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FOREWORD

Like many as a child, I made friends with characters in books. It’s a strange tie between reader and writer. We come to know a lasting poet or novelist more intimately than we do people of our own place and time; closer in a way than love and friendship. Growing up in a provincial town, I was drawn to outsiders and especially to girls like Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss, a restless, intelligent girl who cannot find a home for her aspiring nature – much like her creator, George Eliot herself. Later, I loved Virginia Woolf’s sightings of the night where she sees into hearts and minds of outsiders whose shadow-selves fade in the glare of day. I was a convert to Emily Brontë’s full-throated contempt for ‘the world without’ in favour of ‘the world within’. All were outsiders during their lifetimes, and painful though this was, their separations from society did release what they had to say.

As a child with an ill mother, I knew about pity for those set apart; but at the same time I was struck at an early age by the possibilities of the outsider who, like my mother, could use her apartness to see the world afresh. The outsiders who have meant most to me tell us not who we are, but who we might be.

I have chosen five extraordinary outsider voices rising in the course of the nineteenth century: a prodigy, a visionary, an outlaw, an orator and an explorer. To my mind, they came, they saw and left us changed. Each differs in her own place and situation, but what Mary Shelley, Emily Brontë, George Eliot, Olive Schreiner and Virginia Woolf also have in common is the way they inform one another, and us, across the generations. All five were readers before they became writers, which is to say each heard those who came before her in a chain of making. I want to look at the links in this chain as each successive woman brings to birth a new genus. On 2 January 1846, when Emily Brontë was writing Wuthering Heights, her unfettered voice powers its way past its time. She declares, ‘No coward soul is mine.’ The American poet Emily Dickinson, taking in that voice in 1881, and Virginia Woolf, hearing it in 1925, seize on the same word: this writer is ‘gigantic’.

I’m curious how an outsize voice came to each of the five writers. How did they become writers despite the obstacles in a woman’s way? Their lives appeared changeable to the point of metamorphosis. It was improbable that Mary Godwin at the age of sixteen should have found a great poet, Shelley, keen to encourage her wish to write. It was improbable that Emily Brontë should have had two sisters of congenial genius who contrived to publish her almost against her will. Doctors and nurses did not expect Virginia Woolf to recover from her mental illness in 1915, let alone emerge in the 1920s as a leading novelist. George Eliot could have been an evangelical teacher; Olive Schreiner could have remained a governess.

In each, I see at the outset of their lives a shadowy being, half-awake to untested potency, surfacing in a letter or murmuring to herself in her journal, but always improvising, indeterminate, as she veers from the path laid out by custom. Passion was part of their emergence, as was sexuality: George Eliot fell for a man who could not love her in the way she wished. Mary Godwin (later Mary Shelley) was headlong in her love for a poet to whom, she felt, she could ‘unveil’ all she was. Olive Schreiner was explicit about arousal, extraordinarily so for a single woman in the 1880s, to the future psychologist of sex, Havelock Ellis, who made notes as she spoke.

In the nineteenth century it was a truth universally acknowledged that nice women were quiet. They did not indulge in utterance in a public arena. To do so was immodest, unwomanly; assertion or egotistical display was thought unnatural. Remarkably then for three insubordinate spirits, their novels spoke instantly to their time: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), George Eliot’s Adam Bede (1859), and Olive Schreiner’s Story of an African Farm (1883). The even bolder words of Emily Brontë and Virginia Woolf, however, did not reach a wide audience till well after their deaths.

These lives and books, as they commune with one another across time, converge in their hatred of our violent world. Emily Brontë brings home the horror of domestic violence together with the misogyny and hate-speech Heathcliff hurls at all comers. Both Mary Shelley and Olive Schreiner witnessed the barbarous impact of war on civilians. Virginia Woolf wakes from mental illness to the madness of war: the senseless slaughter going on in the trenches.

Four of these five writers began in unpromising situations. The exception is the first, Mary Shelley, who produced Frankenstein before she turned twenty. For though she became, like the others, an outsider – in her case, a social outcast – she started with an unprecedented advantage as the daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft, the pioneer of women’s rights. Her father, William Godwin, was almost as famous as her mother, a political philosopher admired by the best writers of the day, Coleridge, Lamb, Byron and especially Shelley.

All five of my choices were motherless. With no female model at hand, they learnt from books; if lucky, from an enlightened man. Common to all five was the danger of staying at home, the risk of an unlived life. But if there was danger at home, there was often worse danger in leaving: the loss of protection; estrangement from family; exploitation; a wandering existence, shifting from place to place; and worst of all, exposure to the kind of predator who appeared to offer Olive Schreiner a life – marriage – when she went to work as a governess at the age of seventeen.

In a period when a woman’s reputation was her treasured security, each of these five lost it. Each endured the darkness of social exclusion. How far was it willed – how far, for instance, did Emily Brontë will her unpopularity at a Brussels school, or was it involuntary? Were the acts of divergence necessary if each woman was to follow the bent of her nature? Mary Ann Evans fled a provincial home where a brainy girl was regarded as odd. In London, she called herself an ‘outlaw’ before she became one by living with a partner outside the legality of marriage. Yet it was during her years outside society in the late 1850s that George Eliot came into being.

Virginia Stephen (later Virginia Woolf) settled in Bloomsbury as part of a group. Her brothers, sister, and their mostly homosexual friends, E. M. Forster, Lytton Strachey and Maynard Keynes, provided a shield. In such stimulating company, Virginia and her sister turned themselves into unchaperoned young women, flaunting words like ‘semen’ and ‘copulation’ in mixed company until all hours of the night. It was scandalous, but not dangerous. Danger, for Woolf, was the threat of insanity, bound up with what Henry James called ‘the madness of art’.

No one, of course, can explain genius. Women are especially hard to discern outside the performing spheres assigned to them in the past, the thin character of angels in the house. In contrast, Virginia Woolf explores the secret thing: women’s enduring creativity as it takes its way in shadow; in her generation and before, it did not proclaim itself.

What we now know is that after these writers’ lifetimes, families concocted myths, playing down the radical nature of these women. George Eliot’s widower presented a flawless angel; at the opposite extreme, Schreiner’s estranged widower branded her with his annoyance. The devoted son and daughter-in-law of Mary Shelley cast her in the Victorian mould of timid maiden and mourner. But voices sing out past the tomb-stones of reputation. The words of these five altered our world; certainly they changed the face of literature. We do more than read them; we listen and live with them.

To say I chose these writers was actually wrong; they chose themselves. For each had the compulsion Jane Eyre expressed when she said, ‘Speak I must’.
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1

PRODIGY

Mary Shelley

‘All being decided I ordered a chaise to be ready by 4 o clock,’ the poet Shelley records. ‘I watched until the lightning & the stars became pale. At length it was 4,’ he goes on. ‘I went. I saw her. She came to me.’

It was no common elopement when Mary Godwin, at sixteen going on seventeen, took off with Percy Bysshe Shelley. This milk-pale girl with her piercing, sidelong looks was a prodigy. She had published a narrative poem at the age of eight. Her father, William Godwin, spoke of her as ‘somewhat imperious and active of mind’. When she stole from his London house on 28 July 1814, together with her stepsister Clara Mary Jane (called Jane at home, and best known now as Claire Clairmont), the two girls carried their writings. Mary had packed her papers in a box (together with her parents’ love letters). She promised Shelley that he might read ‘the productions of her mind’. And not just read: he was disposed to ‘study’ her writings. Two to three years later, buoyed by the poet as live-in mentor, she would produce Frankenstein, an extraordinary feat at the age of nineteen.

Mary, in a modest tartan dress, had met Shelley when he came to visit her father. He was tall, long-legged, with an open-neck in a time of cravats to the chin. His shoulders were a little hunched by the intensity of his stare. A protected innocent, Mary woke to an overwhelming passion for this stranger. Like the even younger Juliet, coming face to face with Romeo in her father’s house, Mary was at once absolute for love. ‘I am thine, exclusively thine’, she wrote secretly in her copy of his poem Queen Mab. ‘I have pledged myself to thee and sacred is the gift.’

It felt as though her very being was defined by the completeness of her surrender, as she confided a few months later to Shelley’s friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg: ‘I who love him so tenderly & entirely, whose life hangs on the beam of his eye and whose whole soul is entirely wrapt up in him.’

Attentive and rather delicate, he had the appeal of a man unconcerned to prove his manliness. He was secure enough to admit the womanly elements in men’s make-up. As Mary put it, he was ‘soft as a woman; firm as the star of night’.*

It was not blind love; desire was folded in recognition. She felt ‘interpenetrated’ by his strangeness. Shelley struck her, as he struck everyone: he was like no other man. He had the visionary eyes of one who wants to reform the world. He wanted justice for those deprived of it, to do away with political and domestic tyranny, but to Mary, with her revolutionary parents, that was familiar. What was different about Shelley was a gentleness he felt and wished to spread towards all living things. A man should not retaliate for an injury; rather, his forgiveness should convert the injurer, so that it’s not altogether a myth in the making when Mary spoke of ‘my divine Shelley’.

A barrier to her passion only intensified it, like Juliet’s ardour for the forbidden Romeo. Six years older than Mary, Shelley was married – contentedly, it appeared to Mary’s father. It did not occur to William Godwin that this most precious of his five children, the one most like him in her rational self-command, could be so abandoned as to throw herself into adultery.

But common words – adultery, elopement, sex, even passion – are inadequate for what was under way. The single most important fact about Mary Godwin is that she was a prodigy whose intellect had flourished in a home with liberating ideas of child development – a home that was an innovative publishing house exclusively for children’s books, with Mary herself the youngest by far of its authors. This promise drove all Mary did. When she and Jane galloped away into the dawn – the dawn of their new lives – they carried some books. Most were by Mary’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, the author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, the year that Shelley was born. Shelley was her disciple, a man who looked on women as intelligent beings who would rise if freed from the constrictions of society, especially the marriage bond. The girls of Godwin’s household were captivated by Shelley’s attentiveness to their thoughts, while Shelley was drawn to possibilities furled in a daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft.

‘What art thou?’ he asks in his poem ‘To Mary –’. ‘I know but dare not speak.’

With Shelley alone Mary could ‘unveil’ what she felt herself to be. Playing into desire in the space between the two was a drama of knowing and mystery, speaking and the unspoken. Intending to revolutionise the world, Shelley meant to bring on women, and that was seductive to Mary. Outwardly, she appeared silent and serious, her thoughts ‘a sealed treasure’. Shelley broke through that bar of privacy. His voice applauds her, opening new channels of thought. Where for her it had been ‘exquisite pain’ to check the flow of thoughts strange or changeful, now that flow moves and quickens as it should. With Shelley she lets loose a voice, as she puts it, that can assume a ‘natural modulation’ and ‘communicate with unlimited freedom’.

Mary’s ‘sealed treasure’ matched the ‘secret store’ Shelley as a youth had built up and armoured so as to walk about a public school where aggression mimicked a war-torn world. The inward power grew and with that a ‘sense of loneliness’. As the son and heir of landed gentry, educated at Eton, Shelley was an insider who chose to be an outsider. He cherished his ‘peculiarities’ and allowed them to ‘unfold in secret’, aware he would be misunderstood ‘like one in a distant and savage land’. His lone, tender being, alien to his conventional father, thirsted for the sympathy of one like himself, and this kindred being he found in Mary, young as she was. Together, they stood by what Shelley called the ‘inmost soul’. The nerves, Shelley found, are like chords struck to accompany ‘one delightful voice’ vibrating with his own.

Mary was at one with Shelley’s dissemination of love; its energy empowered her all the more because it came not from on high but through sympathy. His manner was simple, so unstuffy that she could lie at ease on his breast or against his knees, as she did when the runaways reached the coast and put to sea.

Their immediate plan was to make their way on foot to Switzerland, starting in Paris. It was a stormy crossing of the Channel, with waves rushing onto the boat, but when they beached on the sands at Calais Shelley saw a broad, red swathe of light.

‘Mary, look,’ he said, ‘the sun rises over France’, as though he were proclaiming a new life.

She appeared to him ‘insensible to all future evil’. How did it happen that two years later she’d conceive a novel about an evil that was monstrous in every sense?

Frankenstein, as all know, is about a scientist who puts together a larger-than-life man. What is his nature? What will he do? Unparented and shunned, he turns to violence and, empowered by his size, his havoc is appalling. ‘Frankenstein’ entered the language as a word for a dangerous experiment leading to loss of control. The novel has always had cult status, for its blend of horror with a universal issue. Is violence innate, or is it brought on by emotional deprivation: the impact of absent parenting and social prejudice? This is a question posed by a young woman whose situation made her enough an outsider to enter into the monster’s frame of mind. For to take off with Shelley was to put herself outside society, and in the course of their travels she witnessed the barbarism of men.

At the book’s core is the story of the monster from his estranged point of view. As with Macbeth, the author dares to grant a voice of human feeling to a killer, constructed in this case of human matter and yet visibly – terrifyingly – alien.

In the two centuries since its publication there have been innumerable variations in plays and films, but the myth of Frankenstein’s inception has held to this day. It is that Mary Godwin conceived Frankenstein suddenly, out of nowhere, in a dream induced by Shelley and Byron talking of Gothic fictions. This memory, offered by Shelley himself in the preface he wrote for the novel and expanded by Mary fifteen years later when both poets were dead, linked Frankenstein with those immortal names. In this way Mary was fixed in the shadow of the two men and the books they chose to read. But to open up the private story behind the frissons of far-off Gothic horror, we must go back to Mary’s family: to the revered but somewhat blighted figure of her father; to what was pent up when her stepsister Jane succumbed to ‘horrors’; and to Mary’s own observations and emotions on the road to Frankenstein – all that led her to shape this great work.

Mary Wollstonecraft died ten days after giving birth on 30 August 1797. The motherless child became intensely attached to her father, who was no ordinary father or widower. At the time, William Godwin was a celebrity as a political philosopher. Two generations of thinkers read his revolutionary enquiry, Political Justice, and London men whose gifts would outlast the age – Coleridge and Charles Lamb – came to 41 Skinner Street in the City, where Godwin lived surrounded by books. Their talk was part of his daughter’s education, and Mary was aware that a girl brought up by such a father to think for herself could outdo the limitations of female tuition.

Mary’s father encouraged her first book, written when she was a child taken with a popular song. Mounseer Nongtongpaw is a comic-verse story about the blunders of an insular and absurdly thick John Bull when he travels to France during the brief peace of 1802–3.* Addressing the French in English, he takes their ‘je n’entends pas’ to be information about a grandee called Nongtongpaw. Godwin published this in 1805, the year he opened his Juvenile Library on the rounded corner of Skinner Street.

Godwin fancied that Mary looked like her mother, the love of his life, and a miniature does show a similar curl at the corner of her mouth and the same deeply dented upper lip. Yet Mary looked more like her father, with the high tablet of her forehead, pale complexion and long, elegant nose. She had her father’s studiousness and taste for reading.

All the while Mary had to contend with a blow that had fallen late in 1801, when her beloved father remarried. From then on, Mary’s closeness to her father was challenged by a stepmother whose temper the child could not trust. Her dislike was visceral: ‘a woman I shudder to think of’.

Mary Jane Vial had passed herself off as a widow to account for her two fatherless children, Charles and Jane. (The name she’d assumed, Mrs Clairmont, possibly came from Clermont, a Gothic novel of 1798, one of a genre whose excesses thrilled Jane Austen’s heroine in Northanger Abbey, completed in 1799.) The dubious name and murky past of Mrs Clairmont led Godwin to marry her twice on the same day in different London churches. Conceivably, being Catholic, she wished for a Catholic ceremony, but it’s likely also that Godwin meant to secure legal cover for her varied identities. The second Mrs Godwin was already pregnant with Godwin’s child, and he acted with a sense of responsibility (as he had done when he’d married Mary Wollstonecraft, then pregnant with Mary).

‘Second Mamma’, as Godwin introduced her, was an able woman wearing green glasses, who had worked as an editor and translator. Though her experience of the book trade made her a suitable helpmeet for Godwin, she turned out to be moody – ‘the bad baby’, Charles Lamb called her. She would alarm the family by walking out on them – and then would return.

When Godwin had been a bachelor who wrote for his living, he was poor – one reason not to marry until his forties. In Wollstonecraft’s time, though troubled by money, they managed to scrape by and to be so happy together that though both had wedded reluctantly as a sop to public opinion, they were soon converted to marriage. It turned out differently with Second Mamma: all Godwin’s friends thought her inferior to his first wife. His new wife’s influence overwhelmed this highly intelligent and loyal man in that she changed his relations to people. He turned into an inveterate borrower.

Then Mary Jane’s habit of twisting the truth vented itself on Godwin’s daughters, especially the elder, Fanny, whom Godwin had adopted. Fanny was the child of Wollstonecraft’s earlier partnership with an American, Gilbert Imlay, who came from a well-to-do shipping family in Philadelphia. They knew nothing of Fanny’s existence, and Imlay’s roaming life did not admit of childcare.

Her mother’s death and replacement by Second Mamma, followed by the birth of a son, William Jr, left Fanny in a weak position, the only child amongst the five in the Godwin household with no blood tie to either parent. During the years when Godwin had been a single father, he had put into practice Wollstonecraft’s belief that domestic affections should form the basis of education. One day, when he happened to be going away from home, he asked Second Mamma to kiss her stepdaughters, but only if she wished. The afterthought suggests that she was not naturally affectionate with the two little girls who came into her charge.

For her father’s sake, Fanny tried to see Second Mamma’s good points, but the girl’s vulnerability as she grew older released a jab. Mrs Godwin took it upon herself to drive it home to Fanny that she was a burdensome extra. So it was that the frisking ‘Fannikin’, the child Wollstonecraft had adored, who had accompanied her mother on her journey to Scandinavia, who had been her mother’s comfort and slept in her arms, grew up dispirited.

Beset by the cares of business, Godwin ceded control to his wife. While Fanny tried to placate her, Mary was less inclined to yield. Where Fanny seemed to will herself to become a never-to-be-rescued Cinderella at the mercy of Second Mamma, Mary opposed their stepmother.

There was growing friction as Mary grew up. What Godwin gave out doesn’t ring true, that health was the reason to dispatch her at fourteen to Dundee, to the household of Godwin’s friend Mr Baxter, who had two daughters. It’s more likely that Mary had to get away. ‘Health’ could be a euphemism for mental health, a bent for depression both Wollstonecraft’s daughters got from their mother.

It was while Mary was in Scotland that Shelley visited the Godwins at Skinner Street. As a rebel against all forms of authority he revered Godwin’s politics. In 1810, at University College, Oxford, Shelley and his friend Hogg had published an essay on The Necessity of Atheism, and when pressed by the university authorities, they did not own up. The university had found itself compelled to expel them. Shelley’s father, Sir Timothy Shelley, had cast him off – though unable (for legal reasons) to disinherit him.

The poet was determined on reform along Godwinian lines: to recover what eighteenth-century philosophers believed to be our natural benevolence. Godwin – and Shelley – believed people needed to liberate themselves from laws and social institutions designed to keep them down. Thus Shelley’s pamphlet against religion.
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Plaster bust by Marianne Hunt, who knew Shelley well

Shelley trusted that Godwin stood by his 1793 book Political Justice – only to find that Godwin himself had changed. The bloodshed of the French Revolution had convinced him not to confront power head on; rather to convert the next generation through writing and mentoring those who sought his counsel. When Shelley came to his door in 1812, Godwin took a cool view of his rashness. He rebuked Shelley for his anger at his father, and for rushing to publish further incendiary pamphlets – in favour of Irish rebellion – without considering the consequences. He was showing off, Godwin said with his usual candour.

Shelley was delighted. Far from put out, he wanted nothing more than to take in Godwin’s moral stand. Where Shelley was heartened to find Godwin so bracing, Godwin was heartened to find in this follower a master of words who was also heir to two hundred thousand pounds, a fortune at the time.

Though Shelley came to Skinner Street as a follower of Godwin, he was just as keen to meet Fanny, the daughter whose early years had been shaped by Mary Wollstonecraft. Even before he and Fanny met, he invited her to stay for a summer with him and his young wife, Harriet, in Lynmouth on the north Devon shore. To Shelley’s surprise, Godwin would not permit this – he said that he did not know a man until he had seen him face to face.

When Shelley came to dine, Fanny was eighteen, a young woman with long brown hair and a face marked by the smallpox she’d had as a baby. Neither of her sisters figured on that occasion. Jane, aged fourteen, was at boarding school and Mary, recently turned fifteen, was around at the time but uninvolved. For once Fanny was not overshadowed, even though Godwin put Mary forward. Mary was ‘very much like her mother’, he repeated to Shelley, whose wide-awake, rather prominent blue eyes were intent on Fanny. That evening she was not the subdued, anxious-to-please young woman she had become. Shelley’s readiness to know her called out her mother’s eager eloquence and honesty, an animation Mary Wollstonecraft used to praise in the blithe child Fanny had been.

Shelley was charmed by her humane sensibility, and by Fanny’s idea – one he would make his own – that poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world. The stoop to his shoulders was balanced by the upward surge of a long, rose neck, a fount for his words. He had the blatant eccentricity of a person unafraid of his opinions, offset by alert manners. Intense and thin, with a narrow chest and shoulders, he lived on a diet of bread and nuts plucked abstractedly and none too often from his pocket. He had curly hair, washed by dunking in a bucket of cold water and left dishevelled. The back of his head was rather oddly flat.

So partial to each other were Shelley and Fanny that when Shelley made another visit to Skinner Street, Mamma saw fit to send Fanny to stay with her less than affectionate aunts, Wollstonecraft’s sisters. Had Fanny remained in place as a focus for his attention, Shelley might not have turned his susceptibilities to Wollstonecraft’s second daughter.

After a second stay in Dundee, Mary came home in March 1814, and friction with Mamma resumed. Mary would escape to her mother’s grave in St Pancras churchyard. It was her place to read and commune with the world’s lost model of womanhood.

On 5 May, Shelley turned up at Skinner Street and there was Mary. He came seven times that month, took lodgings near by, in Hatton Garden, and then, on 8 June, brought his Oxford friend Hogg, now preparing for the Bar, to meet Godwin. While the two young men waited in Godwin’s study, Shelley strode impatiently up and down, asking Hogg where Godwin could be, and then, softly, the door opened and a pale girl in tartan said in a ‘thrilling’ voice, ‘Shelley’, and Shelley exclaimed in a ‘thrilling’ voice: ‘Mary’. At once he bounded out of the study to speak to her.

The spark between them was already live in looks and gestures when, as Shelley saw it, Mary took the initiative. On 26 June 1814, with Jane as none-too-vigilant chaperone, he came with Mary to her mother’s grave, and there poured out his past.

Afterwards, Shelley told Hogg that no words could match that ‘sublime’ moment when Mary Godwin declared she was his. There was no mention of his marriage, if his report of this scene was accurate. But hints of marital unhappiness had come Mary’s way: Harriet, he intimated, no longer loved him, and the child she was carrying might not be his. Even so, for Mary to declare her feelings was boldly unconventional.

Any hesitation Shelley had was dispelled by Mary’s candour and readiness, as resolute as Juliet’s – her conviction they belonged together. Her originality was apparent in her very motions and tones of voice, blending tenderness and, for all her conviction, a need to be convinced of an equal commitment. His response to this girl, whose fine, gauzy hair, loose on her shoulders, spun as she moved her head, caught fire. Afterwards he told her,



How beautiful and calm and free, thou wert

In thy young wisdom, when the mortal chain

Of Custom thou didst burst and rend in twain …





Mary Wollstonecraft was part of this entrancement. ‘I would unite / With thy beloved name’, is how Shelley put it in a verse recalling the revolutionary daring of Mary’s parents. This sixteen-year-old is the ‘aspiring Child’ of a mother whose fame



Shines on thee, through the tempests dark and wild

Which shake these latter days; and thou canst claim

The shelter, from thy Sire, of an immortal name.





The day following Mary’s declaration seemed to Shelley his real ‘birthday’ – probably the day they threw caution away, dispensed with Jane and made love for the first time.

Jane’s presence had not been incidental. She was not only the chaperone convention required; Shelley had his eye on her too, had visited her at her boarding school and they had taken walks together. To think and act with an independent mind was central to Godwin’s teaching, and in this Jane Clairmont was formed in much the same way as Mary. Jane, too, meant to write. In fact, she preceded Mary in conceiving a story of an outcast. She had in mind a young woman whom people call an idiot because she outraged convention.

Together, Mary and Jane were agog over Shelley’s ideas. His appeal went far beyond infatuation, though that was part of it; these girls were prime disciples of Wollstonecraft, whose portrait in Godwin’s study had gazed down on them as they grew up and whose tomb was to them a sacred spot. Shelley was at one with Wollstonecraft in his keenness that women should read and learn, and his willingness to share his advantages was rare in an age when advice books warned against higher education for the weaker vessel. The poet’s eagerness and his enquiring mind burst on Mary and Jane as their chance to move beyond the domestic horizon.

Shelley at once revealed to Godwin his plan to be with Mary. His voice was high and slightly cracked. Since Godwin had rejected the institution of marriage in Political Justice, Shelley expected Mary’s father to consent.

‘He had the madness,’ Godwin exploded to a friend.

Godwin found himself in a complicated position. His outrage was in conflict with his need for a loan of over a thousand pounds that Shelley was negotiating on his behalf. Later Godwin gave out that Shelley had not conveyed his intentions until after the negotiation was finished on 6 July, but his actual response was to temporise and then exercise his not inconsiderable powers of reason to quash what he took to be Shelley’s initiative. Like many a parent of an ardent daughter, he recognised what we now call grooming. To him, it was nothing short of wicked.

Harriet Shelley, anxious about her husband’s silence, then arrived from Bath where she, her sister and child had stayed on their own while relations between Shelley and Harriet were strained. Over the previous three months or so they had not lived together, although sexual intimacy was not entirely at an end, since Harriet had conceived their second child in late March. She announced her pregnancy in July, the very month that Shelley broke the news to her that his commitment was now as a friend, not a husband.

Since this interview was stressful, he made an appeal for ‘consolation’, even as he told Harriet, ‘it is no reproach to me that you have never filled my heart with an all-sufficing passion’. His promise of continued affection and an assurance that she could find someone else urged his wife to accept the situation. Could she sympathise with Mary as one ‘suffering’ from ‘tyranny’? And would she send over some handkerchiefs and their volume of Mary Wollstonecraft’s posthumous works? It did occur to Harriet that Mary had been talking up her mother as a lure.

Pressed by two pleas, one from Harriet (by then five months pregnant), reinforced by Godwin’s reasons, Mary appeared to back down. Mrs Shelley was given to understand that Mary would do what she could to stop Shelley’s advances.

Shelley’s response was to take an overdose of laudanum – not a lethal dose. At midnight the Godwin household was roused by Shelley’s landlord; the Godwins rushed over to Hatton Garden and found Shelley already in the hands of a local doctor. Mrs Godwin nursed him all the following day.

Though physically separated, Mary and Shelley did exchange letters. At first these were smuggled out of the house by the helpful Jane, and then, when Godwin put a stop to this, further letters were delivered by the bookshop porter. There were secret meetings when Mary and Jane took their daily walk near the Charterhouse. On 25 July, Godwin wrote an appeal to Shelley. He judged the poet’s feelings as ‘caprice and momentary impulse over every impulse that is dear to the honest heart’. He thought Harriet ‘an innocent and meritorious wife’, and asked Shelley to spare ‘the fair and spotless fame of my young child’.

It was unusual for Godwin to show his feelings, but as he made this plea for Mary, his emotional temperature rose. ‘I could not believe that you wd. enter my house under the name of benefactor, to leave behind an endless poison to corrode my soul.’

Given the force of this letter and Shelley’s respect for Godwin, nothing might have come of scenes from a summer dream had not morning sickness set in. Mary was pregnant. And so the pair – accompanied by an eager but unknowing Jane – took off for France.

To put herself under the protection of a married man was, on the face of it, a disastrous move. At this stage, Mary had no way of knowing how readily Shelley could be drawn to other women or be tugged by a lovely girl in an oppressive situation. Nor was Mary likely to have been aware that Shelley’s grandfather, Sir Bysshe, had kept a separate establishment for a mistress and four children. The Shelley family retained their social position as the pink of propriety because they followed the code of the cover-up. Shelley’s extra-marital union with Mary was not in fact unconventional in terms of his family’s history; what was unconventional was his unconcern for discretion – at least at first.

Damage to the reputation of an inexperienced girl did not trouble him, as it hadn’t troubled him when he’d eloped with Harriet Westbrook, a schoolgirl who had grown up in a protective family. On that occasion, he’d been free to marry. The second time, when he eloped with Mary Godwin, he had a wife and children to consider, but the same impulsiveness was in play. He was leaving his one-year-old daughter Ianthe and an unborn baby, and he can’t have been unaware that a declared atheist who was openly an adulterer would find it difficult, if not impossible, to gain custody of his children unless he returned to his wife. Yet desertion was not the way he saw it; he built up a fancy of having Harriet join his party as an attached friend, like Jane. To ignore the issue of infidelity was common for many in his upper-class milieu. But to take on middle-class innocents like Harriet and Mary was bound to cause trouble.

As they left the house, Mary held up the chaise to do ‘something’. At the last was there some reluctance to leave home in this stealthy way, or some compunction, which she kept from Shelley? She was no careless feather-head like Lydia Bennet, skipping off with a knave to no one knew where. In Pride and Prejudice, Lydia leaves a gleeful, uncommunicative note. Mary went back to leave what we can be sure was an informative note for her father, which he found on his dressing table an hour or so later.

Godwin’s usual manner was calm, philosophic. Now a cheated father, he raged with shame. Shelley was ‘licentious’, a ‘seducer’ as well as a ‘traitor’ to his hospitality. Godwin had welcomed into his home this young revolutionary, the unlikely son of a baronet, with sufficient expectations to fund deserving projects like Godwin’s under-funded publishing house. The Juvenile Library had a superb list, including the Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare, but was always in crisis over debt. Now it would look as though Godwin had bartered his daughter to save his business. He could not forgive Mary.

Mary’s note to her father must have told him where they were going because, en route to Dover, she feared to be pursued. They had four horses so as to move faster as the temperature rose – it was unusually hot. That first day was a race to get away.

But Mary was mistaken. Her father did not come after her, and he cautioned his wife, who did pursue Jane, not to approach Shelley, who might be ‘violent’. In fact, Shelley was gentle with women, and Godwin’s idea suggests rather the unaccustomed violence of his own feelings.

Mrs Godwin caught up with the runaways at Calais. There it became plain that she was not acting for Godwin and his daughter. Her sole concern was to persuade her own daughter to come home. When Jane refused, Mrs Godwin said not another word. Shelley and Mary encountered her making her way back to the harbour; no one broke the gulf of silence. The message was clear: Mary Godwin must be shunned.

Why did Godwin not go after Mary? Why in effect did he cast her off, shutting the door on so young a girl? It was puzzling behaviour, and Mary herself found this inexplicable given the special bond between her and her father. The depth of their mutual feeling must be in some way behind Godwin’s rejection of Mary, but his private thoughts are hard to fathom. The fact remains: he meant to erase her.

The lovers moved on to Paris. It didn’t matter that they found the gardens of the Tuileries too formal and without grass. ‘We returned & were too happy to sleep,’ Shelley records on Tuesday, 2 August, in their joint Journal. The following day, when Mary read aloud from Byron’s work, it was as though the intensity of their feelings made the poems their own. It was there in Paris that Mary opened her box of private treasures, her writings and her father’s letters, for Shelley to see. ‘She rested on my bosom,’ he records, and the morning passed in ‘delightful converse’.

Along with love and heady intimacy, books were central to their union. Mary and Jane were setting out on higher education, rather like high-flyers today going off to university. It was a travelling university low on immediate funds, but, for all that, ambitious in its intellectual reach. Generations ahead of aspiring young women with no access to higher education, here were two girls, still in their teens, crossing borders, carrying books, with stories in their heads yet to be told. Though their actions cost them dear, they had exceptional luck to have two great minds to guide their reading: first Godwin, now Shelley. Her father had urged Mary to be great and good; Shelley did the same. Along with their closeness as lovers, he was absolutely with her in all her studies.

Leaving Paris at the start of their walking tour, Mary and Jane wore black silk dresses. As they made their slow way towards Switzerland, Shelley read aloud from Wollstonecraft’s autobiographical novel, Mary: A Fiction. Published in 1788, the novel coincides with the period when Mary’s mother stopped being a governess and began as a writer in London. This is when she determined on being ‘the first of a new genus’. The stated aim of the novel was to develop a character different from Richardson’s Clarissa or Rousseau’s Sophie, whose perfections ‘wander from nature’. Wollstonecraft meant to demonstrate ‘the mind of a woman who has thinking powers’: such a creature ‘may be allowed to exist as a possibility’.

As a governess who had already published her advanced ideas on girls’ education, that shadow of possibility was feeling its way onto the platform of action through the character of Mary, a survivor of setbacks who means to ‘dart into futurity’. The fictional model is consistent with Wollstonecraft’s belief that a change in woman’s character must precede her more public advance: ‘still does my panting soul push forward, and live in futurity, in the deep shades o’er which darkness hangs.’

Women, this novel laments, live by a stock of worn-out narratives, unable to reshape their lives. Its hope is for a road to open ‘by which they can pursue more extensive plans of … independence’.

At one run-down inn after another, Mary, Jane and Shelley formed a reading party. All were bent on absorbing A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and The Wrongs of Woman (Wollstonecraft’s second novel, published posthumously in 1798), as well as Mary and Godwin’s Political Justice. In putting their precepts into practice – including their rejection of marriage as a form of property – the three travellers were outdoing their elders in revolutionary purity.

They went fired with the words of Mary Wollstonecraft and her trust in reason: ‘Those who are bold enough to advance before the age they live in, and to throw off, by the force of their own minds, the prejudices which the maturing reason of the world will in time disavow, must learn to brave censure.’

Their route took them through a landscape of famine and wretchedness in the wake of Napoleon’s defeat in February of that year. Mary later remembered the heaps of white ruins that had been the town of Nogentsur-Seine. A white dust lay over the gardens. The defeated were harsh and no longer washed, their inns so filthy that sometimes the travellers could not sleep. A bed might be no more than a sheet spread over straw. At Ossey-les-Trois-Maisons, when rats, she claimed, put cold paws on her face, Jane was driven to lie on Mary’s and Shelley’s bed.

In the once-beautiful village of Saint Aubin, the Cossacks had left not a cow – there was no milk to be had. Along the road they met a man whose children the Cossacks had murdered.

‘Brutal force has hitherto governed the world,’ Mary’s mother had declared in the Rights of Woman. ‘Man accustomed to bow down to power in his savage state, can seldom divest himself of this barbarous prejudice.’ Her daughter echoes ‘barbarous’: ‘Nothing could be more entire than the ruin which these barbarians had spread as they advanced,’ Mary observes, ‘perhaps they remembered Moscow and the destruction of Russian Villages [during Napoleon’s attack on Russia in 1812]; but we were now in France, and the distress of the inhabitants, whose houses had been burnt … has given a sting to my detestation of war, which none can feel who have not travelled through a country pillaged and wasted by this plague, which, in his pride, man inflicts upon his fellow.’

Though Mary had started out sure that love could conquer evil, she was forced to look upon this scene. She discerned how the crimes done to civilians are prompted by twisted self-pity, justifying the murder of innocents as revenge.

Water for washing was in short supply all along their way through France. There were no basins to be had and often they were able to wash only face and hands at a village pump. As they approached Pontarlier near the border, Shelley offered Mary a chance to bathe in the shallow water of a roadside stream. Mary’s excuse was that she had no towel, so Shelley offered to bring some leaves to dry herself. The offer was quietly declined. It’s the alert Jane who sets down this scene in her journal.

Mary says nothing of Godwin in the journal she kept with Shelley, but this need not mean that her father was not on her mind. Her dependence on Shelley would have made it impossible to jar him with regret for her father. Approaching her seventeenth birthday, 30 August, Mary was a pregnant runaway without support. Shelley did not intend to earn a living. For all his egalitarian ethos, he retained the mind-set of entitlement. His idea of an income was to wring an allowance from his father and to borrow (at a ruinous percentage) on the strength of his future inheritance.

One night at Pontarlier Mary remarked that men are always the source of a thousand difficulties, and tried to laugh with Shelley about their unreliable coachman.

Shelley asked her why she suddenly looked sad.

‘I was thinking of my father, and wondering what he is now feeling.’

‘Do you mean that as a reproach to me?’

‘Oh! No!’ she brushed this off. ‘Don’t let us think more about it.’

It occurred to Jane how much Mary loved her father. Again it’s Jane who set down what Mary does not record. A carapace contained her rebellions, warmth, desire and loyalty (and in this she was similar to her father, keeping her in sympathy with him, even as he withdrew). Proud and sensitive, she was not one to put herself forward unless cherished and supported. This reticence was reinforced by deliberate discretion in view of the two indiscreet men in her life. Her father’s memoir of her mother, including her attachment to Gilbert Imlay, had opened the way to vilification – Mary recoiled from ‘the vulgar abuse of the inimical press’. But she was following her mother’s example now, with this ‘spirit of the elements taking earthy dress’, a superhuman (as she saw him) selecting her as his mate, a fate that placed her as one apart from the laws that govern ordinary mortals in a way the ordinary must find questionable.

At Troyes, a medieval town about halfway along their route, Shelley had written to Harriet, inviting her to join his wandering party. To his disappointment, no reply awaited their arrival at Neuchâtel across the Swiss border.

Mary had need of a cool head in the face of all she had to undertake, not only to measure up to what was elevating in Shelley (his poetry and classical education), but also mundane things: morning sickness at the outset; bed bugs in filthy inns; their blunders in buying an ass, then a mule on its last legs; Shelley’s disappointment when Harriet did not join his party; their mistake in committing themselves to rooms in an ugly, comfortless house in Brunnen; and, not least, their shortage of money, which forced them to turn back.

One more trial came on 27 August, after they departed from Brunnen for the town of Lucerne. Jane was shocked by reading King Lear, with its howling voice of an outcast betrayed by kin, and then, by way of diversion, she dipped into Richard III, the killer of kin. That night she had the first fit of what Mary called Jane’s ‘horrors’.

Jane’s horrors were not helped by their mode of travel. The cheapest was to go north by water, so they made their way towards the Rhine. Their boat-mates at Mellingen, in northern Switzerland, filled Mary with disgust. These men were slimy, ‘uncleansable animals’, ‘loathsome creepers’. It was like looking into a heart of darkness. On this riverboat moving up the Reuss to meet their main route along the Rhine, Mary was forced to counter Godwin’s trust in man’s gradual progress towards enlightenment. She could entertain no consoling hope. ‘’Twere easier,’ she wrote, ‘for god to make entirely new men than attempt to purify such monsters as these.’

Stage by stage, from Basel, along the widening Rhine, past craggy cliffs crowned by desolate towers, past Strasbourg and Mainz to Cologne, and from there by coach, they came at length to the Dutch coast. Their road now wound between canals full of enormous frogs. By the time they arrived at Marsluys (Maassluis), near Rotterdam, they were down to their last twenty écus of the ninety pounds they had. Waiting out a storm, they had to plead a passage across the Channel. The Dutch captains would not put to sea in so wild a wind; only an English captain called Ellis was willing to try. The cost was three pounds each. All they could offer were hopes that when they reached London they would pressure Shelley’s put-upon financial manager Hookham or, as a last resort, the disaffected Harriet, to cough up.

It was during their two-day wait in Marsluys that Jane and Mary turned from writing journals to stories. Jane had long had her plot in mind, born of Wollstonecraft and Rousseau’s Emile (his liberating book on education, an influence through Wollstonecraft and Godwin on Jane’s own upbringing). She resisted, as Wollstonecraft had done, Rousseau’s portrait of a woman as a coquette with no truth in her: ‘It is indeed partial to judge the whole sex by the conduct of one whose very education tended to fit her more for a Seraglio than the friend & equal of Man.’ Here is Jane’s entry in her Journal for the following day, Saturday 10 September:



Write a story – … Write all day – After tea write the fragment of my Ideot – This has been for years a favorite plan of mine – To develop the Workings & Improvements of a Mind which by Common People was deemed the mind of an Ideot because it conformed not to their vulgar & prejudiced views.





Mary’s story was ‘Hate’. The title is all we know, and that to read it filled Shelley with pleasure. If we want to speculate about the content, we might recall that ‘hate’ is what Mary felt for her stepmother. Did she have a sense of foreboding at the prospect before her: London, the home city she had meant to leave, the stepmother who made her shudder and the father who had turned his face away?

Back in London, Mary and Jane had to wait for two hours in a carriage while Shelley persuaded his wife (now living with her well-off parents in Chapel Street) to pay for their passage. It was a delicate negotiation because Harriet, seven months pregnant, hoped at first that her husband would come back to her. Somehow Shelley convinced her to trust him to arrange everything for the best. Shelley’s group found lodgings at 56 Margaret Street, Cavendish Square, within reach of Mary’s father who, not content with ignoring his daughter, forbade her sister Fanny to visit. In Godwin’s view, Fanny’s reputation might be tainted by contact.

All the same, Mary Godwin continued to inhabit her father’s intellectual space. On 20 September she began to read Political Justice and then, seated at her mother’s tomb, she read her father’s 1809 essay on sepulchres. If she craved her father’s care, she exercised a tight-lipped control. The irony with which she spoke of ‘the good people of Skinner Street’ is the only bitterness she permits herself.

She now had no friends apart from Shelley’s circle; none of her own sex, apart from Jane. It’s thought that in France she had written to Isabel Baxter, with whom she’d lived in Dundee, but Isabel now shunned her, perhaps unwillingly, on the say-so of her new husband, Mr Booth. Isabel and her sister Christy posted what Mary called a ‘very impertinent’ letter to Fanny. Christy, who had once lived in Skinner Street as Mary’s friend, professed friendship, but Mary observed, ‘we see how much worth it is’.

Mary’s solution was to build a defensive bulwark made of books. The Journal turns at this stage into a record of reading. Mary had an urge for classical learning, which would reappear in Mary Ann Evans (before she became George Eliot) and Virginia Stephen (before she became Virginia Woolf), mopping up Greek in her back room in her father’s Kensington house. For them, Greek epitomised the education closed to women. Though bullying at Eton had made the school a ‘little hell’, Shelley had emerged with a love of Homer and the Greek dramatists. With his help, Mary began to have Greek lessons soon after their return to London.

Later that September, Mary and Shelley stopped at a bookseller’s in Holborn and bought a guinea’s worth of books. That day her journal records reading her father’s Political Justice as ‘a letter’ from him, a substitute for the letters he never sent. When she finished this, she turned to her father’s first and best-known novel, Caleb Williams.

She read night and day. The worse her situation socially or emotionally, the more completely she aligned herself with the greatest minds. To turn to books was her way of restoring or renewing herself. Call it self-education, or call it the resource of women with no access to institutions of learning. Mary Godwin, the Brontës, George Eliot, Olive Schreiner, Virginia Woolf – all were on the margin or outside society in one way or another, and all were readers. Books were their companions across time, seeding a new kind of woman. And their freedom from contact made reading and writing more sustained than for other middle-class women caught up in social duties.

In her pursuit of reading as self-making, Mary Godwin followed what her mother had urged. In Wollstonecraft’s Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, the daughter becomes a reader from her earliest years. She is destined to displace the old breed of obedience and passive dependence, ‘designed to hunt every spark of nature out of [women’s] composition’.

Shelley, meanwhile, was dashing about trying to raise loans. During October and November he had to dodge arrest for debt; it was safe to return to a settled address only on Sundays. Frenetic though these efforts were, Shelley knew that ample money would be his eventually. Nothing could deprive him of his position as heir to his father’s wealth. It gave him the confidence to do as he liked.

One night – it was a Friday, 7 October – Mary went to bed early and their guest, the author Thomas Love Peacock, took himself off after dinner. When Jane and Shelley were alone, Jane broached her idea of a ‘subterraneous community of women’. It can’t be a coincidence that, the night before, Jane had read Wollstonecraft’s letters.

Shelley switched the subject to Jane’s weakness: her imaginary fears. ‘Is it not horrible to feel the silence of the night tingling in one’s ears?’ he prodded. The way he sets down this scene in his and Mary’s journal, he behaved like an enquiring scientist as he repeated his question to the increasingly uneasy Jane.

One o’clock struck. Shelley called it ‘the witching time’. At two, as they finally said goodnight, Shelley bent towards Jane, his hand on the table. At that moment he could not repress a sense of his power.

‘How horribly you look,’ Jane cried, ‘take your look off!’

Her room felt unsafe. A pillow left under her bed now sat on a chair and the conviction seized her that she’d lost control of her surroundings. Terrified, she rushed back to Shelley. In an intent, almost clinical way, as though this were an experiment, he inspected Jane’s ‘distorted’ appearance, and next day he records his observations: the ‘deadly hue’ of her lips and cheeks; a face beaming ‘with a whiteness almost like light’; her ears prominent and erect; her wide, staring eyeballs, with lids retracted to nothing, as though they’d been ‘newly inserted into the sockets of a lifeless head’; and the skin of her face wrinkled all over.

Shelley chose this moment to break it to Jane that Mary was pregnant. At this, Jane shrieked and writhed on the floor. Shelley was forced to wake Mary and bring her to Jane. Only Mary’s presence calmed her.

Shelley laid it on so thick that Jane protested it was not what she’d felt, and what she did feel we can’t know beyond Shelley’s willingness to exercise power over her mind.

Apart from this scene in Shelley’s hand, the Journal looks away from Jane’s ‘horrors’ – Mary’s word is thrown off evenly. Next day, while he talked to Jane, Mary took up The Wrongs of Woman. It may mean nothing beyond the fact that Mary was always re-reading her mother, but it does bring back Mary’s let-slip remark (when Shelley had invited Harriet to join them) on men as the source of trouble.

The set-up was volatile because Shelley meant to act out his dreams – often acts of rescue. He fantasised converting and liberating ‘two heiresses’ – his sisters Hellen and Elizabeth – to join his party on a prospective expedition to the West of Ireland to further his determination to change society. At the dangerous edge of this mission, he cultivated Godwin’s theory that no man owned a woman, and encouraged Mary, now heavily pregnant, to sleep with Hogg. Once again Mary was tactful. She patted Hogg with civil excuses in the wings of flirtation. This hadn’t occurred to her, she told him. She wasn’t ready as yet.

As the virgin-companion in this group, Jane’s alarms were valid. She had put herself under the protection of a man who believed in free love, who had attached her as necessary to him and who blocked her defection into her own radical dream for changing the world: a community of women as a political underground.

The Godwins took the view that Jane was tainted by her association with Shelley, but retrievable if she might be persuaded to leave him and put herself under parental protection. Her mother came, together with Fanny, to Margaret Street and stood outside her window. Since Godwin had forbidden contact, they could only stand there making a mute plea.

Jane was always proud of growing up in the philosopher’s home. It did weigh with her that he judged her to be in the wrong. She wrote to Godwin, who promptly ordered her to return home. Jane hesitated. Her ‘horrors’ now came on more strongly. Was she waking up to her mother’s words at Calais, the threat of becoming a lifelong outcast, as irretrievable as Mary? Having borne Jane out of wedlock, Mrs Godwin was well placed to warn against putting yourself in a man’s power. Jane had chosen to follow Mary’s lead, but was shaken by what the pair had kept from her: Mary’s pregnancy, which made her more dependent than Jane had imagined.

In November, Fanny was dispatched to fetch Jane with a ruse that her mother was dying. ‘Fanny will not see me,’ Mary reports in the Journal. ‘Hear everything she says however … Papa tells Fanny if she sees me he will never speak to her again – a blessed degree of liberty this.’

Jane went home to Skinner Street on 13 November. What happened there is not known, only that Mrs Godwin did not die, and on the third day Jane returned to Shelley. Mary describes herself as ‘very ill’ for the following three days, while Jane went ‘hopping about the town’ with Shelley. Hopping. The word registers the renewal of Jane’s claim, animating Shelley’s quicksilver moves. From November 1814, the month that decided her unconventional future, Jane began to try out variations on her first name, Clara: Clary, Clare – and finally settled on Claire Clairmont. The old Jane was all but finished.

That month, Mary’s pregnancy would have begun to show. There was no plan to hide herself: she was visibly bearing an illegitimate child in her home city while her partner, still unable to pay his debts, was on the run, dodging prison. He slept in various hideouts, mainly at Peacock’s house, which meant that Mary and her step-sister were left alone. Mary felt or allowed herself no regret for her situation. Her refuge from public opinion was the life she shared with Shelley. Separation heightened their passion during a brief meeting. Afterwards, on 2 November, when Shelley looked back on a few sweet moments together, he wrote to Mary: ‘There is eternity in these moments – they contain the true elixir of immortal life.’ He felt that each became wiser as letters flew between them declaring a surpassing love, with Shelley playing out the Romeo and Juliet drama of divided lovers: ‘oh that I could “fright the steeds of lazy paced time”’.

From the end of October and into November it had, in truth, been a desperate time because Shelley could lay hands on no money, and was driven to beg from his increasingly estranged wife. As Harriet fearfully approached the birth of their child, recalling the pain of the first, Shelley reassured her that a second should be better, though he does not involve himself in any way as the father. There is no thought of the child to come. Harriet’s father was angry enough to contemplate legal action. This called out a bitter reproach from Shelley. It was shameful of Harriet to permit such talk.

If Mary thought of Harriet, she was too cautious to comment on paper beyond one distant word: Harriet was ‘odd’. Mary never misses a beat in her passionate staunchness and demonstrative love. She was enthralled to Shelley: ‘Mary’s many embraces and the brightness of her eyes give me a sweet thought as I reflect on them.’ These private words in their Journal are set down in Greek, his way of combining love with their love of learning.

His genius, she said, ‘far transcending mine, awakened & guided my thoughts’. She always deferred to his gift, and yet in his view she surpassed him in originality. Mary understood how rare it was to find this reciprocity – it spurred her ready mind. In the evenings, when their lives were settled, Shelley often read aloud: it might be ‘The Ancient Mariner’ or extracts from Godwin and Wollstonecraft. It’s as though Shelley, Mary and Claire made a home in these works, and no contrary purpose in the runaway party, no amount of sexual passion, and no degree of cold-shouldering from Godwin could dislodge these mental returns to him.

Mary Godwin’s attachment to her father suggests that Frankenstein’s emotional core – the Creature’s anguish over his maker’s rejection – preceded his forbidding appearance (as Mary would later recount it) in a waking dream.

In December 1814, when she was six months pregnant, Mary went to a lecture by André-Jacques Garnerin, a French physicist famous for daring jumps with the parachute he’d constructed. A fashionable London audience of gentry and nobility heard about experiments in electricity and gases. This too would be vital to Frankenstein: the arch-experimenter who will use the discovery of electricity to jolt his artificially constructed Creature to life.

Where, ironically, Mary’s situation liberated her to move forward intellectually and in self-contained strength, Fanny was constricted, almost as though Mamma made her pay for her sisters’ escape. One evening Mamma did not allow Fanny, aged twenty-one, to come down to dinner, as punishment for receiving a lock of Mary’s hair. Mary records this on 17 December, adding ‘Fanny of course behaves slavishly’. There was no escape for poor Fanny. Loving both Godwin and her sister, she was tugged between opposed camps. And she didn’t have a lover to soften the pain.

Shelley’s grandfather died in January 1815. Sir Bysshe had been an American, a kind of Gatsby.* In Newark, New Jersey where he was born, he had been nobody. Then he’d travelled to England, amassed a fortune (by marrying – successively – two heiresses), inherited Field Place and other Sussex lands, built a family seat, Castle Goring, and was made a baronet in 1806 while his grandson was at school. Shaking off a warning from the family lawyer to stay away, Shelley took himself to Field Place, where his father preferred to live. Sir Timothy Shelley, now come into his inheritance, forbade his son to enter the house, but Shelley did not leave. He sat outside, defiantly reading Comus,† whose main character is a profligate.

But sometimes his outcast condition did disturb him, and he fancied that his father and uncle were in pursuit, in league with creditors who meant to imprison him. Whether this was true or not, Shelley’s debts were resolved when his father gave him an annual income of one thousand pounds. He was then able to settle two hundred pounds a year on Harriet and give Godwin – who still refused contact – a further thousand pounds.

Mary had lived closely with Shelley’s fear of pursuit, and this, together with paternal rejection, night horrors and experiments in electricity, was a crucial ingredient for Frankenstein. As early as the start of 1815, a year and a half before Mary conceived her tale, all were active in her imagination.

On 22 February 1815, Mary went into labour. She was attended by a Dr Clarke, very likely the eminent Dr Clarke who had been called in when her mother was dying of puerperal fever
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