2009: 112; Bennett, 1980: 255-256n), written by the latter while at Pisa (and
published in 1821) as a homage lamenting the death of John Keats at Rome in February
1821.
1822, September – Mary joins Lord Byron and Leigh Hunt at Genoa.
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1823, February – Mary publishes Valperga; or, The Life and Adventures of Castruccio,
Prince of Lucca.
1823, August – Mary returns to London with Percy Florence.
1823 – Richard Brinsley Peake publishes Presumption; or, The Fate of Frankenstein, a
three-act opera which adapts for the stage the narrative of Frankenstein. As a consequence,
William Godwin commissions G. and W. B. Whittaker (London, Ave-Maria-Lane) to publish a
new edition of Frankenstein: Or, The Modern Prometheus, in two volumes, this time the
name of the author being revealed. This new edition is identical with the 1818 initial text
(M. K. Joseph notes in this sense that this “second edition of 1823 is simply a page-by-page
reprint of the first, rearranged in two volumes”. (Cf. Joseph, 1998: XV).
1824 – Mary publishes The Posthumous Poems of Percy Bysshe Shelley. The work is,
however, withdrawn from the market when Sir Timothy Shelley, Percy’s father, expressed
his opposition, and warning Mary that he would no longer give Percy Florence his
allowance, if she did not stop publishing Percy’s works.
1824, springtime – Mary begins to work on a novel that was to be entitled The Last
Man.
1825, June – American playwright John Howard Payne proposes marriage to Mary;
she refuses.
1826, January – Mary publishes The Last Man, considered by many critics to be her
masterpiece, and surely her most successful novel.
1828 – Prosper Mérimée seemingly proposes marriage to Mary; she refuses (possibly
in the context in which Aubery Beauclerk, a widower, refused to marry her).
1830 – Mary publishes a historical novel, The Adventures of Perkin Warbeck.
1835 – Mary publishes a domestic romance, Lodore, her most popular novel since
Frankenstein.
1835–1839 – Mary composes and publishes biographical essays for Rev. Dionysius
Lardner’s The Cabinet Cyclopaedia:
-- Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men of Italy, Spain, and Portugal –
Biography, 3 volumes (1835; 1836; 1837).
-- Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men of France – Biography, 2
volumes (1838; 1839).
1836 – Mary’s father, William Godwin, dies.
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1837 – Mary publishes another domestic romance Falkner.
1839 – Mary edits Percy Shelley’s Poetical Works, in four volumes, with many notes.
1840 – Mary reedits Percy Shelley’s Poetical Works, in one volume. She edits also a
two-volume edition of Percy Shelley’s Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and
Fragments.
1844 – Mary publishes her final writing: Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842
and 1843. This is a travel book considered by some critics as being one of her best works; it
is similar to her first major writing, History of a Six Weeks’ Tour (1817).
1850, December – Mary is diagnosed with brain tumor (the symptoms had been felt
by her starting October 1848).
1851, February 1 – Mary Shelley dies in London. She is buried in St. Peter’s,
Bournemouth.
*

1891 – Richard Garnet edits Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and Stories.
1959 – Mary Shelley’s Matilda is published, a novella about a father’s incestuous
relationship with his daughter (the text remained unpublished because William Godwin had
strictly prohibited this).
1975 – A new edition of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and Stories, is published
by Gregg Press, Boston.
1976 – Folcroft Library Editions, Folcroft, Pa., reedits Garnet’s collection Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and Stories.
1977 – Norwood Editions, Norwood, Pa., reedits Garnet’s collection Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and Stories.
1978 – R. West, Philadelphia, reedits Garnet’s collection Mary Wollstonecraft
Shelley, Tales and Stories.
1980, 1983, 1988 – Betty T. Bennett edits The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley
in 3 volumes.
1987 – Paula R. Feldman and Diana Scott-Kilvert edit The Journals of Mary Shelley,
1814–1844.
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1990 – Betty T. Bennett and Charles E. Robinson edit the first ample anthology: The
Mary Shelley Reader: Containing Frankenstein, Mathilda, Tales and Stories, Essays and
Reviews, and Letters (Oxford University Press, New York).
1995 – Betty T. Bennett edits Selected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley.
2010 – Nabu Press reedits Garnet’s collection Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Tales and
Stories.
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