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    A mind that dares to manufacture life may discover that its boldest triumph becomes its most relentless responsibility.

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein endures as a classic because it fuses an arresting tale of ambition with a searching meditation on duty, sympathy, and the limits of human power. First published in 1818, the novel has remained central to literary culture not only for its gripping narrative energy, but also for the questions it raises about how knowledge is pursued and what is owed to the vulnerable. Its story has proved endlessly adaptable, returning in new forms whenever societies confront new technologies and new forms of isolation.

Shelley wrote the novel during the early nineteenth century, a period marked by rapid scientific inquiry and intense debate about nature, reason, and human progress. Frankenstein is commonly associated with the Gothic tradition in its atmosphere of dread and pursuit, yet it also engages the intellectual currents of its era by placing learning, experiment, and moral judgment at the center of the drama. This combination of psychological depth, suspense, and philosophical reach helped the book outlast many contemporaries and become a touchstone for later fiction.

Mary Shelley was a British author whose work emerged from a literary world deeply interested in the powers and perils of imagination. Frankenstein is her best-known novel and the one most closely identified with her name. The book’s continuing prominence has also encouraged careful attention to its publication history, including the fact that it appeared in 1818 and later in a revised edition in 1831. These verifiable contexts matter because the novel’s concerns about agency, accountability, and the uses of knowledge resonate across the decades that separate its versions.

The central premise is stark and compelling: a young student of natural philosophy becomes consumed by a project that aims to cross a boundary traditionally left to nature. The novel invites readers to follow the consequences set in motion by that pursuit, not as a simple spectacle, but as an exploration of relationships—between maker and made, between aspiration and obligation, and between individual desire and social belonging. Without revealing the plot’s later turns, it is enough to say that Shelley frames the story to emphasize how decisions made in solitude can reverberate outward.

Frankenstein’s classic status also rests on its literary architecture. The narrative is presented through layered accounts, encouraging readers to consider how perspective shapes understanding and how testimony can both reveal and conceal. This structure lends the novel a documentary intensity, as though the reader is weighing evidence rather than consuming a mere fable. It also deepens the ethical questions at the book’s core, because motives and judgments are filtered through voices trying to justify themselves, warn others, or make sense of irreversible choices.

As a work of Gothic fiction, the novel employs dark settings, heightened emotion, and the pressure of pursuit, yet it never confines itself to thrills alone. Shelley uses the Gothic to dramatize inward states: loneliness, dread, exhilaration, and remorse. The suspense is inseparable from a study of character, where fear arises not only from the unknown but from the self’s capacity to rationalize harmful actions. The result is a book that is psychologically persuasive even when it approaches the extraordinary, grounding its tensions in recognizable human impulses.

The novel’s enduring themes extend beyond a cautionary view of overreaching ambition. It probes what it means to be responsible for another life, how neglect can become a force as destructive as malice, and how the desire for recognition can shape identity. It also examines the effects of exclusion and the hunger for companionship, suggesting that moral development depends on social bonds as much as on individual intention. These concerns help explain why Frankenstein continues to feel intimate and unsettling, even for readers far removed from its original moment.

Frankenstein has exerted wide influence on later writers and artists by establishing a durable pattern for stories about creation and its unintended aftermath. Its imaginative premise helped define the terrain later explored by science fiction, while its emotional intensity and atmospheric dread kept it anchored in Gothic and Romantic traditions. The figure at its center has become one of literature’s most recognizable inventions, repeatedly reinterpreted to reflect changing fears and hopes. This cultural afterlife signals the novel’s capacity to generate new meanings without losing its original seriousness.

The book’s impact is also evident in how it shaped the language and ideas surrounding scientific endeavor. Frankenstein has become shorthand in public discourse for anxieties about experimentation and moral oversight, a testament to how deeply the novel entered collective imagination. Yet the story’s power lies in its refusal to reduce complex situations to a single lesson. Shelley presents knowledge as alluring and potentially transformative, while insisting that the human consequences of discovery cannot be separated from the act of discovery itself.

Reading Frankenstein today, one can see how it speaks to enduring questions about education, mentorship, and the ethical formation of the self. The novel considers what happens when learning is pursued without humility, when secrecy replaces accountability, and when compassion is treated as optional rather than essential. It also suggests how quickly admiration for achievement can eclipse care for those affected by achievement. These themes are not tied to any one invention or era; they arise wherever individuals or institutions gain the power to reshape lives.

The continuing relevance of Frankenstein is especially clear in modern debates about technology, medicine, and the responsibilities of creators toward their creations, whether literal or metaphorical. Contemporary readers may connect the novel to concerns about innovation outpacing ethics, about isolation in a world of expanding capability, and about the social costs of treating living beings as problems to be managed. Shelley’s narrative does not require modern references to feel current; its moral pressure comes from the enduring tension between capability and conscience, and it remains gripping because it is, at heart, profoundly human.
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    Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (first published in 1818) is framed through the letters of Robert Walton, an ambitious explorer who writes from an Arctic voyage. Walton’s correspondence establishes themes of aspiration, isolation, and the desire to achieve greatness beyond ordinary limits. In the frozen North he encounters a desperate stranger, Victor Frankenstein, whose condition and evident anguish compel Walton to offer aid and listen. Victor agrees to recount the chain of events that brought him to this remote place, presenting his story as a caution against unchecked pursuit of knowledge and the blindness of pride.

paragraphs begin too late. Victor introduces his early life in Geneva, shaped by affectionate family ties and an intense curiosity about nature. As a student, he becomes increasingly absorbed by questions of life’s principles and the possibility of mastering them through science. His studies and temperament drive him toward solitary work, narrowing his world to a single consuming project. Shelley follows his growing fixation and the gradual erosion of balance, as relationships, health, and ordinary duties are pushed aside. The narrative stresses how intellectual ambition can turn inward, becoming compulsive and ethically unmoored when separated from responsibility and community.

paragraphs begin too late. Victor ultimately succeeds in animating a being assembled through his experiments, but the immediate result is not triumph. Overwhelmed by what he has done, he recoils from his creation and retreats into fear and illness. The Creature, newly alive and without guidance, is left to confront the world alone. The novel emphasizes the consequences of abandonment at the moment care is most needed, presenting creation as more than a technical act. Victor’s secrecy and refusal to face the being’s existence deepen the conflict, while the Creature’s first experiences are shaped by confusion, vulnerability, and a longing to understand itself and others.

paragraphs begin too late. When Victor attempts to resume ordinary life, troubling events draw him back into the shadow of his experiment. Returning to familiar places does not restore stability; instead, the boundaries between private guilt and public harm begin to collapse. Shelley depicts the strain of concealed knowledge and the way fear can isolate a person from those who might help. Victor’s efforts to manage the situation privately prove ineffective, as the repercussions of his work press into his family’s world. The story’s tension increasingly rests on questions of accountability: what Victor owes to those around him, and what he owes to what he has brought into being.

paragraphs begin too late. The narrative then gives sustained attention to the Creature’s perspective, complicating the initial impression of a mere monster. Alone, it learns through observation, gradually acquiring language and an understanding of human customs. It encounters kindness at a distance and cruelty at close range, and it forms a powerful desire for companionship and recognition. These episodes foreground the novel’s concern with social judgment, appearance, and the human tendency to equate difference with danger. The Creature’s developing moral awareness is shown as inseparable from its experiences of exclusion, raising the question of whether evil is innate or shaped by suffering and neglect.

paragraphs begin too late. As Victor and the Creature confront one another, the relationship becomes a central struggle of claims and refusals. The Creature appeals to Victor as its maker, insisting that origin creates obligation, and it articulates its misery as the product of loneliness. Victor, in turn, is torn between revulsion, fear of consequences, and an awareness that he cannot erase what he has done. Their exchanges sharpen the novel’s ethical inquiry into creation and stewardship, as well as the limits of sympathy. Shelley keeps the conflict grounded in emotional logic: a craving to belong collides with a maker’s desire to deny responsibility.

paragraphs begin too late. Pressed by escalating threats and personal losses, Victor undertakes further labor that he believes might contain the danger, yet he is continually haunted by uncertainty about what any new action will unleash. The plot moves through multiple settings, with travel and changing landscapes reflecting the characters’ restless pursuit and evasion. Scientific endeavor becomes inseparable from dread, and moral deliberation is repeatedly disrupted by urgency and obsession. Shelley emphasizes the fragility of human plans in the face of powerful passions, as both creator and created become locked into a cycle of reaction, resentment, and pursuit that neither can easily abandon.

paragraphs begin too late. Walton’s frame narrative gains importance as Victor’s story reaches its most extreme phase, drawing a parallel between Victor’s ruined course and Walton’s own perilous ambitions. Victor’s warnings are directed not only at Walton but at anyone tempted to elevate personal glory above human bonds. The Arctic setting underscores the theme of isolation, turning ambition into a literal and psychological wasteland. As Victor’s health declines, Walton must weigh leadership, duty to his crew, and the seductive pull of discovery. The book maintains suspense without settling every moral question, keeping attention on consequences rather than sensational revelation.

paragraphs begin too late. Frankenstein endures as a meditation on the responsibilities that accompany knowledge and power, especially the power to shape life and identity. It interrogates how neglect and prejudice can deform both individual character and social relations, and it portrays sympathy as difficult yet necessary. The novel also questions the costs of secrecy, the dangers of obsession, and the human desire to control what cannot be fully controlled. By embedding the tale within Walton’s letters, Shelley invites readers to compare different forms of ambition and to consider the difference between daring inquiry and destructive overreach. Its broader significance lies in its enduring ethical challenge, posed without simple answers or easy closure.
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    Frankenstein (first published in 1818; revised in 1831) is framed by the early nineteenth-century world of European empires, expanding science, and global exploration. Its opening letters move through the institutions that marked the period: the Royal Navy and merchant marine that carried Britons across the Atlantic and into polar seas, and the literate public that consumed travel narratives, scientific reports, and philosophical debate. The novel’s geography—Britain, continental Europe, and the Arctic—reflects a time when state power, commerce, and prestige were tied to mapping and mastering nature, and when educated elites saw knowledge as both a moral pursuit and a source of national advantage.

The story’s immediate setting belongs to the decades after the Enlightenment, when universities, academies, and learned societies helped organize what counted as legitimate knowledge. In Britain and on the Continent, experimental philosophy had become prestigious, and printed books, journals, and lectures spread new claims about chemistry, electricity, physiology, and geology. Yet the period also witnessed anxiety about the social consequences of knowledge. The novel’s emphasis on study, instruments, and the pursuit of “secrets” resonates with a culture in which scientific investigation promised improvement while raising fears about hubris, irreligion, and the disruption of older moral frameworks.

Mary Shelley (born 1797) was formed by distinctive intellectual and political currents within late Georgian Britain. Her parents, Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, were prominent writers associated with radical critiques of traditional authority, including arguments for educational reform and, in Wollstonecraft’s case, women’s rights. Godwin’s political philosophy, articulated in the 1790s, challenged inherited institutions and emphasized reasoned inquiry and social justice. Shelley grew up amid networks of writers, publishers, and dissenting thinkers who debated reform, human perfectibility, and the relationship between individual freedom and social responsibility—questions that reappear in Frankenstein’s concern with creation, duty, and social belonging.

The novel also belongs to the long shadow of the French Revolution (beginning 1789) and its aftermath. Revolutionary hopes for liberty and equality were followed by intense conflict across Europe and, in Britain, by fears of radical contagion and state repression of dissent. Public debate about revolution, violence, and the limits of reform remained intense into the early nineteenth century. Frankenstein echoes this atmosphere through its recurring attention to social bonds, the consequences of isolation, and the destructive potential of abandoned responsibilities. Without functioning as an allegory with fixed equivalents, the book nonetheless draws energy from an era preoccupied with whether ambitious projects of “new beginnings” could end in catastrophe.

The Napoleonic Wars (roughly 1792–1815) shaped the world in which Shelley wrote. Britain’s wartime mobilization affected commerce, taxation, policing, and the movement of people across Europe; the Continent was repeatedly reorganized by military campaigns and shifting borders. Travel in the period could be hazardous and politically charged, but it also exposed elites to transnational culture and scholarship. Frankenstein’s cosmopolitan routes and the ease with which educated protagonists move between universities and cities reflect the privileges of class in a Europe where war and diplomacy had made borders more consequential for many, even as intellectual exchange continued among those with resources.

The early Industrial Revolution provides an essential background. From the late eighteenth century into the early nineteenth, Britain experienced rapid changes in textile production, metallurgy, and the organization of labor, alongside urban growth and new forms of wealth and poverty. Even when the novel’s action unfolds in laboratories and Alpine landscapes rather than factories, it draws on a world increasingly confident that human ingenuity could transform matter and life. At the same time, industrialization intensified debates about exploitation, social obligation, and the cost of progress. Frankenstein’s recurring stress on the human consequences of innovation reflects these broader anxieties.

Scientific developments most directly linked to the novel included debates over “vitalism” and the nature of life. Around 1800, experiments with electricity and animal bodies—often discussed under the umbrella of “galvanism,” after Luigi Galvani’s work—captured public imagination. Demonstrations and reports suggested that electrical stimulation could produce movement in dead tissue, raising questions about the boundary between life and death. While Shelley does not provide a technical manual, Frankenstein’s premise speaks to this real scientific milieu: a culture in which new experimental techniques invited speculation about animation, the soul, and the limits of human artifice, and in which audiences both fascinated and feared such possibilities.

Chemistry’s transformation also matters. In the late eighteenth century, Antoine Lavoisier and others helped reshape chemical theory and nomenclature, changing how educated Europeans understood combustion, gases, and material composition. By Shelley’s time, chemistry was a prominent field taught in universities and popular lectures, associated with practical arts as well as philosophical insight. Frankenstein reflects the era’s sense that disciplined study of matter could yield profound power, yet it also shows how scientific ambition could be socially isolating. The novel’s emphasis on solitary labor, secrecy, and the narrowing of sympathies critiques a knowledge culture that sometimes celebrated mastery more than moral accountability.

Medical education and anatomy formed another crucial context. European medical schools relied on dissection for training, and the supply of cadavers was a contested issue that sometimes involved grave robbery and legal controversy. Public discomfort with dissection coexisted with recognition of its importance for understanding the body. Frankenstein’s attention to the physicality of creation and the boundary between human and nonhuman life draws from this environment, where scientific medicine advanced through intimate contact with death and where the dignity of the human body was a subject of ethical and religious concern. Shelley’s era debated how far such practices should go in the name of knowledge.

Natural philosophy in the period was also reshaped by geology and new conceptions of deep time. From the late eighteenth century onward, geological writings challenged literalist chronologies by proposing that Earth’s features resulted from processes operating over vast spans. Such ideas were widely discussed among educated readers and contributed to a sense of nature as powerful, indifferent, and not easily subordinated to human narratives. Frankenstein’s landscapes—mountains, storms, ice—participate in this cultural shift by emphasizing nature’s scale and unpredictability. The novel’s interest in limits, contingency, and the consequences of human intrusion resonates with a world learning to think beyond short historical horizons.

The Romantic movement, prominent in Britain from the 1790s through the 1820s, is central to the book’s cultural context. Romantic writers valued intense feeling, imagination, and the sublime—experiences of awe and terror before overwhelming natural phenomena. They also worried about mechanistic explanations of life and the alienation produced by modern society. Frankenstein absorbs these tendencies: it places scientific striving alongside sublime landscapes and moral introspection, and it asks whether reason divorced from sympathy becomes destructive. The novel’s tone and imagery thus echo a broader artistic revolt against purely utilitarian or reductive accounts of humanity and nature.

Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein within a specific literary and social circle. In 1816, she traveled with Percy Bysshe Shelley to the vicinity of Geneva and spent time with Lord Byron and John Polidori. The period was marked by unusual weather associated with the 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora, which contributed to a cold, wet summer in parts of Europe in 1816. Amid reading and conversation, the group discussed contemporary science and German ghost stories, and a storytelling challenge helped prompt Shelley’s composition. These verifiable circumstances show how the novel emerged from a milieu where literature, travel, and scientific talk mingled closely.

Print culture and the book market shaped Frankenstein’s form and reach. By the early nineteenth century, Britain had a robust publishing industry, circulating libraries, and periodicals that helped novels reach a growing reading public. The epistolary and embedded-narrative structures Shelley employed fit established conventions while allowing the novel to incorporate travel writing, confession, and philosophical reflection. The anonymity of the first edition’s title page reflected common practices and social constraints, especially for women authors, in a marketplace that could be hostile to female intellectual ambition. The novel’s subsequent reception and revision occurred within these institutional realities of authorship and publication.

Gender norms and the legal-social position of women in Shelley’s Britain provide another necessary context. Women’s access to formal scientific education and professional careers was severely restricted, and cultural expectations emphasized domestic roles and moral influence. Although women participated in literary culture and informal intellectual networks, their authority in public debates about science and politics was often contested. Frankenstein engages these constraints indirectly by emphasizing education, mentorship, and the consequences of excluding care and relational responsibility from ambitious projects. The novel’s authorial position—an educated woman entering a field dominated by men—also reflects the era’s tensions about who could speak on knowledge and creation.

Class structure and the concept of “respectability” shaped everyday life in the novel’s world. Early nineteenth-century Europe was marked by sharp distinctions between elites and the poor, with limited social mobility and strong norms policing appearance, speech, and belonging. Charity and paternalism existed alongside harsh judgments of poverty and marginality. Frankenstein echoes these realities in its attention to how society reacts to those who do not fit accepted categories, and in its depiction of vulnerability outside protective family and property networks. The book’s moral questions gain force within a culture where social recognition often determined whether one could live safely and meaningfully.

The period’s enthusiasm for exploration and geographic knowledge also informs the novel’s frame. British interest in Arctic routes intensified across the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, driven by scientific curiosity, commercial hopes, and imperial competition. Naval expeditions sought passages and conducted observations, and their reports fed the public appetite for tales of endurance at the edge of the known world. Frankenstein’s polar setting draws on this recognizable context, using exploration as both a symbol of enlightened aspiration and a site where ambition confronts physical limits. The novel thereby reflects how exploration could be celebrated while also risking ruin.

Religion and moral philosophy in the early nineteenth century formed an additional backdrop. Britain and much of Europe were shaped by Christian institutions and assumptions, even as skepticism and heterodox views circulated among intellectuals. Debates about providence, the soul, and moral duty intersected with scientific claims about life and matter. Frankenstein does not present a simple theological program, but it dramatizes ethical questions—responsibility to others, the consequences of transgression, and the demands of compassion—that were central to contemporary moral discourse. The novel’s persistent concern with accountability mirrors an era negotiating how to ground ethics amid changing knowledge and belief systems.
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    Mary Shelley (1797–1851) was an English novelist, short-story writer, and editor whose work helped shape modern speculative fiction. Writing during the Romantic era, she is best known for the novel "Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus" (1818), a book that fused Gothic atmosphere with contemporary debates about science, responsibility, and human ambition. Across her career she produced novels, travel writing, biographical and historical pieces, and editorial work, often engaging with questions of political change, ethical agency, and the pressures placed on individuals by society and circumstance. Her name remains closely associated with the origins and evolution of science fiction.

paragraphs

She grew up amid the intellectual culture of late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Britain, with ready access to books and discussion of literature, philosophy, and politics. Her education was shaped largely by extensive reading rather than formal schooling, and she absorbed the styles and concerns of Romantic writing while also drawing on the earlier Gothic tradition. The period’s interest in the natural sciences and in new technologies formed an important backdrop to her imagination. Publicly documented influences include the broader Romantic movement and the era’s political and philosophical debates, especially those circulating in literary circles and in the periodical culture of the time.

paragraphs

Shelley’s emergence as a major writer is inseparable from the early publication history of "Frankenstein." Conceived in the late 1810s and first published anonymously in 1818, the novel attracted attention for its vivid narrative design and provocative themes. A revised edition appeared in 1831, reflecting her continued engagement with the work and its reception. "Frankenstein" is not merely a Gothic tale but a complex meditation on creation, accountability, education, and isolation, expressed through layered narration and shifting perspectives. Its fusion of moral inquiry with speculative premises proved enduringly influential and established her as a distinctive voice among Romantic-era authors.

paragraphs

After the success of "Frankenstein," Shelley continued publishing fiction that explored political ideals, personal aspiration, and social constraint. Her novels include "Valperga" (1823), "The Last Man" (1826), "The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck" (1830), "Lodore" (1835), and "Falkner" (1837). These works range from historical fiction to narratives of contemporary manners, often combining dramatic plotting with reflection on power, education, and the vulnerability of individuals to public events. Critical responses in her lifetime varied, sometimes praising her imagination and seriousness while also measuring her against dominant expectations for women’s writing in the period. Over time, scholarship has increasingly emphasized the breadth of her ambitions beyond "Frankenstein."
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THE event on which this fiction is founded has been supposed, by Dr. Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence. I shall not be supposed as according the remotest degree of serious faith to such an imagination; yet, in assuming it as the basis of a work of fancy, I have not considered myself as merely weaving a series of supernatural terrors. The event on which the interest of the story depends is exempt from the disadvantages of a mere tale of spectres or enchantment. It was recommended by the novelty of the situations which it developes; and, however impossible as a physical fact, affords a point of view to the imagination for the delineating of human passions more comprehensive and commanding than any which the ordinary relations of existing events can yield.

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

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

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

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

Marlow, September, 1817


  
    

  


  
    Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay
From darkness to promote me?
  


  
    To mould me man? Did I solicit thee

    

    PARADISE LOST
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TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

St. Petersburgh[1], Dec. 11th, 17 – .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Your affectionate brother,

R. WALTON.
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TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

Archangel[2], 28th March, 17 – .

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

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

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

The master is a person of an excellent disposition, and is remarkable in the ship for his gentleness, and the mildness of his discipline. He is, indeed, of so amiable a nature, that he will not hunt (a favourite, and almost the only amusement here), because he cannot endure to spill blood. He is, moreover, heroically generous. Some years ago he loved a young Russian lady, of moderate fortune; and having amassed a considerable sum in prize-money, the father of the girl consented to the match. He saw his mistress once before the destined ceremony; but she was bathed in tears, and, throwing herself at his feet, entreated him to spare her, confessing at the same time that she loved another, but that he was poor, and that her father would never consent to the union. My generous friend reassured the suppliant, and on being informed of the name of her lover instantly abandoned his pursuit. He had already bought a farm with his money, on which he had designed to pass the remainder of his life; but he bestowed the whole on his rival, together with the remains of his prize-money to purchase stock, and then himself solicited the young woman’s father to consent to her marriage with her lover. But the old man decidedly refused, thinking himself bound in honour to my friend; who, when he found the father inexorable, quitted his country, nor returned until he heard that his former mistress was married according to her inclinations. “What a noble fellow!” you will exclaim. He is so; but then he has passed all his life on board a vessel, and has scarcely an idea beyond the rope and the shroud.

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

I cannot describe to you my sensations on the near prospect of my undertaking. It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to unexplored regions, to “the land of mist and snow;” but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety.

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

Your affectionate brother,

ROBERT WALTON.
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TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.

July 7th, 17 – .

MY DEAR SISTER, I write a few lines in haste, to say that I am safe, and well advanced on my voyage. This letter will reach England by a merchant-man now on its homeward voyage from Archangel; more fortunate than I, who may not see my native land, perhaps, for many years. I am, however, in good spirits: my men are bold, and apparently firm of purpose; nor do the floating sheets of ice that continually pass us, indicating the dangers of the region towards which we are advancing, appear to dismay them. We have already reached a very high latitude; but it is the height of summer, and although not so warm as in England, the southern gales, which blow us speedily towards those shores which I so ardently desire to attain, breathe a degree of renovating warmth which I had not expected.

No incidents have hitherto befallen us, that would make a figure in a letter. One or two stiff gales, and the breaking of a mast, are accidents which experienced navigators scarcely remember to record; and I shall be well content, if nothing worse happen to us during our voyage.

Adieu, my dear Margaret. Be assured, that for my own sake, as well as yours, I will not rashly encounter danger. I will be cool, persevering, and prudent.

Remember me to all my English friends.

Most affectionately yours, R. W.


LETTER FOUR



TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.
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August 5th, 17 – .

So strange an accident has happened to us, that I cannot forbear recording it, although it is very probable that you will see me before these papers can come into your possession.

Last Monday (July 31st), we were nearly surrounded by ice, which closed in the ship on all sides, scarcely leaving her the sea room in which she floated. Our situation was somewhat dangerous, especially as we were compassed round by a very thick fog. We accordingly lay to, hoping that some change would take place in the atmosphere and weather.

About two o’clock the mist cleared away, and we beheld, stretched out in every direction, vast and irregular plains of ice, which seemed to have no end. Some of my comrades groaned, and my own mind began to grow watchful with anxious thoughts, when a strange sight suddenly attracted our attention, and diverted our solicitude from our own situation. We perceived a low carriage, fixed on a sledge and drawn by dogs, pass on towards the north, at the distance of half a mile: a being which had the shape of a man, but apparently of gigantic stature, sat in the sledge, and guided the dogs. We watched the rapid progress of the traveller with our telescopes, until he was lost among the distant inequalities of the ice.

This appearance excited our unqualified wonder. We were, as we believed, many hundred miles from any land, but this apparition seemed to denote that it was not, in reality, so distant as we had supposed. Shut in, however, by ice, it was impossible to follow his track, which we had observed with the greatest attention.

About two hours after this occurrence, we heard the ground sea, and before night the ice broke, and freed our ship. We, however, lay to until the morning, fearing to encounter in the dark those large loose masses which float about after the breaking up of the ice. I profited of this time to rest for a few hours.

In the morning, however, as soon as it was light, I went upon deck, and found all the sailors busy on one side of the vessel, apparently talking to some one in the sea. It was, in fact, a sledge, like that we had seen before, which had drifted towards us in the night, on a large fragment of ice. Only one dog remained alive; but there was a human being within it, whom the sailors were persuading to enter the vessel. He was not, as the other traveller seemed to be, a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island, but an European. When I appeared on deck, the master said, “Here is our captain, and he will not allow you to perish on the open sea.”

On perceiving me, the stranger addressed me in English, although with a foreign accent. “Before I come on board your vessel,” said he, “will you have the kindness to inform me whither you are bound?”

You may conceive my astonishment on hearing such a question addressed to me from a man on the brink of destruction, and to whom I should have supposed that my vessel would have been a resource which he would not have exchanged for the most precious wealth the earth can afford. I replied, however, that we were on a voyage of discovery towards the northern pole.

Upon hearing this he appeared satisfied, and consented to come on board. Good God! Margaret, if you had seen the man who thus capitulated for his safety, your surprise would have been boundless. His limbs were nearly frozen, and his body dreadfully emaciated by fatigue and suffering[1q]. I never saw a man in so wretched a condition. We attempted to carry him into the cabin; but as soon as he had quitted the fresh air, he fainted. We accordingly brought him back to the deck, and restored him to animation by rubbing him with brandy, and forcing him to swallow a small quantity. As soon as he shewed signs of life, we wrapped him up in blankets, and placed him near the chimney of the kitchen-stove. By slow degrees he recovered, and ate a little soup, which restored him wonderfully.

Two days passed in this manner before he was able to speak; and I often feared that his sufferings had deprived him of understanding. When he had in some measure recovered, I removed him to my own cabin, and attended on him as much as
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