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Jenny Bond and Chris Sheedy are based in Sydney, Australia, and run a successful freelance journalism and media consulting company, The Hard Word. They also have worked in London and New York City. Prior to her reinvention as a journalist, Jenny held the position of Head of English at Eaton House The Manor in London’s Clapham Common. She also has taught English and drama for eight years at a selective high school in Sydney. Chris is one of Australia’s most in demand freelance writers, having had work published regularly in such magazines and newspapers as the Sydney Morning Herald, Virgin Blue’s Voyeur, the Sunday Telegraph, Australian Good Taste, Australian Penthouse, Cosmopolitan, and Management Today. In London and New York City he was vice president of Guinness World Records.

Chris’s most memorable reading experience was sweating it out in the heat of London’s Tube with a copy of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, often feeling as feverish as the lead character Raskolnikov. He’s also a fan of great Australian writers such as Tim Winton (Cloudstreet), Peter Carey (True History of the Kelly Gang), and Nick Cave (And the Ass Saw the Angel). As a boy he was endlessly entertained by Stephen King and Alistair MacLean.

Jenny’s favorite reading experience of all time was Emma by Jane Austen, as the lead character was so flawed and did such awful things but at the same time was so likeable. This was also the first book that Jenny’s students truly enjoyed, and in class she noticed that they discussed the characters as if they were real people. Her other literary loves include F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, A. S. Byatt’s Possession, and Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. As a youngster she couldn’t resist Agatha Christie and James Herriot.
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To the greatest character we know—

a beautiful little man by the name of Sam

who entered our lives halfway through
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[image: ]




CONTENTS

[image: ]

Introduction

Fiction

Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen, 1813

Frankenstein, Mary Shelley, 1818

Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens, 1838

Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë, 1847

Vanity Fair, William Makepeace Thackeray, 1847

Crime and Punishment, Fyodor Dostoevsky, 1866

War and Peace, Leo Tolstoy, 1867–1869

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain, 1885

The War of the Worlds, H. G. Wells, 1897

The Hound of the Baskervilles, Arthur Conan Doyle, 1902

Peter Pan, J. M. Barrie, 1904

The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 1925

Winnie-the-Pooh, A. A. Milne, 1926

All Quiet on the Western Front, Erich Maria Remarque, 1929

Gone with the Wind, Margaret Mitchell, 1936

The Hobbit, J.R.R. Tolkien, 1937

The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck, 1939

For Whom the Bell Tolls, Ernest Hemingway, 1940

Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell, 1949

The Catcher in the Rye, J. D. Salinger, 1951

From Here to Eternity, James Jones, 1951

Casino Royale, Ian Fleming, 1953

Lord of the Flies, William Golding, 1954

Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov, 1955

The Cat in the Hat, Dr. Seuss, 1957

Doctor Zhivago, Boris Pasternak, 1957

To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee, 1960

The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, John Le Carré, 1963

Valley of the Dolls, Jacqueline Susann, 1966

The Godfather, Mario Puzo, 1969

The Day of the Jackal, Frederick Forsyth, 1971

Carrie, Stephen King, 1974

Jaws, Peter Benchley, 1974

Midnight’s Children, Salman Rushdie, 1981

The Color Purple, Alice Walker, 1982

Hollywood Wives, Jackie Collins, 1983

Bridget Jones’s Diary, Helen Fielding, 1996

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, J. K. Rowling, 1997

True History of the Kelly Gang, Peter Carey, 2000

The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown, 2003

Nonfiction

The English Dictionary, Samuel Johnson, 1755

Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1768

The Origin of Species, Charles Darwin, 1859

Scouting for Boys, Robert Baden-Powell, 1908

Etiquette in Business, in Society, in Politics, and at Home, Emily Post, 1922

Guinness World Records, 1955

In Cold Blood, Truman Capote, 1966

All the President’s Men, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, 1974

Roots, Alex Haley, 1976

A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking, 1988

Further Reading


INTRODUCTION

[image: ]

“W e’re writing a book about books,” was our response when people wondered out loud why they hadn’t seen us for the eighteen months it took to produce the fifty fascinating chapters into which you are about to delve. But really we were enjoying a journey deep into the lives of some of the world’s most talented authors, people who with the simple act of writing have filled our lives, and yours, with excitement, sadness, tension, horror, joy, love, and so much more.

It began as a discussion over dinner. What is the special ingredient, we wondered, that creates a truly spectacular piece of literature or a work with enduring appeal? It’s too easy to analyze the work itself—the language, the story lines, the characters—experience told us the answer lay deeper. We would only discover the secret to an unforgettable read by uncovering what it was that occurred in each author’s life to propel her or him toward penning the book in the first place.

The list of books began taking shape from our own bookcase, then from those of friends and colleagues, before being argued and discussed with professionals in the world of publishing and with other book specialists and finally finessed by a large amount of research into book sales and awareness figures in various countries. Then began the all-consuming task of researching each of the writers, but rather than a chore it became a joy, an enthralling expedition into the lives of some surprisingly heroic people.

Fyodor Dostoevsky, for instance, faced death in front of a firing squad before being given a reprieve and sent to a hard labor prison in Siberia for four years—all because he was an intellectual. George Orwell was a Brit whose political views were so strong that he voluntarily traveled to serve on the front line during the Spanish Civil War, only to be shot in the neck after ten days. Stephen King lived in poverty from the age of two, when his father walked out, and produced Carrie on a typewriter in the trailer in which his family lived. After writing All Quiet on the Western Front, Erich Maria Remarque had his German citizenship revoked and his books burned.

So what is the special ingredient? The answer, we discovered, is passion and struggle. J. K. Rowling hardly had two pennies to rub together when she introduced Harry Potter to the world. As a young child Charles Dickens was forced to work in a rat-infested factory as his father served a prison sentence. Charlotte Brontë lived her life completely surrounded by sickness and death. And Stephen Hawking was diagnosed with a life-threatening, crippling disease a week after his twenty-first birthday and told he had three years to live.

But it’s not all doom and gloom—these stories are more about triumph over tragedy. Through their struggle and passion most of the writers created lifestyles and levels of wealth and celebrity beyond even their own fertile imaginations. And perhaps most important, their work will forever provide moments of quiet pleasure for millions of readers around the globe.

It’s been a true pleasure getting to know them. We hope it is for you, too.


WHO THE HELL IS

Pansy O’Hara?
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[image: ]


PRIDE AND PREJUDICE,

Jane Austen, 1813
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I had not known you a month before I felt that you were the last man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed upon to marry.



Jane Austen’s biographer, her nephew J. E. Austen-Leigh, wrote the following of his subject in the opening of his A Memoir of Jane Austen: “Of events her life was singularly barren: few changes and no great crisis ever broke the smooth current of its course.” Statements such as these have led many critics and readers to assume that nothing significant or untoward ever happened in Jane Austen’s world, and that for this very reason the action in her novels largely revolved around the trivial pursuits of dances, letter writing, visiting friends, and domestic affairs. But in reality Austen’s existence was filled with trials and tribulations.

For most of Austen’s life England was at war with France. In the year she was born the American Revolution erupted and James Watt invented the steam engine, a machine that would herald in the industrial age. The author witnessed the French Revolution from the safe side of the English Channel and saw her own country defeated in the American colonies. Meanwhile, the First Fleet sailed to Botany Bay in Australia and England established a new colony in the remote outpost of New South Wales.

On a personal level Austen’s own family should have been fodder enough for her fiction. Two of her brothers saw action against Napoleon’s forces, her mother was related to a duke, her aunt was once wrongly imprisoned for theft, and her cousin fled the Reign of Terror in France after her husband met his fate at the guillotine, later marrying Austen’s brother Henry. A handicapped brother was sent away to live with another family and was never spoken of again and yet another brother, Edward, was adopted by a wealthy couple unable to have children and made heir to their substantial fortune.

Jane Austen was not deprived of exciting subject matter but chose to write instead about the goings-on in her imagination. The year she penned her most famous novel, Pride and Prejudice, was a miserable year for the author. Consequently, it is not surprising she turned away from world events and the affairs of her own family to a world inhabited by a bright and confident heroine, her comical family and thoughtful friends, caddish militia officers, arrogant suitors, overbearing grand dames, and the often-harrowing journey of love.

Jane Austen was born in Steventon, Hampshire, England, into a largely male family on December 16, 1775. She was the second daughter born to George and Cassandra Austen, who also had five sons. Their eighth and final child was a boy. As a result of this imbalance, Jane and her sister, Cassandra, were inseparable. George Austen worked as a vicar and to supplement the meager stipend he received from the church he and his wife tutored students. Reverend Austen was a relatively poor member of the landed gentry and, as such, had no way of providing his two daughters with dowries.

Although Jane and Cassandra did spend a short period away from home at boarding school, they primarily were educated at the rectory. Reverend Austen was well aware of his financial restrictions and realized that his daughters, without dowries, likely would have to make their own way in the world as governesses. Jane had a precocious mind and, by the age of eight, she was able to read most of the books in her father’s library. Moreover, she could speak some French, Latin, and Italian, play the pianoforte, and sing.

Her preferred writers were Dr. Samuel Johnson, the poet William Cowper, Henry Fielding, and Laurence Sterne, while her favorite author was Samuel Richardson. According to her brother Henry, Austen had read Richardson’s epistolary novel History of Sir Charles Grandison so many times that she had almost committed the words to heart. Austen also read the popular female authors of the era, such as Fanny Burney, Maria Edgeworth, and Charlotte Smith, all of whose writing strongly influenced her own.

The Austens were a literary family, and from an early age Jane was encouraged to write, especially by her father. Reverend Austen soon thought his daughter’s work good enough to warrant the purchase of expensive notebooks. It was on the opening page in one of these books that her father wrote the dedication “Effusions of Fancy by a very Young Lady Consisting of Tales in a Style entirely new.” To amuse themselves the Austen children frequently performed plays in the rectory’s barn, with Jane’s brother James writing the prologues and epilogues. James also wrote poetry and was responsible for writing and editing his own weekly magazine, called the Loiterer, which he sold for threepence.

By the time Austen was eleven years old she was penning short satirical sketches for the amusement of her family. By the age of fourteen she had written her first novel, Love and Friendship, and when she was sixteen she wrote the comical A History of England by a partial, prejudiced and ignorant Historian. Lesley Castle followed in 1792, and between 1793 and 1794 Austen wrote Lady Susan. Although Austen was not yet out of her teenage years, her writing demonstrated enormous promise. Satirizing social conventions, this early work showed a sharp observation of human behavior, immense wit, a sense of the ridiculous, and the writer’s trademark use of irony.

In 1795 the war intruded very directly into the lives of the Austen family when Cassandra’s fiancé, Tom Fowles, became the chaplain to a regiment fighting the French in the West Indies. Cassandra was devastated when he died overseas of fever in February 1797. Jane Austen’s own love life also was not without incident. During the Christmas of 1795 a visiting Irish law student, Tom Lefroy, stole the twenty-year-old’s heart. After a few dances and meetings it was clear the couple had formed a strong bond. However, Lefroy soon was encouraged to depart Hampshire by his family, who was not willing to have their son attach himself to the penniless daughter of a clergyman. Although the flirtation was brief, Austen now knew the feeling of heartbreak. At the same time, England was nearing breaking point—the winter of 1795 seemed to last an eternity, with the price of food rising and no end in sight to the war with the French. There was the prospect of riots, and the king himself faced criticism and attack.

It was under these circumstances that Austen ventured into her most productive period as a writer and began her first full-length novel in the same style as her idol Samuel Richardson. Elinor and Marianne was drafted in epistolary form in 1795. The novel explored feminine behavior through two sisters, one levelheaded and discreet, the other romantic and imprudent. In October of the following year the author began her first draft of First Impressions. This work told the story of twenty-year-old Elizabeth Bennet, the daughter of a country gentleman not unlike George Austen. When the intelligent and witty Elizabeth meets the landowning aristocrat Mr. Darcy, they dislike each other immediately. But as the story progresses a series of incidents changes their opinion of each other, and the pair finally discover their love for each other.

Many similarities are apparent between the worlds of Jane Austen and Elizabeth Bennet. The two women were the same age and shared close relationships with their fathers. They were without dowries but known for their intellect and sharp wit. The Bennets and the Austens were of equal social and economic standing, with the financial welfare of females of the family left to the mercy and charity of the males. However, First Impressions was first and foremost a romance. All the characters achieved marriage and some degree of happiness by the end of the book, no matter how insecure the foundations on which they were built. Apart from the dances, the gossip, and the domestic affairs of daily life, Jane Austen’s future looked nothing like that of Elizabeth Bennet!

The novel was completed in August 1797. Austen made a practice of reading her work aloud to her family, and First Impressions delighted her father so much that he took the liberty of sending it to the publisher Thomas Cadell in London, offering to pay for the printing costs. The manuscript promptly was returned to Steventon with the words “Declined by Return of Post” written on the envelope.

The rejection did not dishearten the author; in fact, it had the opposite effect. She became determined to have her work published. Austen also decided to rework Elinor and Marianne, as she was not happy with its style. She chose to rewrite it in direct narrative form, and this considerable work was carried out in the winter and spring of 1798. At the same time Austen began a third novel, called Susan, a work that parodied Gothic fiction. This was sent by her brother Henry to the publishers Richard Crosby and Son in 1803. The company bought the manuscript for £10 but failed to publish it, perhaps because it lampooned a very popular genre. Six years later Henry bought the manuscript back. It was not to be published until 1818 (after the author’s death), as Northanger Abbey.

In 1801, without warning, George Austen retired from his parish and moved his wife and daughters to the cosmopolitan city of Bath. But Austen was unhappy with the move—she disliked the busy town and, as a consequence, her writing ceased. Four years later, in 1805, George Austen died, leaving his wife and daughters in financial disarray. But Austen’s brothers came to the rescue and pooled funds enough for the trio to enjoy a yearly income of £600 and a home with Austen’s brother Frank in Southampton. The women lived there for four years until Edward offered the ladies a permanent home on his Chawton estate in 1809.

Settled once more in her dearly beloved Hampshire, Austen returned to writing and immediately began revisions on Elinor and Marianne, now titled Sense and Sensibility. When completed, Sense and Sensibility was sent to publishers T. Egerton of Whitehall by Henry Austen, who had become his sister’s unofficial book agent. Henry, now a prosperous London banker, paid for the printing, and the novel was published in 1811 without revealing the author’s name—it simply stated that it was by “A Lady.” Sense and Sensibility was an immediate success, with the first edition selling out. Reviews were excellent and the author made the handsome sum of £140. At the age of thirty-six, Jane Austen was financially independent.

By the time Sense and Sensibility reached the shelves, Austen was already undertaking revisions of First Impressions, now titled Pride and Prejudice. Austen wrote that she “lop’t and crop’t” the first lengthy version of the work. In 1813 it was sold to T. Egerton for £110 and once again was not advertised as a book by Jane Austen but instead as a novel by the author of Sense and Sensibility. Like her previous endeavor, Pride and Prejudice was well received, garnered the praise of the Prince Regent, and required a second print run that same year. Poet/playwright Richard Sheridan said that it was one of the most clever pieces he had ever read, and a literary critic told Henry Austen that it was far too good to be the work of a woman.

In Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen showcased her stunning observation of character. Her superb use of irony to highlight the often quirky and ridiculous foibles of her characters was made possible by her employment of an omniscient narrator. This allowed the author to tell the story with seeming objectivity while suggesting an ironic incongruity between what is happening and what is being read. Moreover, the dialogue sparkled, the romance between Elizabeth and Darcy was shaped to perfection, and each character was made memorable in his or her own right.

Austen once referred to Pride and Prejudice as her own darling child, and with it she achieved everything a mother would hope to for her offspring. But it had been a long and arduous journey, with the writer beginning the novel when she was twenty and not seeing it published until she was thirty-seven. Written in a period when there was very little light in Austen’s life, the goings-on in the world of Elizabeth Bennet provided the author with much-needed joy and fulfillment.


FRANKENSTEIN,

Mary Shelley, 1818
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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.



In May 1816, Mary Godwin and her soon-to-be husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, vacationed in Switzerland by Lake Geneva. One night during this idyllic summer vacation, when Mary was in a deep slumber, she was visited by a disturbing dream that was to alter her life, her career, and eventually the entire literary landscape. It was a dream of a hideous creature that had been put together from several body parts and into which life had been breathed, as she herself would soon breathe literary life into that very character.

Mary Shelley was born Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin in London in August 1797, to two of Britain’s most radical thinkers and writers of the eighteenth century: the feminist Mary Wollstonecraft and the philosopher William Godwin. With two such powerful influences it was not surprising that her own life was to follow a similar path. Mary wrote in 1831, “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.” She goes on to describe a childhood spent scribbling and writing stories, but she says, “I had a clearer pleasure than this, which was the formation of castles in the air—the indulging in waking dreams…”

Mary’s mother died from puerperal fever ten days after giving birth. Suddenly Godwin became the chief caregiver for his child and for his wife’s child from a previous relationship, Fanny Imlay. Having studied the progressive educational theories of French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Godwin schooled both children at home with the aid of a governess named Louisa Jones. Godwin called his daughter “pretty little Mary” and took great delight in her obvious superiority over the older Fanny. A sensitive, intelligent, and beautiful young girl, her attachment to her father was powerful and her feelings for the mother she never knew bordered on idolatry. She would often sit by her mother’s grave in St. Pancras Cemetery and read her works.

When Mary was three Louisa Jones left the household and Godwin decided the best solution was to remarry. Surrendering to the flattery of the widow Mary Jane Clairmont, Godwin and she were married in 1801. Clairmont was described by James Marshall, one of Godwin’s close friends, as a “clever, bustling, second-rate woman, glib of tongue and pen, with a temper undisciplined and uncontrolled; not bad-hearted, but with a complete absence of the finer sensibilities.”

All at once the quiescent life Mary had led with her father, half-sister, and their beloved governess was over, replaced by an expanded household and a severely strained relationship with her new stepmother. Clairmont resented Mary’s close relationship with Godwin, who objected when it was suggested that Mary be sent to boarding school to further her education. Instead Clairmont’s own daughter, Jane (later Claire), was sent away to further her education, while Mary and Fanny were left to their own devices at home.

Although offered no formal schooling, the girls received the best education possible by utilizing their father’s extensive library and by spending time with those within his circle of intellectual friends. Frequent guests to the Godwin home were Charles and Mary Lamb, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth, and William Hazlitt. One evening when Mary was just nine years old, she hid under the sofa and listened to Coleridge recite The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, a poem that was to echo throughout her first great work. Such was the influence and guidance she received that, when she was eleven years old, she had her first written work appear in print. Published by the Godwin Juvenile Library, it was a poem entitled Mounseer Nongtongpaw, a humorous reworking of a famous song of the time.

But as Mary approached womanhood the conflict with her stepmother became too great, and the teenager was sent to live with family friends in Dundee, Scotland, in 1812. She enjoyed the time she spent in the north and regarded it as an important catalyst to her creativity. She later wrote of her adopted home, “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 lights of my imagination, were born and fostered.”

On a brief visit back to London that year the fifteen-year-old met Percy Bysshe Shelley, another frequent visitor to her father’s home. Two years later she began an intellectual and sexual relationship with the twenty-two-year-old poet. In a loveless relationship with his wife, Harriet, Percy found in his mentor’s daughter exactly what was lacking in his life. Mary was beautiful, vibrant, and intellectual, and she was the child of two of the country’s most brilliant writers. The poet wrote of Mary in the dedication for his poem The Revolt of Islam (1817), “They saw that thou wert lovely from thy birth, / Of glorious parents, thou aspiring Child.”

Conversely, Percy was everything Mary was looking for in a partner—he was a free-thinking, passionate poet who shared a deep respect for her father. Percy had in fact grown very important to the Godwin household by this time as by 1814 Godwin’s debts had skyrocketed and Percy was supporting the family financially.

Despite this, when Godwin discovered the relationship between his daughter and Percy, he forbade the union, while continuing to accept Percy’s charity. Mary originally obeyed her father, but when Percy threatened to commit suicide, she gave in to her heart. The two eloped to France in July 1814, but their mission was aborted when authorities discovered Percy was still married. On returning home, Godwin would not see the couple and refused to speak with his daughter for more than three years. Mary and Percy eventually were married in December 1816, after Harriet committed suicide.

Percy, however, was a nonconformist and a believer in free love, and he openly pursued a relationship with Mary’s half-sister Claire Clairmont. He also encouraged Mary to bed his good friend Thomas Hogg, a suggestion she refused to act on. But Percy was also an excellent tutor and mentor for Mary. Taking over where her father left off, the young poet drew up a schedule of study for his wife that included literature and languages. He respected and encouraged Mary’s thinking by discussing poetry, politics, and philosophy with her on a regular basis.

In May 1816, Mary, Percy, and Claire Clairmont decided to spend the summer in Switzerland. Renting a villa on the banks of Lake Geneva, they were happy to discover the poet Lord Byron was staying only minutes away at the Villa Diodati with his physician Dr. Polidori. Once they’d managed to make his acquaintance, Byron struck up a relationship with Claire and the group spent many hours boating, picnicking, and discussing poetry and philosophy.

As a result of a particularly wet summer they were regularly confined to their houses. One dreary evening the group was entertaining themselves by reading aloud from a compendium of German ghost stories entitled Fantasmagoriana. When they reached the conclusion, Lord Byron suggested they each write their own ghost story. Mary later wrote of the evening, “The noble author began a tale, a fragment of which he printed at the end of his poem Mazeppa. Shelley, more apt to embody ideas and sentiments in the radiance of brilliant imagery, and in the music of the most melodious verse that adorns our language, than to invent the machinery of a story, commenced one founded on the experiences of his early life. Poor Polidori had some terrible idea about a skull-headed lady, who was so punished for peeping through a keyhole…”

Mary herself could not think of an idea on which to base her tale. Each morning when she awoke she would be asked if she had thought of a story. On each occasion she replied in the negative. Then one evening she sat listening as the men in the party discussed the work of Dr. Erasmus Darwin and Luigi Galvani. The former had preserved a piece of vermicelli until it moved voluntarily by some extraordinary means and the latter had investigated the effects of electricity on dead animals in the 1790s. Mary later described what happened when she went to sleep that night:

“When I placed my head on the pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed, and guided me gifting me successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie…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.”

The next morning Mary began writing her tale with the words “It was on a dreary night in November…” The author originally intended the story to be but a few pages, but under Percy’s encouragement and guidance she developed the ghost story into a striking tale of death, rebirth, and the disastrous consequences of one man’s struggle to overcome human limitations.

The result, completed in 1817 and published in 1818, was Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus. The novel, originally published anonymously, tells the story of an overreaching scientist, Victor Frankenstein, who builds a man from body parts scavenged from graveyards, slaughterhouses, and dissecting rooms, and gives life to his creation. Described as “a spark of life,” Mary suggests animation was given through some electrical process similar to the experiments carried out by Galvani. Frankenstein is compared to the mythological figure Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods to give life to a man of clay. However, rejected by his creator and everyone he comes in contact with because of his hideous appearance, Frankenstein’s creature becomes a malevolent killer. When Frankenstein realizes the consequences of his ambition, he sets out to track down the monster and destroy it.

At the novel’s core is the theme of creation, highlighted in the opening quote from Milton’s Paradise Lost: “Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay / To mould Me man? Did I solicit thee / From darkness to promote me?” The novel also acts as a warning against pride, obsession, and single-minded ambition.

So powerful was its premise that the novel, and its lead characters, went on to become some of popular culture’s most instantly recognizable icons. No less than a dozen films have been produced around the theme of Frankenstein’s monster, starring such greats as Boris Karloff, Gene Wilder, Robert De Niro, Kenneth Branagh, and Ian McKellen.

While unpopular with critics, who labeled the novel “a tissue of horrible and disgusting absurdity,” the work itself was an outstanding success with the public. And most important, the writer, who was still in her teens when the book was completed, transformed the genre in which she was writing—the gothic novel. Mary rejected the stock characters and formulaic plots of gothic fiction and instead wove a rich tapestry of terror that reflected the power, complexity, and darkness of the human mind.


OLIVER TWIST,

Charles Dickens, 1838
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The fact is, there was considerable difficulty in inducing Oliver to take upon himself the office of respiration, a troublesome practice, but one which custom has rendered necessary to our easy existence; and for some time he lay gasping on a little flock mattress, rather unequally poised between this world and the next, the balance being decidedly in favour of the latter.



When Charles Dickens was twelve years old an extraordinary incident occurred, an event so disturbing and profound that it was to shape the rest of his life. In 1824 the well-educated boy of middle-class birth was separated from his family and sent to work in a blacking factory, a business that produced shoe polish. Not only did this situation open the child’s eyes to the putrid underbelly of society and the many ills that plagued London’s lower classes, it also burned into his soul a deep sense of abandonment. Out of this experience Dickens gained an empathy with the weak, neglected, and impoverished, but more importantly, it sparked in him a determination and ambition to be successful in an effort to guard against ever falling into such depths of despair again.

Charles John Huffman Dickens was born on February 7, 1812, in Portsmouth, Hampshire, England, the second of John and Elizabeth Dickens’s eight children. John worked as a clerk at the navy pay office and provided his family with a moderately comfortable existence. Humorous, theatrical, larger than life, and optimistic, Dickens Sr. possessed many admirable qualities. The author later said of his father, “He was like a cork—if he was pushed under water in one place, he always ‘bobbed up to time’ cheerfully in another, and felt none the worst for the dip.” Despite this resilience, however, John had one fatal flaw that was to lead to his eventual downfall. John Dickens enjoyed leading a life far above his class, and in an endeavor to live like a gentleman on a clerk’s income, he amassed massive debts.

Nevertheless, in his early childhood young Charles enjoyed an idyllic life. In 1817 John was transferred to Chatham, Kent, on England’s southeast coast, and the boy spent many hours outdoors. The countryside surrounding Chatham was sprawling and wondrous and Charles often would go walking with his father in this glorious landscape. One day the pair came across a great manor house called Gad’s Hill Place standing on a high point on the road. Charles immediately dreamed of one day becoming the owner. When he expressed this desire to his father, John assuredly replied, “If you were to be very persevering, and were to work hard, you might some day come to live in it.” Charles took John’s words to heart. It was also at this time that Charles began to read voraciously. His favorite authors were Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett, Daniel Defoe, Cervantes, and Oliver Goldsmith—all whose influences are reflected in Dickens’s later works.

Initially Charles’s education was provided by his mother, although while in Chatham Charles did attend school briefly. Elizabeth possessed a fine sense of humor and a fondness for the ridiculous and entertained her children with vivid stories from her imagination. But she also was hard-minded and practical—she had to be. Married to a man like John meant she was constantly attempting to shore up the family’s unstable finances.

By the time John was transferred to London in 1822, the family’s situation had grown dire. With creditors demanding payment, the family took inexpensive lodgings in a small tenement in Camden Town, one of the worst suburbs of the capital. Charles missed Chatham desperately and began to believe his parents were growing neglectful of their children. Dickens missed most his education, he later recalled: “As I thought in the little back garret in Bayham Street, of all I had lost in losing Chatham, what would I have given, if I had anything to give, to have been sent back to any other school, to be taught something, anywhere!”

The family’s finances reached crisis point in 1824 and, in desperation, twelve-year-old Charles was sent to work at Warren’s Blacking Factory on the banks of the Thames. It was there that Charles worked in decaying, rat-infested conditions pasting labels onto shoe polish jars from eight in the morning until eight at night, six days a week, earning six shillings a week. The writer later reflected on the experience: “It is wonderful to me how I could have been so easily cast away at such an age. It is wonderful to me that, even after my descent into the poor little drudge I had been since we came to London, no one had compassion enough on me—a child of singular abilities, quick, eager, delicate, and soon hurt, bodily or mentally—to suggest that something might have been spared, as certainly it might have been, to place me at any common school. Our friends, I take it, were tired out. No one made any sign. My father and mother were quite satisfied. They could hardly have been more so, if I had been twenty years of age, distinguished at a grammar-school, and going to Cambridge.” But the situation soon was to grow even worse.

Not long after Charles began work at Warren’s, John was sent to Marshalsea Debtor’s Prison. As was the practice at the time, the entire family, excluding Charles and his sister Fanny, who was attending the Royal Academy of Music, joined him in jail. Consequently, Charles was forced to take lodgings in Camden Town, a three-mile walk from Warren’s. Completely alone in London and forced to fend for himself, Dickens later recalled feeling that there was “…no advice, no counsel, no encouragement, no consolation, no support, from anyone that I can call to mind, so help me God.” Combined with this was the feeling of humiliation at being forced by circumstances beyond his control into this pitiful state.

Without friends or family in London, Charles came to know the city itself intimately, spending his spare time wandering its streets, becoming familiar with every twist, turn, and hidden corner. This was reflected in Dickens’s later fiction in which London, in all its beauty and ugliness, very much became a character in its own right. After about a year John was released from prison and Charles retired from his job at the blacking factory, even though his mother saw no reason why he couldn’t go on working there. Dickens later wrote of the incident, “I never afterwards forgot, I never can forget, that my mother was warm for sending me back.”

Once the family was reunited, Charles was enrolled at Wellington House Academy and life returned to seeming normality. However, the impact of the previous year was immense and played a major role in shaping Charles’s future character. All the boy’s expectations regarding education, social class, and worthwhile employment in the future had been swept away. Likewise, any sense of love and security had vanished. Instead of revealing his obvious pain, though, Charles came to recognize it in others, especially children, and developed a gentleness and empathy for which he became renowned. The seeds of his success had been sown during his time in the factory, and the teenager developed an iron-willed determination never to fall victim to his father’s careless habits.

In 1827, at the age of fifteen, Charles left Wellington House and found employment as a lawyer’s clerk in the hope of one day joining the legal profession. Realizing quickly that law was not his calling, Dickens often entertained coworkers by mimicking the practice’s clients and passersby on the street. But he soon grew to dislike the law and its practitioners, an aversion mirrored in his later fiction, and embarked on a project of self-education. Aware that his formal schooling had been random and sketchy, Dickens taught himself shorthand in his spare time in an effort to become a parliamentary reporter—he believed many notable men in London had begun their careers in this way. He also became a regular visitor to the British Museum’s reading room. He later referred to the time spent with his head buried in books as some of the most useful days of his life.

In 1831, at nineteen years of age, Dickens’s ambition was fulfilled when he became a parliamentary reporter for the Mirror of Parliament. He later moved on to the True Sun, then the Morning Chronicle, where he began to publish short, humorous articles on London life under the pseudonym Boz. Seeking a memorable pen name, Dickens had turned to a childhood nickname of his brother, derived from one of his favorite characters in Oliver Goldsmith’s Vicar of Wakefield. Boz’s first published work was entitled “A Dinner at Poplar Walk” (1833). Enormously popular with the public, three years later these sketches were collected and published in a book called Sketches by Boz.

In the same year Dickens was hired to write short captions for a series of comical sporting illustrations by the artist Robert Seymour. Two months into the newspaper serial Seymour committed suicide and Dickens was left to complete the commission. With the words now taking precedence, twenty-four-year-old Dickens transformed the original concept into The Pickwick Papers. A popular success, the story was published in nineteen monthly parts and paved the way for Dickens to become England’s favorite serial novelist. Once it was published in book form it became one of the biggest sellers in English literature and gained Dickens great fame.

It is important to remember that Dickens was a serial novelist who wrote his books without prior knowledge of how they would develop over the subsequent months. Consequently, public opinion often contributed to the outcome of a story line and collaborators such as illustrators often might motivate Dickens to change his original ideas through, or for the sake of, their art. Likewise, serials, although fictional, also were very timely and, as a result, were swayed in their themes and plots by current events such as crime, the poor, and the law. This was the case with the author’s second literary effort, Oliver Twist.

The amended Poor Laws of 1834, which strengthened the workhouse as the only means of relief for the impoverished, proved to be a massive failure of legislation and led to discrimination, crime, and increased poverty. Frustrated and angered at what he was witnessing and harboring strong resentment toward his
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