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A thing there was that mattered; a thing, wreathed
about with chatter, defaced, obscured in her own life,
let drop every day in corruption, lies, chatter.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, Mrs. Dalloway




She felt rather inclined just for a moment to stand still
after all that chatter, and pick out one particular thing;
the thing that mattered …

—virginia woolf, To the Lighthouse
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INTRODUCTION

This book is about life as it is interpreted by books. Each of the chapters has a double subject: on the one hand, an English novel written in the nineteenth or twentieth century, and on the other, one of the great experiences or stages that occur, or can occur, in more or less everyone’s life. In writing about Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein(1818) I have also tried to write about childbirth and its moral and emotional meanings. In writing about Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights(1847) I have also written about the moral and emotional meanings of childhood. The remaining chapters follow a similar pattern: the chapter about Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre(1847) is also about the process of growth into adulthood, and the chapter about George Eliot’s Middlemarch(1871–72) is also about marriage. In the three chapters devoted to novels by Virginia Woolf, the one on Mrs. Dalloway(1925) is about personal love; the one on To the Lighthouse(1927) is about parenthood; and the one on Between the Acts(1941) is about the stage when life surrenders to the next generation.

The book is arranged chronologically so that the sequence of chapters corresponds more or less to the sequence of experiences that occur in the course of life and also to the historical sequence in which the seven novels were written. Taken as a whole, it is designed to provide something on the order of a brief (extremely brief) history of the emotional and moral life of the past two centuries, an inner biography of the world of thought and feeling that came into being in the romantic era of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Anyone, I think, who reads a novel for pleasure or instruction takes an interest both in the closed fictional world of that novel and in the ways the book provides models or examples of the kinds of life that a reader might or might not choose to live. Most novels of the past two centuries that are still worth reading were written to respond to both these interests. They were not written to be read objectively or dispassionately, as if by some nonhuman intelligence, and they can be understood most fully if they are interpreted and understood from a personal point of view, not only from historical, thematic, or analytical perspectives. A reader who identifies with the characters in a novel is not reacting in a naïve way that ought to be outgrown or transcended, but is performing one of the central acts of literary understanding.

Scientists and mathematicians, in the course of their work, need not think about the course of their own lives, but that is exactly what literary critics ought to think about when they think about the shape of a novel or poem. This does not mean that they ought to impose their thoughts about their own lives on their readers. In most cases, the less that critics actually say about themselves, the better will be their criticism, but criticism is always more memorable, more convincing, more valid, when the critic’s voice is—and sounds like—the personal voice of someone who has learned from unique personal experiences, rather than a dispassionate impersonal voice that sounds like the product of advanced professional training. In this book I have tried to contribute to literary studies in the professional sense by saying a few things that I think have not been said about these seven novels, but I have also tried to address that part of every reader—including every academic and professional reader—which takes a passionate interest in his or her own past and future. This book is written for all readers, of any age, who are still deciding how to live their lives.

The novels I discuss are the ones written in English that, as far as I know, treat most deeply the great experiences of personal life, even if, in some instances, their authors seem to me profoundly mistaken in some of their views. All these novels were written by women, three of them by Virginia Woolf There is a reason for this, but it has nothing to do with any fantasy that women have inherent depths of feeling that men do not, or that women have greater moral and emotional intelligence than men have, or that women have any other essential qualities denied to men. The reason that women writers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were more likely than men to write about the emotional depths of personal life is that they were more likely to be treated impersonally, to be stereotyped as predictable members of a category, rather than recognized as unique human beings. A woman writer therefore had a greater motivation to defend the values of personal life against the generalizing effect of stereotypes, and to defend those values by paying close attention to them in her writing, by insisting that those values matter to everyone and that everyone experiences them uniquely.

An approach that treats these novels as defenses of the unique personality seems to make better sense of their larger shape and fine details than any treatment of them as examples of the category of women’s writing. These novels do not speak for women as a group, nor for English or British women, nor for women writers, nor for any other group or category. Nor were these novels addressed to any group or category; they were written for the individual person whom Charlotte Brontë addressed as “Reader.” Their authors differ among themselves on every important intellectual, emotional, and moral issue, and some of the most radical differences are to be found between the two who were sisters, Charlotte and Emily Brontë.

A unique individual is not someone who has a single undivided view of the world and speaks with one voice on every subject. In fact, the most certain sign that someone has anesthetized individuality in service of some ideology or party line is that he has a consistent, unequivocal answer to every question. Individuality is a continuous process of arguing against your own beliefs—an argument that is sometimes a friendly intellectual debate, sometimes a passionate emotional battle. The novels that I write about in this book all emerged from their authors’ arguments with themselves. Everyone knows that fictional characters in novels debate different points of view with each other. What is less obvious is that, behind the scenes, unheard by the characters, the author’s inner voices are also arguing with each other over which story to tell and how to tell it. This is not a sign of weak-mindedness or inconsistency, but of intellectual flexibility and strength. The authors refuse to be satisfied by simple or straightforward explanations of complex things, and they repeatedly correct the flaws of one explanation by exploring a different one. Some chapters of Frankenstein are narrated by the part of Mary Shelley that believes that people choose their own destinies; other chapters are narrated by the part that believes that people’s lives are determined by events outside them. Different parts of Emily Brontë, Charlotte Brontë, and George Eliot argue among themselves in Wuthering Heights, Jane Eyre, and Middle-march. Novelists also tend to argue against their own earlier selves whenever they write another novel. In To the Lighthouse Virginia Woolf disputes much of what she had written in Mrs. Dalloway, and disputes both books in the course of her arguments with herself in Between the Acts.

Virginia Woolf gets more attention than anyone else in this book because, I believe, she thought more deeply than any other English novelist about the moral and emotional aspects of personal life. The standard map of modern literature, taught in schools and taken for granted everywhere, places Yeats, Eliot, and Joyce on the highest slopes, with other writers arrayed in lesser and outlying positions. This account is based on the intellectual prejudice, shared by its three heroes, that archetypes are more real than individuals, that myths are more true than observations, that a vision of grand patterns matters more than any attempt to integrate the local particulars of individual lives. Hidden within this account is a deeper prejudice, which is that the shape and complexity of a work is the test of its greatness, that a work of art need not be emotionally moving except to the degree that its structure and patterns inspire inarticulate awe. Museums and concert halls and anthologies are filled with the unfortunate consequences of this assumption, but that does not make it any less mistaken. When you remember that all the great art of the past seems to have been created to be moving as well as to be ingenious, and that the same measure of greatness can still be applied to modern literature, the map of modern literature begins to look different from the version taught in schools. Virginia Woolf, who understood human life in terms of its changes through time, rather than in terms of permanent archetypal states, takes the central place in modern fiction, as W. H. Auden takes the central place in modern poetry, and Samuel Beckett—far more of a defender of individuality, far more of a moralist, than almost anyone other than his biographers recognizes—takes the central place in modern drama.

One of the themes of this book is its argument that the most intellectually and morally coherent way of thinking about human beings is to think of them as autonomous persons (the plural noun “persons,” not the collective noun “people”) instead of as members of any category, class, or group. A second theme, inseparable from the first, is that persons exist only in relations with other persons, that the idea of an absolutely isolated and independent person is intellectually and morally incoherent, that all ideas of personality and society that emphasize stoicism and self-reliance are at best only partially valid, while ideas that emphasize mutual need and mutual aid have the potential to be true.

Novels are more compact and better organized than life, and no one reads Jane Eyre or Middlemarch as a practical guide to action. Happy endings are always false and contrived. “The end of a novel,” Anthony Trollope wrote at the end of Barchester Towers,“like the end of a children’s dinner-party, must be made up of sweetmeats and sugar-plums.” Miss Prism in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest states an indisputable truth when she summarizes the plot of her three-volume novel: “The good ended happily, and the bad unhappily. That is what Fiction means.” In real life the good are not rewarded with wealthy and attractive spouses, nor are they rescued at the last moment from loneliness or oppression. In real life the race is to the swift and the battle to the strong. But in one small but crucial region of real life, the fiction proves to be true. In the inner life, in the psychological realm, to the degree that you can manage to belong to Miss Prism’s category of “the good,” you become more calm and more brave, less anxious and less envious, more capable of enduring injustice or disaster. And it is in this inner life that individuality takes shape, not in the outer world of appearances.∗

Even the most psychologically detailed novels—Virginia Woolf’s, for example—cannot represent the inner life directly. At best a novel can report its characters’ thoughts about their inner lives, or it can suggest through their outer actions what happens in their inner lives. All novels transpose in different ways the invisible unrepresentable events of psychological life into the visible representable events of narrative and plot, and the result is always slightly distorted and diagrammatic, like a flat map of the curved and textured earth. But sympathetic readers can make shrewd guesses about the inner reality that the novel both expresses and conceals.

One example of this kind of distortion is the way in which novels have a drastically smaller population than real life. In life, when a love affair falls apart, the two lovers find other people with whom to try again. In novels, which are typically populated by a few dozen characters at most, other people are in short supply, and the lovers tend to return to each other for better or worse. Thomas Hardy’s The Well-Beloved presents a variation on this theme in which a sculptor falls in love with one woman, then twenty years later with her daughter, then twenty more years later with her granddaughter. Improbabilities such as these point toward the simple psychological truth that people repeatedly make the same mistake in relationships, no matter how many different people they find to make the mistake with. This transposition of the inner life into the outer one is true of all fiction, but more obviously and insistently true of novels of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than of earlier ones. When Moll Flanders’s first husband disappears early in her story, every modern reader anticipates his return at the end, but Defoe saw no need to bring him back and never mentions him again.

In the many generalizations in this book about novels, about literature in general, and about other matters, I have tried to follow the example of the critics who seem to me the most illuminating and enduring, and whose work is built on informed intellectual commitments about which books are most worth studying and which aspects of those books deserve the most attention. Such commitments are not the same as theories, which are attempts to describe objective general truths that stand regardless of the theoretician’s stake in them. Theories belong to science, which relies on repeatable results that can be tested by experiment or refuted by fact; but where the goal is the knowledge of individual human beings or their works, repeatable results are the least interesting ones. Anyone who writes intelligently and interestingly about history and literature—things which are lived and made by human beings, not merely observed by them like atoms or galaxies—writes from an individual perspective that every reader is free to judge, and the dialogue between reader and writer is inseparable from the process of understanding.

A book could be written about the ways in which critics use the pronouns I, we, one, and you to refer to themselves and their readers. I have tried to avoid the presumptuousness of we(in the generalizing sense of “our sort of people”) and the evasiveness of one(except where the alternatives to oneself were too cumbersome to bother with). That leaves I and you. Parts of this book are written in the second person singular, but that doesn’t mean I assume you will agree with everything I say about you, just as I would not assume such a thing if we were talking face to face. And I don’t expect you to agree with everything I say about books, but I hope our disagreements, when they occur, can provide the comforts of both heat and light.




∗ The complex relations between inner individuality and outward expressions of it such as eccentric clothing and hair deserve a book to themselves. Someone who is deeply individual in her moral and intellectual life may choose to dress like everyone else because she doesn’t care enough about how she looks to bother looking different; no one is more of an individual than Jane Eyre despite her gray, anonymous dress. Eccentricity of dress may be a sign of social courage or indifference—or merely a conventional way of posing as a rebel because rebellion confers a kind of glamour.




1
BIRTH: Frankenstein

Frankenstein is the story of childbirth as it would be if it had been invented by someone who wanted power more than love.

The book’s subtitle identifies Victor Frankenstein as “The Modern Prometheus.” The ancient Prometheus stole fire from the gods so that he could give human beings its warmth and comfort. The modern Prometheus steals from nature “the cause of generation and life”—the secret of biological reproduction by which a new life is brought into being—and uses that secret to create a new species. In human beings the power of “generation and life” works through the partly instinctual, partly voluntary union of a man and woman who have little control over the outcome, and who typically feel—as Victor remembers his parents feeling about him—a “deep consciousness of what they owed towards the being to which they had given life.” Victor, in contrast, feels no obligation to the being to which he has given life through “the horrors of my secret toil,” and he sustains himself through his gruesome, pleasureless work with the thought that his creature will owe him more gratitude than any human child ever owed to its father. Frankenstein performs the act of creation alone, by conscious choice rather than through instinct, so that he alone can have total control over its outcome.

Victor creates new life by applying an electric spark to a dead body, not by embracing a living one. In this act and in every other he rejects his own bodily life, the bodily lives of those who love him, and the whole realm of the flesh. While building his creature, he “tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay.” Later, while building a mate for the creature, Victor is so horrified by the prospect of their having children of their own that, “trembling with passion,” he “tore to pieces the thing on which I was engaged.” Victor thinks of his own impending marriage with “horror and dismay,” and some of his feelings are justified by his creature’s threat to be “with you on your wedding-night.” But the deeper cause of his dismay is something that the book never names explicitly, but which it insistently points to—Victor’s deep, unacknowledged horror of the human body and its relations with another human body. One effect of what he calls his “murderous machinations” is the murder of his own bride on their wedding night.

Choosing Beauty

The body is the part of yourself which is most obviously created and shaped by nature. No one can ever fully control its appetites, instincts, and desires, especially the impulses that erupt without warning at the end of childhood, when the body becomes sexually mature. Everyone wants to achieve at least some control over them, but Victor Frankenstein wants the total control over the flesh that he can attain by making a body to his own specification. His ambition is not merely to gain control over his own body—although he drives it to exhaustion and withholds satisfactions from it—but to conquer nature itself, to seize for his own use that mysterious instinctive power that gave his body life. “I pursued nature to her hiding-places,” he says of his researches, as if he were a hunter and nature his prey.

When a child is born, nature determines whether or not it will have physical beauty, but Victor chooses for himself the appearance that he gives his creature: “His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful.” (The modern couple who advertises for a blond, blue-eyed egg donor is driven by a similar wish to control a new life.) He gives the creature the spark of life; he refuses it the warmth of his feelings. When Victor’s work is done and the creature opens its eyes, reaches out its hand, and tries to smile at its creator, Victor flees in dismay. Earlier, when the creature existed only as an inert, lifeless thing in his laboratory, Victor could enjoy fantasizing about the gratitude it would give him, but as soon as the object of his generosity takes on a life of its own, as soon as it breaks free of his fantasies about it, “the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart.” From this point onward, he thinks of his creature as “my enemy”—but the only thing it has done to deserve Victor’s horrified disgust is to reach out for his affection.

What the creature wants from his creator is “sympathies,” a word that recurs throughout Frankenstein.“Sympathy” was the word used in Mary Shelley’s time for all the feelings of mutual understanding and affection that join individuals to each other. Sympathies bring together friend and friend, parent and child, wife and husband. The creature demands that Victor build a mate “with whom I can live in the interchange of those sympathies necessary for my being,” and Victor later reflects that “one of the first results of those sympathies for which the daemon thirsted would be children.” The sympathies the creature wants from Victor are those of a parent for a child. Victor offers only hatred.

But Victor’s relationship with his creature is deeper and more mysterious than any mere hatred. Both Frankenstein and the creature believe they have rejected each other, yet they also half understand that they are not merely complicit with each other, but that in some deep and obscure way they are indivisible. They are joined in a passionate wish to destroy anyone who might break through their shared isolation. The creature responds to Frankenstein’s rejection by committing violent acts of revenge, yet he takes his revenge not on Victor himself, but on Victor’s family and friends and the foster sister who hopes to marry him. Victor perceives that his creature is the means by which his own spirit kills those whom he believes he loves: “I considered the being whom I had cast among mankind, and endowed with the will and power to effect purposes of horror, … nearly in the light of my own vampire, my own spirit let loose from the grave, and forced to destroy all that was dear to me.” What Victor fails to perceive is that his family and friends—all those who want affection from him—are not dear to him at all. When he withdrew into the solitude of his laboratory, he also withdrew from everyone who wanted his love, and the creature, as if fulfilling a wish too dark for Frankenstein to see in himself, proceeds to destroy them all.

The creature never becomes, as a child does, an autonomous being. In a mysterious but inescapable way he is a hidden aspect of Frankenstein himself that has suddenly taken visible form. Victor’s friends, siblings, and parents all assume that he feels as close to them as they feel to him, but Victor’s only real relationship is with a monstrous emanation of himself. By the end of the book, he and his creature have withdrawn from all human society and made their way toward the frozen isolation of the North Pole in pursuit of one another. When Frankenstein at last dies—despite the creature’s secret efforts to keep him alive—the creature has nothing more to live for, and rushes away toward his own death. The fruits of the solitary act of ambition, not love, through which Victor gave life to his creature are a deepening solitude, murder, and self-destruction.

Everything Has a Beginning

Mary Shelley’s story of how Frankenstein came to be written has some of the drama and depth of the novel itself. She wrote an introduction to a revised third edition in 1831—the original version appeared in 1818 and was reprinted in 1823—in which she recalled the journey to Switzerland that she and Percy Bysshe Shelley made in 1816, when she was not yet nineteen. Their neighbor near Geneva was Lord Byron, who was there with his friend John William Polidori. After the four read some ghost stories, Byron decreed that they each would write a ghost story of their own. The three men immediately began writing their stories, and almost as immediately abandoned them. In contrast, Mary Shelley tried for some days to think of a story but could not, until one evening she heard Shelley and Byron talk about the possibility of reanimating a corpse, or of giving life to a body made up of separately manufactured parts. In bed that night, she suddenly saw in her imagination the scene in which Victor brings the creature to life, and the next morning she began writing the episode itself, beginning, “It was a dreary night in November …”

Other evidence suggests that Mary Shelley was retroactively improving on real events when she made so sharp a distinction between her slow patient start on her story and the quick impatience of her husband and friends, but her account points toward the themes that she knew she had woven into her novel. As she describes the events, she alone, unlike the three men in the party, brooded for days while awaiting the arrival of her story—the only one of the stories that grew into something finished and complete. “‘Have you thought of a story?’ I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply with a mortifying negative.” In the next sentence of her recollections, she generalizes: “Every thing must have a beginning … and that beginning must be linked to something that went before.” In Frankenstein the disasters that result from the beginning of the creature’s story are linked to the events that preceded it. The miseries of the creature’s life are inseparable from the way in which he was brought into life, and inseparable from his creator’s conscious and unconscious attitudes toward what Victor calls “generation and life.”

Mary Shelley gave Frankenstein its unique power by portraying its grotesque horrors as the consequence of the most familiar and ordinary causes. The whole moral and emotional content of her book is an extended restatement of a single sentence by her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, in the first feminist manifesto written in English, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman(1792): “A great proportion of the misery that wanders, in hideous forms, around the world, is allowed to rise from the negligence of parents.” In ordinary life, these hideous forms are concealed behind everyday faces. In Frankenstein they appear as they are, in all their horror. The hideousness of Victor Frankenstein’s negligence of his creature is visible on the face of the creature itself as it wanders in hideous form around the world, inflicting and experiencing misery.

In lesser fictions of horror than Mary Shelley’s book, the startling monstrosity erupts into the world from a remote laboratory on a mountain peak. In Frankenstein the monstrosity emerges from an extreme version of the sort of emotional negligence that anyone might commit. The book invites its readers to recognize themselves in its hero. Almost all film and stage versions of Frankenstein portray horrors more spectacular but less unsettling than the book’s, because the adaptations portray Frankenstein as absolutely different from ourselves—either a deranged scientist with an unlimited equipment budget or the rich nobleman Baron von Frankenstein, never the Victor portrayed by Mary Shelley, the child of loving parents who grows up to be a dedicated but otherwise ordinary student living in rented rooms near the university, who improvises a laboratory of his own, as every chemistry student did, because universities did not yet provide one.∗ The filmed versions of Frankenstein omit everything in the book that insists that Victor is an extreme case of someone to whom intimacy and obligation are intolerable—as they sometimes are to everyone.

Parents: Maternal and Otherwise

No greater book than Frankenstein has been written by an author who was not yet twenty years old, and this novel, more than Mary Shelley’s later ones, combines the inchoate fears of childhood with the sophisticated intelligence of an adult. The fears that pervade the book are those of abandonment and death. Mary Shelley’s mother died a few days after giving birth to her. At the time Mary finished writing Frankenstein, in 1817, she had abandoned her father in the middle of the night to elope with her lover; she had given birth to a daughter (who died a few days later) and a son; and she was now pregnant for a third time.† The children’s father was Percy Bysshe Shelley, who abandoned his year-old child by his wife Harriet Westbrook when he and Mary eloped; Harriet was five months pregnant with their second child at the time. While the book was being written, Mary’s half sister Fanny Imlay ran away from home, disguised her identity, and killed herself; two months later, Harriet killed herself, and was found to have been pregnant with a third child (the unknown father was possibly Percy himself, who could have encountered Harriet after he and Mary returned to London); Percy and Mary married soon afterward. Mary Shelley’s critics have pointed to one or another of these experiences as the key to Frankenstein, but all that seems certain is that the young Mary Shelley learned about many different ways in which parents and children can be divided from each other in both death and life, about many different kinds of physical and emotional estrangement.

Her book dramatizes the emotional horror of separation while analyzing it in moral terms. Victor Frankenstein explains away the murderous disasters by placing all the blame on destiny and fate— and Mary Shelley emphasized his evasion by making it even more prominent in the heavily revised third edition of the book of 1831 than it was in the first and second editions of 1818 and 1823. But she knew that Frankenstein’s claim to be the victim of malign impersonal forces is a way of evading responsibility, just as his isolated act of creation is a way of escaping intimacy∗ Mary Shelley’s father, the radical political philosopher William Godwin, had emphasized the ways in which human beings are shaped by the impersonal forces of their environment. Mary Shelley admired her father enough to dedicate Frankenstein to him, but she was chilled by his fury over her elopement with Percy Bysshe Shelley and by the cruelty of his refusals to sympathize over the deaths of her children. Victor Frankenstein’s isolating evasions are, among other things, her oblique criticism of her father’s evasions.

All the characters in her book take one of two opposite approaches to human relations. Either, like Victor Frankenstein, they flee from all mutual relations; or, like almost everyone else, they seek out those whom they can love and help, and, whether they are men or women, they act and live maternally. When Victor Frankenstein suffers a nervous collapse on the morning after he gives life to his creature, Victor’s friend Henry Clerval, having just arrived on the scene, tends him through his long illness. “He knew,” Frankenstein recalls of Clerval, “that I could not have had a more kind and attentive nurse than himself.” When Mary Shelley wrote this, the noun “nurse” still commonly meant “one who feeds or cares for a baby.” Clerval gives to Victor precisely the maternal nurture that Victor refuses to give to his creature. Victor says of Clerval, “Nothing but the unbounded and unremitting attentions of my friend could have restored me to life”—unwittingly alluding to his own different kind of unremitting attentions (“After days and nights of incredible labor and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter”), and emphasizing the difference between Clerval’s maternal, personal attention and Victor’s indifference to the miscellaneous body parts that he too, in a less warmhearted way, had “restored … to life.”

Frankenstein begins his life story by telling about his parents’ wish to share their “inexhaustible stores of affection.” A friend of his father, named Beaufort, had fallen into poverty and left his native Geneva in shame; the older Frankenstein, after ten months in search of his friend, finds Beaufort hiding in passive self-pity, tended by his daughter Caroline, who is working to provide them with subsistence. When Beaufort dies a few months later, the older Frankenstein places Caroline in the care of a relative, and two years later, moved by “gratitude and worship,” marries her. Deeply attached to each other, the couple bestow unstinting love on their firstborn, Victor:


I was their plaything and their idol, and something better—their child, the innocent and helpless creature bestowed on them by Heaven, whom to bring up to good, and whose future lot it was in their hands to direct to happiness or misery, according as they fulfilled their duties towards me. With this deep consciousness of what they owed towards the being to which they had given life, added to the active spirit of tenderness that animated both, it may be imagined that while during every hour of my infant life I received a lesson of patience, of charity, and of self-control, I was so guided by a silken cord that all seemed but one train of enjoyment to me.



Victor chooses his words with passionate precision, emphasizing the way in which his parents’ feelings toward their child were a combination of things that are not always found together: pleasure, charity, and obligation.

After a few years, Frankenstein’s parents encounter an orphan child—the daughter of an Italian patriot who had died or been imprisoned while fighting for his country’s liberty—and, in another impulse of generosity and love, take her into their family to raise as their own. The parents give their adopted daughter all the devotion and love that they have given their firstborn son, but Victor never quite understands that a child who arrives in a family without being born into it can be loved with the same depth of feeling as a biological child. On the day Elizabeth arrives, Victor’s mother tells him playfully, “I have a pretty present for my Victor.” He interprets her words literally, “with childish seriousness,” and thinks of Elizabeth as “mine to protect, love, and cherish,” not quite in the way that his parents thought of him as their plaything, idol, and child, but as “a possession of my own.” The idea of ownership, rather than of mutual obligation, shapes all his relationships afterward.

When Elizabeth, some years later, falls ill with scarlet fever, Victor’s mother, ignoring all warnings to preserve herself against the disease, tends Elizabeth with watchful care, and at last “triumphed over the malignity of the distemper.” Elizabeth is saved; but, as Victor says, “the consequences of this imprudence were fatal to her preserver,” because his mother contracts the fever from Elizabeth and dies. But the mother, unlike Victor, does not think of her generosity as an imprudence, and her only regret is that she will not live to see Elizabeth and Victor married so that they can experience the same happiness that she has felt in her own marriage.

Some years later, when the creature tells Victor the story of all that happened after the moment when he was simultaneously created and abandoned, he emphasizes the loving generosity of another noble-minded family whose members, like Victor’s parents, sacrifice themselves for the happiness that comes from sharing their lives with others. The creature has been living in a hovel, from which he observes the De Lacey family, who occupy the adjoining cottage but are unaware of the creature’s existence. The De Laceys are a father, son, and daughter who have chosen to live in poverty and exile, but for entirely different motives from those that drove the older Frankenstein’s friend Beaufort from Geneva. They have been banished from France because the son, Felix, had rescued a Turkish merchant from an unjust sentence of death. The merchant’s daughter Safie had fallen in love with Felix and fled from her father in the hope of joining him. When Safie’s servant fell ill during the difficult journey to the De Laceys’, Safie “nursed her with the most devoted affection”—with a maternal charity indifferent to her superior status, like Victor’s mother at the time of Elizabeth’s illness.

The De Laceys and the elder Frankensteins display the impossible moral virtues typical of melodramatic heroes, but Mary Shelley never suggests that goodness is limited to heroes. She gives similar virtues to her comic and unheroic characters. Henry Clerval’s merchant father disdains education, forbids Clerval to study at a university, and insists that he become a merchant like himself— but even in his coarse soul, love triumphs over selfishness. As Clerval reports when he at last arrives at the university, “his affection for me at length overcame his dislike of learning.”

Victor Frankenstein, unlike all these affectionate and maternal figures, is indifferent to everyone around him. Indifference leads sooner or later to an impenetrable loneliness—not the kind of loneliness that results from such external circumstances as isolation, exile, or loss, but the kind of chronic loneliness that cannot be relieved by the presence of others. Mary Shelley understood, as Victor does not, that the only way he could escape from his chronic loneliness would be to renounce his indifference. But he cannot renounce it because he believes it has been imposed on him by fate.

Original Virtue

Novelists who think deeply about moral issues tend to speak in two contradictory voices in the same book. One, the writer’s official voice, expresses views the writer wants to believe but half secretly doubts. The other, unofficial voice expresses views the writer wants to deny but half secretly believes. The official voice states or dramatizes attitudes that may be admirable but tend to be morally simplistic. Even when it implicitly rebukes some failing, it simultaneously offers reassurance that reform is possible and easy, that simply by choosing the right action you can produce the right result. The unofficial voice, by contrast, offers no easy answers and tends to be audible mostly in metaphors and subtle juxtapositions that allude to difficulties, ambiguities, and contradictions that the official voice ignores.

Writing in her official voice, Mary Shelley endorses her mother’s moralizing views on the monstrous forms of misery that arise from parental negligence: parental negligence makes the creature miserable; parental rejection makes him murderous. He knows from Frankenstein’s journal (found in the pocket of the garment that the creature took with him when he first wanders away) that his creator was horrified by him even while preparing him for life. At first, the creature’s feelings are instinctively generous, reverent, sympathetic. Only the misery and pain of abandonment goads him to violent hatred—which only increases his misery and pain. As he explains in the morally and biologically precise words of his final speech, “My heart was fashioned to be susceptible of love and sympathy; and when wrenched by misery to vice and hatred, it did not endure the violence of the change, without torture such as you cannot even imagine.” Mary Shelley, speaking through the creature, endorses the central teaching of the most advanced and enlightened educational and psychological thinking of her era: the teaching that misery and hatred are unnatural, that human beings are inherently virtuous and free. These were ideas she absorbed as a child from the conversation of her father and his friends and then studied in detail in the writings of John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and she knew they were the same theories of human nature that her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, had used as the basis of her feminist manifesto.

John Locke taught that the human mind at birth is a blank slate, a tabularasa, on which impressions are made by experience, that we are born without a predisposition to think in any particular way, and that
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