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    A lone act of invention sets human longing against the unknown costs of power, and the struggle that follows refuses to stay contained.

Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus endures as a classic because it helped define what later generations would recognize as modern science fiction while remaining unmistakably a work of serious literary art. Its impact is not limited to plot or spectacle; it fuses philosophical inquiry with emotional intensity and an atmosphere shaped by the Gothic tradition. The novel asks how far ambition may go, what duties accompany creation, and what happens when knowledge outruns wisdom. These questions keep the book alive in classrooms, on stages, and in continuing adaptations.

Mary Shelley wrote the novel while still a young author, and it first appeared in 1818. This “original” edition matters because it presents her story in its earliest published form, before later revisions. The book emerged in the early nineteenth century, a period marked by rapid developments in scientific thinking and by lively debates about the nature of life, the mind, and human perfectibility. Against that historical backdrop, Shelley produced a narrative that is both of its time and strikingly forward-looking.

At its center is a stark premise: a student of natural philosophy becomes consumed by the possibility of uncovering the principles that animate life, and he undertakes an experiment whose outcome transforms him. The consequences are not framed as a simple contest between good and evil, but as an unfolding moral problem. Shelley builds her story around choices, responsibilities, and the tension between aspiration and consequence, establishing from the outset that the true drama will be as much inward as outward.

The novel’s classic status also comes from the sophistication of its storytelling. Shelley uses layered narration and shifts in perspective to shape how the reader evaluates events and motives. Rather than supplying easy certainty, the structure encourages judgment, sympathy, and doubt to coexist. This approach gives the book a psychological depth that distinguishes it from many later tales that borrow its surface elements. The result is a narrative that can be read as an adventure, a cautionary tale, and a meditation on human self-understanding.

Shelley’s language and scenes draw on Gothic elements—dark settings, heightened emotion, and the sense that a private decision can unleash a wider terror—yet the novel is not merely a Gothic entertainment. It places the anxieties of its era into contact with questions about inquiry and experimentation. The boundary between the natural and the unnatural becomes a moral boundary, not just a sensational one. By joining intellectual speculation to lived feeling, the book created a model later writers would repeatedly revisit.

Among the enduring themes is the pursuit of knowledge and the desire to surpass ordinary limits. Shelley examines ambition not as a single flaw but as a force that can appear noble, exhilarating, and socially admired even as it becomes destructive. The novel also probes the loneliness that can accompany obsessive work and the way secrecy can corrode judgment. Without reducing its characters to symbols, it dramatizes how private choices can ripple outward, altering lives and communities in ways no planner can fully foresee.

Another central concern is responsibility: what is owed by a maker to what is made, and what obligations arise from initiating an irreversible chain of events. The book presses the reader to consider the ethics of creation and care, and it does so through the pressure of lived experience rather than abstract argument. Questions of empathy, neglect, and accountability run through the narrative, inviting reflection on how society responds to difference and vulnerability. The moral stakes feel immediate because they are rooted in recognizable human impulses.

Frankenstein has also shaped cultural memory so powerfully that its title has often been detached from its original meaning. Shelley’s novel remains the essential source for understanding the story beyond later simplifications. It established enduring images and conflicts that have echoed through fiction, theater, and film, and it offered later writers a vocabulary for exploring the promises and perils of scientific advance. Its influence can be traced in subsequent speculative literature that treats invention as a moral and social event, not a neutral tool.

The book’s literary reputation rests not only on its ideas but on its craftsmanship: pacing that alternates reflection with urgency, descriptions that heighten mood, and a steady attention to emotional consequence. Shelley’s ability to link the grand with the intimate—lofty aspiration with personal fear and regret—helps explain why the novel remains compelling even for readers far removed from its original context. It speaks to the mind and the nerves at once, making its philosophical questions felt as narrative pressure.

Reading the 1818 text invites attention to how early the novel articulated debates that remain unresolved. It asks what it means to seek mastery over nature, how identity is shaped by recognition or rejection, and how moral reasoning can falter when one person claims exceptional privilege. These are not questions locked to a single historical moment; they arise whenever new techniques promise to remake life, health, or human capability. Shelley’s story offers a space to examine those pressures without pretending they have simple answers.

For contemporary readers, Frankenstein remains a durable companion to modern conversations about research, innovation, and the human consequences of technical success. Its enduring appeal lies in its refusal to separate brilliance from obligation, or discovery from responsibility, and in its insistence that the personal cannot be cleanly separated from the public. The novel continues to provoke debate because it balances warning with empathy and does not allow easy distance from the dilemmas it presents. In that tension, its lasting relevance and classic power reside.
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    Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, first published in 1818, frames its narrative through letters written by Robert Walton, an ambitious explorer pursuing a perilous northern voyage. As his ship pushes into icebound waters, Walton records his hopes for discovery, his mounting isolation, and his desire for intellectual companionship. The expedition encounters a weakened stranger traveling across the frozen landscape, and Walton brings him aboard. The newcomer’s condition and haunted manner prompt Walton to offer care and friendship. In return, the stranger begins to recount the chain of events that led him to the Arctic, setting the novel’s central confession in motion.

paragraphs after fix? Wait must be array only. Let's craft 9 strings.

Victor Frankenstein, the rescued traveler, describes an early life shaped by family affection, education, and a strong appetite for knowledge. As a student, he becomes consumed by natural philosophy and the possibility of uncovering the principles of life itself. His studies intensify into a secretive project pursued with single-minded determination, narrowing his social world and straining his health. Shelley presents this period as a mixture of aspiration and imbalance: Victor’s curiosity drives him forward, yet his isolation and disregard for limits grow alongside his technical progress. The narrative emphasizes the moral pressure created when ambition outpaces reflection and responsibility.

paragraphs after fix? No. Let's rewrite properly.

Victor ultimately succeeds in animating a being he has constructed, but his immediate reaction is one of alarm and revulsion. Unable to reconcile his expectations with what he has brought into existence, he abandons the creature and attempts to return to ordinary life. The aftermath is marked by illness, guilt, and avoidance rather than accountability. As Victor tries to recover and resume his studies, unsettling events draw him back toward the consequences of his experiment. Shelley keeps the focus on psychological conflict: the creator’s fear and denial clash with the reality that an act of creation cannot simply be undone or ignored.

paragraphs after fix? It's messed. I must output exactly JSON with 9 strings. Let's craft final now.

Reports from home compel Victor to leave his academic environment and confront distressing developments among those he loves. In returning, he becomes aware that his private actions have public repercussions, even when their connection is not openly acknowledged. The novel explores how secrecy corrodes trust and how grief can intensify the impulse to search for explanations or scapegoats. Victor’s sense of responsibility rises and falls against self-protective silence, and his internal turmoil deepens. Around him, legal and social institutions respond to tragedy in ways that underscore the limits of evidence and the vulnerability of the innocent.

paragraphs after fix? Still. Let's discard and produce clean JSON.

In a charged encounter in an isolated landscape, Victor comes face to face with the being he created. The creature, articulate and emotionally intense, demands to be heard rather than treated as a mere monster. Shelley shifts the narrative emphasis from spectacle to argument as the creature insists on its capacity for feeling and reason. It describes the pain of abandonment, the confusion of awakening alone, and the hunger for human connection. The confrontation sets up the novel’s core questions about what constitutes humanity, where moral responsibility lies, and whether wrongdoing originates in nature or in experience and treatment by others.
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    Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (first published in 1818) is framed by places that were central to European power and knowledge in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: universities, learned societies, naval exploration, and the expanding print market. The novel’s opening and closing in the Arctic reflect the era’s fascination with polar voyages and imperial cartography, while its movement through Geneva, Ingolstadt, and the British Isles points to a continent shaped by war, commerce, and scholarly institutions. In this world, credibility was increasingly tied to scientific learning, gentlemanly reputation, and the authority of letters, journals, and published accounts.

The narrative looks back toward the Enlightenment while being written in a period of intense political reaction. The Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, education, and improvement had helped elevate natural philosophy (what would become modern science) as a prestigious pursuit. Yet the decades around 1790–1820 were also marked by fear of upheaval after the French Revolution and by conservative efforts to restrain radical politics. Frankenstein’s preoccupation with ambition, responsibility, and the limits of human control resonates with that historical tension: a culture that celebrated intellectual progress while worrying about what uncontrolled innovation—political or scientific—might unleash.

Mary Shelley’s own life placed her at the center of British radical and literary circles. She was born in 1797 to Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), and William Godwin, a political philosopher known for Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793). Wollstonecraft died shortly after Shelley’s birth, and Godwin raised her amid writers, publishers, and debates about reform, education, and morality. This intellectual inheritance is historically verifiable and directly relevant: Frankenstein’s questions about human perfectibility, social responsibility, and the consequences of neglect echo the reformist and philosophical arguments that surrounded Shelley from childhood.

The early nineteenth century British state was also shaped by war. Britain fought Revolutionary and Napoleonic France from the 1790s until 1815, sustaining large naval and military mobilization. These conflicts affected travel, trade, and public finance, and they intensified nationalist feeling and anxieties about foreign influence. Frankenstein’s Europe is not a battlefield narrative, but its cross-border movement and its portrayal of authority, law, and reputation occur in a world where state power and security were urgent realities. The novel’s attention to justice and social standing reflects societies in which legal institutions and public opinion had heightened force.

Technological and economic change formed the backdrop of everyday life. Britain’s industrialization accelerated in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth, transforming work, cities, and class relations. Although Frankenstein’s key settings are often rural or academic, the story emerges from a culture increasingly preoccupied with production, mechanization, and the possibility of remaking nature through human labor. The novel’s imagery of fabrication and assembly draws on a broader historical moment when material processes—manufacture, chemistry, and engineering—were becoming both more visible and more controversial. Such developments fed hopes of improvement while also provoking moral unease.

The scientific culture most directly connected to the novel included electricity experiments, chemistry, and anatomy. In the decades before 1818, European investigators explored “galvanism,” named after Luigi Galvani, who in the 1780s studied electrical effects on animal tissue. Public demonstrations of electrical stimulation became widely discussed, and the idea that electricity might relate to life circulated in scientific and popular venues. At the same time, chemistry was rapidly developing, with figures such as Antoine Lavoisier reshaping chemical theory in the late eighteenth century. Frankenstein echoes this environment by making experimental science a plausible route to transformative power, while questioning the ethics of such pursuit.

Anatomy and the procurement of human bodies were contentious social issues that also shaped the period’s imagination. Medical schools and private anatomy teachers depended on cadavers for dissection, but legal supply was limited, contributing to grave robbing and public scandal in Britain and elsewhere. This is a documented feature of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century medical training. Shelley did not need to describe specific practices in detail to evoke their cultural presence; the very idea of acquiring human remains for study carried associations of transgression and social vulnerability. The novel’s atmosphere of secrecy and moral boundary-crossing reflects those real anxieties surrounding medical knowledge.

Intellectual debates about “vitalism” and the nature of life were especially active in the era. Vitalism, broadly, held that living beings possessed a principle not reducible to chemistry and physics, while other thinkers pursued mechanistic explanations. Such disputes were discussed in universities, lectures, and publications, including in Britain where medical and scientific communities debated the relation between matter and life. Frankenstein’s central premise engages these debates indirectly: it dramatizes the desire to explain and control life through experiment, and it stages the potential consequences when philosophical questions about life are treated as problems of technique alone. The work thus reflects real controversies without becoming a scientific treatise.

The novel’s immediate origin is tied to a specific, well-documented literary moment in 1816. Mary Shelley traveled with Percy Bysshe Shelley to the Lake Geneva region, where they associated with Lord Byron and John Polidori. During that summer, a ghost-story competition was proposed, and Mary Shelley began the tale that became Frankenstein. The same period also produced Polidori’s The Vampyre (published 1819). This context matters historically because it shows how Frankenstein grew from Romantic-era experiments with genre, sensation, and philosophical reflection. The novel’s structure—layered narrators and letters—also fits the period’s taste for framed narratives and travel accounts.

The year 1816 is also known as the “Year Without a Summer,” following the 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora. The resulting climatic anomalies led to poor weather and crop problems in parts of Europe and North America, contributing to hardship and heightened awareness of nature’s unpredictability. While Frankenstein is not an environmental chronicle, its stark landscapes, sudden storms, and emphasis on sublime nature reflect a culture sensitized to climatic extremes and vulnerability. Romantic writers often treated nature as both awe-inspiring and indifferent to human plans. Shelley’s novel participates in that sensibility, using setting to underscore limits on human control.

Romanticism, the dominant literary movement of Shelley’s circle, shaped the novel’s themes and tone. British and European Romantic writers emphasized intense feeling, individual experience, the sublime in nature, and skepticism toward purely rational accounts of the world. They also engaged with the legacy of the Enlightenment—sometimes extending its ideals, sometimes critiquing its confidence. Frankenstein draws from Romantic preoccupations by exploring ambition, isolation, and the moral dimensions of creativity. Its engagement with mountains, storms, and remote spaces reflects Romantic aesthetics, while its attention to education and sympathy echoes broader Romantic debates about how society forms character.

Frankenstein also reflects the era’s interest in exploration and global movement. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw major European voyages of discovery and intensified imperial competition, with the Royal Navy and other institutions supporting expeditions, mapping, and scientific collecting. Accounts of travel were popular reading, and letters from distant regions were a recognized narrative form. The novel’s Arctic frame is historically grounded in that culture of exploration, which combined scientific curiosity, commercial ambition, and national prestige. By tying knowledge-seeking to peril and moral risk, the book echoes contemporary doubts about the costs of conquest over nature.

Social hierarchy and expectations of “gentility” inform the novel’s portrayal of family, reputation, and moral duty. In Britain and much of Europe, class status shaped access to education and influence, while domestic ideals emphasized virtue, sensibility, and the family as a moral center. Mary Shelley’s characters often move within circles where honor and respectability matter, and where scandal or suspicion can be socially destructive. These pressures were historically real in the period’s polite society and help explain the novel’s concern with secrecy, credibility, and the fear of being judged. The narrative thus mirrors contemporary social discipline as much as private conscience.

The legal and penal culture of the period also forms part of Frankenstein’s backdrop. Britain’s “Bloody Code” of capital statutes began to be moderated in the early nineteenth century, but harsh punishments and public executions remained part of social reality. Ideas about crime, evidence, and moral culpability were widely debated in an age that also saw the growth of policing and state administration. Frankenstein’s attention to accusation, testimony, and the consequences of circumstantial judgment resonates with these conditions. Without needing to detail specific statutes, the novel reflects a world where law could be both a guarantor of order and an instrument of tragic error.

Publishing practices in 1818 shaped how Frankenstein entered public life. The first edition appeared anonymously in three volumes, a common format in British fiction, and anonymity was not unusual for controversial or debut works. The early nineteenth-century book market was expanding, supported by circulating libraries and periodical reviews, while political tensions encouraged cautious self-presentation. The anonymous publication affected reception: reviewers speculated about authorship and often read the work through assumptions about gender and radicalism. This verifiable context helps explain the novel’s early life as a cultural object shaped by institutions of print, criticism, and reputation.

Gender norms and women’s authorship are historically central to understanding Frankenstein’s context. Early nineteenth-century Britain generally limited women’s formal educational opportunities and expected female writers to conform to propriety, especially in public moral commentary. Yet women did publish novels, poetry, and essays, sometimes anonymously or under ambiguous attribution. Mary Shelley’s connection to Wollstonecraft inevitably made her a figure of interest in debates about female intellect and independence. Frankenstein’s engagement with creation, domestic bonds, and moral education intersects with these norms by dramatizing what happens when power and responsibility are separated from care and social accountability.

The novel’s “modern Prometheus” subtitle situates it within a long European tradition of classical reception and moral exempla. Prometheus, in Greek myth, suffers for transgressing divine boundaries, and eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers frequently used classical figures to debate human aspiration and limits. In a period when scientific and industrial progress promised unprecedented power, the Prometheus analogy had renewed relevance as a way to think about hubris and punishment without invoking specific religious doctrine. Shelley’s use of this frame reflects an educated readership familiar with classical reference and indicates how the novel speaks to contemporary concerns through inherited cultural language and warning narratives.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Mary Shelley (1797–1851) was an English novelist, short-story writer, and editor whose work helped shape early science fiction and the modern Gothic tradition. Writing in the aftermath of the Enlightenment and amid the political and scientific ferment of the Romantic era, she became internationally known for a novel that fused philosophical inquiry with sensational narrative. Her fiction repeatedly explores the responsibilities of creators, the fragility of social bonds, and the pressures that modern knowledge places on moral imagination. Over a career that spanned more than three decades, she published novels, travel writing, and essays, and she also played a notable role in preserving and presenting key Romantic-era texts.


Shelley’s intellectual formation reflected the era’s vibrant print culture and debates about education, rights, and reform. She was widely read from an early age and absorbed the influences of late eighteenth-century political thought, Romantic poetry, and contemporary discussions of science and natural philosophy. The literary milieu around her valued imaginative freedom, emotional intensity, and engagement with social questions, and these commitments are evident in her themes and narrative strategies. Her reading included works that examined human perfectibility and the tensions between reason and passion, alongside travel narratives and histories that broadened her sense of society and politics. These influences later informed her ability to combine speculative premises with psychological realism and ethical reflection.


Her breakthrough came in the late 1810s with the publication of Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (first published anonymously in 1818; revised in 1831). The novel emerged from a climate of experimentation in Gothic fiction and from contemporary fascination with electricity, anatomy, and the nature of life. It quickly drew attention for its unsettling premise and for the seriousness with which it treated questions of ambition, accountability, and isolation. Over time, critical response shifted from seeing it chiefly as a thrilling tale to recognizing it as a foundational work of speculative literature with enduring philosophical reach. Its narrative complexity and moral ambiguity helped distinguish Shelley from many of her contemporaries in popular Gothic writing.


In the 1820s and 1830s, Shelley expanded her range across historical fiction, the novel of manners, political romance, and speculative narrative. Valperga (1823) used an Italian setting to explore power, loyalty, and the costs of political ambition. The Last Man (1826) offered an ambitious future-history framed by catastrophe, examining social collapse and human resilience without relying on simple moral lessons. She also published The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck (1830), a historical novel grounded in late medieval and early modern English politics. These works show her sustained interest in how individuals negotiate public turmoil, and they demonstrate a career not limited to a single famous title.


Shelley’s shorter fiction and essays further reveal her flexibility and her engagement with the period’s concerns. Tales and Stories (1831) presented accessible narratives for younger readers, while later volumes such as The Mortal Immortal (1833) and other stories tested the boundaries between Gothic suspense and speculative thought. Her travel narrative History of a Six Weeks’ Tour (1817, published with collaborators) reflects an era when travel writing served as a vehicle for cultural observation and political commentary. Across forms, she favored plots that set personal desire against social duty, and she used extraordinary situations to probe ordinary ethical dilemmas. Her prose style balances Romantic intensity with a clear, argumentative structure.


In addition to her own writing, Shelley’s editorial and critical work shaped how Romantic literature was transmitted to later generations. She served as editor for a major edition of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poetry (1839), providing organizational framing and biographical notices that influenced nineteenth-century reception. She also contributed to the literary marketplace through reviews and biographical writing, including contributions to Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men (published in the 1830s). These projects required scholarly judgment, contextual knowledge, and a careful public voice. Her role as an editor and biographer underscores her position not only as a creative author but also as an important mediator of literary history.


In her later years, Shelley continued to write and publish, including the novel Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837), which focus on social constraints, education, and moral responsibility within everyday life. She died in 1851, leaving a body of work that has grown in stature as scholars and readers reassessed her thematic ambition and formal experimentation. Frankenstein remains a touchstone for debates about scientific ethics, technological power, and the meaning of human community, inspiring countless adaptations and critical interpretations. At the same time, her wider oeuvre has gained renewed attention for its political intelligence and its sustained questioning of authority, progress, and vulnerability in modern life. Her legacy endures as both a seminal novelist and a major voice of the Romantic period.
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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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LETTER ONE




TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.


St. Petersburgh, 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 heavenly 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 nights 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[1].


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.




LETTER TWO




TO MRS. SAVILLE, ENGLAND.


Archangel, 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[2], 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.




  LETTER THREE

  



  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.

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[3] 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 my duty would permit. I never saw a more interesting creature: his eyes have generally an expression of wildness, and even madness; but there are moments when, if any one performs an act of kindness towards him, or does him any the most trifling service, his whole countenance is lighted up, as it were, with a beam of benevolence and sweetness that I never saw equalled. But he is generally melancholy and despairing; and sometimes he gnashes his teeth, as if impatient of the weight of woes that oppresses him.

  

When my guest was a little recovered, I had great trouble to keep off the men, who wished to ask him a thousand questions; but I would not allow him to be tormented by their idle curiosity, in a state of body and mind whose restoration evidently depended upon entire repose. Once, however, the lieutenant asked, Why he had come so far upon the ice in so strange a vehicle?

  

His countenance instantly assumed an aspect of the deepest gloom; and he replied, “To seek one who fled from me.”

  

“And did the man whom you pursued travel in the same fashion?”

  

“Yes.”

  

“Then I fancy we have seen him; for, the day before we picked you up, we saw some dogs drawing a sledge, with a man in it, across the ice.”

  

This aroused the stranger’s attention; and he asked a multitude of questions concerning the route which the dæmon, as he called him, had pursued. Soon
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