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Mary Shelley 

In the summer of 1816, five people gathered at a house, the Villa 

Diodati, on the shore of Lake Geneva in Switzerland. Most famous  

of them was the Romantic poet, Lord Byron, a wealthy and notorious 

writer at the time, praised for his passionate verse and condemned  

for his scandalous lifestyle. The second was his physician, Doctor  

John Polidori, and the third was Byron’s former mistress,  

Claire Clairmont. Completing the household were 

another poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and 

the young woman who would become  

his second wife later in the year.  

She was eighteen years old at  

the time. Her married name  

would be Mary Shelley. 

Mary’s father was English 

journalist and author William 

Godwin, and her mother was Mary 

Wollstonecraft, a feminist author and 

champion of women’s rights, who sadly 

died following her daughter’s birth. Mary’s 

father remarried and his new stepdaughter, Claire 

Clairmont, became Mary’s half-sister (and eventually Byron’s mistress). 

Godwin was determined to raise his daughter to be spirited and 

independent, but he disapproved of her relationship with Shelley, and 

disowned her when the couple ran away to France. They were later 

reconciled and Mary looked after her father in his old age.

Mary’s childhood was happy, although her father was a better writer 

than he was a businessman, and was often in debt. Mary’s later life 

was blighted by misfortune. Three of her four children died, and in 

1822, Shelley himself, the love of her life, was drowned in a boating 

accident off the coast of Italy. His body was cremated on a beach 

near the spot where it had washed ashore. Legend has it that his 

heart refused to burn and it was buried with Mary on her death.

Mary Shelley
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Mary spent the rest of her life caring for her one surviving child, 

Percy Florence. She also spent a great deal of time and money 

supporting charitable and political causes and promoting her husband’s 

work, determined that his reputation as one of Britain’s greatest poets 

should be secure.
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Frankenstein

 was completed in 1817 and published in 1818. Mary went 

on to write several other novels 

-

 

Mathilda

 (1819), 

Valperga

 (1823), 

The Last Man

 (1826), 

The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck

 (1830), 

Lodore

 

(1835) and 

Falkner

 (1837) 

-

 as well as books on travel, biography  

and stories for ladies’ magazines. None of these achieved the fame  

of the story she had written while still a teenager: 

Frankenstein

 or  

The Modern Prometheus

.

Mary Shelley died in 1851, at the age of 53. She had been suffering 

from headaches and paralysis, and it is likely that she had a brain 

tumour. She was buried at St Peter’s Church, Bournemouth.

For a long time, the memory of Mary Shelley’s writing was eclipsed  

by the reputation of her husband. However, as various scientific and 

medical discoveries of the twentieth century drew ever-increasing 

interest, the moral dilemmas faced by Victor Frankenstein, and his 

responsibilities towards his creation, became more and more relevant.  

The importance of the book, not just as a story, but as a commentary 

on scientific responsibility, gradually came to be better understood. 

Nowadays, her husband’s poetry is still read and admired 

–

 but many 

more readers have been enthralled by Mary’s tale of Victor Frankenstein 

and his monstrous creation.
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Frankenstein

 – The Novel

During a spell of bad weather that kept them indoors, the house 

party at the Villa Diodati became bored. In order to pass the time, 

they read horror stories to each other. Afterwards, Byron suggested 

that he, Mary, Claire, Percy and Doctor Polidori should each write a 

ghost story.

Claire Clairmont’s attempt came to nothing. Percy couldn’t think of any 

original stories and just wrote out several that he had heard from 

Matthew Lewis, who had visited the villa earlier in the summer and 

whose Gothic tales were very popular at the time. Byron started a 

story, but soon gave up, though Doctor Polidori later used elements 

of his employer’s unfinished tale in his own 

story, 

The Vampyre

. This 

was published in 1819, and 

was the first “modern” 

vampire story in English.

Only Mary persisted, though 

it took her more than a 

year to complete the story. 
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The result was far more than a Gothic novel. It is sometimes described 

as the first “science fiction” novel, though Mary shows little interest 

in the process by which Frankenstein brings his creation to life. She 

is more concerned with the arrogance that leads him to attempt the 

experiment in the first place, and the tragic consequences of his 

rejection of the powerful 

–

 but vulnerable 

–

 being he has made. 

The world was to me a secret 

which I desired to (discover). 

FRANKENSTEIN (see page 17)

Learn from me ... at least by my example, 

how dangerous (it is to gain) knowledge, 

and how much happier that man is 

who believes his native town to be the 

world, than he who (seeks) to become 

greater than his nature will allow. 

FRANKENSTEIN (see page 21)

... my soul glowed with 

love and humanity: 

but am I not alone, 

miserably alone? You,  

my creator, (hate) me ...  

THE CREATURE  

(see page 44)

I ought to be (your) 

Adam; but I am rather 

the fallen angel ... 

THE CREATURE  

(see page 57)

I shall be with you on 

your wedding night. 

THE CREATURE  

(see page 78)
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