

CHAPTER 1

Darkness

Morn came and went – and

came, and brought no day . . .

Lord Byron, ‘Darkness’ (1816)

The end of the world was scheduled for 18 July 1816, at least according to an anonymous astronomer from Bologna who claimed that the Sun was dying. In mocking the man it later called the ‘mad Italian prophet’, The Times of London unwittingly became his chief promoter. ‘We mentioned this prophecy only to show the absurdity of it,’ the paper protested on 13 July, ‘but instead of this old women have taken the alarm: the premonition is now a general subject of conversation.’

During what became known as ‘the year without a summer’, the weather was conducive to an apocalyptic frame of mind. Europe had slouched out of a punishingly cold, wet spring into an even worse summer. Rivers and lakes burst their banks; newly planted crops drowned; churches teemed with parishioners praying for an end to the rain. Bad weather, like war, can be a great unifier. Across the breadth of England, it was a national preoccupation. In Chawton, Hampshire, an ailing Jane Austen worked on her sixth novel, Persuasion, as the rain battered the window panes. ‘It is really too bad, & has been for a long time,’ she wrote to her nephew, ‘much worse than anybody can bear, & I begin to think it will never be fine again.’ In north London, Samuel Taylor Coleridge bemoaned the impossibility of exercise due to ‘this end of the World Weather’. During a sketching tour of Yorkshire, J. M. W. Turner complained to a friend that he had been forced to postpone a trip to Italy: ‘Rain, Rain, Rain, day after day. Italy deluged, Switzerland a wash-pot, Neufchatel, Bienne and Morat Lakes all in one.’ In all of Europe, Switzerland caught the worst. Lake Geneva, rain-swollen, rose by almost two metres, making parts of the city navigable only by boat and inundating surrounding farmland so that the lake’s surface was dotted with tree trunks and the bloated bodies of drowned livestock. On the shores of the lake was the village of Cologny; on the upper slopes of that village stood an eighteenth-century mansion called Villa Diodati. Its tenant that summer was Lord Byron.

The twenty-eight-year-old peer was England’s most outrageous celebrity. As notorious for his libido as he was celebrated for his epic poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Byron had been driven abroad by the bitter breakdown of his marriage and scandalous rumours of an affair with his half-sister. He fled the country in April in extravagant fashion, travelling to Switzerland along with his personal physician John Polidori, a temperamental young man with envious literary ambitions, in a replica of Napoleon’s carriage, and visiting the battlefield of Waterloo en route. Some joked that there were more English people in Switzerland that summer than there were Swiss, and Byron arrived to find some of the very same people that he had left England to avoid. ‘Gossips made my stay a nightmare,’ he later griped.

One of those English visitors was eighteen-year-old Claire Clairmont: a ‘foolish girl,’ Byron summarized, who had ‘scrambled eight hundred miles to unphilosophize me’. Secretly pregnant with his child after a lightning fling in London, Clairmont was travelling with her formidably intelligent stepsister Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, also eighteen; Mary’s unworldly, idealistic lover Percy Bysshe Shelley, twenty-three; and their baby son William. Mary was the precociously brilliant offspring of two of the great thinkers of the time, William Godwin and the late Mary Wollstonecraft, but she had already forged her own path by eloping with the married Percy two years earlier, enraging both her father and his. Plagued by debt, they too were seeking refuge from a hostile England. Eager to rekindle her affair with Byron, Clairmont orchestrated a meeting between him and the Shelleys in May, thus facilitating one of the most productive, and complicated, friendships in the history of literature.* ‘Lord Byron is an exceedingly interesting person,’ Shelley wrote to his friend Thomas Love Peacock, ‘& as such, is it not to be regretted that he is a slave to the vilest & most vulgar prejudices, & as mad as the winds?’

The Shelleys rented Maison Chapuis, a small house separated from Villa Diodati by a sloping vineyard, and Byron moved into the villa a few days later. They spent most of their evenings at Diodati when the weather made it impossible to sail on the lake or stroll beside it. ‘An almost perpetual rain confines us principally to the house,’ Mary wrote in a letter on 1 June. The thunderstorms were like nothing she had ever seen: ‘The lake was lit up, the pines on Jura made visible, and all the scene illuminated for an instant, when a pitchy blackness succeeded, and the thunder came in frightful bursts over our heads amid the darkness.’

Stuck in Diodati on one particularly wretched night in the middle of June, the group passed the time by discussing science and philosophy and reading German ghost stories in the grand salon, with its roaring fire and balcony overlooking the lake. ‘We will each write a ghost story,’ Byron declared. He dropped his own supernatural experiment after a few pages, leaving Polidori to pick it up and eventually turn it into The Vampyre, which transformed the bloodsucker of European folklore into an archetype that was aristocratic, seductive, restless, Byronic. But Byron did complete a poem called ‘Darkness’, a radically godless vision of the end of the world. Mary, an as yet unpublished writer, took the challenge more seriously. Inspired by a dream, she began concocting a tale of ‘a pale student of unhallowed arts’ from Geneva who uses electricity to create a ‘hideous phantasm of a man’ from pieces of the dead: Frankenstein.

In addition to the rain, there appeared to be something wrong with the Sun. For several hours a day, a dark patch was visible on the Sun’s surface, which many observers assumed was the cause of the disastrous weather. ‘Many . . . dreamt of spots noticed in the sun, which impede its beneficial powers forever, thus heralding the chilling and sinking of the earth,’ wrote Joseph von Hazzi, a Bavarian official. ‘Others even saw a stripe resembling a scythe as proof that this scythe would soon cut down and destroy the human race like blades of grass. Prophets rose up on all sides to proclaim that the end of the world was nigh.’ A Neapolitan priest called Cavillo set the final day for 27 June. It was to rain fire for four hours ‘and those who escaped the fire were to be devoured by serpents’. A French newspaper attempted to counter this ‘superstitious anxiety excited at present among the vulgar’ with an insistence that such spots were perfectly normal. ‘Generally speaking, the physical state of our little world is more stable and steady than its moral state,’ it huffed. The satirist William Hone parodied the wild theories in his poem ‘Napoleon and the Spots on the Sun, or The Regent’s Waltz’, which proposed that Napoleon had avenged his defeat at Waterloo the previous year by invading the Sun.

Still, divinations continued to trigger outbreaks of end-times hysteria across Europe. The trumpeters of a cavalry regiment unwittingly caused a commotion one stormy night in Ghent, Belgium, when a large number of residents mistook the noise for the seventh and final trumpet in Revelation and poured into the streets, falling to their knees with ‘cries, groans, tears [and] lamentations’. A girl in Bath, England, woke her fretful aunt with the cry, ‘Aunt, Aunt, the World’s at an end!’ and shocked her into a coma. An eminent Parisian woman passed away ‘in consequence of the terror she experienced from the prediction of the end of the world’. The Austrian imperial authorities had to dispatch troops to suppress unrest in several towns. ‘We know not whether the Italian mountebanks, who in the course of their erratic lectures circulated this report, had not some deeper view than merely exciting a momentary tumult,’ frowned The Times.

What nobody knew – neither the poets nor the journalists nor the scientists, and certainly not the prophets – was why any of this was happening.

The volcano Mount Tambora lies on the Sanggar peninsula on the island of Sumbawa in the Flores Sea, to the east of Java. It had long been presumed extinct but the islanders had noticed an ominous cloud over the summit and a rumbling in the earth preceding the evening of 5 April 1815, when the mountain suddenly began firing clouds of volcanic ash 30 kilometres into the sky. For the next few days, the Sun was dimmed by a humid fog and a soft rain of black ash fell on the surrounding islands. Five days later, Tambora erupted with a force one hundred times greater than that of Vesuvius in AD 79. It remains the largest volcanic eruption in recorded history, outdoing that of the more famous Krakatoa in 1883. One-third of the mountain was obliterated, shooting columns of burning lava high into the sky and raining down molten rock. In eyewitness reports collected by Thomas Stamford Raffles, the lieutenant-governor of the Dutch East Indies, the rajah of Sanggar attested that ‘the whole mountain . . . appeared like a body of liquid fire’ until it was blacked out by a rapidly expanding mushroom cloud of ash, 40 kilometres high.

Natural disasters can feel like apocalypses for those who are unlucky enough to be at their heart. In 1893, Camille Flammarion invited his readers to ‘imagine the state of mind of the inhabitants of Herculaneum and Pompeii when the eruption of Vesuvius buried them in showers of ashes! Was not this for them the end of the world? And more recently, were not those who witnessed the eruption of Krakatoa of the same opinion?’ Tambora immediately spelled the end for around ten thousand of its immediate neighbours. To the volcano’s west, the villages of Tomboro and Pekáté were incinerated by pyroclastic flows of molten rock and burning gas. To the east, volcanic matter poured into the sea, triggering new explosions and shrouding the Sanggar peninsula in a hellish microclimate of steam and ash. As described by Lieutenant Owen Phillips, a naval officer sent by Raffles to deliver emergency supplies of rice and collect testimonies, ‘A violent whirlwind ensued . . . tearing up by the roots the largest trees and carrying them into the air, together with men, horses, cattle, and whatever else came within its influence.’ Hard on its heels, a tsunami flooded the lowlands. Birds were struck from the sky and dead fish belched up by the boiling sea. Over the following weeks, tens of thousands of Sumbawans perished from drinking contaminated water, eating poisoned food or inhaling ash, while a similar number fled to neighbouring islands, unable to scratch out a living from levelled forests and flooded rice fields. To this day, Sumbawans call it ‘the time of the ash rain’.

The eruption could be heard as far as 2,600 kilometres away in Sumatra and Borneo. Within a 500-kilometre radius of Tambora, the detonations caused houses to shake as ash smothered the ground, 20 centimetres thick, and blotted out the Sun until noon on 12 April. The commander of the Benares, an East India Company ship north of Makassar, recorded that the darkness was ‘so profound throughout the remainder of the day, that I never saw anything to equal it in the darkest night’. The volcano projected tens of millions of tonnes of sulphur dioxide into the stratosphere, where it mingled with hydroxide gas to create 100 million tonnes of sulphuric acid. Too high to form rainclouds, the acid droplets coalesced into an aerosol cloud which steadily encircled the world, plunging it into three years of climate change.

During the cool, rainy summer following the Battle of Waterloo, Europe experienced spectacular sunsets, blazing red, orange and purple. Come winter, dust-tainted snow was the colour of brick in Italy and flesh in Hungary. By the spring of 1816, Tambora was wreaking climatic havoc on both sides of the North Atlantic as the global average temperature fell by around 0.7 degrees Celsius. It was the inhabitants of New England, where Boston went from heatwave to snowfall inside of three days in June, who coined the phrase ‘the year without a summer’ and the more demotic ‘Eighteen Hundred and Froze to Death’. As for the face of the Sun, that, too, was a side effect of Tambora. Although 1816 fell in the middle of a forty-year period of unusually low sunspot activity called the Dalton Minimum, the sulphur dioxide in the air scattered sunlight and created a haze which made sunspots visible for several hours a day, even without eye protection.

Not until 1913 did the meteorologist William Jackson Humphreys suggest a connection between Tambora and the year without a summer, and the process was not understood in detail until the 1980s. Few people in Europe in 1816 knew that Mount Tambora even existed (The Times had mentioned the ‘Tomboro’ eruption just once) and those who did could not have imagined that a distant volcano could cause the rain to fall, the sky to dim and the harvests to fail. In the absence of scientific explanations, fear and superstition filled the void. Why would a significant number of people not have been persuaded that the world was coming to an end?

Wary of the potential of doomsday sects to inspire unrest, the authorities quickly detained any soothsayer who opened his mouth, including the astronomer from Bologna. A seer in the Oise region of France, The Times drily noted, ‘did not, however, foresee what almost immediately took place – his own arrest and confinement’. The press covered prophecies with a mixture of amusement, exasperation and contempt, diagnosing the panic as a disease of the lower orders. The London Chronicle scorned those who believed in such ‘outrageous fooleries’: ‘The multitude are more ignorant and credulous than in the most barbarous times.’ But The Examiner did at least wonder why such wild claims were proving so popular, suggesting that doomsday fever was ‘not unconnected with political circumstances, and the naturally wondering spirit to which the events of the time have given rise’ – an analysis that could apply to every apocalyptic panic before or since.

The context was febrile. Europe was slowly recovering from the Napoleonic Wars, struggling to accommodate the transition to a peacetime economy and the mass unemployment caused by demobilization. For farmers, trying to replant fields that had been pillaged by Napoleon’s armies, endless rain meant drowned crops. This, in turn led to rocketing bread prices, food riots and what would prove to be Europe’s worst famine of the century. In Paris, a pamphlet called Détails sur la fin du monde sold briskly prior to 18 July. The Paris correspondent of The British Lady’s Magazine suggested that anxiety was more widespread than sensible people would care to admit: ‘Alarm and consternation pervade all ranks; even those who affect to laugh at the prediction evidently feel its influence . . . all await the event with patient horror, though ashamed of openly avowing it . . . they are afraid of being laughed at if the event does not come to pass.’ Of course, it did not come to pass. On ‘the day the world was to be at an end’, as Byron’s friend John Cam Hobhouse sardonically registered it in his diary, the rain actually stopped and gifted England a rare sunny afternoon. Still, there was palpable unease in the streets. Future US president John Quincy Adams, then his country’s ambassador to London, noted that the ‘churches and chapels have been unusually crowded.’

In Cologny that month, the temperature was four degrees lower than usual. Byron later claimed to have written ‘Darkness’ on ‘a celebrated dark day, on which the fowls went to roost at noon, and the candles were lighted as at midnight’, yet there are no other reports of this remarkable phenomenon. While it is tempting to believe that secular fiction about the end of the world was a direct response to the disorienting experience of temporary climate change, it is more than possible that Byron was using a fanciful exaggeration to justify his impulse to compose something extraordinarily new: a vision of the end which did not include God.

Consider the trembling world in which Byron and the Shelleys had grown up. The eighteenth century had been an education in the end of things. The excavations of Herculaneum and Pompeii, beginning in 1738 and 1748 respectively, bred a popular fascination with the ruins of great civilizations. The Germans called this Ruinenlust. ‘We see . . . that Empires, however firmly founded, and that cities, however embellished, are like man, subject to mortality, and liable to dissolution,’ reflected the translator of the first book about the excavations. ‘This thought naturally humbles the mind in the dust, and we learn to know our own insignificance, the vanity of our pretensions, and the futility of all earthly glories.’ The affluent English who embarked on the Grand Tour of Europe were particularly entranced by the remnants of the Roman Empire while the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, which destroyed 85 per cent of the city, brought the reality of catastrophe to Enlightenment Europe. The wreckage of what the historian Mike Davis has called ‘the Hiroshima of the Age of Reason’ became a new template for the final days. ‘Thou also perish,’ the English clergyman George Hoare told his congregation. ‘Behold me smoking! Remember and REPENT. This is the short but very full sermon that Lisbon in ruins preaches to London in sin.’

Largely on account of the French Revolution, the 1790s was the first time that the end of a century had been widely associated with turbulence, transformation and relentless acceleration, which is to say apocalypse. ‘Old things seemed passing away, and nothing was dreamt of but the regeneration of the human race,’ recalled the radical poet Robert Southey. In Britain, the industrial revolution was in full swing and the population was booming, leading Thomas Malthus to write his infamously gloomy Essay on the Principle of Population. Despite England’s general suspicion of apocalyptic prophets, two influential figures arose in London: Joanna Southcott, who sold paper ‘seals’ purporting to guarantee purchasers a seat among the 144,000 elect, and Richard Brothers, self-proclaimed ‘Prince of the Hebrews’, who warned that the city would fall like Babylon on 4 June 1795. Joseph Priestley, the chemist who discovered oxygen, believed that the revolutions in France and America heralded the Millennium. ‘The present moment teems with these anticipations of futurity, beyond the example of every former period,’ one Calvinist complained in 1796.

Science, meanwhile, was posing multiple challenges to religion. A century earlier, scholars had agonized over how to align science with scripture. In The Sacred Theory of the Earth, published in two parts during the 1680s, the theologian Thomas Burnet had described the planet he inhabited as the ‘hideous ruin’ that the Deluge had left behind. At the same time as he was revolutionizing our understanding of the universe, Isaac Newton was also a fiend for Revelation. ‘I seem to gather that God is opening these mysteries,’ he wrote. ‘The last age is now approaching.’ Newton worked on his exegesis for more than fifty years, regularly coming up with new dates for the Millennium, but kept it secret outside of a small circle of fellow enthusiasts to avoid controversy, so his Observations Upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of St. John was published only after his death in 1727. The French satirist Voltaire quipped that Newton squandered all that time on Revelation ‘to console mankind for the great superiority he had over them in other respects’.

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, however, the French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and the Scottish geologist James Hutton independently proposed that Earth was much older than the Biblical span of six thousand years (the current estimate is 4.55 billion) and set scripture aside. ‘We find no vestige of a beginning, – no prospect of an end,’ Hutton wrote in 1788. Then came the notion that entire species had risen and fallen in that abyss of time. The astronomer Edmond Halley, Isaac Newton’s contemporary, had speculated on extinction a century earlier, but many people still found it hard to believe. Pondering the discovery of giant, elephantine bones in the Ohio River valley, the US Founding Father and fossil-collector Thomas Jefferson refused to accept that such magnificent beasts were not still out there somewhere, roaming the wilds of America. ‘Such is the economy of nature,’ he wrote in 1781, ‘that no instance can be produced of her having permitted any one race of her animals to become extinct.’ Georges Cuvier, a brilliant young teacher at the Museum of Natural History in Paris, was convinced that Jefferson was wrong. In a 1796 lecture, he claimed that the creature was not a kind of elephant at all but belonged to a species that had vanished off the face of the earth. He began building a collection of fossils and giving them names: the beast of Ohio was (in English) a mastodon; a flying reptile whose remains were discovered in Bavaria was a pterodactyl. ‘But what was this primitive earth?’ he asked. ‘And what revolution was able to wipe it out?’

Cuvier claimed that the creatures he had studied had been eradicated by ‘some kind of catastrophe’. As he discovered more fossils, he became convinced that there had been more than one mass extinction and proposed a theory of cyclical destruction. Cuvier argued that fossilized evidence of different species in different strata indicated that the planet had experienced a series of violent upheavals, each revolution exterminating the dominant species and making way for the next. ‘Life on earth has often been disturbed by terrible events,’ he wrote. ‘Living organisms without number have been the victims of these catastrophes.’ His theory of ‘catastrophism’ popularized the concept of extinction and raised the prospect of more to come. From the Greek word for overturning, and originally applied to the denouement of a tragedy, a catastrophe is far grander than a disaster: it upends the world. The French novelist Honoré de Balzac later called Cuvier ‘the greatest poet of our century’, whose history of catastrophe was ‘a sort of retrograde Apocalypse’.

It was an era when scientists wrote poetry, poets followed science, and it was fashionable to be interested in everything. Byron later summarized catastrophism in Don Juan: ‘When this world shall be former, underground, / Thrown topsy-turvy, twisted, crisped, and curled, / Baked, fired, or burnt, turned inside out, or drowned, / Like all the worlds before . . . So Cuvier says.’ Byron and Shelley had also read Buffon, whose 1778 book Des époques de la nature argued that Earth had been forged by a comet’s fiery collision with the Sun, had been cooling down ever since, and would finally become a ball of ice, although he did allow that it was not beyond the wit of man to ‘modify the influence of the climate he inhabits’. Though Buffon was somewhat wide of the mark, his climate pessimism seemed credible during a cold, wet summer in the Alps. A trip with Mary and Claire to the advancing glaciers of Chamonix in July 1816 inspired Shelley, in a letter to Thomas Love Peacock, to mention ‘Buffon’s sublime but gloomy theory – that this globe which we inhabit will, at some future period, be changed into a mass of frost.’ In his poem ‘Mont Blanc’, written in Chamonix, the Mer de Glace resembles a ‘city of death’: ‘The race / Of man flies far in dread; his work and dwelling / Vanish, like smoke before the tempest’s stream.’

Following the failure of the Bologna prophecy, an anonymous writer for The New Monthly Magazine wrote a sobering essay called ‘Of the End of the World’, which asked the reader to reconsider the end in scientific terms: ‘Because the world was not destroyed on the 18th of July, we imagine that it will never be at an end, and laugh as if we had never been afraid . . . Only have patience, gentlemen – it will come I promise you.’ The writer laid out a range of ‘rational’ possibilities, from Buffon’s theory of a refrigerated earth to fire, flood and comets. Though his tone was flippant, his message was serious: ‘I have thus given the end of the world with variations, so that amateurs may take their choice; but I hope I have said quite enough to stop the mouths of all who may be disposed to make light of so serious a subject.’

Meanwhile in Cologny, Byron was writing ‘Darkness’. Unlike Shelley, Byron was not an atheist but the Calvinist faith in which he had been raised had certainly loosened its grip. ‘I will have nothing to do with your immortality; we are miserable enough in this life, without the absurdity of speculating upon another,’ he wrote to his friend Francis Hodgson in 1811. In ‘Darkness’, Byron took apocalyptic images from Jeremiah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Matthew and Revelation and emptied them of God, leaving a spectacle of total destruction. It was as simple as erasing a figure from a landscape painting:

I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;

Morn came and went – and came, and brought no day,

And men forgot their passions in the dread

Of this their desolation; and all hearts

Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light

The poem’s true horror is not the sudden extinguishing of the Sun, Moon and stars but the snuffing out of light and warmth in the human heart under extreme duress. At first, terrified people lay waste to the world, burning cities and forests, palaces and huts, in order to conjure a fleeting glow. Some weep, some rage, some smile out of either cynical resignation or madness. They go to war over what food remains: ‘no love was left.’ The only creature to show any fellow-feeling is a faithful dog who chooses to guard his master’s corpse rather than eat it. The last two survivors, bitter enemies, meet in the ashes of a temple, where they are literally scared to death by the sight of each other’s hunger-hollowed faces. Byron’s steady drumbeat of adjectives of absence – rayless, pathless, moonless, useless, stingless, tombless – reaches an annihilating crescendo as Earth becomes ‘Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless – / A lump of death.’ Finally, the seas, winds and clouds die, too: ‘Darkness had no need / Of aid from them – She was the Universe.’

Even sympathetic critics found Byron’s poem shockingly extreme. ‘The very conception is terrible above all conception of known calamity – and is too oppressive to the imagination, to be contemplated with pleasure, even in the faint reflection of poetry,’ remarked Francis Jeffrey in The Edinburgh Review. For all its horrors, Revelation has a beautifully consoling conclusion: ‘And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.’ ‘Darkness’, by contrast, has neither a deity nor a plan. For Byron, the end of the world was not a prelude to eternal glory, or anything at all, but the ultimate negation.


The Shelleys left Switzerland for London at the end of August because they had run out of money and Claire Clairmont’s pregnancy was unignorably visible. (Byron waspishly remarked that she had ‘returned to England to assist in peopling that desolate island’.) They returned to a country in a ‘very disastrous state’, according to The Times. The chilly streets of London teemed with beggars – an early sign of the human calamity unfolding across Europe. In Germany, 1817 became known as the ‘year of the beggar’. In Switzerland, the death rate exceeded the birth rate, partly because some desperate parents murdered the babies that they could not feed. Throughout the continent, famine killed tens of thousands, giving rise to riots, pogroms, political unrest and mass emigration. Thomas Stamford Raffles, chronicler of the Tambora eruption, was travelling through Europe during the summer of 1817 and described the ghost towns of eastern France in his diary: ‘We could not but notice the almost total absence of life and activity . . . There was an air of gloom and desertion pervading them.’

Authorities in central Europe feared an epidemic of millenarian sects with the potential for violence. A German Pietist named Johann Michael Hahn told his followers that ‘the disorders of the elements’ were due to the unleashing of Satan upon the earth, while followers of the novelist and mystic Baroness Julie de Krüdener believed that she was ‘the woman clothed in the sun’ foretold in Revelation. Her closeness to the Russian tsar, Alexander I, had given her unusual political influence and she drew huge crowds to her sermons by distributing soup and blankets to the desperate, many of whom were moved to tears by her prophecies. ‘The Rhine rots with corpses,’ de Krüdener wrote in January 1817. ‘Misery is rampant . . . The time is approaching when the Lord of Lords will reassume the reins. He himself will feed his flock.’

In Austria, a priest named Thomas Pöschl led a millenarian sect which had taken over the village of Ampflwang am Hausruckwald. Three years earlier, he had predicted that 1817 would be the year that he would enter Jerusalem as the new Christ but now he claimed that the world would end on 30 March: Palm Sunday. On the eve of the great day, the Pöschlianers burned all their possessions on a pyre, progressed to human sacrifice, and then beat to death the only family in the village who did not believe that the end was nigh. Pöschl and dozens of his fellow ringleaders were subsequently arrested, tried and found insane. ‘A dozen times in a century,’ snapped The Times, ‘these miserable predictions are repeated, which, though always falsified, always find dupes; and this will be the same for some thousand years to come, because there will always be prophets and fools.’

The Shelleys’ homecoming in the autumn of 1816 was marked by a double tragedy. On 9 October Mary Shelley’s half-sister Fanny Imlay took her own life by drinking half a bottle of laudanum. Then, in December, Percy Shelley’s estranged wife Harriet drowned herself in the icy Serpentine River while pregnant by another man. (Suicide being a crime in England, both deaths were officially recorded as accidents.) Mary and Percy were able to marry at last.

Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus was published anonymously to great acclaim in January 1818 – the same month as ‘Ozymandias’, Percy Shelley’s own take on hubris and nemesis. The novel’s genesis in the rains and glaciers of Switzerland is obvious: the creature is first glimpsed during a thunderstorm in Geneva, encountered again on the Mer de Glace and last seen at the then-uncharted North Pole – ‘borne away by the waves, and lost in darkness and distance’. Thomas Love Peacock wrote that Frankenstein ‘seems to be universally read’ in London, but nobody could have predicted the length and breadth of its cultural reach. The historian David Skal has claimed that ‘the real creation myth of modern times is not Darwin, not Genesis; it is Frankenstein.’ While the novel itself is rich with ideas and nuances, the 1931 movie version crunched it down into one crude paradigm: the mad scientist who plays God and creates a monster. This new Faust became such a cliché in stories of scientific pride and disaster that D. F. Jones made a joke of it in Colossus, his 1966 novel about a renegade supercomputer. ‘Frankenstein should be banned reading for scientists,’ says one character. ‘I’d be more inclined to make it compulsory reading for non-scientists,’ counters his boss.

In March 1818, the Shelleys left England again with their two children and settled in Italy. In September, their baby daughter Clara died of dysentery in Venice; nine months later, three-year-old William succumbed to malaria in Rome. Only Percy Florence, named after the city of his birth in November 1819, survived to adulthood. Grief and depression corroded the Shelleys’ marriage. As Mary wrote to her friend Marianne Hunt, wife of the critic Leigh Hunt, ‘We went from England comparatively prosperous and happy – I should return broken hearted and miserable – I never know one moment’s ease from the wretchedness and despair that possess me . . .’

Then the former storytellers of Villa Diodati began to die. First to go was John Polidori, on 24 August 1821. The coroner recorded death by natural causes although the evidence suggested that Polidori, plagued by debt and depression, had taken cyanide. On 8 July 1822, while Mary Shelley was convalescing from a near-fatal miscarriage, Percy’s boat capsized in a storm off the coast of Tuscany; his ruined corpse was washed up on the beach ten days later. Byron was fighting alongside Greek revolutionaries against the Ottoman Empire when he fell ill and died in Missolonghi on 19 April 1824. Claire Clairmont survived to the age of eighty, but of the writers who told each other ghost stories by the lake during that ‘wet, ungenial summer’, Mary was the last one standing.

A few weeks after Percy’s death, Mary sent family friend Maria Gisborne the first of several extravagantly dismal letters about ‘my disastrous life’: ‘And so here I am! I continue to exist – to see one day succeed the other; to dread night, but more to dread morning & hail another cheerless day.’ She was convinced that she wouldn’t be far behind her husband because she simply could not imagine a future that wasn’t dominated by death. ‘Suffering is my Alpha and Omega,’ she wrote in her journal. Mary could not even commemorate her husband in print because her vindictive, reactionary father-in-law, Sir Timothy Shelley, vetoed all of her attempts to publish Percy’s work or to write a biography. She struggled to summon a word anyway. ‘My imagination is dead – my genius lost – my energies sleep,’ she confided to her journal in January 1824. Yet the very next month she began work on her epic tale of ruin, The Last Man.

The popular fascination with the last man had begun with Jean-Baptiste Cousin de Grainville, a priest whose career had been destroyed by the French Revolution. His 1805 prose poem Le Dernier Homme (The Last Man), completed shortly before he drowned himself in the Somme, was an expression of crushing failure and loneliness, leading to self-extinction. Published posthumously, and poorly translated into English as Omegarus and Syderia, a Romance in Futurity, Grainville’s response to Milton’s Paradise Lost is set in the far future, amid a fertility crisis. Omegarus, the last man born on Earth, meets Syderia, the last fertile woman, to refound the human race, but Milton’s Adam materializes to convince him that God needs him to let humanity die so that the Last Judgement can take place. The world goes down in a blaze of volcanoes and comets.

According to a second-hand anecdote (published long after both men were dead and perhaps too good to be true), Percy Shelley had exclaimed to Byron one day in Switzerland, ‘What a change it would be if the sun were to be extinguished at this moment; how the race of men would perish until perhaps only one remained – suppose one of us! How terrible would be his fate!’ The figure of the ultimate witness who could record the calamity when everyone else was gone appealed to the Romantic obsession with lonely, tormented heroes. Now Mary Shelley was the group’s ‘last man’ and the responsibility of telling their story fell to her. Whereas Byron’s extinction scenario is both mythic and timeless, Mary’s lays waste to a painfully familiar world.




CHAPTER 2

The Last Man

Was I a ghost haunting my life? Did I, not all the

world, lie dead? Certainly, I felt dead. Perhaps that

is because when those we love die, we die too.

Ronald Duncan, The Last Adam (1952)

In her 1962 country-pop hit ‘The End of the World’, Skeeter Davis protests that the sun keeps shining and the birds continue to sing even though her boyfriend has left her: ‘I can’t understand why life goes on the way it does.’ As a break-up song, it is pure melodrama but the emotional impetus for lyricist Sylvia Dee was really the death of her father. Between the lines, it is a song about the apocalyptic nature of grief and the irrational demand that the entire world halt to acknowledge a personal catastrophe. This is what Mary Shelley did in The Last Man, at considerably greater length: she universalized her bereavement in ‘a tale of woe, with many sorrows rife’.

First and foremost, the novel is an exercise in mourning and remembrance, with Mary’s late companions granted a power and perfection that they had never achieved in life. Percy Shelley is personified by the kind, idealistic Adrian, son of the last king of England; Byron, who died during the novel’s composition, is the arrogant, magnificent aristocrat Lord Raymond; and Lionel Verney, the narrator and eponymous last man, is Mary herself. ‘The last man!’ she wrote in her journal in May 1824, following Byron’s death. ‘Yes I may well describe that solitary being’s feelings, feeling myself as the last relic of a beloved race, my companions extinct before me . . .’ In the capacious genre of secular end-of-the-world fiction that she initiated, Mary Shelley remains one of the few storytellers to take death seriously.

The Last Man is framed as a prophecy deciphered from scrolls discovered in a cave in Naples in 1818. England in 2073 is a newborn republic, full of hope. When Raymond is elected Lord Protector, a hi-tech golden age beckons: ‘disease was to be banished . . . The arts of life, and the discoveries of science had augmented in a ratio which left all calculation behind . . . machines existed to supply with facility every want of the population.’ But Volume I’s tale of love, friendship and ambition ends in 2092 with Raymond, Byronically undone by hubris and infidelity, resigning and going to Greece to fight the Turks. While Lionel and Adrian are sailing to join him, they receive news of a mysterious new plague: ‘This enemy to the human race had begun early in June to raise its serpent-head on the shores of the Nile.’

Mary Shelley uses the plague to magnify her grief to global proportions and, at the same time, methodically to demolish the optimism of her parents and late husband. Everything fails in the path of the plague: science, art, politics, religion, England. Ryland, Raymond’s populist successor as Lord Protector, panics and resigns his post, leaving Adrian to take over. The utopian astronomer Merrival loses his mind over the death of the future: ‘The old man felt the system of universal nature which he had so long studied and adored, slide from under him.’ Across Asia, the appearance of a ‘rayless’ black sun inspires the kind of religious mania that had broken out in Europe in 1816, as several characters mistake the plague for the advent of the Millennium. When, at last, it reaches London, a Pöschl-like ‘maniac’ arises: a mechanic, maddened by grief and famine, who comes to ‘believe himself sent by heaven to preach the end of time to the world’.

At the outset of Volume III, England has fallen. It is early 2098 and Adrian leads ‘the numbered remnant of the English nation, into the tenantless realms of the south’. In Paris they discover that many of the city’s remaining inhabitants are in thrall to ‘a self-erected prophet, who, while he attributed all power and rule to God, strove to get the real command of his comrades into his own hands’. He tells his fanatical followers, ‘the Elect’, that they are immune to the plague, though he does not believe it himself. When his lie is inevitably exposed, he shoots himself. Mary offers only two kinds of religious leader: a madman and a conman. After Paris, long story short, pretty much everybody dies. Lionel, Adrian and the two children in their care retrace the Shelleys’ steps (Lake Geneva, Chamonix, Milan, Venice) and re-enact Mary’s ordeals in Italy, the country she described as ‘murdress of those I love & of all my happiness’. Lionel’s son Evelyn succumbs, like Mary’s son William, to an unrelated virus. Adrian, like Percy Shelley, drowns in a storm. ‘Oh! grief is fantastic . . . as light, it fills all things, and, like light, it gives its own colours to all,’ Lionel laments. Finally, in ‘2100, last year of the world!’, the last man on earth sits down in Rome to write his story (even the last man must assume a reader somewhere, someday) with the peculiar calm of somebody who knows that he has nobody left to lose. It is just the place for it: ‘Every part of Rome is replete with relics of ancient times.’

‘I will dwell in solitude amidst the ruins of cities,’ wrote the French philosopher Constantin François Chasseboeuf, Comte de Volney in his 1791 book The Ruins, or A Survey of the Revolutions of Empires. Volney began his radical Enlightenment tract by pondering the remnants of Palmyra, the Syrian city that had been destroyed by the Romans in 273 AD. For Volney, time is the great leveller, uniting kings and slaves in dust:

What glory is here eclipsed, and how many labours annihilated! . . . Thus perish the works of men, and thus do nations and empires vanish away! . . . I have visited the places that were the theatre of so much splendour, and I have beheld nothing but solitude and desertion! Thus reflecting, that if the places before me had once exhibited this animated picture; who, said I to myself, can assure me that the present desolation will not one day be the lot of our own country? Who knows but that hereafter some traveller like myself will sit down upon the banks of the Seine, the Thames, or the Zuyder Zee . . . solitary amid silent ruins, and weep a people inurned, and their greatness changed into an empty name?

The Ruins was an essential text for anyone drawn to the fall of civilizations, including their own. In Grainville’s Le Dernier Homme, which opens ‘near the ruins of Palmyra’, Paris is ‘a wasteland, a vast expanse of dust, home to silence and to death’, which moves Omegarus to ask, ‘Is this all that remains of the proud city whose slightest movement shook the two worlds?’ The Ruins is the book that teaches Frankenstein’s creation about the history of the world. In her grief, Mary Shelley came to see herself as a derelict husk. ‘I am a ruin where owls and bats live only,’ she wrote to Leigh Hunt in 1823.

Ruins have long been read as symbols of decadence, downfall and the judgement of time. Stare long enough and you will begin to perceive the skeleton in your own city, even at its glorious peak. The painter Joseph Gandy had spent three years in Rome immediately before he began working for the architect John Soane in 1798 and depicted the Bank of England, Soane’s brand-new masterpiece, as an overgrown wreck in ‘Architectural Ruins: A Vision’. In 1819, the year after ‘Ozymandias’, Percy Shelley half-jokingly imagined a time ‘when London shall be an habitation of bitterns; when St. Paul’s [Cathedral] and Westminster Abbey shall stand, shapeless and nameless ruins, in the midst of an unpeopled marsh’. As for who might visit them in a future version of the Grand Tour, the historian Thomas Macaulay proposed that ‘some traveller from New Zealand shall, in the midst of a vast solitude, take his stand on a broken arch of London Bridge to sketch the ruins of St Paul’s.’ Long before paranoid billionaires began acquiring refuges in New Zealand, it was assumed that the remoteness of the islands would spare them from whatever was going to smash the rest of the world to rubble. By the 1860s, the exotic ‘New Zealander’ had become such an overused figure in art and literature that Punch proposed banning all reference to him: ‘He can no longer be suffered to impede the traffic over London Bridge . . . May return when London is in ruins.’

The Last Man was published in February 1826, billed as a ‘new Romance, or, rather Prophetic Tale’ from ‘the author of Frankenstein’. Unfortunately for Mary Shelley, while she was writing it the last man had become first a fad and then a joke. In 1823, the Scottish poet Thomas Campbell had published a popular poem called ‘The Last Man’. When it was republished two years later, one critic accused him of plagiarizing ‘Darkness’, provoking Campbell to retort that Byron had stolen the idea from him after a conversation some years earlier. Byron, being dead, was unable to refute the claim. Either way, the poems reveal two incompatible cosmologies. Campbell’s poem has the total conviction of a religious prophecy, manic with exclamation marks. The last survivor sends the dying Sun and the human race on their way with the diligence of a caretaker taking pride in making sure the lights are all turned out at the end of his shift. Though surrounded by ghost ships, silent cities and the numberless victims of war, famine and plague, his faith in God is absolute:

Yet think not, Sun, it shall be dim

When thou thyself art dark!

No! it shall live again, and shine

In bliss unknown to beams of thine.

In 1826, the last man’s appearances included a short story in Blackwood’s Magazine called ‘The Last Man’; two anonymous poems entitled ‘The City of the Dead’ and ‘The Death of the World’; and a spoof of the above, also called ‘The Last Man’, by Thomas Hood. Hood’s narrator, a professional hangman, is enjoying the peace and quiet of being the sole survivor of a plague in 2001 until he discovers that there is another, a capering beggar who drives him to distraction. Eventually he hangs the beggar so that he can be ‘The LAST MAN left alive, / To have my own will of all the earth,’ only to be driven mad by guilt and loneliness. Reprinting the poem in 1827, Blackwood’s hailed it as the last word on the last man: ‘Mr Hood, alive to the ludicrous, has viewed the Last Man in his proper light; and had the verses been published two years ago, they surely would have saved Mrs Shelley from the perpetration of her stupid cruelties . . . Mr Hood’s last man is, in our opinion, worth fifty of Byron’s “darkness,” (a mere daub), a hundred and fifty of Campbell’s Last Man, and five hundred of Mrs Shelly’s [sic] abortion.’

Though critically derided, it was Campbell’s hopeful Christian vision that came to typify the last man, inspiring illustrations by both J. M. W. Turner and John Martin. Even as Turner’s sole survivor, one of twenty vignettes for The Poetical Works of Thomas Campbell, perches on a knoll carpeted with skeletons, he reaches out to heaven, surrounded by angels beneath a glowing cross. Martin, meanwhile, produced a sketch, a watercolour and an oil painting on the theme over three decades. In its final iteration, a Biblically gowned and bearded figure watches a red sun die slowly over a necropolis. Charlotte Brontë called it a ‘grand, wonderful picture’.

Havoc was Martin’s muse. Although violent, supernatural catastrophes also figured in the work of contemporaries such as Philip de Loutherbourg, Benjamin Haydon and Francis Danby, Martin was the unchallenged master of the Apocalyptic Sublime. Born in working-class Northumberland in 1789, he became a popular sensation thanks to his vast canvases in which human figures are dwarfed by magnificent architecture, looming mountains and roiling skies. Martin ransacked the Bible for scenes of mass destruction – the Deluge, the levelling of Sodom and Gomorrah, the seventh plague of Egypt – and brought to them unprecedented scale and detail, making his paintings the closest Georgians came to going to the cinema; the exhibition of Belshazzar’s Feast in 1821 is thought to be the first time in London that a barrier was required to hold back art-lovers. In 1834, Cuvier visited the painter’s studio and contemplated the tumbling violence of his work in progress, The Deluge, for a long time before exclaiming, ‘Mon Dieu!’ Martin brought this Biblical grandeur to more recent disasters, too: with its lava-red glow and its sky of fire, The Destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum made the eruption of Vesuvius look like curtains for the entire world. Edward Bulwer-Lytton, the author of 1834’s The Last Days of Pompeii, anointed Martin ‘the greatest, the most lofty, the most permanent, the most original genius of his age’. Leading critics and peers, though, were condescending if not outright hostile. John Constable dismissed Martin as a ‘painter of pantomimes’ while John Ruskin accused him of the ‘reckless accumulation of false magnitude [which] is merely a vulgar weakness of brain, allied to nightmare’. Martin came to be regarded by art historians as a crass huckster and most of his paintings were buried in storage for decades. After his death in 1854, The Manchester Guardian wrote that people were divided over how to interpret his work, ‘whether as the grandest things that ever were conceived by human imagination, or as the mere dreams of a mad architect’.

Martin’s brother Jonathan, an apocalyptic seer, really was mentally ill, institutionalized first in 1817 for threatening to shoot the bishop of Oxford and again in 1829 for setting fire to York Minster. (He was promptly arrested thanks to his habit of pinning aggressive letters on the cathedral railings, complete with his signature.) While he was confined to the London psychiatric hospital known as Bedlam, his feverish artistic output included a lurid pen-and-ink drawing called London’s Overthrow, which presented Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s in flames, like Babylon. But John Martin was by all accounts a sociable, level-headed man whose interest in eschatology was purely artistic. When he wasn’t laying waste to cities on canvas, he was working on practical schemes to improve London’s water quality and designing an underground railway. Martin devoted the years before his death to a career-summarizing triptych of monumental paintings inspired by Revelation: The Last Judgement, The Great Day of His Wrath and The Plains of Heaven. Exhibited around the UK, US and Australia in the decades after his death, it was nothing less than a blockbuster, reaching millions of viewers. A vision of the world folded in on itself, wrenched asunder by fire and lightning, pitching the damned into a black abyss, The Great Day of His Wrath was as thrilling and terrifying a spectacle as anyone had yet seen. Some visitors shrieked or fainted at the sight of it. Martin has always inspired awe and contempt in hyperbolic quantities.

Mary Shelley’s version of the end fared less well than Martin’s. While one American critic astutely described The Last Man as ‘a sort of detailed and prose copy of Byron’s terrible painting of darkness’, the reviews in England were merciless, and riddled with misogyny. ‘Why not the last Woman?’ asked The Literary Gazette. ‘She would have known better how to paint her distress at having nobody left to talk to.’ Intellectuals associated interest in the end of the world with ignorance, mental illness, religious extremism, or some toxic combination of all three, and accused doomsday novelists, like doomsday prophets, of catering to the worst of human nature. In its review of The Last Man, The Monthly Review found the very idea of a futuristic apocalypse absurd:

The utmost efforts of thought are absolutely childish, when they seek to fathom the abyss of ruin, to number the accumulation of disasters, to paint the dreadful confusion, which await that final scene. Every writer who has hitherto ventured on the theme, has fallen infinitely beneath it. Mrs. Shelley, in following their example, has merely made herself ridiculous . . . The whole appears to us to be the offspring of a diseased imagination, and of a most polluted taste.

The Last Man is no masterpiece – it is overlong and overwritten – but it deserved better than that. If the critics’ intention was to annihilate it, then they largely succeeded: it sold poorly and fell out of print for more than a century. While it was an extraordinary seedbed for new tropes in fiction, they did not sprout and bloom until long after Mary Shelley’s death. In the 1960s, the writer and historian of science fiction Brian Aldiss identified Frankenstein as the first science fiction novel and The Last Man as the second but that genre did not yet exist, so the novel was initially perceived as a perverse mutation of the Gothic. In fact, The Monthly Review declared that the only endeavour more ridiculous than imagining the end of the world would be ‘to describe the transactions which are taking place in any of the countless planets that are suspended beyond our own’. Imagine that! The scholar I. F. Clarke calculated that fewer than two dozen tales of the future were published in England over the next forty-five years. In that regard, as in so many others, Mary Shelley was alone.

‘I only am escaped alone to tell thee,’ the messengers tell Job in the Old Testament. Ishmael, the Pequod’s last man, quotes these words at the end of Moby-Dick. The figure of the last man (it is almost always a man) has reappeared in fiction as a necessary witness, participant and world-mourner despite there being no remotely credible situation that might produce a single survivor.* The phobia of being wholly alone is expressed more realistically in the figure of the castaway, but the last man is one who can never be rescued. ‘For a moment I compared myself to that monarch of the waste – Robinson Crusoe,’ writes Mary Shelley’s Lionel. ‘We had been both thrown companionless – he on the shore of a desolate island: I on that of a desolate world . . . Yet he was far happier than I: for he could hope, nor hope in vain – the destined vessel at last arrived, to bear him to countrymen and kindred, where the events of his solitude became a fire-side tale. To none could I ever relate the story of my adversity, no hope had I.’

The plight of the last man is a chewy storytelling challenge. Unless, like Mary Shelley, one starts with a bustling world and whittles it down to one man, where can the narrative go? In two novels from 1901, M. P. Shiel’s The Purple Cloud and A. Lincoln Green’s The End of an Epoch, the last man must eventually meet the last woman. Two 1950s movies about the Bomb used a quintet (Five) or a trio (The World, the Flesh and the Devil, inspired by The Purple Cloud) of survivors to act out the social tensions and prejudices of the old world. But one person? One is hard. The book that really made the last man a going concern in popular fiction was Richard Matheson’s hugely influential 1954 novel I Am Legend. Raised as a Christian Scientist, Matheson was a war veteran who went on to write episodes for The Twilight Zone and Star Trek, adapt Edgar Allan Poe for the screen and produce several stories that were turned into movies, including Duel and The Incredible Shrinking Man. Matheson’s heroes were invariably alone. ‘I feel hollow,’ he told his son Chris shortly before his death in 2013. ‘I’ve never been close to anyone in my life. I’ve never understood other people’s feelings.’

I Am Legend begins at the end, so to speak. When we meet Robert Neville, he is already ‘the only one left in the world. At least in as much of the world as he could ever hope to know.’ Matheson’s ingenious premise brings together Mary Shelley’s plague and John Polidori’s vampires: a bacterial infection has turned humans into nocturnal bloodsuckers and only Neville is immune. Beneath the business of the day – secure food, develop antidote, kill vampires – is a terrible loneliness. He can go a year without hearing his own voice and be reduced to tears by the unexpected companionship of a dog (Lionel Verney also finds a dog, the last man’s best friend). Passing through depression and alcoholism, Neville becomes a machine for survival and revenge until he discovers that there is a new breed of self-medicating vampire with the capacity to rebuild society. To these ‘new people of the earth’, the last man is as strange and threatening as Dracula or Frankenstein’s creature were to his kind. He is the monster, and he needs to go.

Charlton Heston read I Am Legend on a long flight in 1969 and saw a movie in this ‘universal fantasy that seems to have invaded everyone’s imagination and launched a thousand speculations: What would you do if you were the last man on earth? It’s the dark side of the Genesis story of the creation of Adam, the first man – the end instead of the beginning.’ He soon discovered that there had already been a movie version, 1964’s low-budget The Last Man on Earth, starring Vincent Price, but it was glum and inert. Heston thought he could do better so he took the idea to producer Walter Seltzer, who gave it a new, Revelation-derived title. ‘I know, The Last Man is a good title, too, but The Omega Man is sexier,’ Heston reasoned.

Seltzer’s tonally chaotic 1971 movie may muddle the story by introducing other survivors but it builds on the notion that Neville is the shameful residue of a failed race. A bacteriological weapon unleashed by China during a nuclear war has produced ghost-faced nocturnal mutants, some of whom have formed a monastic fraternity dedicated to a world without machinery. As a military scientist, albeit one who concocts antidotes rather than infections, Heston’s Colonel Richard Neville represents to them the elites who brought about ‘the Punishment’. The continued existence of this ‘creature of the wheel, that lord of the infernal engines,’ is an insult to the mutants, who attempt to burn him on a symbolic pyre of books and gadgets. ‘We mean to cancel the world you civilized people made,’ says their leader, Matthias. ‘We will simply erase history from the time that machinery and weapons threatened more than they offered. When you die, the last living reminder of hell will be gone.’ While Neville disagrees on the question of whether he should be burned to death, he has a certain sympathy with their hatred of technology. Later, he tells a young man who appears ill-equipped to survive anything more taxing than a rock festival of his plan to flee the city to ‘some place nobody ever bothered with. A river nobody ever dammed, a mountain nobody ever built any bloody freeways to, where everything we do will be the first time it ever happened.’ It is very 1971.

The most memorable sequence in The Omega Man is the first: Neville cruises through a stop light in his cherry-red convertible, plays smooth jazz on his eight-track and enjoys a spot of light machine-gunning, then returns home to drink scotch in a well-appointed bachelor pad which looks like something from an advertisement in Playboy. Neville does what Heston figured he would do in that situation: decorate his digs with oil paintings looted from the LA County Museum and talk to himself a lot. The opening sequence characterizes the deserted city as a playground for the ultimate single man, as does the scene in the 2007 version of I Am Legend in which Will Smith’s Neville thwacks golf balls from the tail-fin of a fighter jet on an otherwise empty aircraft carrier. Screenwriter Akiva Goldsman shrewdly noted that his movie, like all last-man stories, is ‘bouncing back and forth between an Armageddon movie and a Cast Away movie’. Neville’s war with the infected ‘Darkseekers’ is far less captivating than the establishing scenes where he and his dog drive through a gently unwinding New York City. Three years after the pandemic, it looks almost idyllic. Flocks of birds patrol the urban canyons while herds of deer weave through the cars that rust on the cracked and shrubby tarmac.

This, perhaps, is what we really want from these stories: not the mission, the threat, the three-act structure, but the purity of that eerie, essential absence. It is brilliantly achieved in the opening third of the 1985 New Zealand movie The Quiet Earth, Geoff Murphy’s loose remake of The World, the Flesh and the Devil. Scientist Zac Hobson (Bruno Lawrence) wakes up one morning to find that the secret international project he has been working on appears to have vaporized almost all living creatures in an instant. The first half-hour of The Quiet Earth is perhaps the quintessential example of the five phases of last-manhood.

Phase one: confusion. Hobson wanders dazedly through the empty city. Where is everybody? He paints his phone number and address on a billboard with the question, ‘Am I the only person left on earth?’

Phase two: freedom. Hobson moves into a grandiose mansion, raids a shopping mall and steals a train. The world has become a libertarian’s dream, with plenty of everything except people.

Phase three: mania. Dressed as a thrift-store Caesar, Hobson addresses an audience of celebrity cut-outs from the mansion’s balcony and tearfully proclaims himself ‘president of this quiet earth’. Maddened by guilt, he then shotguns an effigy of Jesus on the cross and promotes himself to God.

Phase four: despair. The sight of an empty baby carriage causes Hobson to snap and insert a shotgun barrel into his mouth.

Phase five: acceptance. Hobson chooses a saner house and wardrobe and begins to sow a garden. Life goes on.

At this point, another survivor, Joanne, pops up and the movie takes a different path. Like most last-man stories, The Quiet Earth cannot bear to focus on one person for long. Narrative momentum demands both company and an explanation, yet these stories are always most emotionally interesting in the opening stretches, when they confront the unravelling effects of absolute freedom and absolute solitude. Will Smith compared I Am Legend to the Book of Job: ‘You take a man, take everything from him, and can he find a reason to continue? Can he find the hope or desire to excel and advance in life? Or does the death of everything around him create imminent death for himself?’ What is left of you without other people to see your face and say your name? Is the last man something less than a man?

The science fiction writer Walter M. Miller Jr has compared post-apocalyptic survivors to ‘the sighing shades in Virgil’s Hades and Dante’s Hell’, tortured by the memory of all that they have lost: ‘Survivors don’t really live in such a world; they haunt it.’ Is it a blessing or a curse to be granted survival when ‘a whole world of noisy, brawling, wonderful human beings’, as Joanne puts it in The Quiet Earth, is gone? In The Poison Belt, Arthur Conan Doyle’s peculiar 1913 novella about a toxic cloud that appears to spell the end of humanity, Professor Challenger argues that universal doom would not be the worst option: ‘Indeed, I could sympathize with the person who took the view that the horror lay in the idea of surviving when all that is learned, famous, and exalted had passed away.’

What gives somebody a reason to wake up tomorrow? Perhaps they are searching for a cure, like Neville, or absolution, like Hobson. Add a last woman and suddenly there is the possibility of repopulating the planet. The Biblical echoes are rarely subtle. In Alfred Noyes’s 1940 novel The Last Man, Mark Adams, the only English survivor of a heart-halting superweapon, must find his Evelyn. The following year, Alfred Bester fired back with ‘Adam and No Eve’ (the last man throws himself into the sea and lets evolution do the rest) because he had ‘about had it with the Adam and Eve device in science fiction’. In a review of Five, the film critic Robert Hatch argued that the Bomb had made this trope contemptible: ‘What we fear from the next war is famine and disease and bestiality; tyranny and the loss of whatever human dignity we have inherited from past generations. To suppose that the atom will bring quick death for the millions and a bright, clean world for a bright, clean boy and girl to repopulate is to tell a fairy story to the soft-minded.’ But being left with sole responsibility for the future of the human race is no fairy story. For the last man, suicide means omnicide; for the last couple, failure to procreate adds up to the same thing. In his macabre last-man song ‘Talkin’ World War III Blues’, Bob Dylan dreams about asking the last woman to play Adam and Eve, only for her to reply that he’s crazy: look what happened last time. Conversely, Ray Bradbury’s caustic 1949 story ‘The Silent Towns’ asks what if the last man simply couldn’t stand the last woman and his duty to the species was no match for intense irritation? The only male human settler on Mars chooses solitude (for himself) and extinction (for humanity).

As Thomas Hood realized back in 1826, the last man becomes funny if he is petty and vain and doesn’t particularly like people. In 1952, the poet Ronald Duncan parodied Alfred Noyes in his novella The Last Adam. The narrator, also called Ronald Duncan, is a pompous, trivial farmer with poetic aspirations. He awakes from an anaesthetic to discover that everybody
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Finally, I am grateful now and always to my family. Thanks to Tola and Tamira Lynskey, and my late father Dave, with whom I used to watch The Twilight Zone and read Stephen King novels. I think he would have been pleasantly surprised by my late-blooming interest in his beloved science fiction. And thanks most of all to the people I share my life with: Lucy, Eleanor and Luke. I cannot promise that I would prove to be a resourceful warrior patriarch in a post-apocalyptic world but in this world, which we are lucky to have, we stick together.




Dorian Lynskey writes about music, film, books, and politics for publications including The Guardian, The Observer, BBC Culture, the New Statesman, The Spectator and Mojo. His first book was 33 Revolutions Per Minute: A History of Protest Songs. A study of thirty-three pivotal songs with a political message, it was NME’s Book of the Year and a ‘Music Book of the Year’ in The Daily Telegraph. His second book, The Ministry of Truth: A Biography of George Orwell’s 1984, was longlisted for both the Baillie Gifford Prize and the Orwell Prize. He hosts the podcasts Origin Story and Oh God, What Now?.
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