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For Dave, whose love and faith 

never fail
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INTRODUCTION

The novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, written by Mary Shelley and published in 1818, is one of the most famous and enduring works of the Romantic era. Nearly everyone has some knowledge of this book, but few know that its author was a pregnant teenage runaway rejected by her family 

and spurned by society. 

In the story, Victor Frankenstein is a science student consumed by an ambition to bring the dead back to life. Using the assembled parts of human and animal cadavers, he succeeds in creating a man but instead of being thrilled, Frankenstein is repulsed by and rejects his creature with no compassion or sense of responsibility. The Creature is left to feel so miserable and alone, he turns monstrous. Mary’s novel is a cautionary tale, warning readers of the horrible outcomes that can result when man attempts 

to conquer nature. It is also a radical social criticism. 

Defying the restrictions of her day, Mary was brimming with ideas that women were equal to men and that all people were entitled to justice and freedom. She ran away with a married man, Percy Bysshe Shelley, who was a poet with radical political beliefs. Together the young couple fought against social conventions by daring to believe love and human reason could reform a tyrannical world. Mary also changed the course of literature. She invented the Industrial Age science fiction novel, sculpted the first mad-scientist archetype, and delivered the most 

iconic monster ever to have been created. 

Mary’s Creature has inspired writers, filmmakers and theatre producers for the past two hundred years. Say ‘Frankenstein' and most people will conjure a vision of the monster. He has been altered in later adaptations, devolving from an articulate and intelligent soul to a groaning, lobotomised version of himself. Even the way he is referred to has morphed from namelessness to a being with the surname of his fictional creator, Frankenstein. But the themes in Mary’s story remain, and it is a testament to her creative genius that she 

developed a creature so indelible, he lives on eternally. 
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PROLOGUE

T

hereaTure

 C

Most people didn’t believe Mary Shelley, a teenage girl, unleashed me,  a creature powerful and murderous  

enough to haunt their dreams.
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They expected girls to be nice   

andobey the rules.They expected girls to be silent and

and swallow punishment 

 pain.

She was cast out from society because she loved a married man. 

Her friends reviled her. nished

Her father ba

 her from his home.
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But she did not hide.  

She was not silenced. She fought against the cruelty of human nature 

by

 writing.
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She conceived me.  I took shape like an infant, not in her body, but in her heart, growing from her imagination till I was bold enough to climb out of the page and into your m.

ind
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Now Mary is the ghost  whose bones have turned to dust 

and it is I who live on.

But hear her voice! She wrote my story, and now she will reach beyond the grave  

and tell you her 

own.
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PART I 

exileJune 1812

A great proportion of the misery that wanders, in hideous forms, around the world, is allowed to rise from the 

negligence of parents.

– Mary Wollstonecraft, 

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
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Do noT reTurn7 June 1812

Early summer, in a time of war,  when the sea is a battleground and ships are weapons, 

I find myself on the deck of the 

Osnaburgh

 

heading for Scotland. Little separates me from the mail  

and cargo in the ship’s hold. I am like a letter stamped DO NOT RETURN, 

being delivered to a future I cannot know.

I try to keep the shoreline in sight, as if this  

will prevent the wind driving the sails. But gradually, the land recedes into a thin line and then is swallowed completely  

by bruise-coloured clouds.

I am left to feel  

completely alone.
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M

eMories

The memory of my father’s face haunts me. His mood was as dark as the sea when he put me on board. My stepmother hadn’t even come to see me off, 

nor had my brothers, who were away at school. Only my sisters, Fanny and Claire, cried a little 

as the ship pulled away.

At the thought of them I reach for the purse  

that hangs at my waist.  It holds their letters and the coins Father gave me. But my chilled fingers come away empty 

and my despair sinks deeper. 

The purse is gone. It is an unpleasant reminder that I,  a fourteen-year-old girl travelling alone, 

am easy prey for pickpockets and thieves.

I grip the rail tighter,  

holding myself up on trembling legs.

How have things come this far?
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No one was kinder to me than Fanny. She was only three years older than me, but had been forced to be both mother and sister  since the day I was born, 

because our mother had died.  

From the earliest I can remember it was she alone who wrapped soft, warm arms around me  

and held me when I cried. 

h

ersChelsoMeT

’

 C

Father used to tell me how he watched a comet with a tail of flame hurl itself across the London sky 

on the night that I was born.

That comet was like a messenger heralding a new era, its path illuminating a line between old superstitions 

and mankind’s growing understanding of the planets and stars.

But the almost impossible fact about that comet was that it was discovered  

by a woman.

Caroline Herschel was an astronomer,  self-trained,  

because women were barred from universities.

She toiled and laboured  until she had named eight comets 

and no one could deny she was a scientist.

Father gave me the belief that I could do anything  when he told me the story of the comet  

that blazed across the London sky

on the night that I was born.
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Father didn’t expect us to sew,  

or play with dolls like other girls.  Instead he gave us the books our mother had written  

and encouraged us to read.  He taught us independence is admirable,  

and imagination indispensable.

Fanny and I were allowed to stay up late when Father’s friends came over to discuss science,  

and politics and literature.

My favourite friend was Mr Coleridge, who could make even Father laugh  with his game of making shadow creatures  

dance on walls.

Then Mr Coleridge would put down his hands and his thoughts turned inward and dark,  and his liquid voice recited poetry spooky enough to summon witches down our chimney. 

But all of this ended when Father remarried.
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WiThouT a WorD21 DeCeMBer 1801 

One morning eleven years ago, Father left  to collect that loud and awful neighbour who called herself    the Widow Clairmont,  

even though she had never married. Without a word to us, he took her to church and made  

  her his wife.

That afternoon she marched into our home looking    plump and pleased, 

like a dog who has stolen another dog’s bone. Her daughter, Claire, and son, Charles, followed behind,  

looking as confused and sullen as Fanny and me.

T

heeWrsoDWin

 n

 M

 G

Father’s wife shouted at our laundry girl,  

and bickered with the butcher. She gossiped about the neighbours 

even though she had her own secrets to hide.  She had been an unwed mother and spent time in  

  debtors’ prison.

Father didn’t notice her temper at first. He only saw Mrs Godwin smile when he passed her in the hall 

and gave her gentle pats on her round bottom. 

It wasn’t long before she grew even fatter  

and delivered Father a son whom he named William Jr. All his talk of girls being able to do everything boys can do  

seemed to vanish.
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Father had money enough to give to any friend in need,  mostly other writers 

who had fallen on hard times.

Father was their champion, publishing their work  even if it didn’t sell 

and giving them something to live on. 

But as soon as our family swelled from three to seven mouths to feed, debts began to stack up  

faster than the books Father wrote.

n

oonGeryoMe

 l

 M

 h

I sneaked downstairs like a stowaway and crept beneath the couch  to listen to Mr Coleridge recite his poem  

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner

.

I imagined I was riding a ship  

across an icebound sea 

when Mrs Godwin spied me  and dragged me out by my hair  and hissed that I was an awful child  in front of Father  

and all of his friends.
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holBorn1805

It was Mrs Godwin’s idea  that we leave our home in Somers Town,  where the scent of meadow jasmine  

slipped through our windows.

It was her idea that we move  into an abandoned shop in Holborn, where Father’s lost dreams haunted the halls  alongside ghosts of thieves and murderers who hung from the gallows at Newgate Prison  

a block from our door. 

It was her idea that Father could get out of debt  by writing and publishing children’s books that we would sell in the little shop  

below the rooms where we lived.
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