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BRAUNAU-AM-INN, AUSTRIA: NOVEMBER 1819

As I washed down the huge corpse that dreary night in November I knew that my journey was almost over. It had been more than a journey; it had been a pilgrimage. My hands trembled and my stomach quaked with anticipation as I laid out my instruments. I, Victor Frankenstein of Geneva, was about to achieve the goal I had pursued for the last quarter century: the restoration of a human being to life. I had acquired the skill, the knowledge and the cunning to infuse the spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay in front of me.

But that knowledge had been hard won. My pilgrimage had been long and weary. It had cut me adrift from home and family. It had left me wifeless and, so far as I knew, childless. I had few friends. It had taken me into almost every corner of Europe, from the glaciers of the Savoy and the neat towns of Austria to the ugly, rain-battered cities of Scotland. Like my mentor, the great Paracelcus, I had wandered most of the Continent asking questions. I knew now that there would always be more questions than answers. Only the Godly had answers.

My hands were shaking as I arranged the electrodes on The Creature’s body. I worked as fast as I was able but I was tired and almost unnerved. And as I stared down at the huge corpse another figure rose in my mind’s eye. It was one I had not seen for many years. It was the Man of Light, a figure who had eluded me since I first conjured him up many years ago near the mud flats of the River Thames in the town called Gravesend.

He was as vivid now as he had been then. He hovered somewhere between the huge creature’s bone and flesh. He was a shimmering, elusive being of pure energy. He was not so much a skeleton as a kind of internal shell. He flickered through tissue and muscle, kidney and bowel, eye and brain. His shifting, luminescent form was as rooted in the flesh as were the bones of the skeleton. He was as insubstantial as a ghost and as powerful as lightning.

I could see him glimmering in the recesses of The Creature’s heart, chamber by chamber, valve by valve, artery by artery. Without him we were so much fleshy rubble. We were nothing but a tangle of muscle and bone, flesh and entrail. The Man of Light was whatever strength we had. He was what held us together. When he guttered and was extinguished there was nothing for us but the grave. He was life itself.

And like me, Victor Frankenstein, the Man of Light was Death’s sworn enemy.


SON


THE REPUBLIC OF GENEVA: 1790

In the grand salon of our house in the Cour Saint-Pierre there is a portrait of my mother. It is clumsily done, by a young portraitist who was fashionable among the ladies of Geneva before he debauched one of his sitters and had to flee to Paris. It shows a woman in her thirties wearing a low-cut dress which displays an inadequate bosom, bony shoulders and freckled, wiry arms. Her thin, light-boned face is wreathed in fairish curls and the painted mouth is fixed in a tight smile. Grey eyes look out under heavy brows. Their expression is direct, but wary. Her right arm is resting on a pedestal on which sits a marble bust of my father: grey, hard, implacable. The stone face looks disdainfully down at his wife.

In his incompetence (or perhaps it was insight) the young painter made the marble bust too big, too dark. What was meant to support, dominates, overwhelms. Instead of providing an affectionate backdrop to my mother, the grey marble figure broods over her like a thunder-cloud. Where my mother was meant to look quietly joyful in his presence, she looks threatened. The fingers of her left hand are slightly curled, as if in the process of making a fist. I have seen many people study the painting, but never heard anyone admire it.

As a child, the portrait fascinated me. I would stare up at it for minutes on end, trying to imagine it without my father’s grey presence. Would the sky mysteriously lighten? Would my mother’s smile widen? Would her eyes glitter with happiness? Would her left hand unclench? Would the tension go out of her shoulders? Would her bosom swell, become creamy and ample? In short, would our lives lighten if Alphonse Frankenstein was no longer there?

I suppose that I hated him and loved her, a common enough conjunction of emotions. She was the centre of my universe, while he was a harsh presence which swiftly came and as swiftly went.

Alphonse Frankenstein was Genevan to the bone. He was one of The Two Hundred, that all-powerful haute bourgeoisie which formed the most successful oligarchy in Europe, the Republic of Geneva. As a member of the twenty-five-man Senate or Small Council, Noble Alphonse Frankenstein was at the very heart of power in the Republic of Geneva.

My mother was a disappointment to him. Even as a child I could see that. What he wanted was a wife who would run the Frankenstein households in Geneva and Bellerive with a deft touch. Someone to ensure that the children were content and the servants biddable. Someone who would take a ladylike interest in poetry, perhaps, sketch a bit and play a little music badly. Someone who would accept his view of the world without question. There were many such women in the haute ville of Geneva and he was unlucky not to have found one.

Instead he married Caroline Beaufort, a clever, strong-minded woman some fifteen years his junior. She was a Protestant among Protestants. Her ancestors were among the Huguenots who had flooded into Geneva after Louis XIV of France revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685. Her father (my grandfather) had made and lost his fortune manufacturing and selling textiles. But like all good Huguenots, Grandpa Beaufort had made sure that his children – all his children – were well educated. My mother was fiercely interested in everything.

She was also one of Geneva’s most energetic hostesses. Her salons at our town-house in the Cour Saint-Pierre or at the Frankenstein campagne Bellerive were among the finest in Geneva. The literati of the Republic trooped in and out of her drawing rooms in a seemingly endless procession. Poets, philosophers, painters, politicians, lawyers and playwrights: they came to dazzle one another with their opinions or impress the literary-minded ladies. Not even Geneva’s renowned English Club shone more brightly than Madame Caroline Frankenstein’s gatherings.

It was a heady atmosphere for a bookish boy. Money was spent on my education. Books came from all over Europe. Our libraries were filled with the texts published in Geneva which the rest of Europe disdained (or feared) to print. My mother hired only the best of tutors. Those who did not meet her exacting standards were speedily dismissed.

I suppose I was something of a prodigy. By the age of ten I was fluent in Latin and German and spoke decent English and Italian. Classical Greek, for some reason, always proved a challenge for me. I had a good memory and could recite poetry by the yard. My mother’s guests bravoed the ease with which I could recite Horace, Ovid, Virgil and passages from Calvin’s ‘Institutions’. I had a passable singing voice and had enough music in me to strum usefully on a harpsichord.

I was also good with numbers. In fact I was excellent with numbers. I could calculate faster and further than anyone I knew. This talent developed into another of my drawing-room tricks. I would stand in the middle of the room while the guests fired arithmetical problems at me. They were usually simple and I was rarely challenged by them. I rather enjoyed my role as Victor Frankenstein, the mathematical dancing bear.

For his part, my father disdained my mother’s little soirées and usually absented himself whenever he could. He accused her of trying to turn my head with ‘addle-pated revolutionary rubbish’. She accused him of wanting to transform me into a ‘brainless Genevan money-grubber’. He wanted an heir who would take over the Frankenstein business interest and assume his rightful place among The Two Hundred; she hoped for a genius who would set Europe alight. I thought that he was a plodding bore and that she was wonderful beyond measure.

She rejoiced in the French Revolution and relished Geneva’s own tradition of radicalism. She claimed to regret the failure of Geneva’s (minor) insurrections of 1707, 1734, 1763 and 1782. She believed in change, a new constitution, political power to the natifs and artisans & craftsmens. Alphonse Frankenstein regarded her ideas with unamused contempt. A wealthy woman holding such notions struck him as either hypocritical or naïve or both. Order and stability were the twin stars in his firmament. Only by their light could a man make money, in the pursuit of which he travelled all over Europe.

While she saw herself as an enlightened figure free from religious bigotry, she was nevertheless hugely proud of Geneva’s Protestant tradition which she described as ‘the light of Europe’. As a descendant of Huguenots, she regarded the Catholic states – and especially France – as lying in the outer darkness. She viewed Geneva’s slogan ‘Post Tenebras Lux’ without cynicism. She viewed the Protestant reformation as the turning-point of human history.

‘When nobody, no priest, nor pope, nor saint, nor angel stands between a man and his God’, she told me more than once, ‘that changes everything. Some day you’ll see that.’

She instilled into me the notion of the greatness of Jean Calvin. His presence was everywhere. We lived in the shadow of the Cathedral of St Pierre, and a few dozen yards from the little auditoire where Calvin had hammered out the ideas of the Reformation, and where the Scottish reformer John Knox had shepherded his little flock of British exiles before returning to Scotland to wrench that land from the hands of Rome. So vivid did she make Calvin’s presence that I would stand in the window and sometimes see the gaunt, bearded, long-robed figure slipping under the trees, across the Cour Saint-Pierre and up the steps into the cathedral.

I had two good friends of my own age: Henri Clerval, whose family lived in a narrow house in the Rue de l’Evèche, and Jean-Pierre Huber, who lived round the corner in the Taconnerie. Jean-Pierre was a cheerful boy who would spend hours pulling insects apart and examining their parts through a little eyeglass he always carried with him. He told me that he planned to make his reputation by learning more about ants than anybody in the history of the human race.

Jean-Pierre and I were both keen experimenters. We foraged far and wide for phenomena to examine. We would climb high up into the cathedral’s towers to draw our own maps and plans of Geneva and Lac Leman, or sketch the formation of the clouds over the Jura mountains. Fat Clerval would stand on the ground below with his grandfather’s pocket watch and register how long it took various objects to reach the ground: feathers, small stones, bits of wood, pieces of slate, a dead sparrow.

Clerval went along with our strange ways, but they were not for him. He was fat and fanciful, an aspiring littérateur who relished tales from Geneva’s past. The bloodier the better. He had a grisly imagination. He swore that once a year he could hear the revolutionary lawyer Pierre Fatio being shot to death by a ghostly firing squad in the old gaol in the Rue de l’Evèche.

When we were not sitting under the trees in the Cour Saint-Pierre discussing the woes of the world, or scrambling on the Salève in search of specimens, we prowled the old ramparts with wooden swords, ready to defend Geneva. Our favourite fantasy was to re-enact ‘L’Escalades’, that bloody skirmish of 1602 when our town guard butchered a force of Savoyards and Spaniards who tried to storm the city by night. Severed popish heads decorated the old walls of Geneva for months. We once hacked the head off a dead cat and impaled it on a stake to recapture the effect.

But this was all slightly more than a game. The 1790s were not the safest of times for sprigs of the Genevan gentry like Clerval, Jean-Pierre and myself. The natifs were restive and hostile and agitated by the turbulence of the French revolution. We were safe enough in the upper reaches of the town, but once down in the Place du Bel-Air or the Place de Fusterie things could turn nasty. We were liable to be jostled, harassed or stoned by Geneva’s young malcontents.

So I became handy with my fists and feet. I took to carrying a silk stocking which could be quickly loaded with a stone and transformed into a useful club. I learnt to stab with a stick, and never slash. Three coins between the fingers of my right hand wrapped in a handkerchief made a useful ‘brass fist’. I acquired a reputation for sudden violence and thus was usually left alone. The fact that I was Noble Alphonse Frankenstein’s son helped.

While Jean-Pierre could run like a startled hare, fat Clerval was useless in a scuffle and took many a pounding. One thumping, in an alley off the Grand Rue, had him groaning in bed for a week. The more cuffings he got, the deeper he retreated into his imagination. It seemed to be a grisly place, in which Clerval was a blood-boltered, sword-wielding hero.

But the bane of our lives was my cousin and adopted sister, Elisabeth Lavenza. She was a year younger than me, thin, fair, pretty and my father’s pride and joy. She was also his eyes and ears. Any remarks about ‘Alphonse the Abominable’ were likely to get back to him and result in a cuffing. Fat Clerval doted on her, and reddened whenever she sidled up to him. She would brush her little breasts against him just to watch the blushes spread across his face. She never missed an opportunity to lift her skirts on some pretext or another. Clerval danced whenever Elisabeth whistled. He was forever begging Jean-Pierre and myself to let her trail along. Whenever we did, the expedition would peter out in tears, recriminations, angry silences.

Elisabeth was a gifted troublemaker. She was the daughter of my father’s sister and a Piedmontese banker who disappeared after his wife died in Pisa, coughing her lungs out. Out of pity my mother took in the four-year-old Elisabeth. Elisabeth’s talent, which she developed very early, was to play one member of the household against another: my father against my mother, my mother against me, me against my younger brother Ernest, Ernest against the servants, the servants against my infant brother William. She had no friends of her own and she was seldom invited out.

But she had an impressive hold over Alphonse Frankenstein. She was pretty, coquettish and apparently biddable. It was an engaging mask, but behind it she was calculating and manipulative. I had long since stopped complaining to my father about Elisabeth. He always took her part and would dismiss me with a growl. My mother had Elisabeth’s measure but would never entertain my grievances against her.

‘She cannot compete with you, Victor,’ she told me once. ‘So she uses, ah, other methods. Which is what women do. All women. Don’t be so harsh with her.’

As the political fevers induced by the French Revolution ran through Geneva my mother grew increasingly nervous. My father took pleasure in telling her that she and her liberal salons were fostering the very unrest she feared. But the result was that we spent more and more time at Bellerive, about five miles from the city. Our campagne was a handsome, red-tiled house set in wooded grounds which ran down to Lac Leman. At Bellerive we kept a couple of milk cows, some sheep, three ponies, a few goats and a flock of poultry.

Jean-Pierre and Clerval were regular house guests. For weeks on end we turned amphibian. We swam, dived off the jetty, took potshots with our catapults at the ducks and gulls, fished for carp, built crude rafts, and on calm days spent hours skimming flat stones across the surface of the water. We became fairly expert with the Frankenstein sailboat, although once we had to fish Clerval out of the water, gasping, half drowned and sobbing for his mother.

We netted sticklebacks and minnows to see how long they could live out of the water. We trapped spiders, beetles and worms to see how long they could live in water. We inserted insects into sealed bottles to see which species could live longest without air (it seemed to be earwigs). We once caught a mole, tied a strong piece of twine to one of its back legs, then let the little blind creature dig for a few minutes before yanking it back. The idea was to see how deep it could go in the time available. Eventually the twine broke.

Alphonse Frankenstein liked to bait the attendees at my mother’s salons with the boast that ‘If I don’t make it, mine it, finance it or sell it, then I ship it’. This was no empty claim. The Frankenstein business interest extended into every corner of Geneva, and out into the Swiss Confederation. And one of its arms was a fleet of two-masted barques which plied Lac Leman.

They were sturdy, well-built boats on which I spent a few summers working as a deckhand. My mother was horrified, but for once Alphonse Frankenstein was pleased with me. He told her, ‘it’ll do the boy no harm to get some honest grit under his fingernails’, and put me in the charge of one of his best skippers, a dour, leathery man called Thomas Josse from the lakeside village of Coppet.

Josse was a hard man but a good teacher. I learnt how to work the tough little boats: reefing the sails, working the helm, stowing the cargoes and manoeuvring into the little harbours that fringed the lake. I learnt which reefs and sandbanks to avoid, and which formation of cloud over the Alps or the Jura foretold sudden squalls. Under Josse’s hard blue eye, we ranged the length and breadth of Lac Leman, from Geneva up to Montreux and back again, criss-crossing the lake from Nyon to Thonon, Thonon to Vevey, Vevey to Evian. We shipped beer, marble, trout, cottons, watches, wine, roof tiles, beef and anything else my father’s network of customers wanted or needed.

By the end of every summer my skin was browned by the sun and wind, my hands were calloused and every ounce of fat had been burned off my frame. My mother (who, I now realise, preferred the idea to the reality of the labouring classes) regarded my appearance with alarm and told me that I looked ‘no better than a Savoyard mountain herd’. All that I needed was a ‘set of rags’ to complete the picture.

But I enjoyed these summers afloat. The physical labour, the constant activity and change, the succession of new faces, satisfied something in me. At the end of summer I always felt ready for anything that the world – and Alphonse Frankenstein – might throw at me.


THE REPUBLIC OF GENEVA: 1792

We are all the creation of others. Two people made me what I am my mother, Caroline Beaufort Frankenstein, and Horace-Benédict de Saussure, the man I called Uncle Ben. Ever since he perched me on his knee and explained that the specks of light dancing around my mother’s drawing room were particles of dust ‘trapped in sunbeams’ Uncle Ben has been my mentor.

He was everything I wanted to be: scholar, traveller, philosopher, mountaineer, political reformer, correspondent of the great. Uncle Ben was a man of huge reputation to whom everybody in Geneva – syndics, noble families, natifs, the Grand Council – listened. His walled house in the Rue de la Cité was the centre of an intellectual universe. And its doors were always open to me, Victor Frankenstein.

He was also everything that my father was not. Uncle Ben was steeped in the natural philosophy of his time; Alphonse Frankenstein never lifted his head from the trough. Uncle Ben explored the high ice-fields of the Savoy and calculated the height of mountains; my father haggled in the market over the price of Lac Leman carp. Uncle Ben discoursed with the great minds of Europe; my father gossiped with bankers and money-changers. Uncle Ben plumbed the mysteries of the world; my father counted his change.

They even looked like opposites. Uncle Ben was a wiry, slightly built man with a sharp nose and chin and bright blue eyes. My father was dark and heavy with a cold grey eye and a mouth like a rat-catcher’s trap. Uncle Ben’s speech was as light and fast as my father’s was deliberate. Uncle Ben dressed colourfully and carelessly while my father invariably wore his banker’s uniform of dark silk coat and breeches, brocaded waistcoat, and buckled shoes. Uncle Ben was light to the Frankenstein darkness. Or so it seemed to me.

To his twelve-year-old disciple he seemed to have done everything, been everywhere, met everybody. He was Professor of Philosophy at the University of Geneva at the age of twenty-two and the second man to climb the mountain in the Savoy we called Mont Blanc. In 1784 he had travelled to Lyons to quiz the balloonist Montgolfier about his flights, and returned to his estate at Genthod to experiment with his own hot-air balloons.

Uncle Ben had foraged all over Europe, from the volcano of Naples to the cotton mills of Manchester. He was fascinated by Britain, which he regarded as the strangest place on Earth, and regaled the salons of Geneva with accounts of the tramways of Leeds and the flint-glass factories of Cornwall. The ladies of the Republic delighted in his description of how his wife Albertine, in Spanish costume of silver and pink, had conquered the King of Denmark at a masquerade in London.

Horace-Benédict de Saussure was not, in fact, my uncle. He was an old friend of my mother’s. Like her, he was a descendant of Huguenots, driven out of France by the Catholic tyrants. They were close. I have heard it suggested that he was my mother’s lover. I have no idea whether he was or not. He may have been. All I knew was that when Uncle Ben was around things tended to happen. They were things that demanded explanation. And Uncle Ben was a great explainer.

It was Uncle Ben who tried to explain to me the mysteries of lightning. We were standing in the grounds of the Frankenstein campagne at Bellerive watching the sky darken over Lac Leman. Lightning was flickering over the Jura mountains and being reflected in the lake. A strange, hottish wind was gusting around the house. Suddenly we were wrapped in a sheet of dazzling light, there was a terrible crack and roar, and an old oak tree a hundred yards from us was blown apart by a bolt of lightning.

It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. One minute the tree stood there creaking against the dark sky; the next it was flying apart in a burst of flame and sparks. Streams of fire seemed to issue from every crack. Shards of wood hissed over our heads while the rest of the tree drizzled down in fragments all over the house and garden. The whole elaborate structure flew apart in an expanding hemisphere of light that imprinted itself on the back of my eyelids.

My head was spinning and my ears were clanging as I clung open-mouthed and trembling to Uncle Ben. My parents, their guests and most of the servants spilled out of the house to discover what had shaken the building. All I could do was point and stammer. My mother rushed to us to make sure we were unharmed. While she threw her arms around me, my father glowered at Uncle Ben and me, as if we had conspired to bring down the lightning on his property.

He turned away from us, scanned the house to satisfy himself that no serious damage had been done (three small windows had shattered) and then wandered disconsolately among the debris kicking at the litter of branches and leaves. My response was to giggle nervously, and he turned on me.

‘What are you laughing at boy?’ he growled. ‘The ruin of a fine old tree amuses you, does it?’

He made me feel slightly ashamed. I had enjoyed that old oak tree. I had played under it, swung from it, climbed all over it, carved my initials on it and fallen out of it more than once. One memorable summer some years ago Elisabeth had helped me make a tree house in the branches, and there she had satisfied my curiosity about the female anatomy. That old oak tree had been good to me. But I could not help exulting in the high drama of its death.

My exultation lingered after my parents and their guests returned to the house. Only Uncle Ben stood with me over the smoking ruins of the old oak. A strange, sharp smell hung over the remnants of the tree.

‘The only time I’ve seen something like that was near the summit of Mont Blanc,’ he told me. ‘You could feel it building up in the air. A kind of crackling, and tingling. One of us – young Jalabert – was wearing brocade on his waistcoat and hat. Sparks began to fly from his clothes. His hat started to hum. Imagine, a humming hat! Poor Jalabert. I think he expected to be burned to a crisp, right there in the snow. A biblical pillar of fire on the glaciers of Savoy. With a Genevan atheist in the middle of it. A nice irony, eh?’

‘But what is it, Uncle Ben?’ I asked. ‘The lightning, I mean. Where does it come from?’

He shrugged. ‘Who knows? It’s everywhere. In the clouds, in the air, in the soil, in you, in me, probably in the old tree itself. Somehow, we don’t know how, it builds up in the moisture of the clouds, then discharges itself into the earth in a huge spark. That’s what we call lightning.’

That night I could hardly sleep. In my mind’s eye I kept seeing the stream of fire run down the trunk of the oak before the whole tree exploded in a blaze of light and a blizzard of sparks. Time after time I watched the flame blossom and the tree disintegrate into fragments. The beauty of the moment entranced me. The power of it filled me with awe.

Over the breakfast table I badgered Uncle Ben with more questions. How did the lightning form? How long did it take? Why were there different kinds? Did it occur over mountains more than over flat ground? Were birds ever struck by lightning? Could it be predicted? Was there any way of measuring the power of the lightning bolt?

‘That’s been tried,’ Uncle Ben told me, his mouth full of cheese. ‘A Dutchman called Richmann, it was. Forty years ago, in St Petersburg. What he did was run a metal rod through the roof of his house to attract the lightning. Then he attached it by a chain to another metal rod standing in a glass jar on a table. To that rod he tied a linen thread, eighteen inches long and weighted with lead.’

‘I don’t understand,’ my mother said.

‘Normally the weighted thread hung perpendicularly,’ he told her. ‘But when the rod was suffused with electricity it was animated and began to rise.’

‘Like hair standing on end,’ she suggested.

‘Exactly,’ Uncle Ben said. ‘So the more electricity that passed down the thread, the higher it would move up a marked scale...’

‘And the more powerful the bolt of lightning,’ my mother intervened ‘the further the thread would move up the gauge. I see. And did it work?’

‘After a fashion,’ Uncle Ben said. ‘A thunderstorm duly arrived. A bolt of lightning duly struck the rod. And the electricity duly ran down the chain. But when Richmann was leaning forward to see if the thread was moving up the gauge, a ball of lightning leapt out of the apparatus – and killed him stone dead. Dropped him like a felled ox.’

‘Good God!’ my father exclaimed. ‘Is this true?’

‘True as the cheese on your plate,’ Uncle Ben said. ‘Richmann’s assistant saw the whole thing. And wrote a very complete account of it.’

‘Good God,’ my father repeated.

Uncle Ben knew how to tell a story. Everyone at the table was staring at him with fascination. ‘The odd thing was,’ he went on, ‘Richmann was practically unmarked. The doctors found a burn mark on his forehead and a hole in his left shoe. The lightning – the electricity – seems to have gone right through him. From head to toe. Turned his insides to mush, though, if you’ll forgive me ladies.’

‘Bloody idiot,’ was my father’s judgement. ‘Messing about with things like that.’

‘Perhaps,’ Uncle Ben said. ‘But some knowledge is hard won. Philosophy has its martyrs, Alphonse, and poor Richmann was one of them. Anyway, Victor. I’m going back to Geneva today. I’ll see what I can find in my library. I’m sure I’ve got something there that’ll take your fancy.’

‘No doubt,’ my father grunted, and changed the subject.

Uncle Ben was as good as his word. Next day a messenger arrived from Geneva with a package for me. I unwrapped it to find a well-thumbed volume from the Saussure library entitled The History and Present State of Electricity by the Englishman Joseph Priestley. Attached to the flyleaf was a note.

‘I hope this interests you,’ he wrote. ‘Doctor Priestley is a fine fellow. He’s a Protestant clergyman by trade but a political radical by inclination. A mob destroyed his house in Birmingham, forcing the poor philosopher to flee for his life. Which is something that might happen to any of us in these troubled times. He now lives in London, but I understand that he’s considering the safety of the Americas. Things have moved on since he wrote the book, so it may be out of date. If it is, my apologies.’

The apology was entirely unnecessary. The book was a compendium of wonders. ‘The electric fluid is no local or occasional agent in the theatre of the world,’ Priestley informed me. ‘Late discoveries show that its presence and effects are everywhere, and that it acts as a principal part in the grandest and most interesting scenes of nature. It is not, like magnetism, confined to one kind of body, but everything we know is a conductor or a non-conductor of electricity.’

The words leapt off the page. Electricity! Its presence and effects are everywhere! A principal part in the grandest and most interesting scenes of nature! From this all-embracing notion Priestley ranged far and wide. All the world’s electricians and their work seemed to be contained in its pages. I plunged into them. There are few appetites so voracious as the curiosity of a bookish, twelve-year-old boy.

I was most taken by the ‘experiments on animal and other organised bodies’ carried out by the Abbé Nollet, and, quite separately, by Priestley himself. So far as I could understand (which was not very far), Priestley calculated the power at his disposal from the area of ‘coated’ glass in each of the Leyden phials in his ‘battery’. The electricity from eleven jars was enough to kill ‘a pretty large kitten’ which Priestley then tried to bring back to life ‘by distending the lungs, blowing with a quill into the trachea, but to no purpose’.

But I kept circling back to the descriptions of lightning. With the vision of the exploding oak tree still etched in my mind, it was that phenomenon that interested me most. So I read avidly of Benjamin Franklin’s ‘discoveries concerning the similarity of lightning and electricity’. And I was intrigued by Priestley’s account of ‘some of the more unusual appearances in the earth and heavens by electricity’.

I learnt that in the year 1749 the British Admiral Chambers reported ‘a large ball of blue fire rolling on the surface of the water’ which, when it struck his ship, ‘went off with an explosion as if hundreds of cannon had been fired at one time’. One crewman was badly burned, the ship’s main topmast was shattered ‘into a hundred pieces’ and marlin-spikes were driven into the deck by the blast. The lightning ball ‘left so great a smell of brimstone, that the ship seemed to be nothing but sulphur’.

In my mind’s eye I saw a ship adrift and burning on the high seas. Stricken by a spark out of hell.


THONON, FRANCE: 1792

I was twelve years old when I became the last Paracelsian. I was the solitary custodian of a great intellectual empire that had once stretched across Europe from Russia to Scotland. I saw myself as the last sentry on the parapet, the Paracelsian world’s sole defender against the armies of darkness and ignorance. Let the rest of the world regard the Lord of my Imagination as an obscure and discredited warlock. To me, Philip Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim – the man who called himself Paracelcus – was the world’s greatest genius.

I found him one rainy afternoon in the spa town of Thonon, across the border in France. My mother had persuaded my father that the health of the Frankenstein family would benefit from a few days in the clear air and mineral waters of the French resort and he, surprisingly, agreed. We had no sooner settled into an inn on the edge of Thonon when the clouds descended and the rain settled in. So I spent the next few days plundering the books on the drawing-room shelves. One of them was a biography of Paracelcus.

Thus I vaulted into the plague-haunted, war-racked Europe of the early sixteenth century. Wherever Paracelcus went, Victor Frankenstein of Geneva was at his elbow. Together we sweated and choked in the silver mines of the Tyrol to make the Fuggers of Augsburg even richer. I laboured with him in the fierce heat of the smelting vats. And I sat with him in the darkness as he explained to the black-faced miners that what was killing them was the dust from the mine-workings and the greed of the Fuggers, and not the spirits of the mountains.

Rumours and legends swarmed around Paracelcus like blowflies around dead meat. He was, the ignorant said, a eunuch whose genitals had been devoured by a rooting pig. He had been mutilated by a Swabian soldier. His sword ‘Azoth’ could bring the dead back to life. Azoth’s crystal pommel allowed Paracelcus to see what was happening, anywhere on earth. He could wrap his cloak around himself and become invisible. Azoth was a one-legged dancer that danced on its own – or with the devil.

Nonsense, of course. To me, Paracelcus was the natural philosopher as hero. He was a revolution in walking boots. He was a one-man insurrection. He wandered Europe, subverting the comfortable, baffling the orthodox, infuriating the powerful. He cured the sick poor without charge and demanded big fees from the wealthy. He despised the wisdom of the ancients. Paracelcus believed only in what he could see, hear, touch and smell. He was a man of many slogans, but none more thrilling to me than his claim: ‘I was there and saw it happen.’

But he was a troublesome companion. He was arrogant, quarrelsome, loud, bumptious, impatient and occasionally violent. He dressed like a Swabian princeling, but seldom changed his clothes. He was said to have stunk like a goat. He was never without Azoth, and when he was drunk (which was often) he would wave the sword around alarmingly. He could drink wine-pickled peasants under the table and still have the wit to dictate his notes. I watched him go on rampages that it took a dozen town guards to subdue. I drank, argued, brawled and whored (itself an exciting thought) my way across Europe with him.

Like Martin Luther, my master disdained to use Latin. He taught and wrote only in his native Swiss German. He refused to be browbeaten or intimidated. Together, Paracelcus and I supported the peasants against their masters and were gaoled in Salzburg for our pains. We loathed the Romish Church. ‘No one from the priestly crew is fit for medicine,’ Paracelcus announced. ‘For medicine needs its own man.’ We were hounded around Europe by an alliance of the Church, apothecaries, surgeons and wealthy merchants. I saw the hand of the Fuggers in all our tribulations and persecutions.

I wandered with him from university to university: Basle to Tübingen, Vienna to Wittenberg, Leipzig to Heidelberg, Cologne to Ferrara. I heard him voice his contempt for Latin teaching, scientific orthodoxy and the Wisdom of the Ages. I listened to him wonder aloud why ‘the High Colleges of Europe contrive to produce so many High Asses’? And I heard him exhort his students to sit at the feet of ‘old wives, gypsies, sorcerers, wandering tribes, old robbers and other such outlaws. A doctor must be a traveller. Knowledge is experience.’
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