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Abstract 

Mary Shelley's assertion that she was "not a person of Opinions" confounds 

current criticism, as her published works suggest that she was indeed a politically 

engaged and historically conscious writer who represented in her work the political 

and social problems of her time. Through an examination of her historical fiction and 

the political climate in which it was written, it is possible to reconcile the radical 

Mary Shelley with the reticent woman who shrank from the public eye. Because 

historical fiction is inherently political through its assumed relation to the present, 

Valperga (1823) and The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck (1830), Mary's two historical 

novels, provide the critical perspective through which her middle-class liberalism and 

personal reticence may be reconciled with her radical roots. From an analysis of her 

historical fiction, Mary emerges as "a person of Opinions" who chose to be, first and 

foremost, a woman of her own. 
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Introduction 

On 21 October 1838, Mary Shelley confided to her journal: "I am not a person 

of Opinions."l In response to the "pretended friends" who had "so often abused [her]" 

for "lukewarmness" to the "good Cause2 [ ••• ] of the advancement of freedom & 

knowledge" and "of the rights of Women" (553), she passionately defends herself, the 

"calm philosophy" (557) for which she usually strived in her writing for the moment 

forgotten.3 A self-defence, this journal entry is also Mary's most explicit attempt at 

political self-definition, as she struggles to come to terms with her relationship to the 

radical legacy of her parents and her husband and with the contradictions that lie at 

the heart of her own liberalism. 4 "[S]ome [people] have a passion for reforming the 

world: others do not cling to particular opinions," she writes (553). She situates 

W ollstonecraft, Godwin, and Shelley in "the former class" and herself in the latter 

(553), and articulates both her reluctance to "put [her ]self so far forward" in any cause 

and her personal uncertainty "on some topics" about which she is "far from making 

up [her] mind" (554). 

"I have never written a word in disfavour of liberalism," she asserts (MSJ554). 

But this is the edited version: what she had at first recorded is, "I have never written a 

word that is not in favour of liberalism." In the difference between these two 

assertions-the original being an affirmation of liberalism while the revision is a 

denial of anti-liberalism-lies perhaps the most intriguing question about Mary 

Wollstonecraft Godwin Shelley, because it is the one she puts to herself: what were 

Mary's politics and to what extent do they reflect the political legacies she inherited 

with her name? That Mary herself was "far from making up [her] mind" even at a 

point in her life when she felt she was "grow[ing] more fearless for [her]self' and 

"firmer in [her] opinions" (MSJ557) accounts for the fact that critics are still asking 

that question and have yet to arrive at a satisfactory answer.s 
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Born in 1797, Mary was the daughter of William Godwin, the anarchist 

philosopher, and the feminist Mary W ollstonecraft, who died from puerperal fever 

ten days after Mary's birth. She was raised by Godwin with her half-sister Fanny 

Imlay Godwin,6 Wollstonecraft's first daughter, until her father's remarriage, to Mary 

Jane Clairmont, in 1802. Percy Bysshe Shelley, an admirer of Godwin and 

W ollstonecraft, left his pregnant wife and young daughter and eloped to the 

Continent with Mary in 1814; Mary's stepsister Jane (later Claire) Clairmont 

accompanied them, a fact which exponentially increased the scandal of their love 

affair. They were married in 1816 after Shelley's first wife, Harriet, committed 

suicide. Mary would bear a considerable burden of guilt for both Harriet's death and 

the 1816 suicide of her half-sister Fanny, whose melancholy reached full-blown 

depression after Mary and Claire left London with Shelley. Mary and Shelley had 

four children, only one of whom, Percy Florence, survived childhood.7 Shelley died, 

drowned at sea in a storm, in 1822. Percy, for whose sake Mary moved back to 

England in 1823, became Sir Percy Shelley at his paternal grandfather's death, and he 

and his wife, Lady Jane St. John Shelley, were largely responsible for Mary's 

posthumous reputation.s 

A widow before her twenty-fifth birthday, Mary lived much of her remaining 

twenty-nine years suspended between paralyzing grief and submission to the 

"tyranny of the Present" (MSJ448).9 She became a professional writer to support 

herself and her son because their small allowance from Shelley's father, Sir Timothy, 

provided little relief from the constant financial struggle that became the rule of their 

quiet life.1o Her writing, though it would never again embody the aggression and 

high-caliber shock value apparent in Frankenstein, retained its essential liberalism, 

and political concerns remained at the forefront of her fiction; her personal life, 

however, was another matter, and her journal became the melancholy record of an 
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achingly lonely person who nonetheless struggled-successfully-to maintain in her 

published works the active engagement with society fostered by her radical heritage 

and mandated by her continued commitment to liberal values. Between 1822 and her 

death in 1851, Mary composed numerous essays and short stories, a number of short 

biographies and other articles, a travel book, and four more novels; she also edited a 

comprehensive edition of her husband's poetry and provided assistance and editorial 

advice to other writers, especially Shelley's and Byron's biographers. ll 

She lived an extraordinary life in extraordinary times. Because that 

extraordinary life spans both the Romantic and Victorian periods and bears witness to 

the tumultuous change that occurred in Britain in the mid-nineteenth century, 

however, the canonical tradition of literary periodization complicates readings of 

Mary's writing. Her first novel and best-known work, Frankenstein) was published in 

1818; her final work, Rambles in Germanyand Italy, appeared in 1844. Over the 

course of those twenty-six years, Britain had seven different Prime Ministers and four 

different monarchs-one of them the first reigning queen since Elizabeth I; the map 

of Europe was drawn and redrawn, its politics swinging from revolution to reaction 

and back again; Britain's "rotten boroughs" were virtually abolished, the number of its 

enfranchised citizens increased by half, its Parliament officially outlawed slavery, and 

its first public health act was proposed; in addition, the adding machine and the 

telegraph were invented and public rail travel revolutionized Europe. 12 Not all of the 

changes Mary witnessed were for the better, and she wrote in 1838 that "many things 

need great amendment" (MSJ554), but she "earnestly desire [ d] the good & 

enlightenment of [her] fellow creatures-& [saw} all in the present course tending to 

the same, & rejoice[ d]" (MSJ553-54, emphasis added). 

Despite the immense political and social change she witnessed and the 

transformation that took place in Britain and throughout Europe in her lifetime, most 

http:Europe.12
http:biographers.ll
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critics approach Mary's work by way of Frankenstein, and thus she remains, in the 

context of much critical study, exclusively a Romantic writer, even though she was 

also the contemporary of important Victorian figures such as John Stuart Mill, 

Tennyson, Felicia Hemans (who is claimed by both Romanticists and Victorianists), 

and Caroline Norton, among others.13 Although the temporal overlap and ideological 

blending of the two periods is acknowledged by the critical community, the academy 

still tends to classify writers as either Romantic or Victorian. Consequently, Mary's 

work is primarily read through an often-anachronistic lens of Romanticism by means 

of which the apparent conservatism of her later works appears to be a falling off or 

"ic[ing] over" of her early Romantic ideals.14 Either critics dismiss her later works, as 

Edward John Trelawny did, as "more than ordinarily commonplace and 

conventional,"15 or they hack through the layers of ice looking for Frankenstein's 

creature and his funeral pyre, as though expecting to find the creature still "exult[ing] 

in the agony of the torturing flames. "16 There are most certainly echoes of Mary's 

early idealism throughout all of her later works, and she continued to hold many of 

the principles that inspired Frankenstein and enlivened "many a walk, many a drive, 

[and] many a conversation";17 finding and commenting upon them are useful and 

important critical exercises. However, one cannot help but wonder if searching on, 

instead of under, that "ice" might not also yield critical insights. Whatever one finds 

in Mary's work worth comment, it is imperative that the critic recall not only that 

Frankenstein lies "firmly within the radical tradition"18 but that Mary continued to 

live in the world and write from it long after the radical ideas of her parents and her 

husband had left it or had assumed different forms. As Edward Hallett Carr has 

written of the historian and her work, "two books cannot be written by the same 

historian" because "the historian [her]selfis in flUX."19 Carr's words are equally true 

in the case of a writer of literature, particularly one who lives through a period of 

http:ideals.14
http:others.13
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tumultuous political and social change. In this light, the critical tendency to view all 

Mary's works through the lens of Frankenstein perhaps backfires upon itself in 

returning her, at least ideologically, to the position of a one-hit wonder who "made 

no progress in [her] work since [she] was eighteen."2o Ifone considers Carr's words 

thoughtfully, it is not implausible to suggest that "The Author of Frankenstein," 

though Mary continued to use the pseudonym long after she bid her "hideous 

progeny go forth and prosper" (Introduction 365), ceased to exist through a 

combination of personal experience and social upheaval after 1818. In searching for 

the eighteen-year-old girl who wrote Frankenstein, literary criticism is often, in 

effect, looking for a ghost. That she was after 1818 no longer the same young woman 

who wrote Frankenstein is not a negative judgement and is even implied in the title 

of a recent collection of Mary Shelley criticism, The Other Mary Shelley: After 

Frankenstein;21 this collection, though it focuses on Mary's post-Frankenstein 

productions, is concerned nonetheless more with other Frankensteins than with the 

other Mary ShelleJS of its title. That is, many of the volume's essays argue for equal 

consideration for Mary's other works because of Frankenstein, or because of these 

later works' similarities to Mary's first novel; as a community, literary critics studying 

Mary Shelley still tend overwhelmingly to read her through Frankenstein instead of 

through the socio-political climate in which she published her later works. 

Mary's own ambivalence and intense reticence, combined with the critical 

tendency to read her always from the perspective of Romanticism have all 

contributed to the emergence of two--and perhaps more-Mary Shelleys from 

contemporary criticism: she is either Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin Shelley, the shy, 

retiring, and ultimately conservative daughter of radicalism, or "The Author of 

Frankenstein," the persistently reformist--even radical-Romantic who "modeled 

her life and works on her parents' belief in the power and responsibility of the 
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individual to effect change."22 The first of these Marys is predominantly a life-writer, 

a person for whom public writing represented a means of displacing and recording 

personal experience, liberal politics having lost their appeal for her after the death of 

her husband; the second Mary is a predominantly political, public writer who 

remained committed throughout her lifetime to the reformist projects of her parents 

and her husband. Rather than accepting that the real Mary Shelley must have been 

one of these two people, it is much more plausible to assert that she was both or at 

least a combination of the two. That is, the liberal values that inspired the reformer 

continued, through her "ability to recognize transition . .. in [herself] and in the 

society" (Bennett, MWS 2), to urge her to examine societal problems and possible 

means of resolving them; however, political reform combined with her own changing 

personal circumstances gradually altered not so much the character of her reformist 

project but its scope, the society at which she levelled her critical gaze having 

gradually taken on a shape of which she could approve without "writ[ing] a word in 

disfavour of liberalism" (MSj554) . To assert that she was unequivocally conservative 

would be to ignore the socio-political critique that is present in her writing from 

Frankenstein to Rambles in Germany in Italy, to maintain that she was an unreserved 

reformer throughout her entire lifetime is to ignore both the tremendous changes in 

her personal life and the ambivalence toward liberalism reflected in her journal. 

Certainly, to call Mary Shelley a radical is inaccurate. The Radical reformers 

advocated just what one would assume: radical reform of political institutions. 

Because the word radical literally means "of the root," a radical political reform by 

definition is one which seeks to change not just political institutions but the 

philosophical assumptions-the foundations or roots--on which they are based; by 

Mary's time the example of the French Revolution had suggested that such 

tremendous reform, though still ideally appealing, was perhaps not practical. In the 
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nineteenth century the term largely applied to the most extreme liberals, those who 

advocated mass democracy and/or republicanism; in Britain, these reformers desired 

to alter not just the operation of political and social institutions, but their character. 

Like the term Jacobin-which originally applied only to those members of the 

republican Jacobin society established in Paris in 1789 but eventually came to be used 

with reference to anyone who desired political reform to any degree-the term. 

Radical and its various applications changed over time; it continues, even now, to 

evolve. In the sense that Mary was a believer in reform, it is possible to call her 

radical; however, to do so unequivocally is both to overstate the scope and degree of 

the reforms she advocated and to assign to her a belief in republicanism, mass 

democracy, and absolute equality (won by force if necessary): principles that she did 

not embrace without reservation. In her journal entry of 21 October 1838, the 

Radicals to whom Mary refers are Chartists in general and the Philosophic Radicals in 

particular. The six principal reforms advocated by the Chartists were universal 

manhood suffrage, annual parliaments, voting by secret ballot, electoral districts 

structured to ensure equal representation in parliament, the abolition of property 

ownership requirements for Members of Parliament and the payment of Members of 

Parliament. To these famous "Six Points," many of the Philosophic Radicals, one of 

which was Edward John Trelawny, added universal suffrage-the vote for women as 

well as men. 

Speaking in the broadest terms, the radicalism with which Mary engages in 

her work-and to which she responds in her journal-was largely a working-class 

movement of which the Chartists are characteristic. Though perhaps more extreme 

than that of other middle-class liberals, Mary's political perspective is nonetheless 

characteristic of the liberalism of the mid nineteenth-century middle class with 

which she identified and which is, in some respects, inconsistent with working-class 
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Chartism. Liberalism is, most basically, a commitment to political liberty and the 

protection of what we now call individual civil liberties such as the freedom of 

religion; liberalism also advocates each individual's legal equality or equal application 

of the law irrespective of social standing. The Enlightenment liberals, in proclaiming 

these liberties, were in effect radicals, so different was this perspective from the 

prevailing socio-political realities of absolute monarchy in Europe. In Britain, the 

situation was somewhat different, because the Glorious Revolution of 1688, during 

which the British Parliament legally dethroned one king and crowned another, had 

already debunked the notion of the divine right of princes and placed limits upon the 

power of the monarchy: in effect, Parliament crowned William and Mary and, in 

deposing James II, signalled its supremacy to the Crown. In addition, the Glorious 

Revolution had brought about the Bill of Rights, which established the rule of law 

(only Parliament could make or change the law), the independence of the judiciary, 

and the freedom of Parliamentary elections and debate from the Crown's 

interference. In his Treatise ofCivil Govemment(1690), John Locke enshrined these 

principles as natural rights in the familiar formula "life, liberty, and property." As a 

consequence of the changes brought about by the Glorious Revolution-all of them 

in reaction to the Catholic Stuart monarchs-the Enlightenment proclamation of 

individual liberties was somewhat smugly viewed by some elements of British society 

as a fait accompli in England: the rest of Europe was finally catching on to what the 

British had known for a hundred years. From the perspective of the British elite, the 

danger of this new liberalism was not necessarily its basic principles, but its 

revolutionary voices: the American Declaration of Independence and the Declaration 

of the Rights of Man, the drafting. of which marked the beginning of the French 

Revolution. The Glorious Revolution was glorious, after all, because it was nearly 

bloodless; the same could not be said for the American and French Revolutions. It 
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was possible for anti-revolutionary conservatives to characterize the Glorious 

Revolution as less a revolutionary than an evolutionary change in Britain: the changes 

were wrought largely by means of Parliamentary action supported by the people, and 

thus the reforms remained within the limits of lawful change as opposed to unlawful 

insurrection. 

The middle-class British liberalism of the mid-nineteenth century is a 

compromise position between the revolutionaries' ideas and the reforms 

accomplished in 1688. In addition to the rule of law and the independence of the 

judiciary and of Parliament, middle-class liberals of Mary's time were generally in 

favour of freedom ofreligion,23 of property, and to some extent, of speech, expansion 

of the franchise to include the middle classes (but not the working classes), a laissez

faire economy, and moderate Parliamentary reform such as that undertaken in the 

Reform Act of 1832 (see 3 and 102-03, n. 12). To these general beliefs, Mary added 

conviction of the right of all peoples to self-determination, as in her ardent support 

for Greek independence from the Turkish Empire; her approval of France's July 

Revolution of 1830, which saw the formal reinstitution of Louis XVIII's essentially 

liberal Constitutional Charter of 1814, demonstrates Mary's commitment to the 

protection of civil liberties once granted.24 In addition, Mary was, like her mother, a 

firm believer in education as the best solution to socio-political ills. 

As Currin V. Shields has observed with respect to the sometimes contradictory 

politics of John Stuart Mill, the reforms instituted in Britain in 1832 "signaled the rise 

to power of the middle class, [which] never wavered in [its] conviction that a superior 

few should rule society."25 Having broken the landed aristocracy's stranglehold on 

power, the middle-class reformers found themselves facing, in the Chartist movement 

in particular, the demands of the working class, which sought a share in the political 

power that the middle class had so recently attained and was reluctant to relinquish 

http:granted.24
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(XXV).26 Once adopted by the radicals, the term liberal was "within a generation [ ...] 

powerful and in its turn, orthodox," to borrow Raymond Williams' description;27 the 

transition in the meaning of the word itself is perhaps the best demonstration of the 

reasons why it is so difficult definitively to define either liberalism or radicalism: the 

radicals become liberals, and the radical ideas of one generation either become the 

orthodox tenets of the next or are "entirely exploded" (Frankenstein 68) and cast 

aside. The middle-class liberals of the mid-nineteenth century were committed to 

gradual reform and embraced both limited freedom and limited equality, and 

liberalism's trajectory through the century can be traced through the various 

Parliamentary and legal reforms passed in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, the 

middle-class having largely assumed the reins of power with the Reform Bill of 

1832.28 

That Mary could write in 1838 that she felt "all in the present course [was] 

tending" toward "the good and enlightenment of [her] fellow creatures" supports an 

assertion of her essentially middle-class class identity and her investment in its 

liberalism. Though Mary's work is the product of a radical tradition and she is more 

liberal in many respects than others of her class, it is nonetheless anachronistic in 

some respects to call Mary herself a radical. Influenced by her radical parents, she 

reads and writes politically, and her engagements with the political climate from and 

for which she writes speak to a continued interest in reform, but most of the formerly 

radical principles she embraces had ceased by her time to be considered extreme. 

Certainly by 1838, she would have resisted being identified with the Radicals, who 

filled her with "repulsion" and whom she characterized as "[v ]iolent without any 

sense of justice-selfish in the extreme-talking without knowledge-rude, envious 

& insolent" (MSJ555). Mary identified herself as a would-be "reformer" who 

"distrust[ed] [her] own judgement too much" and was "too timid" to act on her 
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principles (MS/555); she remained committed to reform, certainly, and did not 

hesitate in her work to examine and critique the society in which she lived, but she is 

nonetheless as much a product of her social class as she is of her intellectual and 

ideological heritage. 

* * * 

As is clear from her own ambivalence and the ongoing evolution of liberal 

ideas in her time, Mary's relationship to middle-class liberalism and to the radicalism 

of her parents and her husband is complex and resists definition. On one hand, she is 

undoubtedly a middle-class liberal of the mid-nineteenth century who embraces the 

idea of freedom and the necessity of reform, but with limits on its scope; on the other, 

she maintains in her work the political engagement and societal critique 

characteristic of the radical tradition, and in particular she brings to that engagement 

her commitment to Godwin's contention that political institutions are necessarily 

imperfect and transitory and so must always be examined and re-examined in light of 

new developments.29 She is and remains a mass of contradictions. In her fiction, she 

felt most free to engage with the political, but she never composed a political treatise 

of any sort; though it can be said that she maintained her most extreme liberalism in 

her fiction, it was by her deeds and not by her words that she justified herself to 

'posterity in her journal: 

If I haye never written to vindicate the Rights of women, I have ever 
befriended women when oppressed-at every risk to myself I have defended 
& supported victims to the social system. But I do not make a boast-I do not 
say aloud-behold my generosity & greatness of mind-for in truth it is simple 

justice that I perform. (MS/557) 

It seems that the best manner in which to attempt to resolve this apparently 

irreconcilable set of contradictions is to examine at least a few of the works she 

http:developments.29
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characterized in 1838 as not "in disfavour of liberalism." In so doing, it is possible to 

identify Mary with middle-class liberalism without rendering that identification 

negatively as a betrayal of her political heritage or an "ic[ing] over" of her 

philosophical convictions. Accordingly, I have chosen in this thesis to examine 

Mary's historical fiction in the context of her personal anxieties and uncertainties 

toward her own political convictions and the philosophical legacy of her parents and 

her husband in order to define her politics and her relationship toward the major 

political currents which characterize the Romantic and early Victorian periods. 

Because historical fiction is politically charged by means of its relationship to history, 

and Mary's representation and understanding of the past is inflected with a biographic 

historicism which understands history less as past events than as passed lives, Mary's 

historical fiction is the ideal site at which to explore the contradictions engendered by 

the apparent distance between the politically engaged "Author of Frankenstein" and 

the retiring woman who shied from political activism; studying her historical fiction 

also provides insight into the manner in which she perceived the development of 

philosophical ideas and political institutions over time. 

In chapter one, I explore the political significance of historical fiction and its 

particular resonance as a site of cultural critique for Mary Shelley, whose historical 

fiction provides a unique perspective on her historical moment while embodying the 

apparent contradictions between her public persona and her private personality. 

With reference to contemporary debates on the nature of human history and of 

humanity itself, I explore Mary's relationship to the complex problematics of history 

and the politics of genre and gender as they are manifest in the historical novel's 

struggle for legitimacy. 

The subsequent two chapters are devoted to Mary's two historical novels: 

chapter two is dedicated to a discussion of Valperga (1823) and chapter three is 
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concerned with The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck (1830). Both novels are set during 

periods of intense social and political upheaval, and Mary's treatment of the events 

and characters in these novels provides insight into the manner in which she 

perceived her own historical moment and the various socio-political crosscurrents of 

the nineteenth century. Because they illuminate Mary's perspective on the 

interaction between differing political positions in history, her treatments of medieval 

Italy and early-Tudor England clarify her own relationship to the political climate in 

which she wrote. In these discussions, I am concerned with Mary's politics as they 

are manifest in her representations of the past and her significant-and usually 

announced-deviations from the historical record. In both novels, Mary is concerned 

with questions of the legitimacy of essentially autocratic government, the relative 

wisdom of reform and revolution, the idea of a just society, and the role of women 

and the feminine throughout history. In the course of her representations of history, 

Mary also introduces invented or dramatically altered women characters through 

whom she finds a place for woman-and herself-in history; my discussion of these 

characters, which appears in chapter three, primarily explores Mary's relationship to 

different feminine and feminist modes of self-understanding and the manner in 

which her personal anxieties and insecurities further call to account the implications 

of liberal and radical social reform. 

In her historical fiction, Mary engages the political climate in which she 

writes, confronting contemporary social problems and philosophical questions within 

the displacing context of history; through her explorations of history, she represents 

an alternative perspective which allows for the imaginative re-creation of political 

events that re/presents the philosophical questions and social dilemmas of her 

historical moment. In this re-creation of the past, Mary finds a means of reconciling 

reformist principles with moderate liberal practice, and gives her reader a glimpse 
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into the manner in which "The Author of Frankenstein," in all her unconventionality 

and critical perception, peaceably coexists with the woman who is "not a person of 

Opinions. " 
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Chapter One: An Idea of History 

All that passes in the course of a single human life may not be historically 

significant; however, much in that life is significantly historical, is defined and 

enriched by an idea of history that derives the present from the past, connecting was 

and is beyond personal memory. This is not to say that every person has the same 

idea of history in the broadest sense, but only that the common presumption of a 

connection between past and present-reinforced as it is by personal experience

invests history with an unrivalled explanatory and contextualizing power. References 

to history often delineate the boundaries of an idea or a socio-political movement, for 

example, and in clarifying origin and development, they illuminate significance. 

Going back to the beginning, so to speak, is often the most effective means of 

uncovering the present, from retracing one's steps to ascertain the location of the car 

keys to investigating the philosophical significance of the myth of progress. Because 

of this tendency to use history to clarify meaning-to signify more clearly-it is 

plausible to assert that history is a useful and even indispensable tool for grasping the 

import and character of the present historical moment and its possible trajectories. 

In order to go back to the beginning, one must start with the historical record, 

the written histories which are often our primary means of acquainting ourselves 

with the past. The historical record is a series of narratives all of which seek, at some 

level, both to record and to explain past conditions and circumstances. Even a 

contemporaneous record of events, though some philosophers of history assert that it 

does not take on the character of history except in retrospect, in some way justifies or 

explains events as it records them.1 Histories are written with an assumption of a 

causal or derivative relationship among past, present, and future; that relationship 

makes the past relevant to the present just as consciousness of personal and collective 

consequences makes the present relevant to the future. Evaluation of personal 



16 

experience indicates that action and consequence are indelibly connected; that lesson 

of personal experience can be in turn projected upon the whole course of human 

history, constructing from that history a vision of a single human life writ large. 

Mary Shelley viewed history as a contextualizing and, more importantly, an 

explanatory tool. In her historical fiction, she exploits history's presumed 

relationship to the present in order to engage with the social and political debates of 

her time. In order to establish the critical importance of Mary's historical fiction, it is 

necessary to outline her philosophy of history and to define both historical fiction and 

its potential for cultural critique. Accordingly, this chapter is concerned with the 

sources and character of Mary's historical perspective, the critical implications of 

historical fiction's appropriation of history's authority, the role of gender in Mary's 

historical studies and their manifestations as historical fiction, and the introduction of 

some of the major themes of her historical work. 

Mary's historical perspective was fostered in part by the philosophy of her 

father and his particular adaptation of the doctrine of necessity.2 In his Enquiry 

Concerning Political Justice, Godwin writes: 

In the life of every human being there is a chain of events, generated in the 
lapse of ages which preceded his birth, and going on in regular procession 
through the whole period of his existence, in consequence of which it was 
impossible for him to act in any instance otherwise than he has acted. (1:384) 

For William Godwin, history is vital to a proper understanding of this important 

philosophical point; in a letter to Shelley, he asserts that history illustrates human 

nature in a manner which "is, perhaps, superior to all the theories and speculations 

that can possibly be formed. History, in its most comprehensive sense, is a detail of 

all that man has done in solitude or in society, so far as it can be rendered matter of 

record."3 For Godwin, history is the CliffNotes™ of human nature,4 a made-to-order 
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guide for understanding humanity and, by extension, the "machine of society" and 

the means of "direct[ing] it to its best purposes."s 

Godwin's use of the masculine pronouns "he" and "his" in his observations on 

history is conventional, but the exclusionary implications of his description of history 

are not entirely the result of grammatical limitations. Therein lies Mary's primary 

challenge in engaging with her father's theory. History is a record of mankind, of his 

deeds and exploits; it reveals at least a part of the infinite "chain of causes"6 that 

illuminate the present. Because Mary's historical studies most often took the form of 

biographical investigations into the lives of influential artists, philosophers, and 

historians, she perceived history in personal terms; history emerges from her 

investigation as the record not so much of past events but ofpassed lives, the lived 

experience of the historical people she researched. In her preference for historical 

figures over historical events, Mary was by no means alone: "[t]he history of the 

world," wrote Thomas Carlyle in 1841, "is but the biography of great men,"7 and to 

Carlyle's definition of history Mary adds, through her historical fiction, the 

biographies of women real and imagined, women whose lives form part of the "chain 

of causes" "generated in the lapse of ages which preceded [her own] birth." 

Although modem historiography refutes this claim as "oversimplified and 

inadequate" (Carr 41)-for good reason-Carlyle's assertion testifies to the character 

of much eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historical practice. 

There is more to Mary's biographic historicism than a reflection of 

contemporary practice, however. The imaginary relationship that Mary developed 

with her mother almost solely through Wollstonecraft's works played a tremendous 

role in shaping Mary's approach to research. Mary came to "know" her mother 

intimately enough that she wrote to Frances Wright in 1827: "The memozyofmy 

Mother has always been the pride & delight of my life" (MWSL 2: 3-4, emphasis 
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added). As Lisa Vargo has noted, "[t]he phrase 'memory of my Mother' erases the 

boundaries between fact and fiction; memory of the mother Shelley never knew is 

recuperated from Wollstonecraft's writings."8 Although she certainly did not 

approach all of her historical research with the same intense personal engagement she 

brought to her reading ofWollstonecraft's work, this imaginary relationship accounts 

for the personal character of Mary's biographic historicism and plays a major role in 

her research and representation of the past: Mary did not just want to know aboutthe 

people of the past, she wanted to know them and quotes them at length in her 

historical works so that her reader might know them as well,9 Such biographic 

historicism can be, for a woman searching for herself in history, somewhat 

disappointing, for though history "is a detail of all that man has done in solitude or in 

society" (PBSL 1:340, n.1, emphasis added) it has traditionally provided very little in 

the way of such details about the lives of women, and this lack in some measure 

precludes Mary's biographic historicism. In her historical fiction, she is thus 

compelled to invent stand-ins for the unknown causes of history, the women whose 

personal and political actions did not make the history books. In inventing the 

causes, she succeeds in making history possible as well as necessary, the imaginative 

causes functioning as alternative embodiments of and reactions to their historical 

moments; as alternate past causes, they suggest alternate effects and engender always

already impossible possibilities that, primarily, identify sites and means of future 

change. In The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck for example, Mary invents two women, 

Madeleine de Faro and her daughter Monina, both of whom function as feminine 

possibilities in the text through their influence on the hero, Richard.10 Named for 

relatives of Warbeck, the de Faro women are Richard's foster family and have a 

profound impact on his character primarily by sharing with him a domestic affection 

and philosophy far distant from the royal courts to and in which he was previously 
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raised. As major influences in his life, they represent the value of the domestic 

feminine affections and offer two possible alternate futures for Richard: either that he 

will give up his vain quest for the throne or that he will, by the identification with 

the common people that he gains living in the de Faro household, actually become a 

king bound to his people by ties of affection and empathy as well as duty, a king 

whose people's best interests are foremost in his mind. 

Because the information on women in history is insufficient to her purposes, 

Mary depends upon present exemplars of human virtue and vice in order to reinvent 

the past: her invented female characters are often idealized portraits of the people she 

knows, including herself. As a result, Mary's historical fiction is as much about the 

present as it is about history and often reads as a study less of what happened in the 

past than of what has made the present possible. It is more supposition than 

assertion, and it lends to Mary's historical fiction a curious blend of the "relentlessly 

predictable"ll and the almost possible; though the reader always knows what will 

happen at the end of the story-she represents relatively well-known events in her 

historical fiction-Mary's historical fiction is nonetheless permeated with a sense of 

possibility and a hope that, this time, things might tum out differently. 

In addition to-and perhaps because of-the conspicuous absence of women 

in history, the woman who looks for the "chain of causes" that has brought about a 

certain event cannot but wonder if everyone has his facts straight and what else was 

left out-or invented-in the course of the narrative. Given the logical conclusion 

that there must have been women in the stories of all great men-everyone has a 

mother, after all-it does not take a tremendous cognitive leap to conclude that the 

historical record is less than perfectly accurate. In Jane Austen's Northanger Abbey 

(1818), Catherine Morland implicitly connects the question of the historical record's 

reliability with its exclusion of women: 
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I read [history] a little as a duty, but it tells me nothing that does not either 
vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, in 
every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all-it 
is very tiresome: and yet I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a 
great deal of it must be invention. The speeches that are put into the heroes' 
mouths, their thoughts and designs-the chief of all this must be invention, 
and invention is what delights me in other books. 12 (Emphasis added). 

History often contextualizes or clarifies, but critical thinking suggests that the 

historical record cannot possibly be entirely reliable; inherently valuable as a tool for 

understanding the world, the historical record is the result of another, older, attempt 

to comprehend and even codify human experience. As Edward Hallett Carr writes, 

"[t ]he dead hand[ s] of vanished generations of historians, scribes, and chroniclers 

[have] determined beyond the possibility of appeal the pattern of the past" (13); this is 

not to say that we cannot reexamine our understanding of the past, but only that past 

recording of the facts was itself the result of a process of interpretation by which 

historians selected what would be recorded and what would either be forgotten or 

13would need to be discovered by other means.

Whatever the precise nature of causation in history,14 it is the problematic of 

truth in history that is perhaps most likely to "vex or weary" the reader. In Catherine 

Morland's case, that there are "hardly any women at all" is an extension of this 

problem, and she is surprised to find history tedious because she knows that "a great 

deal of it must be invention"; the fiction of the history she reads is readily apparent to 

her at least in part because personal experience indicates that the ratio of women to 

men in reality far surpasses this same ratio in the history that she has read. The 

common binary between history and romance (that is, between fact and fiction) does 

not, in this instance, stand up to scrutiny. The dilemma of serious historical study is 

the separation of fact from fiction, a scientifically-minded endeavour that, 

nonetheless, cannot perform the final scientific test: actual reproduction of the event, 
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as when a scientific hypothesis is tested by another's ability to recreate the 

experiment with the same result. In the experiment also known as human 

experience, there are no second chances, and the historian, however rigorous her 

efforts, cannot reproduce the experiment and must, to a certain extent, rely on the 

findings of others. IS In any study of history, the reader or scholar must be resigned to 

the fact that she cannot reproduce history itself experientially or even experimentally, 

but only theoretically, logically, and usually narratively. One happily resigned reader 

is Austen's Eleanor Tilney, who responds to Catherine's observations: 

Historians, you think [...] are not happy in their flights of fancy. They 
display imagination without raising interest. I am fond of history-and am 
very well contented to take the false with the true. In the principal facts 
[historians] have sources of intelligence in former histories and records, which 
may be as much depended upon, I conclude, as any thing which does not 
actually pass under one's own observation, and as for the little embellishments 
you speak of, they are embellishments and I like them as such. If a speech be 
well drawn up, I read it with pleasure, by whomsoever it may be made-and 
probably with much greater, if the production of Mr. Hume or Mr. Robertson, 
than if the genuine words of Caractacus, Agricola, or Alfred the Great. (97) 16 

Like it or not, there is little doubt that we must often "be contented to take the false 

with the true" because history, by definition, "does not actually pass under one's own 

observation"; the historian's task is to continue the work of separating fact from 

embellishment and inference by clearly differentiating the known from the 

supposed17 

That we are "contented to take the false with the true" while knowing that "a 

great deal of it must be invention" speaks to the value that we place on narrative 

histories that not only relate the facts, but explain them in a manner which appeals to 

pleasure as much as to the practical acquisition of knowledge. Shortly after the 

publication of his History ofEngland, David Hume asserted that "[t]he great Object of 

us Authors, and of you Orators and Statesmen, is to gain public Applause."IB From the 
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perspective of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historians, good history should 

read like literature: it should be entertaining and diverting in addition to being 

educational. For example, Hume cautioned the historian William Robertson against 

his intention to write the history of the reign of Charles V: "That Subject is disjointed; 

and your Hero, who is the sole connexion, is not very interesting [ ....] And tho' 

some Parts of the Story may be entertaining, there would be many dry and barren, 

and the whole seems not to have any great Charms" (7 April 1759; quoted, Kilcup 

xiii). 

So if history should read like literature, should be full of interest and 

"Charms," why should it not be literature, connected to history's facts and arguments 

but unfettered by them? As the tendency to "embellish" that Eleanor Tilney notes 

gradually disappeared from formal historical study in the early nineteenth cent1;llY, a 

new genre arose: historical fiction. Although the definitions of historical fiction have 

been expanded somewhat in recent years so that the birth of historical fiction actually 

comes before Walter Scott, his Waverly(1814) is still widely considered the first 

modem historical novel and its appearance launched a phenomenon best understood 

as the nineteenth-century equivalent of Harry Potter fever, only bigger. 19 The 

"embellishments" of historians, the imaginative, inventive element "which delights 

[one] in other books" were quite out of fashion by the early nineteenth century, at 

least for historians; however, they did give way to an entirely different kind of 

invention, an imagination which exploits the critical importance of historical study 

without necessarily relating all the facts. Although based in history, historical fiction 

is nonetheless fiction, centered more on its own definitive themes and purposes than 

on the historical subject itself. That being said, I must acknowledge that the exact 

location of the line between history and invention in historical fiction is somewhat 
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unclear and is largely defined by the writer herself, because historical fiction is not 

really about history, in some respects, as much as it is about the present. 

By virtue of her genre's primary identification with fiction, the historical 

novelist is afforded the freedom to place the integrity of the narrative before fidelity 

to the facts; should the story itself, though diverting, entertaining, and enlightening, 

be not quite inherently whole, the writer can massage the facts into something more 

pleasing to her reader and at the same time more suited to her purpose. Unconfined 

by the historical facts, historical fiction garners both popular appeal-witness the 

still-prevalent tendency to be hooked by the tagline "Based on a True Story"-and a 

certain narrative legitimacy which itself results both from the "true story" and from 

the artistic license implicit in the description.20 Historical fiction, by taking advantage 

of both the serious critical potential of historical studies and the appeal of popular 

fiction, manages to combine literature's popularity with the authority that history 

derives primarily from its presumed truth; historical fiction appropriates history's 

authority without an obligation to either pursue or protect that truth in its entirety. 

The writer's responsibility to that whole truth is in large part a secondary issue that, 

though it raises legitimate and important ethical questions, can in most cases be 

considered within a discussion of artistic license in general. 

The reader generally permits an imaginative re-creation of the past to include 

invented people whose actions further the story and romantic episodes that increase 

its appeal as fiction; it may also gloss over some events in favour of others and omit 

people who do not advance the re-creation's plot. Whereas the goal of serious 

historical research and study is to uncover and interpret the facts, the goal of 

historical fiction is to engage the reader. Carr asserts that "[g]reat history is written 

when the historian's vision of the past is illuminated by insights into the problems of 

the present" (44), and this is equally true of historical fiction. Historical fiction, 
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however, is often more about the present than it is about the past, and it is in this 

sense that Carr's argument that historical fiction is "a kind of writing that has nothing 

to do with history" (33) should be understood. In the same manner that science 

fiction exploits society's relationship to science or the crime drama employs current 

events and the audience's personal and collective relationship to the operation of the 

law, historical fiction relies upon history's authority and the audience's conviction 

that history teaches one something about the present; it must also be acknowledged 

that, despite the fact that historical fiction is more about the present than it is about 

the past, the representation of the past in historical fiction can have a profound 

impact on the manner in which the history of a period comes to be understood. 

Richard III is a villain and Henry VII a hero in the popular imagination less because 

of the efforts of the Tudor historians than because of Shakespeare's contrast between 

the "[d]eform'd, unfinish'd" Richard, "sent before [his] time I Into this breathing 

world, scarce half made up" and Henry, who reminds his soldiers that "God and our 

good cause fight upon our side."21 

The historical novel has the potential to be relevant, critical, and popular, 

characteristics which enhance its appeal not only for the reader, but for the writer, 

who may exploit its relationship to history as a means of establishing an authoritative 

voice or who may chose to appropriate history as the safely displaced setting for a 

critique of her own historical moment, as does Mary. The facts, in this case, are less 

important than the convincing re-creation of an historical moment and the 

sympathetic portrayal of its characters. The past must come to life. As Mary writes of 

her father's novel, Cloudesley(1830): 

While other writers represent manners rather than passions, or passions at 
once vague and incomplete, he conceives, in its entireness, the living picture 
ofan event with all its adjuncts; he sets it down in its vivid reality: no part is 
dim, no part is tame. We have the clear and distinct representation of his 
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conception, and are made to feel that his portraiture is endowed with the very 
essence and spirit of our nature. 22 (Emphasis added). 

It is important to note that it is not truth in this instance that Mary admires, so much 

as the fact that Godwin provides his reader with "the clear and distinct representation 

of his conception"; she admires not so much the truth of his novel, but its appearance 

of truth. One twentieth-century admirer of Scott declares that the value of historical 

fiction lies in such "living picture [ s J" and further clarifies the impact of Scott's 

application of realism to a fictional portrayal of the past. In Scott, the reader will 

"find a thousand inaccuracies in detail," 

[b Jut if one desires to be introduced to the men and women who made the 
history, and to see them live and move, not pictures on a wall, but actors on a 
stage, till he catches the glint of the eye and the flush of the face, till the tears 
corne at the real tragedy, and he laughs aloud at the pleasant comedy, then let 
him turn to this theatre where the players are ever at their best, because they 
are simply human, and the play never wearies, because it deals with the 
perennial drama of humanity. Whatever may be the value of Scott's facts from 
the standpoint of the historical expert, nothing human was strange to him, and 
everything human lived in his pages.23 

It is not the facts that are, in the end, important to historical fiction, but the "living 

picture" that it presents of an historical event, circumstance, or character. The 

"embellishments" of the eighteenth-century historians thus become the stock-in

trade ofthe nineteenth-century historical novelists. History, with its implicit 

authority and intrinsic political significance, becomes the playground of the novelist 

intent upon increasing that part of the work which "must be invention," not because 

she is unaware of the historical facts, but because her primary governing structure is 

not fact but narrative coherence. She can, as Hume suggested, "gain public 

Applause," without needing to adhere to what William Godwin called the 

"contradictory," "unsatisfactory" "evidence of facts" ("HR" 472). 
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"True history consists in a delineation of consistent, human character," 

Godwin writes, and "in a display of the manner in which such a character acts under 

successive circumstances" ("HR" 474). "The writer of romance [ ...] is to be 

considered as the writer of real history," wherein she exercises "the arduous, the 

enthusiastic, and the sublime license of imagination" ("HR" 473-77); the writer of 

history does not have the freedom of such exercise, and "[h]e who would study the 

history of nations abstracted from individuals whose passions and pecularities are 

interesting to our minds, will find it a dry and frigid science [that] suppl[ies] him with 

no clear ideas" ("HR" 469). Historical fiction takes the known events and 

circumstances of the past and constructs from them primarily a story, related to 

biography in its focus upon an individual or group of individuals, it reduces historical 

generalities to biographical particulars, focusing on the human being as the agent of 

history, the novelist's version of which need not be either complete or accurate. In 

historical fiction, events are animated, described not as historical points of interest 

but as real episodes witnessed by real people (any of whom the writer is free to 

invent), their outcomes not yet foregone conclusions but part of an as-yet-unknown 

future. Ifwe suppose that "the genuine purpose of history [is] to enable us to 

understand th~ machine of society and to direct it to its best purpose" and that it 

"kindles into a flame the hidden fire within us" at "the contemplation of illustrious 

men" (470), as Godwin asserts in his meditation on the differences between the writer 

of history and the writer of romance, then the truths in question are less those of 

historical facts than of human character and human nature. Human nature can be 

derived from human natures. Historical fact or general history "furnish us precedents 

in abundance," 

[b Jut, if the energy of our minds should lead us to aspire to something more 
animated and noble than dull repetition, if we love the happiness of mankind 
enough to feel ourselves impelled to explore new and untrodden paths, we 
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must then not rest contented with considering society in a mass, but must 
analyse the materials of which it is composed [ ....] Laying aside the 
generalities of historical abstraction, we must mark the operation of human 
passions; must observe the empire of motives whether grovelling or elevated; 
and must note the influence that one human being exercises over another, and 
the ascendancy of the daring and the wise over the vulgar multitude. ("HR" 
470) 

Particular history marks "the operation of human passions," and fiction recreates 

those passions that they might be better understood. As the imaginative re-creation 

of historical particulars with an eye to history's authority and its function as a 

medium through which the reader may understand herself, historical fiction is or can 

be a quest for truth not about the historyof humankind, but about humanity itself. As 

Sydney Owenson, Lady Morgan, asserts in her preface to ODonnel, a romantic Irish 

national tale that Mary read in 1816, 

Literary fiction ... has always exhibited a mirror of the times in which it is 
composed; reflecting morals, customs, manners, peculiarity of character, and 
prevalence of opinion. Thus, perhaps, after all, it forms the best history of 
nations; the rest being but the dry chronicles of fact and events, which in the 
same stages of society occur under the operations of the same passions, and 
tend to the same consequences.24 

Historical fiction, like other literary genres, is about the present, and its pretensions to 

history make it no more about the past than science fiction is about science. As in 

science fiction, which exploits the explanatory nature of scientific theory to its own 

ends, history provides a context and an explanatory model for historical fiction: the 

realism of science fiction depends upon the reader's belief that something could 

happen; the realism and critical potential of historical fiction relies upon the reader's 

belief that something couldhave happened. The nature of the possibilities and 

suppositions in historical fiction have everything to do with the writer's present 

historical moment and very little, in the final analysis, to do with what actually 
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happened in the past. That the present in some way derives from the past engenders 

the critical potential of historical fiction, because altering the manner in which one 

perceives the past-even if only within fiction's moment of suspended disbelief

changes the way one sees the present. In a reversal of Carr, great historical fiction is 

written when one's imagining the past alters one's perception of the present. 

* * * 

In her reanimations of history, Mary also "involved herself in the complex 

literary and political issues surrounding the definitions and uses of fiction and 

history."25 Many critics, including Johanna M. Smith, situate these issues as conflicts 

of readership wherein the newly literate working-class and female reading publics 

clash with the traditional male, upper-class literate public in defining "respectable 

and suspect genres" (Smith 55); a present-day analogy to this division of literature is 

articulated in the "literature" and "fiction" sections at the local bookstore.26 Contrary 

to the assertions of Smith and others, however, it is in many ways more plausible to 

assert, as does Clifford Siskin, that it is less readership than authorship that is at issue 

in defining the critical impact of what he calls "novelism"-the writing of novels-in 

the early nineteenth century.27 Readers, Siskin argues, became writers, and it is in 

light of Siskin's observation that Mary's intervention into the political climate in 

which her novels were written becomes most clear. Although we have "lived so 

comfortably and so long with writing," Siskin continues, "we must work to 

reconstruct the shock that accompanied its spread in Britain during the long 

eighteenth century" because "the [ ...] attitude toward change [ ...] was secondary to 

a primary issue: writing's ability to produce that change" (426-27). Defamiliarizing 

the teleological view of the novel as the apex of a movement-as in the common 

phrase "the rise of the novel"-Siskin asserts that what he calls "the rise of novelism" 
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is essentially a manifestation of political forces that necessitated the perception of 

writing as politically efficacious, capable of producing and sustaining change (426-28). 

If writing is capable of producing change, then it is dangerous, particularly to the 

women who were part of that new literary public as both readers and writers. As an 

anonymous reviewer wrote in 1820: "[c ]ertain we are, the most dangerous writer of 

the present day finds his most numerous and most enthusiastic admirers among the 

fair sex."28 Writing is dangerous; history is important: these are the issues that 

marked the discussion surrounded the legitimacy of historical fiction. As the record 

of humankind-and more importantly, as the record of what humankind believes 

most significant about itself-history is political; in reanimating history, Mary 

changes it primarily by shifting her focus from what was previously thought most 

significant to what the historians almost never bothered to discuss: the silences of 

history, most of which are occupied by women and the private spaces that they 

inhabit. 

Shifting history into the domestic register, Mary aligns herself with what 

Anne K. Mellor has called "the feminine Romantic ideology," an intellectual and 

artistic movement "grounded on a belief in the rational capacity and equality of 

woman";29 articulated primarily by women, this ideology "insist[s] on the rationality 

and equality of the female and on the primary importance of the domestic affections 

and the family" (Romanticism 38). It is not so much a domestic ideology as a political 

one that seeks to reinforce the connection between the public and the private and to 

emphasize the dangerous futility of attempting to keep the two spheres, masculine 

and feminine, apart from one another. Mary's historical fiction is the embodiment of 

her philosophical legacy, blending W ollstonecraft's sense of social justice with 

Godwin's doctrine of necessity so that domestic and political events are equally strong 

links in the "chain of causes" that stretches through history. It is also uniquely her 
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own perspective, a chain forged as much by her own experience as by the ideas of her 

parents. The contribution of that experience cannot be ignored, because the present 

and Mary's relation to it are in many instances her only links to her female 

predecessors, whom her biographic historicism compels her to imagine. "However 

replete with event," she writes, "the past is but a point to us; however empty, the 

present pervades all things" (PW389). Through her understanding of her own 

historical moment and the people who occupy it, Mary reanimates the women of 

history with the spark of the ever-pervasive present and so engages with 

contemporary debates about power, human nature, the rights of woman, and the 

character of a just society. 

The women in Mary's historical fiction function as correlative possibilities to 

history's necessities, but they also have major allegorical significance and serve as 

constant reminders that the historical record is not perfect. Mary's conscious 

adaptation of the pseudonym "The Author of Fraflkenstein," echoes that of "The 

Author of Waverly," Scott, whose works have been read as "a mythologizing 

reinvention of the national past, his traditionalism expressing [ . ..] the felt absence of 

continuous national traditions" (Trumpener 129).30 According to Edmund Muir, 

Scott's historical fiction is a reaction to the continued linguistic and intellectual 

divisiveness of his country, and to its disconnection from its own history; he asserts 

that Scott's Scotland "was a temporal Nothing [...] dotted with a few disconnected 

figures arranged at abrupt intervals ... with a rude buttress of ballads and folk songs 

to shore them up and keep them from falling" (quoted, Trumpener 129). Scott 

reinvents forgotten history, and in choosing her pseudonym, Mary signals her 

intention to follow his example. However, as Stuart Curran has noted, though she 

desired "to capitalize on the large audience [Scott] had earned [for] himself' by 

adopting a similar pen-name, "she would do so on her own very different terms,"31 
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terms inflected primarily by her gendered perspective on history and its purpose. 

Though she admired Scott's work, noting that "his wonderful genius developes itself 

in individual characters and scenes, unsurpassed, except by Shakspeare [sic], for 

energy and truth," she did not find it in the "scope and [...] aim," the "certain degree 

of obedience to rule and law [that] is necessary for the completion and elevation of 

our nature and its productions" ("Cloudesley' 712); with her beliefin the value of 

history as the key to human nature and the purpose of fiction as the mirror of that 

nature, Mary expects purposeful construction with a philosophical point. In Scott, 

she finds representation, a "copying from our own hearts," "but his wholes want 

keeping" ("Cloudesley' 712), as they lack, in her estimation, a broad moral vision of 

human nature as it is apparent in human history. Though she would use Scott's 

idea-fictionalized history-to her benefit, her distinct perceptions of the ideal 

functions of both fiction and history mark Mary's historical fiction as uniquely her 

own and highlight the troubled relationship among historical fiction, the idea of 

genre, and the influence of gender on both readership and authorship. 

Despite the fact that Mary's imitation of Scott apparently results mostly from 

astute marketing on her part, the politics of gender and genre problematize her 

historical fiction directly in relation to Scott's impact on the reading public and the 

ongoing struggles for literary legitimacy. Fiction of the early nineteenth century is 

usually divided into Smith's "respectable and suspect genres" along gender lines, with 

women's writing generally falling into the la~ter category. The early nineteenth

century writers' boom produced a large number of "lady novelists," and their works 

were received more or less positively in relation primarily to their moral utility: "[£Jor 

most of that instruction which used to be presented to the world in the shape of 

formal dissertations, or shorter [...] essays [ ...] we may now resort to the pages of 

the acute and judicious, but not less amusing, novelists who have lately appeared."32 
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Generally, though, novels were considered inferior productions, a fact which Jane 

Austen found both insulting and incomprehensible: 

there seems almost a general wish of decrying the capacity and undervaluing 
the labour of the novelist, and of slighting the performances which have only 
genius, wit, and taste to recommend them [....] [works] in which the greatest 
powers of the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of 
human nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of 
wit and humour are conveyed to the world in the best chosen language. (34) 

The domestic or romantic novel (usually written by a woman) was the early

nineteenth-century equivalent of the supermarket romance, and so Scott by 

comparison to Austen was roughly the equivalent of Richard B. Wright by 

comparison to Danielle Steele.33 Trumpener characterizes the traditional view of 

Regency fiction as "polarized" between the "lady novelists," typified by Austen, who 

were "preoccupied with female socialization, domestic dynamics, and the morality of 

novel reading," and Scott, who "reinserted" the novel into the broad political context 

it occupied in the eighteenth century (132). Women writers had begun to dominate 

fiction, and the notion that Scott rescued the novel from their clutches persists to this 

day, as in the following observation from Andrew Hook, in his introduction to a 

contemporary edition of Waverly. 

Scott's triumph became a triumph for the form he wrote in. The novel gained 
a new authority and prestige, and even more important perhaps, a new 
masculinity. After Scott the novel was no longer in danger of becoming the 
preserve of the woman writer and the woman reader. Instead it became the 
appropriate form for [masculine] writers' richest and deepest imaginative 
explorations of human experience.34 (Emphasis added). 

Mary thus walks yet another line in her historical fiction: she is both a "lady novelist" 

and a writer who seeks to resituate the novel in a larger socio-political context. 

Although her emphasis is often domestic, she chooses turbulent political moments in 

which to set her stories and significant historical figures to re-imagine in their pages. 

http:experience.34
http:Steele.33
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These are neither domestic novels nor slavish imitations of Scott's historical fictions, 

but self-consciously political experiments in imagination and reason through which 

Mary examines her relationship to history and to contemporary political and 

philosophical debates. 

Impelled by historical curiosity, inflected by gender, complicated by genre, 

and animated by experience, Mary's historical fiction results from her quest to 

understand human nature and to contextualize her own experience within the 

framework of history; like others before her, Mary came to history looking for herself 

and seeking answers to humanity's perennial questions. "Laying aside the generalities 

of historical abstraction," writes Godwin, "we must mark the operation of human 

passions" ("HR" 470). Mary's historical fiction marks, comments upon, and illustrates 

those passions, and in so doing leads us to re-examine historical generalities by means 

of biographical particulars, to reevaluate the "chain of causes" that has brought us to 

this historical moment. Conducting her "praxis upon the nature of [humanity]" 

("HR" 472) through fiction, Mary recreates, confronts, and resolves-though not 

always perfectly-social and political conflicts that bear more than a passing 

resemblance to the climate of her own time, the always-already impossible 

possibilities afforded by her historical alterations and invented characters serving as 

illustrations of potential solutions to humankind's perennial problems. In her own 

estimation, Mary was "not a person of Opinions" (MS!553), but hers is nonetheless an 

insightful and powerful voice in the political and cultural debates of her time; her 

historical fiction proves that the "[earnest] desire for the good & enlightenment of 

[one's] fellow creatures" can be as effective as "a passion for reforming the world" in 

the critique of the establishment and in illustrating the need for change (MS!553) . 
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Hard at work researching her second novel, Valperga, Mary came across the 

story of Corradino,35 who was a nephew of Manfred, the Ghibelline King of Naples 

defeated by Charles of Anjou in 1265. The short story which grew out of this 

interest, "A Tale of the Passions," was Mary's first work of historical fiction; published 

in The Liberal in April 1823, it foreshadows her later historical fiction in its emphasis 

on the domestic causes and consequences of civil discord, and its romantic and tragic 

representation of the human costs of civil war serves as a useful introduction to 

Mary's historical fiction. Her story is concerned with the events from May through 

October of 1268, but almost half of the narrative is devoted to the evening of 1 May 

and the establishment of her central characters in a domestic setting. 

Gegia and her husband Cincolo are on opposite sides of Italy's civil war and 

the death of their son in the conflict-fighting at his father's side-does not make 

their marriage any more harmonious. They do, however, love one another. They are 

busily and more or less contentedly engaged in a domestic scene when they are 

interrupted by the arrival of a young man, who introduces himself only as a 

Ghibelline partisan named Ricciardo who would like to speak to Cincolo. He asks to 

be conveyed to the home of Lostendardo, the Guelph Neapolitan leader; Cincolo 

agrees and the young man gives him a letter, instructing him not to deliver it to 

Corradino until after Ricciardo has gained access to Lostendardo. Eventually, 

Ricciardo is revealed to be Despina, Gegia's and Cincolo's foster-child, who writes to 

Corradino that she goes "to endeavour to arouse the feelings of fidelity and generosity 

in the soul of the traitor Lostendardo: I go to place myself in his hands, and I do not 

hope to escape from them again."36 Lostendardo, the man whom Despina had wished 

to see, is madly in love with her and has been for some time, but she wants only his 

friendship. She loved-and still loves-the long-dead Manfred with an almost 

spiritual fervour. Because Despina did not return his love, Lostendardo betrayed 
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Manfred to Charles of Anjou, spitefully destroying the object of her love. That 

Despina still loves Manfred infuriates Lostendardo, and he retaliates by taking her 

prisoner and eventually bringing her to witness the execution of Corradino, though 

she is dead before Manfred's nephew mounts the scaffold. 

The civil wars of medieval Italy are here reduced, fittingly, to a love triangle. 

Despina is a picture of feminine loyalty, loving Manfred even after his death, but she 

also symbolizes the deadly consequences of blind partisanship and its inability to 

recognize that, above all, peace for Italy should be the goal of her citizens; 

Lostendardo is the embodiment of absolute power in this allegory, responding with 

rage to his inability to rule Despina and taking it upon himself to crush her instead; 

Manfred symbolizes the last-and always-already impossible-best hope for peace, 

the stability of his reign sabotaged by a domestic dispute and a friend's betrayal. 

Gegia and Cincolo cannot even take comfort from one another in their grief over 

their son's death because they are on opposite sides of the ongoing conflict that took 

his life, and thus they symbolize the role of the domestic affections as the source and 

site of wider political conflict. Ultimately, Corradino's death comes about as the 

result of the revenge enacted against Despina for refusing to be Lostendardo's love 

object; she wishes to be his friend, but he cannot see her as an equal, cannot find in 

himself love and respect for her as a person once his romantic overtures are declined. 

Despina is the first in a line of imaginary women who hold out an always

already impossible possibility. Her solution to the conflict is by far the most 

reasonable: "If indeed you loved me," she says to Lostendardo, "will you not now be 

my friend? Shall we not hand in hand pursue the same career?" (15). It is 

Lostendardo's failure to accept her as an equal, a friend, which perpetuates the 

conflict and leads to Corradino's death. Despina, like the imaginary women who 

follow her in Mary's texts, is the best hope for her cause; her patience with Gegia's 
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railings against the Ghibellines testify to her desire to place domestic affection above 

political partisanship in her dealings with others, and her willingness to put herself in 

danger for her cause is motivated less by political feeling than by personal affection, 

though its object is long dead. Her end and Corradino's reaction to her death unite 

the Guelphs and Ghibellines present at his execution in the sympathy and compassion 

that are Italy's best hope for peace: 

[Corradino] did not pity those who were at peace; his compassion belonged to 
the living alone, and as he rose from his prayer he exclaimed, "My beloved 
mother, what profound sorrow will the news thou art about to hear cause 
thee!" He looked upon the living multitude around him, and saw that the 
hard-visaged partisans of the usurper wept; he heard the sobs of his oppressed 
and conquered subjects [ ....] (23) 

Every man who dies in this conflict is some mother's son, some woman's husband, 

and it is in the awakening of sympathy and affection in light of that shared humanity 

that humankind's best hope for peace and progress lies. 

'" '" '" 

Between 1823 and and 1833, Mary published six more historical short stories 

and two historical novels,37 all of which relentlessly return to these same themes: the 

interconnectedness of the private and public realms, the dangers of partisanship and 

revolution, the devastation: of war, and the historical agency of women. Although 

Mary's political positions were increasingly moderated by experience as she matured, 

her political concerns remained consistent throughout her writing career, and 

studying their manifestations in her historical fiction provides valuable insight into 

the growth and development of a powerful fictional voice, a keen political sensibility, 

and an active social conscience. Using history, Mary presents to her reader the 

principles and goals of the "good Cause" without omitting "the counter arguments" 
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that she felt "too strongly" to ignore (MS/554), providing insight into the "person of 

Opinions" she hoped one day to become. 
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Chapter Two: "Scattering change as he went"l 

In the struggles of history is engendered the potential for change. Whether 

employed in attempting to ascertain how to effect change, how to sustain it, how to 

prevent it, or merely how to survive it, the new scientific history of Mary Shelley and 

her contemporaries bent itself to understanding the human person, the society in 

which she lives, and the "clash and struggle which awaken the energies of our nature" 

(Valperga 147), the struggle that Mary saw as humanity's journey to freedom. For the 

historians of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, historiography was a search for 

meaning in the deepest sense, a science that enabled the human person to decode the 

ultimate cipher: herself. Because one inevitably approaches the question of human 

nature with preconceived notions, the vision of humanity that emerges from such 

efforts is philosophically deduced and not scientifically inducted, however positivist 

the method;2 this portrait is, in other words, exactly what the reader had had in mind 

from the beginning, and her efforts and their products are like those of Mary's frame 

narrator, who finds the Sibylline leaves and teases from them the first-person 

narrative of The Last Man: 

I present the public with my latest discoveries in the slight Sibylline pages. 
Scattered and unconnected as they were, I have been obliged to add links, and 
model the work into a consistent form. But the main substance rests on the 
truths contained in these poetic rhapsodies, and the divine intuition which the 
Cumrean damsel obtained from heaven [....] Sometimes I have thought that, 
obscure and chaotic as they are, they owe their present form to me, their 
decipherer. As if we should give to another artist the painted fragments which 
form the mosaic copy of Raphael's Transfiguration in St. Peter's; he would put 
them together in a form, whose mode would be fashioned by his own peculiar 
mind and talent. Doubtless the leaves of the Cumrean Sibyl have suffered 
distortion and diminution of interest and excellence in my hands. My only 
excuse for thus transforming them, is that they were unintelligible in their 

pristine condition.3 
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History, like the Sibyl's prophecy, is "unintelligible," "obscure and chaotic"; "links" 

must be added, and the work must be "model[ed] into a consistent form." Essentially, 

history, without a philosophy to order and shape it, is a mass of information; the 

manner in which that collection is arranged and displayed gives one an idea of the 

phi~osophy employed in rendering it intelligible. 

Mary Shelley approached history with a need to understand human society 

and the human person, and with a firm conviction that the key to human nature may 

be found in the record of the past. In this chapter, I focus on Mary's vision of human 

history as a struggle that gives rise to change and provides insights into human nature; 

I will also discuss the political philosophy of her first historical novel, Valperga, its 

relevance to contemporary politics, and the manner in which Mary exploits historical 

possibility to engender imaginative solutions to the social and political dilemmas of 

her time. 

Valperga; or The Life andAdventures ofCastruccio, Prince ofLucca, Mary 

Shelley's second published novel and second work of historical fiction, was 

researched and written between 1817 and 1821 and published in 1823. A self

consciously political novel, it tells the story of a fourteenth-century petty tyrant, 

Castruccio Castracani, whose story was familiar to Mary's audience, Machiavelli's 

account of his exploits having been commonly printed in English with The Prince 

from the sixteenth century onward. In Machiavelli's account, Castruccio is the 

prince, the embodiment of "Machiavellian" political ruthlessness and will to power. 

Machiavelli describes Castracani as a great man of his age: 

And ... he was [in] no way inferiour to Philip of Macedon, Alexanders [sic] 
father, nor to Scipio of Rome .... doubtless he would have exceeded the one 
and the other, if in exchange of Lucca he had Macedon, or Rome for his 
Countrey.4 
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Mary expected her reader to be aware of Castracani's history by means of 

"Machiavelli's romance concerning [him]" (55). In her brief preface, she sketches her 

research and provides a translation of a short biography of Castracani before 

announcing, "The dates here given are somewhat different from those adopted in the 

following narrative." (55) Most striking about this announced deviation from 

historical fact is that the "dates here given" by a respected historian are described as if 

they were no more reliable than Mary's own: the difference is assigned not to Mary's 

chronology but to Moreri's. In the course of her narrative, Mary changes Castracani's 

date of birth, excises his wife and children from his history, conflates two distinct 

civil conflicts into one and, most importantly, invents in his life a pair of female 

characters who almost completely overtake his story. 

Most striking about this novel from a political perspective is its setting. 

Somewhat familiar to most Western readers from Dante's Commedia, medieval Italy 

was caught up in a cycle of oppression and political upheaval, "tom to pieces by 

domestic faction, and almost destroyed by the fury of civil wars" (Valperga 57). Mary 

seizes upon an historical moment filled with tremendous change: the civil wars 

resulting from the collapse of the republican city-states, whose rule of law and careful 

exclusion of the nobility from power eventually failed "to retain in subjection to the 

laws an order of men who believed themselves formed to rule, and who despised the 

citizens with whom they were associated."5 Attempting to maintain the rule of law 

while at the same time preventing a powerful class from either participating in the 

government or benefiting from the protection of law was an untenable political 

position; the authority of the proto-republican communes eventually collapsed, 

undermined by internal dissonance and foreign pressure. "The antient [sic] quarrels 

of the Guelphs and the Ghibellines [sic] were started with renovated zeal" (Valperga 

57), and Mary Shelley's "star-cross'd lovers"6 are born into "party spirit," "[their] 
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wounds never seared, but the fresh blood ever streaming [keeping] alive the feelings 

of passion and anger which had given rise to the first blow" (62). In order to write 

their story, however, Mary must first renovate the historical record to accommodate 

her vision of Castruccio's life. 

One of Mary's most marked deviations from the general historical record is 

her conflation of the "antient quarrels"-in which an uneasy truce had been found 

toward the end of the thirteenth century-with the conflict between the Nen· and 

Bianchiwhich began in 1300. Her description of the manner in which the older 

conflict was remembered in this resumption of hostilities is accurate: the Bianchidid 

include the Ghibellines and they did side with the emperor, while the Neriwere 

mostly Guelphs allied with the pope. However, Mary's unqualified identification of 

the Guelphs and the Neri as "the partizans of liberty" (57) is oversimplified, to say the 

very least. The renewed conflict arose partially out of Neri(Guelph) opposition to a 

group of Bianchi (Ghibellines) who sought to establish more rationally the rule of law 

in Florence (Sismondi 113-14). Although the Guelphs were traditionally the 

defenders of Florence-and thus the "partizans of liberty"-they are not in this case, 

preferring continued conflict and upheaval to the rule of law, which is itself the 

prerequisite for a free society. In conflating the two conflicts, Mary gets it backward. 

It is possible that she misunderstood the history, having studied it primarily in 

French and Italian; however, given her careful and extensive research in the period

and the fact that her Italian was actually quite fluent-it is unlikely that her 

alteration of the historical record is accidental. This conflation of the conflicts, when 

compared to the actual history of the period, serves the interests of simplicity: 

Valperga is a romance, the "life and adventures" formula of its subtitle clearly 

defining it as such. Accordingly, Valperga's plot depends on the ready identification 

of heroes and villains, and it is much simpler and more elegant to separate the good 
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from the bad when people are not continually changing sides. Ideologically, the civil 

wars were complex, with shifting political allegiances and invading foreign powers 

superimposing new patterns upon the Guelph-Ghibelline conflict that arose during 

the reign of Frederick II; Italy was the chosen battleground for the ongoing struggle 

between the Empire and the Papacy throughout the medieval period, producing 

"compromise formations" and unlikely alliances, the two superpowers exploiting the 

long-standing hostility among different Italian groups for their own purposes (Rajan 

29). Valperga's romance plot would be hopelessly complicated by a completely 

accurate account of who was aligned with whom when and the point at which a 

group or an individual changed sides. 

Mary's awareness of the complexities of the conflict is apparent in her 

conflicted portrait of Dante, a White Guelph. Her heroine "date[s] her enthusiasm 

for the liberties of [her] country, and the political welfare of Italy, from the repetition 

of [...] Cantos of Dante's [Commedia]," but he "espoused a party that seemed to 

support tyranny" (147); "he was personally engaged in those political struggles, in 

which the elements of the good and evil that have since assumed a more permanent 

form were contending," and it is the defeat of his party-"his disappointment and 

exile"- in which he finds "leisure to meditate and [which] produced his Divina 

Comedia [sic]" (57). His Commedia could be produced only when he was no longer 

involved in the fighting, disengaged from the political struggles. Mary asserts that 

Dante's party perhaps only "seem[s] to support tyranny," but the fact remains that he 

is ranged on the side of evil in the novel. He haunts the pages of Vaiperga, direct and 

indirect allusions to his work-particularly the Commedi~onstantly returning the 

reader's attention to Euthanasia's problematic assertion that Dante's verses could only 

have been the work of a "freeman," because "wisdom and liberty" are "irresistibly [ . . 

. ] connected" (147) whereas Dante himself is, in Mary's version of the history, an 
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advocate of tyranny; this interplay between appearances and realities underscores the 

novel's major thematic struggle between freedom--or possibility-and necessity. 

Valperga begins in 1301 with the expulsion of Castruccio and his fellow 

Ghibellines from Lucca, the Guelphs having gained ascendancy there.1 The historical 

Castracani was nearly twenty years old at the time of this event, but Mary's 

Castruccio is only eleven, so "his young imagination [is] deeply impressed by the 

scenes that [pass] around him" (58), and "poverty and obscurity" become his "harsh 

tutors" (61). Mary's alteration of his birthdate functions primarily to make this 

traumatic event a formative experience in Castruccio's life: 

Children, while they were yet too young to feel their own disgrace, saw the 
misery of their parents, and took early vows of implacable hatred against their 
persecutors: these were remembered in after times; the wounds were never 
seared, but the fresh blood ever streaming kept alive the feelings of passion 
and anger which had given rise to the first blow. (62) 

Twelve pages into her narrativeS and eleven years into Castruccio's life, Mary has 

begun to describe her hero's transformation from child to tyrant. Within a few years 

following his family's exile, Castruccio is orphaned, and the lack of parental guidance 

and affection leaves him vulnerable. His short residence with his father's friend, 

Guinigi, who "had turned his sword to a ploughshare, and [...] dwelt with much 

complacency on the change" (77), is insufficient to win him over to the gentleman

farmer's peaceful way of life: "Guinigi thought only of the duty of man to man, laying 

aside the distinctions of society," and "his way of life [was] characterized by a simple 

yet sublime morality" (78-79), but "to say the truth, Castruccio was greatly 

disappointed" (78). Castruccio "would rather, while alive, enter [his] tomb, than live 

unknown and unheard of' (81), so Guinigi's lessons fall on deaf ears. Castruccio 

leaves his guardian, spends a short a time in England, and then begins a career as a 

mercenary soldier under the command of Alberto Scoto, whose lessons in the "Punica 
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fides' influence the rest ofCastruccio's life (100). "[N]ineteen is a dangerous age," 

Mary writes, "and ill betides the youth who confides himself to a crafty instructor" 

(100). Perhaps in the event that her reader did not receive the message that 

Castruccio's tyranny is the result of his education, Mary reiterates: "If Castruccio 

listened at first with an inattentive ear to the counsels of Scoto, yet their frequent 

repetition, and the wax-like docility of his mind, quickly gave them power over him" 

(100). The "evil school" ofScoto (100) plants in Castruccio "the seeds of craft [ ...] 

that later contributed to his advancement and glory" (103), and he at last returns to 

Italy "pant[ing] for action, for distinction, and for power" (116). 

Castruccio's education establishes the predictable course of the novel, wherein 

he will reject responsibility and the domestic affections in order to satisfy his own 

"pant[ing]" ambition (116); anyone who attempts to prevent the fulfillment of his 

ambition will suffer for her efforts. Mary's concern with education is perhaps best 

contextualized in this instance with reference to the doctrine of necessity, which is 

discussed in chapter one (see 16-17), and which Mark Phillip has succinctly described 

as "the supposition of a causal determinism, not far removed from contemporary 

behaviourism" (89-90). Although necessity, Godwin's infinite "chain of causes," 

might seem like fate evacuated of personality, it is actually a relentlessly logical 

philosophy that incorporates contemporary epistemological and scientific ideas and 

owes much to eighteenth-century utilitarianism. "No motion is voluntary," he writes. 

"So far as it flows, in any degree, from another source, it is involuntary," whether that 

source be the actions of another person or the personal intention to perform the 

action (PJl:376). The intention to perform an action is itself preceded by another 

intention and another and another; if humankind were truly free, the first act of mind 

would necessarily be self-determined, which for Godwin means "chosen by a 

preceding volition," and so the first cause is inaccessible (1: 376-78). "Trace back the 
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chain as far as you please[;] every act at which you arrive is necessary. That act, 

which gives the character of freedom to the whole, can never be discovered; and, if it 

could, in its own nature includes a contradiction" (165), that contradiction

impossible for Godwin-being that it would itself have no cause. 

Education engenders character which in turn engenders motive; and "motive," 

in the words of Percy Bysshe Shelley, "is to voluntary action in the human mind what 

cause is to effect in the material universe" (QM144). Seen in this light, Castruccio's 

education is a formula for tyranny which ultimately renders him "culpable as a type" 

rather than as an individual for his destructive ambition (Rajan 34); his interaction 

with Euthanasia and Beatrice, the two fictitious heroines of the novel, provides him 

with the opportunity to redeem himself, and his inability to do so establishes the 

importance of education and social justice in Mary's thought. Castruccio cannot be 

other than he is, but the society that produced him-and by extension, Mary's 

audience-sees in his tyranny the reflection of its own faults. 

Shelley introduces into Castruccio's story the figures of two imaginary women 

who function in the political registers of the novel both allegorically and literally, 

much in the same way as do Dante's characters in the Commedia. The first of these 

characters is Euthanasia, the republican countess of Valperga and childhood friend of 

Castruccio. The kindness of Euthanasia's father to Castruccio's during the previous 

civil war sparked a friendship between the two men that "had long allied the two 

houses, though of different parties, in the strictest amity" (68). As a consequence, 

"[Castruccio] and Euthanasia had been educated together almost from their cradle" 

until the two friends were separated by the exile of the Ghibellines from Florence 

(69). Whereas Castruccio's education leads him to an ambitious quest for worldly 

power for himself, Euthanasia's republican education at her father's knee broadens 
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her perspective on the world in which she lives and leads her to dream of freedom for 

her country: 

The effect of this education on her mind was advantageous and memorable; 
she did not acquire the narrow idea of the present times, as if they and the 
world were the same, which characterizes the unlearned; she saw and marked 
the revolutions that had been, and the present seemed to her only a point of 
rest, from which time was to renew his flight, scattering change as he went; 
and, if her voice or act could mingle aught of good in those changes, this it was 
to which her imagination most ardently aspired [ ....J often, not seeing the 
little fairy form that sat at his feet, [her father J forgot the age of his 
companion, and talked in high strains of that ennobling spirit which he felt in 
his inmost heart. Euthanasia heard and understood; her soul, adapted for the 
reception of all good, drained the cup of eloquent feeling that he father poured 
out before her, and her eyes shone with the deep emotion. Her young 
thoughts darted into futurity, to the hope of freedom for Italy, of revived 
learning and the reign of peace for all the world: wild dreams, that still awake 
the minds of men to high song and glorious action. (70-71, emphasis added) 

Euthanasia's singular education, every word of which she "heard and understood," 

inspires her to hope for change, to do what she can to better the world in which she 

lives, and to hope for freedom for her country. In Mary's political allegory, as Betty 

T. Bennett has noted, Euthanasia symbolizes "liberty and democratic government";9 

her castle, Valperga, which she inherits not from her father but from her mother, is 

located between Ghibelline Lucca and Guelph Florence, "the logical mediation point 

between the opposing factions" (Bennett, "Political Philosophy" 358). Social position 

and, most importantly, education, empower Euthanasia as a figure of possibility in the 

novel: despite her somewhat unfortunate name-at least from a modern 

perspective-she is hope. 

The second of Mary's invented women characters in Valperga is Beatrice of 

Ferrara, daughter of the heretic Wilhelmina of Bohemia, whose sect was "founded on 

the [...J belief that she was the Holy Ghost incarnate upon earth for the salvation of 
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the female sex" (204). Beatrice is ignorant of her parentage, the knowledge having 

been kept from her in the hope that "untainted by her mother's errors, she would lead 

an unblamed and peaceful life, unmarked and unknown" (211). She acquires her 

education mostly from sacred texts and prophecies, which "she delight [ s] to read and 

pretend[s] to explain"; the balance of her education is derived from "vulgar 

superstition" (211). Having imbibed all manner of prophecy and superstition, it is not 

long before she begins to prophesy and to believe herself divinely inspired. Because 

"some of her prophecies were interpreted as true" (211) she is revered as the Ancilia 

Dei, God's handmaiden, and "is herself wrapt up in the belief of her own exalted 

nature" (212). She is, in reality, a victim to her own overactive imagination, itself 

hyperstimulated by superstition. In Mary's political allegory, Beatrice embodies 

Ignorance. 

As in any good allegory, the names of Mary Shelley's characters are important. 

Mandragola, Beatrice, and the seemingly unfortunately named Euthanasia are the best 

exemplars of the allegorical and intertextual resonances of Valperga. The name of the 

castle itself draws our attention to the relationship among these three women, as it 

alludes to the Walpurgischnacht, the night of the witch upon which Beatrice dies. to 

Fior di Mandragola, whose name means "Flower of the Mandrake," shares her name 

with a satire by Machiavelli in which The Princes craft enters the domestic sphere. 

Mary writes of the witch and others like her: 

What made these women pretend to powers they did not possess, incur the 
greatest perils for the sake of being believed to be what they were not, without 
any apparent advantage accruing to themselves from this belief? I believe we 
may find the answer in our own hearts: the love of power is inherent in 
human nature; and, in evil natures, to be feared is a kind of power. The witch 
of the Lucchese forest was much feared. (325-26) 
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Changing her name from Fior di Ligi, "Flower of the Lily," to Fior di Mandragola, 

"Flower of the Mandrake," Mandragola, like Castruccio, rejects domestic love in 

favour of political power; because she is a woman, Mandragola is a figure of 

monstrosity, but Castruccio is not. Evidence of Mary's "distaste for certain types of 

female self-assertion," as Barbara Jane O'Sullivan has noted,11 Mandragola is also a 

condemnation of humanity's thirst for power as the major barrier to both personal 

relationships and lasting social and political change. Mary's Mandragola invokes 

Wollstonecraft, who finds that men and women are equally corrupted by the unjust 

acquisition of power: 

Women, it is true, obtaining power by unjust means, by practicing or fostering 
vice, evidently lose the rank which reason would assign them, and they 
become either abject slaves or capricious tyrants. They lose all simplicity, all 
dignity of mind, in acquiring power, and act as men are observed to act when 
they have been exalted by the same means. 12 

Mandragola also bears witness to the ineffectuality of using the tyrant's methods 

against him: "she kn[ows] how powerless she [is] (373, original emphasis) and that 

opposing Castruccio will lead to her death, but "she desire[s] to fill in every part the 

character attributed to her" (373), "and she thought there would be pleasure in 

expiring amidst the groans of the victims of her malice" (373). Like Castruccio, 

Mandragola is motivated in her quest for power by vengeance, and her nature is 

twisted by her experience: 

She had been young once; and her nature, never mild, had been .turned to 
ferocity by wrongs which had been received so long ago, that the authors of 
them were all dead, and she, the victim, alone survived. Calumny had blasted 
her name; her dearest affections had been blighted; her children torn from 
her; and she remained to execrate and to avenge. (372-73) 

In an inversion of the proverb, what is monstrous, evil, and destructive in the goose 

cannot be admirable in the gander; Mandragola's transformation from the lily of 
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purity to the mandrake of doomed love and false power is the counterpoint to 

Castruccio's transformation,. and her character highlights the danger of the tyrant 

and the necessity of the formulation of new models of power. Unlike Castruccio's, 

Mandragola's power is illusory at least partly because the tyrannous model 

concentrates power in so few hands; alone, bitter, and powerless, Mandragola 

becomes a monster. She is a model for a type of resistance and stands in the allegory 

as a figure for the "violent extremes" that Mary felt characterized some of the 

revolutionary movements of her time (MSJ554). Mandragola is also a rejected model 

of personal conduct for Mary, whose "children had been tom from her" by death

the (perhaps) unnamed infant girl in 1816, the year-old Clara Everina in 1818 and the 

three-year-old William in 1819-and whose name had also been "blasted"; in contrast 

to Mandragola, Mary does not "execrate" and "avenge," but chooses a life in which 

her "passions [and] affections are called into action." In 1822, finally emerging from 

the depression into which she sank at William's death, she writes: 

Let me in my fellow creatures love that which is & not fix my affections on a 
fair form endued with imaginary attributes [ ....] above all let me fearlessly 
descend into the remotest caverns of iny own mind-carry the torch of self
knowledge into its dimmest recesses-but too happy if I dislodge any evil 
spirit or ensh[ r ]ine a new deity in some hitherto uninhabited nook. (25 Feb. 
1822; MSJ399-400). 

Separated only by a dash from this vow is the notation: "Read Wrongs of Woman," 

Mary Wollstonecraft's Maria; or, The Wrongs ofWoman: 13 Mary's mother was never 

far from her mind when she considered the best means of engaging with the world 

around her. Mandragola testifies to both the political and the personal results of that 

engagement. 

Beatrice's name means, literally, "blessed," and its appearance in Mary's novel 

can be traced to multiple sources, including Dante's Beatrice and Beatrice Cenci, the 
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young victim of incest and abuse who murdered its perpetrator, her father. In the 

first intertext, Mary draws her reader's attention to the politics of love and the 

representation of the beloved. Dante's Beatrice is his dead beloved, who becomes his 

guide through Paradise in the CommediaJ and who, in his allegory, symbolizes divine 

love. The allusion to Dante serves to situate Valperga in a politically and socially 

allegorical context; it also focuses the reader's attention on the enduring value of 

Dante's contemporaneous portrait of this period, despite the fact that his is not 

precisely an historically accurate representation. That Dante's Beatrice symbolizes 

divine love is a particularly interesting engagement with Shelley's political 

philosophy, which has been characterized by Bennett as based essentially upon love; 

Shelley writes, "[love] is the bond and the sanction that connects not only man with 

man, but with every thing which exists."14 Love, or more properly, sympathy, impels 

us to search for "a soul within our soul that describes a circle around its proper 

Paradise which pain and sorrow and evil dare not overleap" (474). Mary's Beatrice, 

who begins as the child of heresy and ends as the child of despair, having been a deity 

incarnate, a leper's foster-child, a divine prophet, a scorned lover, and a tortured slave 

over the course of her lifetime, suggests that Mary's faith in the power of sympathy to 

change the world was far less transcendent than was that of her husband. 

The allusion to Beatrice Cenci further calls to mind the philosophy of Shelley, 

whose tragedy, The Cenci (1819), was one of Mary's favourites. In the preface to his 

play, Shelley writes: 

The highest moral purpose aimed at in the highest species of the drama, is the 
teaching the human heart, through its sympathies and antipathies, the 
knowledge of itself; in proportion to the possession of which knowledge, every 
human being is wise, just, sincere, tolerant and kind. If dogmas can do more, 
it is well: but a drama is no fit place for the enforcement of them. 
Undoubtedly, no person can be truly dishonoured by the act of another; and 
the fit return to make to the most enormous injuries is kindness and 
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forbearance, and a resolution to convert the injurer from his dark passions by 
peace and love. Revenge, retaliation, atonement, are pernicious mistakes. If 
Beatrice had thought in this manner she would have been wiser and better; 
but she would never have been a tragic character: the few whom such an 
exhibition would have interested, could never have been sufficiently 
interested for a dramatic purpose, from the want of finding sympathy in their 
interest among the mass who surround them. It is in the restless and 
anatomizing casuistry with which men seek the justification of Beatrice, yet 
feel that she has done what needs justification; it is in the superstitious horror 
with which they contemplate alike her wrongs and their revenge; that the 
dramatic character of what she did and suffered, consists. IS 

In the context of Mary's political allegory, this evocative intertext serves to remind 

the reader that the sufferings of the individual person and the political turmoil of the 

society at large have the same solution: sympathy and the recognition of a basic 

human affinity. As a figure for ignorance, Beatrice is both a victim and a warning 

about the dangers to society at large of the ignorant, who are too easily converted to 

whichever philosophy presently offers them an escape from victimization. The 

ideological rollercoaster on which Beatrice finds herself is a reaction to the ultimate 

cause in her life, her own ignorance; swinging from pious prophetess to confirmed 

heretic to resigned believer to ranting madwoman, she embodies the political 

consequences of personal pain. She also reminds the reader that behind every 

"violent extreme" there is a personal cause and that the translation of that personal 

injury into action is made possible, in the ignorant, because it is unmitigated by 

education. With her past religious convictions and her education in superstition, 

Beatrice is in danger of becoming another Mandragola. In any event, both women 

are completely ineffective in opposing Castruccio: Mandragola cannot best him by 

embracing the philosophy of tyranny and the tentative moral high-ground that 

Beatrice occupies as Castruccio's victim is blasted out from under her. 
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Euthanasia's is the most complex and ultimately most significant place in the 

novel; her name is also the most evocative. It is important for the twenty-first

century reader to remember that, in Mary's time, Euthanasia still meant "noble 

death," and was not yet a synonym for mercy killing. 16 For Mary, the strongest 

intertexts for the word "euthanasia" were to be found in the political movements and 

philosophical rhetoric of her time. Joseph Lew has suggested that Euthanasia's name 

derives from David Hume's Essay, "Whether the British Constitution Inclines More to 

Absolute Monarchy or to a Republic"; by means of this intertext, Lew comes to the 

conclusion that the political philosophy of Valperga is "deeply marked" by Mary's 

"disdain for and fear of the lower classes," noting that "the only stable and relatively 

'happy' government [in the novel] is the pointedly mixed or moderate aristocratic one 

of Florence."17 In his essay, Hume argues that the example of Cromwell has taught 

that "[m ]atters [ ...] must be trusted to their natural progress and operation" and that 

popular government, if not the product of political evolution will result in "all the 

tyranny of a faction, subdivided into new factions" which will eventually "after many 

convulsions, and civil wars, find repose in absolute monarchy, which it would have 

been happier for us to have established peaceably from the beginning" (52-53). 

Ultimately, Hume concludes that "[a ]bsolute monarchy ... is the easiest death, the 

true Euthanasia of the British constitution" (53). Euthanasia's name thus recalls 

contemporary debates about the relative wisdom of liberalizing the government and 

placing power in the hands of the people; Euthanasia herself does neither, preferring 

to continue as countess ofValperga: "I hold [my power] for the good of my people," 

she says, "who are happy under my government, and towards whom I shall ever 

perform my duty" (Valperga 291). 

David Hume reaches his conclusions about the fate of the British constitution 

by the same means as does the other person who notably used the word euthanasia to 
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describe the eventual fate of the government, but with different results: William 

Godwin. Hume argues that anyone who can take apart the constitution and recreate 

it is actually a tyrant, and the overnight re-creation of the British state as a republic 

would thus be nothing other than tyranny. Godwin's warnings about revolution and 

its likely effects stem from the same belief, but his use of the word euthanasia in the 

context of political philosophy is very different from Hume's and is a very likely 

influence on Mary's choice of names for her heroine. For Godwin, the "euthanasia of 

government" is the eventual noble end of an institution that has served its purpose 

but whose time has passed: 

The true supporters of government are the weak and uninformed, and not the 
wise. In proportion as weakness and ignorance shall diminish, the basis of 
government will also decay. This however is an event which ought not to be 
contemplated with alarm. A catastrophe of this description, would be the true 
euthanasia of government. If the annihilation of blind confidence and implicit 
opinion can at any time be effected, there will necessarily succeed in their 
place, an unforced concurrence of all in promoting the general welfare [ ....] 
[G]overnment [is] indebted for its existence to the errors and perverseness of a 
few[;] [ ...] it can no[t] otherwise be perpetuated, than by the infantine and 
uninstructed confidence of the many. It may be to a certain degree doubtful, 
whether the human species will ever be emancipated from their present 
subjection and pupillage, but let it not be forgotten that this is their condition. 
The recollection will be salutary to individuals, and may ultimately be 
productive of benefit to all. (PJ1: 238-39) 

Godwin believed that human society would eventually evolve to a point at which 

formal government would no longer be necessary, human beings having reached a 

point of refinement individually and collectively that would render government 

obsolete. Mary's Euthanasia embodies a movement toward that perfected humanity. 

Euthanasia is innately noble and eminently sympathetic with her fellow creatures, 

and she has received not just a practical and a political, but a moral education that 
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impels her to "desire the good & enlightenment of [her] fellow creatures" (MSJ553) 

and to do her part, however small, to bring it about. 

Euthanasia's attempts to reform Castruccio-and their eventual failure-as 

well as her failed attempts to rescue Beatrice from herself evoke Shelley once again 

and remind the reader that, though Euthanasia moves toward human perfection, she 

is not herself yet perfect. Euthanasia engages in exactly the sort of behaviour that 

Shelley encourages in the face of "the most enormous injuries," such as those inflicted 

upon both his Beatrice and Mary's: "the fit return to make [ ...] is kindness and 

forbearance, and a resolution to convert the injurer from his dark passions bypeace 

and love' (The Cenci240, emphasis added). "Love [ ...] is the ruling principle of 

[Euthanasia's] mind" (300), and she hopes that, by joining the conspiracy against 

Castruccio, she can save Italy from his tyranny while rescuing him from himself: 

To remove a cruel tyrant from his seat ofpower,-to devote those days, which 
she might have spent in luxury and pleasure, to a deep solitude, where neither 
love nor sympathy would cheer her;-to bear his anger, perhaps his hate, and 
in the midst of all to preserve a firmness and sweetness, that might sustain her, 
and soften him,-to quit all her friends, and her native country for ever, to 
follow in the steps of one she had ceased to love, but to whom she felt herself 
for ever bound by her wish to preserve him from that misery which his crimes 
would ultimately occasion him: these were her errors. (426) 

"But why," Mary asks, "should I call [them] error[s]?" (426). Until her betrayal of 

him, Euthanasia was, to Castruccio, "the saint of [his] life" (425), and he "believed, 

that, if she died, like Dante's Beatrice, she would plead for [him] before the throne of 

the Eternal, and that [he] should be saved through her" (426). Unable to save him 

from himself in life, she will perhaps save him in the afterlife; in the context of 

Mary's allegory, liberty and sympathy will rescue tyranny from itself, and thus 

Euthanasia is "one of the shadows that futurity casts on the present" (Rajan 37).18 
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Through her use of the name Euthanasia, Mary explicitly engages with 

political debate; however, she does not reach a definitive conclusion in the same way 

as do her father and Hume. Like Shelley's judgement that a drama should "[teach] the 

human heart" (240), Mary's evaluation of history suggests solutions to humanity's 

problems but does not formulate from those suggestions a vision of perfect 

government. It is likely that Mary herself probably never came to a perfect 

conclusion as to what form of government is most just; her belief in necessity 

coincides with her father's and her husband's, but her involvement with the 

particular in her historical novels prevents her from projecting a utopian vision, as the 

solutions she poses-love, sympathy, respect, education-are either too intangible for 

political philosophy or require too much cultivation through the long necessary 

progress to be realized within a single lifetime. Her interrogation of the political 

problems faced by her characters is consistent with a reformist project, but the 

possibilities inherent in that "shadow [ ...] on futurity" (Rajan 37) are always-already 

impossible; their possibilities capture the imagination of the reader, but are eventually 

trampled in the progress of necessity. Mary proves Shelley's point about Beatrice's 

tragedy being the source of interest for the reader, without which the recitation of 

the history would be meaningless: Euthanasia represents an almost perfect Shelleyan 

response to the crimes perpetrated against Mary's Beatrice, and Godwin observed that 

he "greatly admire[ d) Euthanasia," but "Beatrice is the jewel of the book."19 That is, 

the perfect response to the tyrant is not the most interesting and amounts, in the end, 

to an unfulfilled-and, within the context of the novel, unfulfillable-promise. 

The representation of the relationship among Mandragola, Beatrice, and 

Euthanasia is probably the closest that Mary comes to defining her own political 

philosophy in this novel. Because they are all imaginary, these characters are the sites 

of possibility in the novel, and the means by which their relationships might be 
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improved demonstrates Mary's utopian vision. As allegorical figures, they represent 

various responses to tyranny, and Euthanasia's self-evident moral and intellectual 

superiority to the other two women makes Mary's perception of the answer to the 

tyrant clear. Euthanasia's moderate monarchism is, from this perspective, simply a 

necessary step in the evolution of society; her failure to protect her people from 

Castruccio's invasion makes it apparent that Mary is not advocating such a solution 

for Britain. "Every scheme for embodying perfection must be injurious," writes 

Godwin. "That which is today a considerable melioration, will at some future period, 

if preserved unaltered, appear a defect and disease in the body politic" (Pf128-29). 

Euthanasia embodies not perfection, but the "earnest [desire] that each man should be 

wise enough to govern himself, without the intervention of any compulsory restraint" 

(Pf129): her principles are to be admired, her government ofValperga is not. Mary 

makes it clear that Beatrice and Mandragola fail successfully to oppose Castruccio 

because of fundamental flaws in their characters; their allegorical significance as the 

two forces of which revolution is composed, ignorance and ambition, encodes Mary's 

perspective on the necessity of gradual socio-political development as opposed to 

violent revolution. Beatrice cannot oppose Castruccio because she does not even , 

know herself; Mandragola is powerless against everyone except Beatrice and Bindo, 

and her thirst for power is complicit with the tyranny it would oppose. Euthanasia, 

on the other hand, fails because it is necessary, because her political philosophy 

requires the gradual improvement of her fellow creatures and of society as a whole. 

Like Godwin, Mary finds in history and the idea of liberty the means of changing the 

world; like Wollstonecraft, she finds that she must face the world as it is (Rajan 22). 

Valperga stands with Frankenstein and The Last Man as one of Mary's most 

politically engaged works. Seemingly a representation of medieval Italy, it is mostly a 

reflection of nineteenth-century Britain, and its displacement of the political 
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concerns of the climate in which it was written demonstrates the critical potential of 

historical fiction. Between 1817 and 1821, the British people and their government 

faced a number of important and difficult political challenges, many of which raised 

issues very similar to those Mary addresses in Valperga. Though obviously much 

taken with medieval Italian history, Mary's novel is far less about Italy's "antient 

quarrels" than it is about the ongoing-and sometimes violent-struggle in Europe 

and Britain between conservative power structures and an increasingly liberal 

resistance in the wake of the Napoleonic wars. The always-already impossible 

possibilities engendered through the characters of Beatrice--a figure for the innocent 

who might, one day, be saved-and especially, Euthanasia, who figures an active role 

for women and an efficacious place for liberal principles, signal that, as Bennett 

asserts, though "access to political reform lay outside society as it was constructed in 

medieval times as well as in [Mary's] own," Mary believed that it is "not outside the 

human imagination" (MWS 60). Most significantly, Mary is reacting to the 

suspension of Habeas Corpus between January 1817 and March 1818, and the so

called Gagging Acts, which prohibited the public assembly of more than fifty people 

in any given place at one time. A peaceful meeting of the radical Manchester 

Patriotic Union Society at St. Peter's Fields on 16 August 1816 was violently broken 

up by the local yeomanry; eleven people died and more than four hundred were 

injured in the incident, which was satirically dubbed the Peterloo Massacre in 

reference to the Battle of Waterloo, at which the British defeated Napoleon. This 

incident and the government's repressive response to it, known as the "Six Acts," 

were the direct inspirations for Shelley's sonnet "England in 1819": 

An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King;20 


Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow 

Through public scorn,-mud from a muddy spring;21 

Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know, 
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But leechlike to their fainting country cling 

Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow. 

A people starved and stabbed in th'untilled field; 
An army, whom liberticide and prey 

Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield; 

Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay; 

Religion, Christless, Godless-a book sealed; 

A senate, Time's worst statute, unrepealed22
Are graves from which a glorious Phantom may 
Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day.23 

The Shelleys witnessed these events at a distance, and both were horrified at what 

was reported in the press and related in the letters they received from friends and 

family. Writing to Marianne Hunt, the wife of Shelley's friend and fellow radical 

Leigh Hunt, Mary reflected in March 1820: 

Not that I much wish to be in England if I could but import a cargo of friends 
& books from that island here. I am too much depressed by its enslaved state, 
my inutility; the little chance there is for freedom; & the great chance there is 
for tyranny to wish to be witness of its degradation step by step, & to feel all 
the sensations of indignation & horror which I know I shd experience were I to 
hear daily the talk of the subjects or rather the slaves of King Cant whose 
dominion I fear is of wider extent in England than any where else. At present 
I have it double distilled through [the press] & even thus frittered [ ...] it 
makes one almost sick. No-since I have seen Rome, that City is my Country, 
& I do not wish to own any other until England is free & true that is untill [sic] 
the throne Cant the God or if you will the abominable idol before whom at 
present the english [sic] are offering up a sacrifize [sic] of blood & liberty, be 
over thrown [sic]. Cant has more power in parliament, & over the Kingdom 
than fear or any other motive--a man now in England wd as soon think of 
refusing a duel as of not listening to & talking the language of Cant & from the 
same motive--he wd be afraid of being turned out of society [ ....] [D]o not 
think I am unenglishifying myself-but that nook of ci devant free land, so 
sweetly surrounded by the sea is no longer England but Castlereagh land24 or 
New Land Castlereagh,-heaven defend me from being a Castlereaghish 
woman [....] & [ ...] while the land continues in its present demoralized & 
disturbed state [ ...] all loyal persons should distinguish themselves by 
assuming for their country [that] [denomination]. The more loyal one, which 
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wI be Georgia25 is objectionable on account of the immorality of the women of 
the region [ ...] !!!!! -Is not this the talk of God Cant? [ ....] All those who 
wish to become subjects of the new kingdom ought to be obliged to take an 
oath of citizenship not as Irish English or Scotch but as Castlereaghish [ ....] 
You see what a John or rather Joan Bu1l26 I am so full of politics [ ... ] I entreat 
you to adopt my vocabulary[:] do not degrade [ ...] the name of the British 
(MWSL 1: 137-38) 

The liberty of her own country at stake, Mary could well identify with the dreams of 

Euthanasia, who "hope[s] [for] freedom for Italy" and knows that the fulfillment of 

those dreams is as much on the "wings of time, scattering change as he [goes]" as it 

ever has been in "high song and glorious action" (70-71). 

It is tempting to trace the last appearance of Mary's idealism to Valperga and 

to assume that the abrupt and definitive change wrought in her life shortly after the 

novel's completion would stand "as a monument to shew that all ended then" (2 Oct. 

1822; MSJ429), a headstone for her youthful enthusiasm. However, Mary's doubts 

and concerns, her preoccupation with "counter arguments" are apparent even in this 

early text. The ultimate failure of her perfect heroine, Euthanasia, who is outshone 

by the tyrant's victim, the victory of the tyrant, and the inadequacy of love 

interrogate the liberalism on which Valperga is founded; on the other hand, the 

presence of Mary's non-historical characters and events celebrate that liberalism and 

whisper to the reader about the possibilities of the present and the future. In 

Valperga, as in her other fiction, Mary not only extols the virtues of liberalism but 

investigates its failures, perpetually examining not just herself but the world around 

her, ever conscious that she has undertaken what Godwin characterized as "a labour 

without end" (PJ1: 266). She has "no passion for reforming the world," but a need to 

understand it, and in her search she discovers a hope that she may educate and thus 

improve herself (MSJ554) and be of some service to others (MSJ557); even when 



60 

almost overcome with grief, she finds a task to which she devotes herself with the 

fervor of religious vocation: 

Now I am alone! The stars may behold my tears, & the wind drinks my 
sighs-but my thoughts are a sealed treasure which I can confide to none [... 
. ] Beneath all this, my imagination even flags,-Literary labours, the 
improvement of my mind, & the enlargement of my ideas are the only 
occupations that elevate me from my lethargy. Methinks I was born to that 
end alone, since all events seem to lead me to that one point-& the coursers 
of destiny having dragged me to that single resting place, have left me. Father, 
Mother, friend, husband, children-all made - as it were - the team that 
conducted me here [....] all are gone, and I am left to fulfil [sic] my task. So 
be it! 27 (MS! 429; 431-32) 

Believing herself destined to be a writer, to "[enlarge] her ideas" and "[improve] her 

mind," Mary devoted herself to continuing to live in a world now "replete with 

change and sorrow" ( Valperga 438). In many ways, Mary always was and will be a 

radical thinker, remarkable for her grasp of contemporary politics and her ability to 

push the philosophy of her day to its rational conclusions; she "seize[s] on the 

capabilities of a subject" and "mould[s] and fashion[s] ideas suggested to it" 

(Introduction 363). Her association with the radical tradition established, however, it 

must be said that the legacy of her intellectual parents and the influence of her 

revolutionary husband are now often assumed-in a complete reversal of early 

criticism of her work-to have passed to her unscathed and unquestioned. In fact, 

Mary's work exhibits a conflicted relationship with her radical heritage, an 

ambivalence complicated both by philosophical observation and personal experience. 

As the daughter of radical parents-one of whom she never knew-her caution is 

both her mark of distinction and an indication of the depth of her liberal feelings and 

commitment to sincerity; as she remarked in a letter Frances Wright (12 Sept. 1827; 

MWSL 2:4), her dearest desire as a child was to be compared favourably with her 

mother, and especially to be thought to resemble her. Mary needed to be certain that 
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her personal convictions and her political ideas stemmed from "calm philosophy" 

(MS/557) and were demonstrably more than a motherless child's desire to know her 

mother in herself, to find approbation and comfort in the (imaginary) certainty of her 

mother's pride in her. She needed, in short, to be certain that overcoming her girlish 

shyness was not the result of an equally girlish longing to belong. Despite her 

. protests, Mary Shelley is "a person of Opinions," if by that title one means a person 

who observes, contemplates, comments upon, and desires to understand the social 

and political world in which she lives; first, however, she chose to be a person of her 

own. 
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Chapter Three: "The present pervades all things"l 

By the time Valperga was published in 1823, Percy Bysshe Shelley was dead, 

drowned at sea; considering that she had modeled her Euthanasia on her husband, as 

she had named William Frankenstein, who is strangled by the Creature, for her 

young son who later died, Mary began to develop a morbid conviction of her own 

"Sibylline propensities" (MWSL 2: 15). It was under very different circumstances, 

personally and politically, that Mary began her next historical novel in 1827. In 

addition to finding herself a widow and a single mother to an only child whose three 

siblings she had buried-one at home and two abroad2-Mary was forced to leave 

Italy for England, the political climate of which seemed slowly to be tending toward 

liberalism. The recession which had followed the war was slowly giving way to 

renewed prosperity, and the long ascendant Tory government was clearly on its way 

out at last.3 

Mary began writing professionally to supplement the small allowance she and 

Percy Florence, her only surviving child, received from his paternal grandfather, Sir 

Timothy Shelley.4 Mary's decision to use the pseudonym "The Author of 

Frankenstein" when publishing Valperga proved fortunate in that she was able to 

continue writing under an established identity even after Sir Timothy barred her 

from bringing the Shelley name to the attention of the public.s In 1824, with the 

death of Byron, she became the sole survivor of Villa Diodatls summer of 1816

apart from Claire, who was intent upon hiding her "disreputable past" behind her 

respectable, if miserable, present role as a governess in Russia (Seymour 352)-and as 

such she was much sought by those who sought information about, in particular, the 

life of Byron.6 In 1826, she published The Last Man, a personally cathartic and 

politically powerful work the autobiographical elements of which were evident 

enough to Sir Timothy that he temporarily withheld Mary's allowance for a short 
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time after its publication.7 She also discovered, finally, that Jane Williams, her best 

friend, had been spreading malicious gossip about her and her relationship with 

Shelley since returning to England, before Mary, in 1823.8 

As Seymour has noted, Shelley's specialty, fiction with Gothic undertones, was 

out of fashion by the mid-1820s (362); in addition, The Last Man was almost 

universally panned by the critics and their reactions "had an inevitable effect on a 

young woman too poor to ignore the requirements of fashion" (Seymour 362). Setting 

out to write a more conventional novel, Shelley began work on The Fortunes of 

Perkin Warbeckin 1827 with the conviction that a romance about the fifteenth-

century pretender to the English throne "promise[d] ... to be far more popular than 

the last" (MWSL 2:90). Unfortunately, she was wrong. Although not completely 

dismissed by the critics, Mary's "Poor Perkin" (MWSL 2:98) was not as well received 

as Mary would have liked, and "Poor Perkin" also undeniably lives up to its creator's 

description. The self-proclaimed romance is interesting from the perspective of 

history and Mary's revisionist approach to the pretender's story, but it is lacking in 

energy and in humour, making it something of a dull read; even contemporary critics, 

eager to resurrect Mary Shelley's works, have shied away from a reprint of this 

particular novel,9 Some even completely dismiss it: 

Few people have read their way through The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbec.k; 
fewer still would argue that a long, laborious chronicle filled with 
unconvincing characters and turgid dialogue amounted to more than a waste 
of Mary's imaginative gift. The most interesting thing about it is that the 
author, directly after displaying the sparkle and wit of 'Roger Dodsworth,'lO 
could have written a work so grimly lacking in humour. (Seymour 362) 

I am not certain that this damning criticism is altogether earned by The Fortunes of 

Perkin Warbeck, but it is impossible to assert that this novel is exactly riveting. It is 

overly long, the story is hopelessly complicated by alterations and conflations, and its 
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premise demands too much deviation from relatively well-known and virtually 

undisputed historical fact for it to be, like Valperga, discoveredas an unjustly 

neglected and delightful book. But it cannot be dismissed, either. 

As much "raked out of fifty old books" as Valperga is, Perkin Warbeck, despite 

its historical inaccuracies, required a great deal of research and careful planning;ll 

more importantly, it is the result of a deliberate subversion of historical fact, an 

examination of the means by which truth is decided and falsehood is excluded from 

the historical record. In The Fortunes ofPerkinWarbeck, Mary examines the Wars 

of the Roses and the reign of Henry VII as watershed events in the development of 

her country; she is interested, as in Valperga, in a time of unrest and political and 

economic insecurity during which the socioeconomic feudalism that had governed 

Britain for hundreds of years was eroding in favour of nascent capitalism and 

tentative democracy. What critics such as Seymour have missed in correctly assessing 

this novel as a bore is the fact that, though it is not diverting as a novel, it is very 

intriguing when considered politically and historically. The Fortunes ofPerkin 

Warbeck is a careful examination of legitimacy, government, insurrection, and the 

masculine power structures in which those forces are generally observed; the novel's 

main fault is that it takes what should have been a shrewd political and historical 

analysis-a little faulty in its details but ambitious in scope and conviction-and puts 

it before the reader as a rather prosaic and often plodding novel. As the subject of an 

historical novel, Mary's version of events is a perfect demonstration of the power of 

historical fiction to exploit the authority of history to formulate an alternate 

understanding of the past and so to suggest an altered perspective on the present; 

unlike Valperga, however, The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck did not benefit from 

Godwin's judicious editing. Although he provided some of the historical details and 

read the manuscript, pronouncing himself "transported with [it]," he does not appear 
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to have acted as her editor in this instance.12 Much to Mary's consternation, the 

printers also lost several fair-copy packets containing the first few chapters of volume 

three; she was obliged to re-write this section in a very short period of time (MWSL 

2: 106-07). Whatever its defects, The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck is an important 

example of Mary's political employment of her craft, especially in its repudiation of 

what had come before or what was believed to have come before; she flouts historical 

knowledge and historical certainty as nothing more than the political tools of a man 

who had been dead for four centuries, and in so doing questions the authority of 

every monarch who followed. 

The historical Perkin Warbeck got into the business of pretending to the 

throne quite by accident.13 According to his confession, he was the son of a 

prosperous Flemish artisan and the apprentice to a cloth merchant with whom he 

traveled to Cork in December of 1491; modeling silks that his master was selling, 

Warbeck was immediately recognizedas the Earl of Warwick, son of the Duke of 

Clarence and nephew to Edward IV and Richard 111.14 After swearing on the Bible

literally-with the Mayor of Cork as his witness that he was no such person nor was 

he related to any English monarch, alive or dead, he was accosted by another group-

this one led by the Yorkist John Atwater-and positively identified as an illegitimate 

son of Richard III; again he felt obliged to affirm, Bible in hand, that he was not a 

Plantagenet of any stripe. It seems that John Atwater and John Taylor finally 

convinced him to take on the role as an aid to their plans to overthrow King Henry 

VII. What possessed him to agree is unknown, but he was both a willing participant 

in the conspiracy and its unknowing victim, his behaviour indicative of something 

between dissimulation and brainwashing. IS Perhaps he was just a young man in 

search of an adventure; if he was, he certainly succeeded in finding one. He was 

acknowledged the rightful King of England by most of the monarchs of Europe, was 
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the figurehead for invasion and insurrection, married the cousin of James IV of 

Scotland, was captured, managed to escape, and was recaptured, and was finally 

executed, along with his erstwhile cousin, the Earl of Warwick, in 1499.16 Certainly 

he was in the nineteenth century and continues even to this day "a bit of joke" in 

historical circles (Arthurson vii).17 The question, then, is what possessed Mary 

Shelley to ally herself with a figure such as Warbeck and proclaim him to be an 

unjustly wronged and callously usurped prince. The answer lies in both the uproar 

that Warbeck managed to create--a decade-long period of repression and suspicion 

that marred the end of Henry VII's reign-and the critical potential that is opened in 

the space between Shelley's story and the accepted historical facts. 

That Henry feared Warbeck-for good reason-is not in question. Henry's 

claim to the throne was based entirely on matrilineage through a rather meandering 

path, and the security--such as it was-of his throne came largely through his 

marriage to Elizabeth, daughter of Edward IV, whom Richard III had had designs on 

marrying for precisely the same reason as did Henry: to seat himself more firmly on 

the throne. As David Hume notes, the security of Henry's throne ultimately rested 

on the right of "present possession":18 deposing a king is a difficult business. Ruling 

over a newly peaceful country in a postwar recession, with taxes high and support for 

the king at best grudging and at worst nonexistent, Henry VII seems always to have 

felt less-than-secure on his throne. He was indeed, as Mary describes him, a 

seemingly avaricious king: contemporary accounts bear out this description. 

However, it seems that he was less greedy than practical, faced with a treasury 

depleted by years of domestic and foreign wars, including a long campaign in alliance 

with other European monarchs against French territorial ambitions. Mary uses 

Henry's obvious fear of Warbeck and the increasingly repressive measures of the last 

decade of the fifteenth century as evidence that Henry, too, believed that the 
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"pretender" was actually not a pretender at all; however, Henry was aware that there 

was far more at stake than the question of the legitimacy of Warbeck's claims. 

Whether or not he was who he appeared to be, he was dangerous as a focal point for 

discontent and insurrection: he was exactly what the rebellious Y orkists needed him 

to be. 

Mary was likely attracted to the late fifteenth century because of the 

comparisons that could be drawn between the reign of Henry VII and the repressive 

monarchies of Europe in her own time: the suppression of revolution in Austria in 

1821, the Greek war of independence against the Ottoman Empire, the intervention 

of the French in quelling revolution in Spain, and the succession of Charles X of 

France were likely on her mind when she came across Warbeck's history. Apart from 

the inherent romance of an unjustly wronged prince, there is also the fact that the 

fifteenth century in Britain was an extraordinary historical period. Scientific 

discoveries abounded, as did technological advances such as the introduction of the 

printing press and the development of firearms; there were radical ideas circulating, 

and people called for reform and renewal against the backdrop of increased 

entrepreneurship and cosmopolitanism that resulted, in part, from the influx of 

foreigners during the Wars of the Roses, in which every country in Europe seemed to 

have felt it had a proprietary interest (Arthurson 5-9). 

Against this complex backdrop, the reader of The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck 

encounters the boy who would be king. The story opens with the aftermath of the 

Battle of Bosworth, where Richard III was defeated and Henry VII was crowned king; 

Mary uses this portion of the story to underscore the paramount importance of 

personal loyalty in this period. We must draw our attention, asserts Arthurson, "to 

the intensely personal nature of late medieval politics, so personal and so intense that 

the main driving force of politics in this period are loyalty to a lord and loyalty to his 
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family [ ...] and what flowed therefrom: pursuit of his right, revenge, and the demand 

for justice" (2). The supporters of Richard III and the House of York must press the 

claim for his family, despite his usurpation (and probable murder) of his nephews. 

Much is expected of, but little delivered by the partisans of the House of York in this 

novel, and Shelley's emphasis in these first few chapters on the importance of loyalty 

in the period draw our attention to the tremendous change occurring in Britain in the 

fifteenth century: something once vital to the operation of the country is now falling 

to the wayside in favour of other values and other philosophies of government. 

When we finally meet the prince we discover a man in miniature, already full 

of the courtly grace and eloquence requisite for a king, though he does not yet possess 

the air of authority that he later acquires. His tale of escape from death in the Tower 

is not very different from that told by the historical Warbeck, who asserted that the 

man sent to kill the princes murdered his brother, the boy-king Edward V, but 

allowed him to escape, presumably because they were overwhelmed by guilt 

(Arthurson 49). Shelley's Richard watched his brother die of a wasting illness 

brought on by confinement in the Tower, and then was assisted in his escape by Lord 

Lovel, Earl of Lincoln, Richard Ill's named heir (PWI9). Richard III had originally 

named the son of his elder brother, the Duke of Clarence, as his heir, but "the 

superior right of the nephew before the reigning uncle became so eminent a subject 

of discussion, that the king was obliged to recall his declaration, and to confine the 

young Prince [the Earl of Warwick] to a castle in Yorkshire" (19). The escape was, in 

Mary Shelley's version, Richard Ill's idea, partly because her narrative requires, as 

Fischer notes, that Richard III not be guilty of murder (20, n. a). It takes quite some 

time in the narrative for Mary to set the stage, but at last the lights go up: Richard, 

Duke of York, and son of Edward IV escaped the Tower and is now ready, as soon as 

his partisans can find a way to arrange it, to become King of England. 
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Unfortunately, Richard has to wait a long time to get underway. The 

conspirators decide that the last thing they need at this moment in time is another 

boy-who-would-be-king, a child who would be unable practically to assert his right 

to rule when the people already have a perfectly serviceable king in place, however 

suspect the king's claim to the throne might be. In order perhaps to augment the 

impression that Henry is an usurper who holds the throne solely by right of his 

cunning, Mary Shelley delays the marriage of Henry to Richard's sister Elizabeth 

until much later in the novel, when in fact they were married almost immediately 

upon Henry's official coronation. This historical alteration serves as a device to 

explain away Richard's absence from England and to emphasize the danger that he, as 

a young boy, faces as the rightful king. If Henry were secure on his throne after his 

marriage to Elizabeth, the caution of Richard's supporters would seem almost 

paranoiac, especially because Elizabeth's coronation as Henry's queen necessitated 

that all assertions that Edward IV's children were illegitimate be disproven or 

discarded: in recognizing Elizabeth's legitimacy, the King legitimized her brothers. 

(This fact, of course, did not trouble the historical Henry VII in the slightest, both 

boys having been assumed dead for some time).19 To protect him from Henry, Mary's 

Richard is eventually spirited off to Flanders to live with Madeline de Faro, the sister 

of Jahn Warbeck; Richard is to masquerade as Jahn's son, Perkin, who has recently 

died. Raised in considerable obscurity alongside Madeline's daughter, Monina, he 

nonetheless retains all the manners of royalty; eventually he is joined by his cousin 

Edmund Plantagenet, illegitimate son of Richard III, with whom he fights in various 

battles throughout Flanders and beyond, earning his reputation and eventually 

coming around to the desire to get on with claiming his throne.20 

The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck is a discourse on the legitimacy of power and 

on the relative wisdom of reform and revolution. Earning his reputation and 
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becoming a man by the standards of the day are the prerequisites for Richard's return 

to England; that these achievements and the values they celebrate are firmly 

ensconced in the feudalism that invests power in the king that he wishes to 

overthrow destine his efforts to failure. Mary Shelley effectively and unquestionably 

establishes that, by right as well as virtue, Richard is the better man with the stronger 

claim to the throne; it is nonetheless inevitable that he will fail, because he wishes to 

take down Henry's power and replace it with one identical in everything except 

name. Better man or not, he will still be a king. Indeed, it is Richard's moral 

superiority to Henry that guarantees that he will never be king; like Euthanasia, he 

cannot overcome his adversary without violating his own principles. When he 

invades England, a Scottish army of his new cousins at his back-he married 

Katherine Gordon, cousin to James IV and would thus have considered many of his 

new allies to be his relations as well-he cannot bear the Scots' assault on his country 

and its people. "If not mine," he says to his supporters, 

let me yield the sway to the lady Peace; the name and presence of a 
Plantagenet shall no longer sanction the devastation of his country. I would 
rather be a cotter on your wild Highlands than buy the sovereignty of my fair 
England by the blood of her inhabitants. (257) 

But still he tries, and fails, and tries again. Richard is entirely honourable: as an 

honourable man he must both defend his country and assert his right to its throne. 

His position is completely untenable and he cannot gain a throne without losing his 

kingdom. Ironically, it is by relinquishing power that he proves his right to it, by 

recognizing that the throne is larger than the man who occupies it-the state is 

greater than the king. His acknowledgement of that fact is, however, a long time 

corning, and it is in his complicity with monarchical power that Mary finds her point. 

For the reformer and the revolutionary, Mary Shelley's message is clear. 

Those who would save the people from a tyrant run the risk of becoming tyrants 
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themselves; reminiscent of Godwin's strictures on revolution (and its generally being 

an unwise idea), Richard's persistent inability to relinquish his claim brings to the 

fore Mary's conviction that principles, however noble, cannot be forcibly enacted, 

either by military might or legislation.21 Although Richard tries several times to 

convince himself he does not need to be king, it takes quite some time before he 

brings himself seriously to contemplate abandoning his quest for the throne in favour 

of peace and a life of obscurity with his bride, a life that she has promised him will be 

richer and more satisfying than could be any crown. "What is there," she asks 

Richard, 

in the name or state of king, that should so take captive our thoughts that we 
can imagine no life but on a throne? [ ....JThe cold, heartless Tudor may well 
desire the prize, for he has nothing save the gilt crown to ennoble him; 
nothing but the supple knees of courtiers to present to him the show of love. 
But - ah! could I put fire into my weak words - my heart's zeal into my 
supplicatory voice - persuasion would attend upon me, and you would feel 
that to the young, to two united as we are, our best kingdom is each other's 
hearts, our dearest power that which each, without let or envy, exercises over 
the other. Though our palace roof be the rafters of a lowly cot, our state, the 
dear affection we bear each other, our attendants the duty and observance of 
one to the other - I, so served by King Edward's son - you, by the rightful 
queen of this fair island - were better waited on than Henry and Elizabeth, by 
their noble servitors. I almost think that, with words like these, I might draw 
you from the uneasy throne to the downy paradise of love; and can I not from 
this hard struggle, while death yet guards the palace gate, and you will be 
pierced through and through long ere you can enter? (302) 

Richard's ambition, because it takes the form of a duty, is at this point still impossible 

to quiet, however: 

you would have me renounce my birth and name; you desire that we become 
the scorn of the world, and would be content that so dishonoured, the braggart 
imposter, and his dame Katherine, should spend their shameful days in an 
ignominious sloth, misnamed tranquility. I am a king, lady, though no holy oil 
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nor jewelled crown has touched this head; and such I mustprove myself 
(302-03, emphasis added). 

After a few victories and several defeats on the battlefield, Richard seems resigned to 

a quiet life, but only after he has regained his honour by means of Henry's 

recognition of his right and his name. A call to the tyrant's sense of honour is duly 

given, Richard promising to surrender and give up all claims to the throne if Henry 

will meet him on the field so that he can force Henry to retract the lies he has spread 

about Richard and his uncle, Richard III. This challenge is unsurprisingly rejected. 

Caught in a masculine power structure of honour and right, Richard cannot 

overthrow that same system because he has imbibed the best of it-that which can be 

considered noble-and missed out entirely on the worst of it. He cannot be cunning, 

like Henry, and there is not a deceitful bone in his body. He has the right to rule and 

perhaps enough charisma to be a popular king, but he does not have the will to 

ruthlessness that Mary Shelley associates with absolute monarchy. Were he to use 

the tools of the tyrant, he would be no better than Henry, and the situation of the 

people would not be improved; it might even worsen. 

Richard, because his goal is not to reform the society but to lead it, is not really 

a revolutionary; however, Mary's conclusion in this novel is nonetheless aimed at 

those who would reform the world by violent means. It is not the leader who needs 

to be replaced or reformed, but the system itself: substituting one occupant of the seat 

of power for another does not make a society any better or worse than it was 

previously. Lasting change can only be brought about by altering the structure of the 

society and the people's relationship to power. Like Katherine, the reader 

"perceive[s] that power fail[s] most, when its end was good" (291) and "[sees] the bare 

reality [of Richard's attempted insurrection]; some three thousand poor peasants and 

mechanics, whose swords were more likely to cut themselves than strike the enemy, 
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were arrayed against the whole power and majesty of England" (303). Even had they 

managed to strike the enemy, their swords would still have drawn their own blood: in 

opposing the tyrant on his terms, revolution will result only in harm to the 

revolutionaries and anyone else who happens to be in the way. Had he chosen the 

alternative life offered to him by Katherine, Richard would have experienced equality 

with another and had a genuine opportunity to reform his state, even if it were only 

"a lowly cot"; but he cannot understand power in any but a monarchical sense and 

thus he fails to achieve anything in the novel. 

Even when he is finally reconciled to a quiet life with Katherine, he still 

requires the tyrant's blessing, recognition of his value and his legitimacy within the 

existing power structure; to use a current turn of phrase, Richard might believe he 

can step outside the box, but he has not yet learned to think outside of it and so 

cannot escape Henry's power, the legitimacy of which he recognizes both in coveting 

it and in requiring its sanction. Richard's one wish-that he be acknowledged 

Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York, by Henry VII, King of England-is doomed to 

failure. Instead of choosing to live as Richard with Katherine, he resolves that he 

must "rescue [his] name from the foul slur Henry has cast on it; to establish [him]self 

as [him]selfin the eyes of England" (303); in so doing, he places himself within the 

tyrant's power and signs the death warrant, not of Richard, Duke of York, but of 

Perkin Warbeck, "braggart imposter" (302): Richard is completely eradicated. 

Because he is so hopelessly entangled in the ideology of power, Richard, like 

Castruccio, cannot be other than he is. However, the time for him to claim his throne 

is long past before he even begins trying, and the novel proceeds to its inevitable 

conclusion: in seeking affirmation of his own legitimacy from the power he wishes to 

overthrow, he loses himself and squanders any opportunity he may have had to 

reform even the tiniest comer of Britain. 
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The reader of The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck is left, in the end, with the 

conviction that legitimacy and right-both of which the reformers of Shelley's day 

had on their side-do not a king make and do not necessarily on their own merit 

make for good government. Mary's conclusion calls to mind Burke's analysis of the 

authors of the French Revolution, whom he described as "people [ ...] so taken up 

with their theories of the rights of man that they have totally forgot his nature" (64). 

Mary would certainly not have sided whole-heartedly with Burke on most issues, but 

some of his assertions echo "the counter arguments" against the "good Cause" of 

which she writes in her journal in 1838. Whereas the reformers would deduce the 

changes that needed to be made to society from general assertions about the rights of 

human beings, Mary would induct them from the gap between what is and what 

should be; that is, Mary's reformist ideas always bear in mind the state of the society 

to which she might apply them. In addition to his complicity in the power structure, 

Richard cannot be made-over into a king because there is too great a distance 

between who he is and who he would need to be to rule England successfully. 

Despite his superior right, Richard is in may ways completely unprepared for 

kingship; skilled in warfare, he knows next to nothing of diplomacy, and his inability 

to understand that Henry will never allow him to walk away reveals a startling 

ignorance of the true operation of the power he covets. Had Richard become king, 

England would have been overrun by France and Spain within the course of year. He 

is straightforward and sincere, honest and honourable to a fault; he is in short 

everything a king is supposed to be and many things that a king cannot be. Loved by 

everyone, he is nonetheless a tool, discarded when those Y orkists not tied directly to 

him by bonds of friendship discover that their cause is hopeless. 

Mary was and remained throughout her life committed to liberal ideas; but she 

was no revolutionary: to be so would be to contradict her principles. Some of her 
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thoughts and ideas are revolutionary in that they alter our perspective of 

Romanticism and may be read as calls to an investigation into societal problems, but 

the radicals became increasingly distasteful to her as she began to perceive their 

reformist ideals as more revolutionary-and therefore more violent-than 

evolutionary. For Mary, radically to alter-or attempt to alter-the character of a 

person or a society is not a reformist project, but a deformist one. To use an example 

from Mary's most famous work, Frankenstein's creature is monstrous because he is 

unnaturally made, constructed full-grown and denied a childhood by his creator's 

rejection of him; he has no opportunity to grow, to change and develop, but is thrown 

out into the world to fend for himself, an idea made concrete without sufficient 

consideration of its implications. In the same way, rapid, radical reform of society can 

be dangerous: good ideas and good intentions, like Frankenstein's desire "to banish 

disease from the human frame, and render man invulnerable to any but a violent 

death" (Frankenstein 69), are not guaranteed to have positive results. It is better to let 

things develop, to influence the growth of the political system in the same manner 

that one trains a vine to climb a trellis: gently, with an eye to how it has grown to this 

point and a care for its delicacy. 

Revolution is "pregnant with tyranny," Godwin asserts (PJ267), because the 

rapid fall of the previously privileged will do nothing but engender "discontent" and 

foment reactionism, "the crime [ ...] which a revolution watches with the greatest 

jealousy" (PJ268). The ultimate lesson of Mary's historical fiction is optimistic 

patience and cautious reform. The human person is responsible to society and to her 

fellow creatures, but it is her business to educate and assist, not to remake her fellow 

creatures, an act which is quite beyond her power anyway. As Godwin writes: 

The only method according to which social improvements can be carried on, 
with sufficient prospect of an auspicious event, is, when the improvement of 
our institutions advances, in a just proportion to the illumination of the public 
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understanding. There is a condition of political society best adapted to every 
different stage of human improvement. The more nearly this condition is 
successively realized, the more advantageously will the general interest be 
consulted. There is a sort of provision in the nature of the human mind for 
this species of progress. Imperfect institutions [ ...] cannot long support 
themselves, when they are generally disapproved of, and their effects truly 
understood. There is a period, at which they may be expected to decline and 
expire, almost without an effort. (PJl:273-74) 

For Mary, ideas such as those of her parents and Shelley are the seeds of change; it 

would be a mistake to believe that they should-or can-grow up into oak trees 

overnight. 

Because of her belief in gradual change, Mary-unlike her father22 does not 

evolve a teleological political philosophy based upon human evolution toward a 

specific political structure; the force of history, for Mary, is the human desire for self

improvement, "the endeavour to be more perfect" (PW400). Where it will end 

structurally, she does not pretend to know, but her perfect society has definite 

characteristics, primarily the fostering of a sense of responsibility or duty, and the 

protection of natural rights. This is a position to which Mary's intellectual prowess, 

diverse life experience, and especially her woman's education bring her, and it 

renders invaluable her explorations of the political, social, and economic issues of her 

time. She remained committed to her liberal principles while at the same time 

retaining her pragmatism and her conviction, borne out in history, that Rome wasn't 

built in a day for good reason. 

Mary's political relationship to radicalism and liberalism is also always 

complicated by her personal relationships to the liberals and radicals after whom she 

is named. Increasingly lonely after Shelley's death, she nonetheless remained aloof 

from the Radicals, essentially the only group among whom she could reasonably 

expect to be welcome, given her early notoriety. illtimately, like Euthanasia, Mary 
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sacrifices love to duty-in her case her duty to sincerity and intellectual 

responsibility-and her need to know that her political convictions stemmed not 

from personal emotion but from reasoned philosophy: 

If I had raved & ranted about what I did not understand-had I adopted a set 
of opinions and propogated [sic] them with enthusiasm-had I been careless of 
attack & eager for notoriety-then the party to which I belonged had gathered 
round me & I had not been alone. (MSf555) 

It may seem to be shrinking sort of courage, but it is courage nonetheless; desperately 

lonely, she might have allowed someone--Trelawny perhaps-to bring her forward 

and help her to overcome her reticence while making her feel once again that she was 

part of a living community, instead of the "last relic of a beloved race" (MSf477). But 

her principles won out, q)mfortless as the small victory may have been when no one 

else acknowledged that a battle had taken place. 

* * * 

Mary's politics and her presentation of them are complex and often 

contradictory. Despite her liberalism, she had a number of misgivings about the 

"Cause," as she called liberalism and Chartism, and her political commitments were 

further complicated by deeply-seated personal insecurities and moral convictions. In 

many ways, Mary's situation exemplifies Mary Poovey's "double-life" of the woman 

writer, but with a twist;23 in addition to the constraints of propriety that Poovey 

notes, this particular proper lady and woman writer also had to contend both with 

the philosophical legacy recounted in her radical litany of a name and with her own 

need "to be something great & good" (MSf554), to prove herself in some manner 

worthy of that legacy. Understanding the manner in which these personal anxieties 

complicate Mary's politics provides insight into the reasons for the contradictions not 

only in Mary's own work, but in the criticism that has emerged in the decades since 
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she was rescued from relative obscurity. In this final section, I will focus on the 

personal resonances of Mary's historical fiction and their manifestations in the 

invented and altered female characters of Euthanasia, Beatrice, and Katherine; in 

addition, I will discuss the "history of woman" (MWSL 2: 115) that emerges from 

Mary's historical fiction and its implications for liberalism and the rights of women 

both in the context of Mary's own life and the wider political arena in which she 

lived and published. 

After Shelley's death, Mary intended to write his biography; after her father's 

death, she collected information for a Life ofGodwin; she assisted others with 

information and editorial suggestions for biographies of Shelley and Byron; and she 

wrote several biographical sketches for the Cabinet CyclopIEdia, including the entries 

on Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Machiavelli. Of all of her projects in biography, these 

last were the least dear and the only finished. She partially fulfilled her intention to 

write a biography of Shelley in her extensive and valuable notes to his poems in her 

comprehensive edition of his poetry, firially published in 1839 after Sir Timothy 

Shelley relented,24 and she did begin a Life ofGodwin. However, she remained, for 

most of her writing career, a frustrated biographer, and her impulse to biography is 

everywhere apparent in her historical fiction. 25 For Mary, history is a record of 

passed lives, and her biographic historicism and interest in writing biography mark 

her historical fiction as the end product of a very personal historical investigation. 

Mary queries history in search of herself and of other women like her; not finding 

many, she instead invents several women characters and invests them with a hearty 

measure of both her philosophy and her feelings so that they represent her political 

convictions and her personal anxieties in sometimes-contradictory relation to one 

another. 
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Mary's historical fiction may be read as the partial fulfillment of another 

project she wished to undertake: "the Lives of Celebrated Women-or a history of 

Woman-her position in society and her influence upon it-historically considered" 

(MWSL 2: 115).26 In this sense, Mary's historical fiction is on one level an exploration 

of the political and social power and position that women have held throughout 

history. However, if we are to take her historical fiction as the partial fulfillment of 

this intention, as Anne M. Frank Wake has argued, then we must confront the fact 

that Mary ignores famous women entirely in favour of semi-famous men and the 

imaginary-or radically altered-women that Mary inserts into their lives. Mary's ' 

interests are demonstrably political; however, she portrays no woman who is 

traditionally understood to have wielded any actual political power or influence at all, 

despite the fact her female characters are the central focus of the political movements 

described in her historical novels. If we understand her historical project in both 

professional and personal terms, the reasons for this omission become apparent. 

First, celebrated historical women do not need to be discovered by the 

imagination; they are proven exceptions and by their very presence as anomalies in 

the historical record, they instil the rule that to be onlya woman is not in itself 

memorable or worth celebrating. The presence of individual women in the historical 

record subverts the rule, certainly, but it does not go as far in its subversion as does 

Mary's celebration of women who did not exist, because Mary celebrates not the 

extraordinary woman, but the ordinary one; for Mary, these ideal ordinary women 

are displaced visions of middle-class respectability, the same women in whose power 

"to effect a revolution in female manners" Wollstonecraft had such faith. 27 Euthanasia 

and Katherine, for example, despite holding positions of influence not normally 

assigned to women, are women doing middle-class women's work, Euthanasia as a 

caring matriarch and Katherine as a devoted wife and would-be mother figure. The 
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centrality of their positions in both the domestic and political registers of Mary's 

historical novels speaks to the wider public significance of private affections, the 

political importance--and thus historical significance-ofwomen's work. 

In addition, Mary's celebration of unknown women betrays her own anxieties 

about how she, as the daughter of one famous man and the wife of another, would be 

remembered by history. In her defensive journal entry of 21 October 1838, she 

records her feelings about the "Cause" and her reaction to those who criticized her so 

"that those who love [her J may hereafter know that [she is J not all to blame--nor 

merit[sJ the heavy accusations cast on [her)" (559). Ifher dearest friend, Jane 

Williams, could so misunderstand and abuse her, how much more did she have to fear 

from the faceless future? These invented historical women embody Mary's conflicted 

relationship to her own politics, the apparent contradiction between her liberalism 

and her distrust of efforts to reform society; she is also tom by her own inescapable 

uncertainty regarding what would motivate her to join a party, irrespective of its 

politics: she does not want to make a commitment to the radical movement because 

she will never be certain if she is doing so for the right reasons. Although she 

"earnestly desire[ s J the good & enlightenment of her fellow creatures" (553) and 

recognizes that "many things need great amendment" (554), "it is not by taking away 

all restraining law that our improvement is to be achieved" (554); "we are sent here to 

educate ourselves" (554), and though our thoughts should "[dart J into futurity, to the 

hope of freedom [ ...J of revived learning [ ...J and the reign of peace for all the 

world" (Valperga 70), "we are [ .. . J impelled by our natures to make ourselves the 

central point of the universe" (PW398), and so a person must always distrust her 

motives when she sets out to change the world. 

The strongest-though not the most dramatic-representation of woman and 

her political position in Mary's historical fiction is undoubtedly Euthanasia, whose 



81 

unconventional position and remarkable education allow her to figure both 

domestically and politically in the life of Castruccio. "Educated together almost from 

their cradle" (69), she and Castruccio form a bond which initially seems the best hope 

of peace for Italy, representing as it does the transcendence of personal affection in 

political conflicts. This possibility is figured in education and takes place within the 

context of the non-traditional gender structure that shapes Euthanasia's childhood: 

the castle about which they wander belongs to her mother and she receives the 

majority of her education-moral as well as academic-at her father's knee, while her 

mother is consumed entirely in "all the pygmy acts of a petty state" (148). She learns 

from her father that "either [her] judgement or [her] passions must rule [her]" (147), 

and through his thoughtful efforts she avoids "that narrow idea of the present times, 

as if they and the world were the same" (70); in other words, she is a consummately 

rational character whose insistence on principled non-partisanship renders her 

certain of the purity of her motives. 

But her principles cannot save her because others do not share them. 

Euthanasia, who possesses ancestral power by right of maternal inheritance and a 

remarkable education by right of patemallove, is completely alone. Compelled by 

her principles to reject Castruccio, her beloved tyrant, she is denied entry into the 

political registers of history through the "public institution of marriage," which is a 

woman's primary means to historical "visibility" (Wake 245). Euthanasia's first duty 

is to her principles-and not to love, so when her beloved threatens her principles, 

she rejects him. The irony of her situation is that those who view it from the outside 

assume that it is simply party politics and not careful principles that lead her to reject 

the enemy of Florence. It is not only as an enemy of Florence that she rejects him, 

however, but as the enemy of liberty; but no one else knows that. As the conqueror 

of Florence, he would "bring havoc upon her best friends" (252-53). "[M]ore than I 
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love Florence, or myself, or you, Castruccio," she tells him, "do I love peace; and my 

heart bleeds to think that the cessation of bloodshed and devastation which our poor 

distracted country now enjoys, is to be of short duration" (263). However, in addition 

to these personal motivations are Euthanasia's principles: "My father's lessons must 

not be forgotten, when the first occasion arrives for putting them in practice; nor 

must I be wanting to that sense of duty, which until now has been the rule of my life" 

(256). This is the dilemma of the principled woman reformer and one of the 

difficulties that Mary has with the "Cause" as it is manifest in her time. For Mary, the 

principle quality of the feminine is love and its ability to overcome political and social 

obstacles; but Euthanasia's love is not strong enough either to convert the tyrant or to 

allow Euthanasia to put aside her principles. Because Mary's vision of human 

progress involves evolution, rather than revolution, the principled woman reformer 

must be prepared to face the failure of love: , though it is powerful, it is not miraculous. 

Euthanasia can neither reform her beloved nor allow herself to love him: principled 

liberalism cannot overcome tyranny in the short-term, but only through the 

necessary historical process. 

Like Mary, Euthanasia is both blessed and cursed by the singularity of her 

education: she remains a morally instructive but politically ineffective model whose 

failures belong not to her, but to the necessities of history and its slow progression. 

Were she not alone, she could be an effective political presence; but, because of the 

realities of her historical moment, she can only be a sincere partisan of liberty ifshe 

stands alone, and so her communal vision of the future dies with her. She is a figure 

of possibility, but her literal sinking into obscurity is as necessary as it is tragic. 

Euthanasia is in some sense the woman that Mary would like herself to be, the 

"person of Opinions" who is willing to risk everything for principles and is capable of 

standing on her own, "careless of rebuke" (MSJ557). 
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Beatrice of Ferrara, on the other hand, embodies Mary's anxiety about her 

own volatility, her tendency toward melancholy, and her need to be supported by 

others. Ruled entirely by her passions, Beatrice is led from one ideological extreme to 

the other, her wildly divergent ideas always in some sense attributable to the men 

who wish to use her to some or another purpose: her prophecies, though false, are 

approved by the establishment so long as they continue to inspire the people and 

spread the appropriate political message. Her passion for Castruccio, which she 

considers to be divinely inspired, merely reflects and responds to his sexual desire; she 

embraces the Manichean heresy in reaction to the abuse she suffers at the hands of 

Trepalda, and her education in heresy comes about by the intervention of a kindly 

man whose good intentions serve only to place her in greater danger because heresy is 

punishable by death. 

Although her ignorance and her passions are extreme, Beatrice embodies to 

some degree Mary's own anxieties about being "far from making up [her] mind" with 

respect to the rights of woman and "feel[ing] the counter arguments too strongly" 

(MSJ554). In Beatrice's ignorance and the tragedy that it brings to her life, Mary 

evokes her mother and thus signals her efforts to "[make] up her mind" "with regard 

to [her] own sex" (MSJ554). In her Vindication ofthe Rights ofWoman, 

W ollstonecraft identifies ignorance as the most damaging result of prevailing cultural 

attitudes toward women: 

Women are everywhere in [a] deplorable state; for, in order to preserve their 
innocence, as ignorance is courteously termed, truth is hidden from them, and 
they are made to assume an artificial character before their faculties have 
acquired any strength. (156-57) 

For beauty and the concern with appearances about which her mother writes, Mary 

substitutes Beatrice's blind assumption of her own divinity, and her delusions about 

her own blessedness become the "gilt cage" to which the "mind shapes itself' 



84 

(Vindication 557). On a personal level, Mary worries about the effect that her own 

"gilt cage" has had upon her mind, not with respect to her formal education, but in 

her "woman's love oflooking up & being guided" (MSJ555) and in her desire to be 

part of a community, to be accepted and loved for herself. The same education

received from her father and from Shelley-that broadened her intellectual horizons 

and opened her mind to liberal ideas, in some way left her convinced of her own 

dependence and incapable in her own estimation of "put[ ting] [her ]self [ ...] forward" 

(MSJ554). "Shelley died & I was alone," she writes, and 

none else noticed me [....] The solitude in which I lived with Shelley - my 
total friendless ness & want of connection - my first step in life - my being 
poor - my horror of pushing -& inability to put myself forward unless led, 
cherished & supported, all this has sunk me in a state of loneliness no other 
human being ever before I beleive [sic] endured.28 (MSJ555) 

Afraid that she cannot act alone, except in her fiction, she becomes very careful of the 

company she keeps, her cautiousness reinforced by her knowledge that she is, in her 

own opinion, perhaps too easily led: "no life is agreeable to ine without sympathy," 

she writes, "& in search of that how many miseries fall to my lot" (MSJ514). In the 

end, Mary chooses "many miseries," the alternative perhaps being becoming a 

Beatrice herself. Like the blind partisan Mary resisted becoming, Beatrice "rave [ s] 

and rant[s] about what [she does] not understand" (MSJ555), and through her need 

for sympathy, for approval, and companionship, she becomes the loneliest and most 

devastated of Mary's characters. 

The answer to the question Mary poses herself about how to develop and 

sustain a "passion for reforming the world" (MSJ554) never fully materializes, 

because her own principles require that she be too honest with herself ever to make a 

decision. She is acutely aware of her own insecurities and afraid that they will lead 

her to exercise bad judgement; at the same time, a life of principles might rob her of 
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the sympathy and society of others for which she feels that, as a woman, she has an 

inescapable need. Though she cannot find a resolution for herself, Mary's 

representation of the friendship between Beatrice and Euthanasia presents a possible 

model for the improvement of society, an improvement which is made possible 

through the intervention of women. Reduced to a sense of her own inutility after the 

fall of Valperga, Euthanasia finds solace in her friendship with Beatrice: "I can be of 

little use in the world to myself or others: but to cheer you, to teach you, as well as 

my poor skill will permit, the softest path to heaven, these shall be my tasks" (368). 

Having learned the price of being a principled woman in a world that does not share 

her principles, Euthanasia sets out to share them and to take joy in the small act of 

changing a single life; the power of the tyrant is beyond her ability to dismantle, but 

the damage he has inflicted is within her power to heal. 

Taken together, Euthanasia and Beatrice provide an alternative to Castruccio's 

tyranny and his thirst for power. His is a necessary course; theirs is a possible one 

which condemns absolute power while recognizing its necessity in the course of 

history. If nothing else, it is his tyranny that has brought them together and made 

possible the opportunity for Beatrice's education and Euthanasia's comfort. As 

Volney writes in The Ruins (1793), one of the books from which Frankenstein's 

creature receives his education:29 

Perhaps the nations are not yet entirely cured of [political] evils; but their 
intensity at least is diminished, and the experience of the past has not been 
wholly lost [ ....] knowledge has increased and been extended; civilization [ .. 
. ] has made a sensible progress [ ....] for if states have been too much extended 
by conquest, the people, by uniting under the same yoke, have lost the spirit of 
estrangement and division which made them all enemies one to the other [... 
. ] Despotism itself has rendered them some service; for if governments have 
been more absolute, they have been more quiet and less tempestuous. If 
thrones have become a property and hereditary, they have excited less 
dissensions, and the people have suffered fewer convulsions [ ....] the passions 
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of men, drawn aside from politics, have fixed upon the arts, and the sciences of 
nature; and the sphere of ideas in every direction has been enlarged; man, 
devoted to abstract studies, has better understood his place in the system of 
nature, and his relations in society.3D 

Mary's female characters specifically and women generally have something to gain 

even in their oppression, and it is in recognizing what steps may be taken within the 

limits of necessity that women may "educate [them] selves" (MSj554), recognizing 

that "self denial & disappointment & self controul [sic] are a part of [that] education" 

(MSj554), at least for the moment. Euthanasia and Beatrice, thrown together in that 

traditional site of feminine competition (they both love the same man) discover an 

opportunity to come to know themselves and one another; similarly, in the universal 

oppression of women can, paradoxically, be found the seeds of their future 

emancipation. "Change my sex," Mary writes, "& I do not think that my talents 

would be greater" (MSj487); of women's fundamental equality to men, Mary has no 

doubt, but the practical situation in which women find themselves in relation to men 

is such that "taking away all restraining law" is not the way that women's 

"improvement is to be achieved" (MSj554). A true disciple of necessity, Mary sees 

the present value of women's political inferiority to men as the condition that will 

allow them to recognize their fundamental equality and change their state, one 

person at a time. "lfl have never written to vindicate the Rights of women," she 

writes, "I have ever befriended women when oppressed-at every risk I have 

defended & supported victims to the social system" (MSj557). Though she cannot 

reconcile for herself her political convictions and personal anxieties, Mary sees in her 

own desire for sympathy and love hope for the advancement of liberty; feeling the 

need for sympathy so deeply herself, she is always willing to extend it to another, and 

"the more entirely we mingle our emotions with those of others [ ...] the more 

completely do we cast away selfishness [ ...] and approach the perfection of our 
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nature" (PW398). As human nature is perfected, so too will be human society; in 

that sense, what at first might appear to be a woman's weakness is perhaps the most 

powerful force for reform: "we draw our virtues from our faults" (MSJ396). 

Katherine Gordon represents most clearly Mary's eventual resolve to remain 

unresolved: 

I am doomed to a divided existence, and I submit. Meanwhile, I am human; 
and human affections are the native, luxuriant growth of a heart, whose 
weakness it is, too eagerly, and too fondly, to seek objects on whom to expend 
its yearnings. (PW399) 

Katherine, like Mary, has noble principles and readily recognizes the divergence of 

ideal and actual existence. She rejects Euthanasia's absolute adherence to principle in 

favour of making what little difference she can in the world in which she lives after 

the death of Richard. Adherence to principle would gain her nothing but expulsion 

from society; apart from society, a person has no utility whatsoever. Asserting that 

"[ e ]ven those, who as they fancy, sacrifice themselves for the love of God, do it more 

truly for love of themselves; and the followers of virtue too often see their duties 

through [...] their [...]own single, individual feelings" (398), Katherine chastises 

Edmund, who sees in her association with the tyrant a betrayal of principles which 

purchases companionship with Richard's blood. "We are not deities to bestow in 

impassive benevolence. We give, because we love" (400). Without love, sympathy, 

society, everything else is empty. Sacrificing sympathy to principles robs the human 

person of any hope of successfully deploying those principles, because it is only in 

sympathy with a person's fellow creatures that she can ensure that her efforts are not 

selfish; that is, if her actions are not prompted by sympathy for her fellow creatures, 

then it is most likely that they are motivated by selfishness. 

Mary's focus on the cultivation of sympathy brings to the fore the domestic 

affections and their intimate connection with public power. In both of her historical 
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novels, the emphasis is not on the eponymous heroes but on the women whose moral 

superiority and reasoned practicality serve as correctives to the masculine ambition 

and power usually celebrated in historical narratives.31 The history of woman that 

emerges from Mary's historical fiction stresses the real, though unrecognized, 

contribution that the domestic affections have made to human history, and the 

potential for change embodied in the feminine and in a woman's education, "an 

education ... of the heart" (PW398). It is in this respect that Mary's perspective 

most definitively shifts between the composition of Valperga and the writing of The 

Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck. 

As a novel, Valperga is much more engaging and passionate than is The 

Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck, as a history of woman and her influence on society, 

"Poor Perkin" is a much more realistic representation of woman in history and 

presents the tempered, but no less liberal, perspective of a woman at last growing into 

the implications of her own principles. Unlike the often heavily allegorical women of 

Valperga, the women in Perkin Warbeck are fully realized actors on the political 

stage, actively participating in and influencing the course of political history. Lady 

Brampton is central to the Yorkist conspiracy, for example, and it is Madeline de 

Faro's suggestions for improvements to the scheme that allow Richard to escape the 

country in her care. Madeline and Monina provide Richard with an education in 

domestic principles and sympathy for his fellow creatures; where he had previously 

perceived the world solely in terms of his right and his duty, Richard is both 

humanized and empowered by his relationships with his foster-mother and -sister. 

Women alter the course of the prince's education and are the major legitimizing force 

behind his quest for the throne, a fact that he himself recognizes: 

[H]e reflected with some wonder that, in every adversity, women had been his 

resource and support; their energies, their undying devotion and enthusiasm 
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were the armour and weapons with which he had defended himself and 
attacked fortune. (352) 

As a result of his association with women, Richard is not the Machiavellian prince but 

the sympathetic heir who finally relinquishes his right in order to preserve his 

subjects. Although Richard's embrace of the domestic affections is imperfect and 

incomplete, it is he who suffers for it; his people, though they are still a tyrant's 

subjects, remain in the peaceful state that allows for the prosperity and gradual 

improvement of society. Unlike Castruccio's, Richard's ambition does not destroy 

those around him because the women in his life have rendered him sensitive to the 

impact of his actions upon the domestic sphere, and his sympathy for his fellow 

creatures motivates his desire to preserve them, even at his own expense. Richard's 

political failure is ordained from the start of the novel, because he is complicit with 

the political structure he would subvert. Richard's victory is in his acceptance of the 

value of the domestic affections and the role of sympathy in the improvement of 

society; even though he does not wholly embrace the values he learns from the 

women in his life, he represents in this sense the possibility that sympathy, a woman's 

"weakness"-as Edmund characterizes Katherine's life after Richard's death-may 

become not only a woman's strength, but a man's as well. 

Most significantly, Katherine Gordon is a survivor; unlike Beatrice and 

Euthanasia, she is not written out of history at the conclusion of the story. On the 

contrary, her narrative, which comes at the end of the novel, launches a future in 

which the domestic affections and the political significance of woman survive the 

operations of masculine ambition: she remains behind to supervise the education of a 

new generation of men and women who will learn from her the value of sympathy 

and the inherent selfishness of a principled existence divorced from a personal, 

emotional investment in the welfare of others. She does not condemn Edmund "for 
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seeking repose in solitude after much endurance" (400) but she recognizes that "the 

present pervades all things" (386). Like Mary, Katherine recognizes the "tyranny of 

the Present' (MSJ 448) and the necessity of finding in even a disappointed existence a 

reason to continue; also like her creator, Mary's Katherine finds that reason in the 

realm of the domestic, devoting her life to Richard's sister, Elizabeth, and her 

children much as Mary devoted herself to her son. In this representation of woman's 

history, however, Mary apparently cannot resist the inclusion of one irony that 

throws into question her entire presentation of the essential nobility and rightness of 

Katherine's belief in sympathy and her devotion to cultivating the domestic 

affections: Arthur, the young prince whom Katherine feels will be "a sovereign [to] 

repair the usurper's crimes" (400) does not survive, and his brother, Henry VIII

whose devastating effect on the women in his life is well documented and who Mary 

depicts as a young child tormenting dogs in the nursery (345)-ascends to the throne 

instead. 

There are no easy answers in Mary's historical fiction, either for her characters 

or her readers. Euthanasia, Beatrice, and Katherine represent an ambivalent and 

contradictory understanding of the rights and roles of women in history and in 

society, and the complexities of their characters and relationships reflect Mary's own 

cautious approval of the Cause and equally cautious refusal publicly to take part in it. 

"I beleive [sic] that we are sent here to educate ourselves," she writes, and it is in that 

education that each person improves herself; in those individual efforts, the 

"improvement" that cannot be effected by "taking away all restraining law" will 

gradually come to pass (MSJ554). The echoes ofWollstonecraft are particularly 

strong both in Katherine's character and in Mary's desire to improve herself: "[i]t is 

time [...] to restore to [women] their lost dignity - and make them, as a part of the 

human species, labour by reforming themselves to reform the world" ( Vindication 
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158). Mary's historical novels do not as much vindicate the rights of women as seek 

to establish the significance of women, the roles that women have played throughout 

history; these representations allow Mary to comment on the value of the feminine 

and the fundamental importance of women's contributions to political society; 

Because more than "restraining law" separates women from men, real social equality 

and the universal improvement of society that it will engender cannot be legislated, 

but their possibility is present for Mary in some of the very conditions that perhaps 

best demonstrate woman's subordination. Though Katherine's "woman's education," 

"an education of the heart" (398), is not Euthanasia's broad, principled education and 

will not empower her to rule the kingdom, for example, it teaches her the sympathy 

for her fellow creatures that humanity must cultivate before it can "approach the 

perfection of [its] nature" (398), which will in turn engender a better society. 

Figures of possibility less for the past or the present than for the future, Mary's 

reanimated historical women present the feminine as the cure for the ills that have 

traditionally plagued society. Mary's representation of the women of the past makes 

possible a re-imagination of the present by means of a shift in perspective; in 

rendering history possible and not just necessary, even just for a moment, Mary 

suggests that there may be, in the previously devalued contributions of women and 

the feminine, alternatives to the present political and social structures. "However 

replete with event," Katherine Gordon says, "the past is but a point to us; however 

empty, the present pervades all things" (PW389). The domestic, the site of one's first 

and most enduring education, becomes the force for change, and the most prominent 

of the domestic affections, sympathy, becomes the means by which that change may 

be effected and sustained. Like all else in Mary's philosophy, understanding history 

and the changes and characters it brings takes only time and a healthy appreciation 

for the possibilities that even the most odious of necessities engender. 
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Conclusion: "A person of Opinions" 

"When I feel that I can say what will benefit my fellow creatures," Mary 

writes, "I will speak-not before" (MSJ554). When released from a mother's 

responsibilities, she felt she might one day "ally [her] name to the good Cause," but 

did not "expect to please [her] accusers" (MSJ557); partly for the sake of her son, 

whose grandfather withheld their allowance at the merest whisper of the Shelley 

name in print, and partly to ensure that she was not joining a party in order to relieve 

her own deep loneliness, Mary resolved to remain publicly detached from the liberal 

cause in which so much of her personal belief was invested and had been invested all 

her life. Believing her girlish reticence would disappear as she grew into the personal 

independence of action and lifestyle promised by her impending release from the 

financial worries that had plagued her all of her adult life, she felt that she would 

finally have the opportunity to be her own woman, accountable primarily to herself. 

Although she never became, in her own estimation, "a person of Opinions," she spent 

her life growing into one, anq. the public reformer she might have been is never far 

from the surface in her historical fiction. 

"I may blame or despise myself for not being more of a reformer-I may 

distrust my own judgment too much-be too indolent--& too timid" (555) she writes 

in her journal, "[but] as I grow older, I grow more fearless for myself-I become 

firmer in my opinions-the experienced-the suffering-the thoughtful may at last 

speak unrebuked-or careless of rebuke" (557). But she never grew old enough to 

find herself "careless of rebuke." Instead, as she had always done in the face of 

loneliness, "the curse of [her] life," she turned to her imagination, the "treasure[d]" 

"aegis of [her] sensibility" that she saw as the truest reflection of herself (MSJ543): 

"what a very imperfect picture ... these querulous pages afford of m.e," she writes of a 

particularly morose journal entry; "-This arises from their being the record of my 
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feelings, & not of my imagination" (542). In her historical fiction, a record of her 

imagination, she is "a person of Opinions" whose commitment to sincerity rivals her 

political convictions. Mary's historical fiction comments upon and mediates the 

apparent contradictions between the radical tradition from which she writes and the 

middle-class liberalism that was transforming-for the better-the society in which 

she lived. Believing that "a passion for reforming the world" must be "joined to real 

disinterestedness toleration & a clear understanding," she refused the solace of 

belonging despite her conviction that "alone & poor, [she] could only be something 

by joining a party" (555). With its clear political implication and persistent personal 

resonance, Mary's historical fiction details both the personal cost of her decision to 

remain aloof and the political conviction that made that withdrawal necessary. 

They say that Providence is shewn by the extraction that may ever be made of 
good from evil-that we draw our virtues from our faults-So I am to thank 
God for making me weak-I might say thy will be done-but I can never 
applaud the permitter of self-degradation though dignity & superior wisdom 
arise from its bitter & burning ashes. (396) 

Though she does not applaud self-degradation, Mary accepts it; "adversity," however 

ill-borne, "might bring about change" (Valperga 408), and "the ashes of [the] pyre 

[ that] time had heaped together and consumed" ( Valperga 426-27) sometimes contain 

truths that cannot be recognized except in suffering. 

In studies of Mary Shelley, perhaps criticism has lost sight of the fact that 

Mary herself felt that the lion's share of the socio-political changes she witnessed in 

Britain were for the better; she was not alone in believing that the moderate reforms 

undertaken in the post-reactionary political climate were, for the most part, positive. 

It is perhaps less critical objectivity and more critical prejudice that prevents the 

reader from acknowledging that, in becoming more "Victorian" and less "Romantic" 

in her politics, Mary was not falling off or "ic[ing] over," but reflecting the changing 
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political climate and her altered personal circumstances; in other words, it is not so 

bad to be Victorian, and the "Victorianizing" of Mary Shelley was not, as Betty T. 

Bennett suggests, entirely the doing of Jane and Percy Florence Shelley, but also part 

of the necessary work of history (Bennett, MWS 120). Mary always maintained a 

reformist position, but as the society around her changed, the nature and degree of 

the reforms she envisioned changed with it; she remains a Romantic in her 

commitment to reform, but the emerging middle-class liberalism of the mid

nineteenth century is a viable and historically appropriate response to the ills of 

society, and Mary's reformist project gradually becomes more conservative, not only 

because she changed but because the world around her did: "The blessing which the 

world now needs is the steady progress of civilisation," she writes in Rambles in 

Germany and Italy, "freedom, by degrees, it will have, I believe."! As Mary was to 

comment in her preface to her 1839 edition of The Poetical Works ofPercy Bysshe 

Shelley. 

[Shelley] died, and the world shewed no outward sign; but his influence over 
mankind, though slow in growth, is fast augmenting, and in the ameliorations 
that have taken place in the political state of his country, we may trace in part 
the operation of his arduous struggles. His spirit gathers peace in its new state 
from the sense that, though late, his exertions were not made in vain, and in 
the progress of the liberty he so fondly loved.2 

The Romanticist critic is herself very likely a Romantic, complicit in the ideology of 

the group she has chosen to study and thus unable to divorce herself from its values. 

As Anne K. Mellor has acknowledged, the personal investment of the critic has a 

tremendous impact on the manner in which she reads and writes the life of another: 

"all biographies are autobiographies that dare not speak their name[s]."3 In the 

critical insistence that reads Mary Shelley through Frankenstein and the lens of the 

Romantic, perhaps the Romanticist critical tradition speaks more of its own values 
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than of Mary's work itself. Like history, which is best written when "the historian's 

vision of the past is illuminated by insights into the problems of the present" (Carr 

44), literary criticism is permeated by a desire to make relevant the ideology in which 

the critic is herself most invested.4 Mary herself believed that the world was indeed 

becoming a better place and that liberty was advancing; the anti-Victorian cultural 

bias that current criticism has inherited from the early twentieth century cannot, 

however it tries, change the fact that Mary lived into a Victorian age that she admired 

for its "ameliorations" and the "progress of liberty" it engendered. 

In her historical fiction, Mary establishes the importance of history as the basis 

of the present and the record of the gradual, but steady, improvement of humankind. 

Though she never possessed the unqualified faith in the perfectibility of humanity 

exhibited by Godwin and Shelley, she believed that progress toward that goal is the 

"ennobling aspect of [the] species" (PW400) and that efforts toward self

improvement are the best part of "human nature," which "is the same in all ages" (PW 

6). Through her two historical novels and in her short historical fiction, she explores 

sites of intense conflict and dramatic change so as to investigate how humanity has 

progressed from an "immers[ion] in barbarism" (Valperga 57) to "the aspiration for 

free institutions all over the world" (Rambles 67). Into these historical stories, Mary 

inserts fictional women characters who function as alternative possibilities in the text, 

and though their actions are always-already impossible, they identify sites for future 

reform and further improvement of human society. Because of its intense political 

character, Mary's historical fiction also provides insight into Mary's own politics and 

the conflicted relationship between her radical legacy and her middle-class liberalism; 

in her movement from "quiet radical[ism]"s to middle-class liberalism, Mary lives the 

mid-nineteenth century transition from reactionism to cautious reform and 

exemplifies the manner in which the Jacobin radicalism of her parents eventually 
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engendered in society a moderate liberalism which forms the basis of the modern 

liberal democracy. As the manifestation of historical forces, Mary's life emerges not 

as a "divided existence" (PW399), but as an historically conscious experience that 

embraced "a labour without end" (PJ1:266): "the endeavour to be more perfect," 

which is at once the "ennobling attribute of [the human] species" and its best reason 

for being "content[edly] imperfect" (PW400). 

"The Author of Frankenstein"'s historical fiction ultimately represents the 

dissonance between not only the political principles and the personal anxieties of 

Mary Shelley herself, but the problematic and complex relationship between political 

principles and principled politics apparent in the cultural climate of Britain's 

movement from entrenched reactionism to liberal reform in the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Confronted with the example of the outcome of the French 

Revolution and the fear of change that it engendered, British culture evaluated and 

re-evaluated itself primarily through the lens of its history, the foundation of its 

common law and the earliest record of its imperial ascendancy. Like much of Europe, 

British culture was interested in change, the means of effecting and sustaining it, the 

manner by which it might be regulated: from the cordon sanitaire drawn around 

France in the wake of the French Revolution to the Reform Bill of 1832 and beyond, 

meaningful and manageable social change was the project of the British people. It is 

no accident that historical fiction, which engenders inventive approaches to the 

present through imaginative re-creations of the past, was one manifestation of this 

project. Mary's historical fiction, the critiques of culture and politics that it presents 

and the contradictions and conflicts that it reveals are the products of an actively 

political and thoughtfully philosophical imagination in engagement both with itself 

and with the broad political concerns of the society from which it emerges. In the 

final analysis, Mary Shelley's historical fiction is a powerful response to the 



97 

shortcomings of a society and the weaknesses ofan individual, a definitive statement 

from a reticent woman who was, despite herself, "a person of Opinions." 
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NOTES 


. Note on the editions of Mary Shelley's works: The Novels and Selected Works of 

Mary Shelley, edited by Nora Crook and published in eight volumes by William 

Pickering in 1996, is the standard edition of Mary Shelley's works. Although it is an 

excellent edition, the Pickering is not readily available, not having found its way into 

the holdings of the University of Calgary Library or the libraries of many other major 

Canadian universities. As a result, I have chosen to cite high-quality, easily accessible 

editions of the novels. I have consulted the Broadview editions of Frankenstein (ed. 

D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf), Valperga (ed. Tilottama Rajan), The Last Man 

(ed. Anne McWhir)J Lodore(ed. Lisa Vargo), and Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindications 

(ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf). Because The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck 

and Falknerare not readily available in other print editions (although Falkner has 

recently made its debut as an e-book from Britain's Blackmask), I have consulted the 

Pickering editions of these novels (ed. Doucet Devin Fischer and Pamela Clemit, 

respectively). A number of the works I have cited may be found, in whole or in part, 

in The Mary Shelley Reader (ed. Betty T. Bennett and Charles E. Robinson); these 

works include "Roger Dodsworth, The Reanimated Englishman" and Mary Shelley's 

review of Godwin's Cloudesley The Mary Shelley Reader also contains the most 

easily accessible edition of Mary's unpublished novella Matilda, in addition to a 

number of her letters and several of her short stories, reviews, and essays. Except in 

the case of Percy Bysshe Shelley's notes to Queen Mab, for which I have consulted a 

standard edition [The Complete Works ofPercy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen and 

Walter E. Peck, (New York: Gordian Press, 1965)], I have chosen to use Shelley's 

Poetry and Prose, the Norton Critical Edition edited by Donald H. Reiman and 

Sharon B. Powers (London: Norton, 1977), as this is a readily available and well

respected text. 
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Notes to Introduction 

1 Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, The Journals ofMary Shelley, ed. Linda Feldman and 

Diana Scott-Kilvert (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1995) 553. 

2 In this instance, Mary is likely responding to the criticisms of Edward John 

Trelawny, whom she had once described as the "best & most constant of friends," and 

had even asked to "go with the Undertaker to fix on the spot" for her father's grave 

( The Letters ofMary Wollstonecraft Shelley, ed. Betty T. Bennett, 3 vols. [Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins UP, 1980-1988] 10 April 1836; 2:269). They were at one time very 

close friends, and there are even indications that one or both of them considered their 

eventual marriage a likely event (26 July 1831; MWSL 1:143) ; however, a rift in their 

relationship had been developing for quite some time. This journal entry probably 

replies directly to his accusation that her refusal to join the Philosophic Radicals and 

add her name to an article he had written in support of legal rights for women 

constituted a betrayal of her parents and Shelley. See MSJ558, n. 1 and Miranda 

Seymour, Mary Shelley (New York: Grove, 2000) 461-63. The "Good Cause" to which 

Mary refers is Chartism. See 6-8. 

3 Throughout the body of this thesis, I have silently omitted from Mary Shelley's 

journal passages the cancellations and insertions preserved by Feldman and Scott

Kilvert. Although they sometimes prove telling, as I will mention (see next 

paragraph), they most often, in my opinion, attest to proofreading rather than to 

substantive editing and tend to confound reading. The sentence quoted in the first 

line of the next paragraph, for example, is printed this way in the published journals: 

"I have never written a word ~ is fief in jdis!favour of liberalism." Mary's journal 

entry from 21 October 1838 is reprinted, with permission, in Appendix A, where 

these cancellations and insertions are preserved. 
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4 Despite the conventional tendency to refer to one's subject using her surname, I 

have chosen to use Mary's given name for a number of reasons, the first of them being 

simple convenience and a desire for clarity. Percy Bysshe Shelley inevitably 

intervenes in any discourse which mentions his name. In addition-and perhaps 

more importantly-having two Shelleys confuses the subject and subverts any effort 

to consider Mary apart from Shelley. Mary called her husband Shelley, and he was 

Bysshe or Shelley to his friends. She referred to herself as Mary and, though she often 

signed her letters "MWS," I do not imagine that anyone was in the habit of addressing 

her using her initials: to do so in the context of this thesis would certainly be quite 

awkward. Some may consider (rightly) that this tendency to refer to a woman by her 

given name-using the surname only with the Miss or Mrs that defines her in 

relation to her husband or father-is complicitous with a repressive social system 

under which, in Mary Shelley's time, a woman had no more rights in law than did a 

child. However, unlike the parade of names that follows it, Mary's given name is her 

own despite its having also belonged to her mother, and using it stresses Mary's self

identification and individual subjectivity. Given Percy Bysshe Shelley's status as the 

Shelley-a situation Mary had no small part in bringing about--one can even argue 

that, far from being an egalitarian justification of Mary as an artist in her own right, 

the critical insistence on referring to her as Shelley draws her more deeply into an 

identificatory web which subtly marks her work as derivative of her husband's 

identity instead of as the autonomous production of a unique, independent individual. 

Mary always referred to Mary W ollstonecraft, who is W ollstonecraft to the critics, as 

"my mother." Mary stopped using her father's surname after she married, despite the 

fact that it is with her father that she retained the most enduring relationshi~ 

Godwin lived until 1836-and the most philosophical affinity. All things considered, 

it seems most fitting to refer to women like Mary by their first names, indicative as 



101 

they are of a personal identity not subject to the implied self-erasure and alteration of 

public identity that result from changing one's name. 

5 Literary criticism is, of course, largely about interpretation, so there is a great deal of 

doubt that questions of this nature will ever be satisfactorily answered in studies of 

any literary figure. 

6 Although he never formally adopted Fanny, who was Gilbert Imlay's daughter, 

Godwin called Wollstonecraft's eldest daughter Fanny Godwin after Wollstonecraft's 

death. Fanny seems to have learned about her true parentage from Godwin in 1806, 

when she was eleven (8 February 1806; Bennett, MWS 145 n. 32). 

7 Again in the interests of clarity, Percy Florence Shelley (1819-1889) wip be referred 

to as Percy in this thesis. 

8 Many prominent critics and biographers, including Betty T. Bennett and Miranda 

Seymour, have asserted that the "preservation" of Mary's reputation by her son and 

daughter-in-law actually amounted to a great deal of censorship which has distorted 

critical understanding of her. Considering the number of documents that have 

disappeared or been mutilated (see 140, n.1 and n . 2), I am inclined to agree with this 

assessment. (Bennett, MWS120-21; Seymour 48-49). 

9 Mary uses this phrase, or one very much like it, to describe her life after Shelley's 

death, when she would have, given the opportunity, chosen to live in the past instead 

of in the present; the realities of motherhood and its responsibilities would not allow 

her to dwell on her memories, however. As she writes in The Fortunes ofPerkin 

Warbeck (1830) (ed. Doucet Devin Fischer, The Novels and Selected Works' ofMary 

Shelley, vol. 5 [London: William Pickering, 1996]): 

[...] when the present is weighted with our whole futurity, it is as an 
adamantine chain binding us to the hour; there is no escape from its 
omnipotence and omnipresence; it is as the all-covering sky. We shut our 
eyes; the monster's hollow breath is on our cheek; we look on all sides; from 
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each his horrid eyes glare on us; we would sleep; he whispers dreams. Are we 
intelligible? Will those possessed by present tell us whether any bondage, any 
Bastille, can suggest ideas of more frightful tyranny, misery, than the cruel 
present, which clings to us, and cannot be removed. (389). 

In her journal, Mary writes: 

I grasp the past - that was mine; but it flows from me in memory, as then in 
reality it flowed, & the present is ever before me. That the present should be 
the present! - that I should not be able to fly from it as a beast from the hunter 
- or elude it - or flatter its savage nature to some tameness - but neither does 
patience or impatience - idleness or employment - indulged sorrow or forced 
mirth for a moment beguile the Present of its fangs. It has seized on the 
dearest recesses of my soul - it has stripped thence all of lovely & soft - all 
flowers or fruits - natures works - or rare self built edifices - it has laid waste 
all I prized - & hope & genius - self approbation & enthusiasm "hide their 
diminished light" - before the tyranny of the Present. (original emphasis, MSJ 
447-48) 

10 In addition to being often insufficient, this allowance was repayable to the Shelley 

estate after Sir Timothy's death. 

11 The major works Mary composed after Shelley's death are The Last Man (1826), 

The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck(1830), Lodore(1835), Falkner (1837), and Rambles 

in Germany and Italy (1844). Although some have chosen to read Valperga (1823) as 

the production of a widow, it was composed while Shelley was yet living. Mary also 

edited two extremely influential editions of Shelley's works, Posthumous Poems of 

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1824) and The Poetical Works ofPercy Bysshe Shelley (1839), 

and wrote a number of reviews, essays, and articles for various publications. She was 

approached by Thomas Medwin and Thomas Moore, among others, for information 

about Shelley and Byron. 

12 The Prime Ministers in this period were Robert Jenkinson, Lord Liverpool (1770

1828; Prime Minister 1812-1827), George Canning (1770-1827; Prime Minister 1827); 

Frederick Robinson, Viscount Goderich (1782-1847, Prime Minister 1827-28), Arthur 
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Wellesley, Duke of Wellington (1769-1852, Prime Minister 1828-30), Charles, Earl 

Grey (1764-1845, Prime Minister 1830-34); William Lamb, Lord Melbourne (1779

1848, Prime Minister 1834, 1835-1841), and Sir Robert Peel (1788-1850, Prime 

Minister 1834-35,1841-46), who was also behind the establishment of London's first 

metropolitan police force, still nicknamed "Bobbies" or "Peelers" in his honour. 

Britain's monarchs during Mary Shelley's writing career were George III (b. 1738, r. 

1760-1820), George IV (b. 1762, r. 1820-30), William IV (b. 1765, r. 1830-1837), and 

Victoria (b. 1819, r. 1837-1901). The revolutionary period in Europe began with the 

French Revolution in 1789 and culminated in the various political upheavals of 1848, 

which included significant uprisings in France, the Austrian Empire, Prussia, and 

Germany. The Reform Bill of 1832 eliminated many of Britain's so-called "rotten 

boroughs"-voter-poor electoral districts in which the landed aristocracy could 

essentially buy votes for their parties-and extended the franchise to all men holding 

land worth at least £10. The Anti-Slave Trade Act of 1807 prohibited British subjects 

from engaging in the slave trade, but slavery itself remained legal in Britain until the 

Slavery Abolition Act was passed in 1833. The 1833 Act freed all slaves in the British 

Empire by means of Parliament essentially buying them from their owners in a 

demonstration of complicity with the ideology of slavery; perhaps this was one of the 

"things need[ing] great amendment" (MSJ554) Mary mentions. In response to 

Edmund Chadwick's 1842 presentation of evidence that unsanitary conditions 

produce disease, Parliament passed the first Public Health Act in 1848. Charles 

Babbage invented the adding machine in 1822. Samuel F.B. Morse invented the 

telegraph with the help of Dr. Leonard Gale, and his invention was refined and made 

commercially viable by William Baxter and Alfred Vail, who demonstrated the 

telegraph at New York University in 1838; the machine went into commercial use in 

1843. Britain's first public railway, the Stockton & Darlington, went into service in 
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1825. 

13 John Stuart Mill (1806-1873); Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892; British Poet 

Laureate, 1850-1892); Felicia Hemans (1793-1835); Caroline Norton (1808-1877). 

Mill is a philosopher and his On Libertyis the major British statement of nineteenth

century liberalism; Tennyson's poetry defines the standard for Victorian poetry; 

Hemans was an immensely popular poet who helped to enshrine the "Angel of the 

House" in Victorian ideology; and Caroline Norton, a close friend of Mary Shelley's 

(MWSL 2:244, n. 1), was a feminist activist who was integral in the first British legal 

recognition of a mother's rights with respect to her children, the first step toward 

woman's confirmation in legal personhood. The Oxford Anthology ofEnglish 

Literature dates English Romanticism from approximately 1783, when William 

Blake's poems were first printed, to about 1830, when Tennyson's first published 

volume of poetry, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical, appeared; the Victorian period is, of course, 

associated with Queen Victoria (b. 1819), who reigned from 1837 until her death in 

1901. It has long been acknowledged that the Romantic and Victorian periods are 

closely related; for example, in his 1973 introduction to Victorian poetry in the 

OxfordAnthology ofEnglish Literature, Harold Bloom wrote that "Victorian poetry [ . 

. . ] is essentially a continuation of Romantic poetry into the third and fourth 

generations" (391). 

14 Harold Bloom, "William Wordsworth," Romantic Poetry and Prose, The Oxford 

Anthology ofEnglish Literature (New York: Oxford UP, 1973) 126. Bloom is 

describing Wordsworth's reaction-which he characterizes as "poetic decay" (126)

to tragedies in his life that may be considered analogous to Mary Shelley's various 

misfortunes. Wordsworth's brother drowned in 1805, two of his children died in 

1812, and his close friendship with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, which had been 

deteriorating for some time, essentially ended with a "dreadful quarrel" (Bloom 126) 
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in 1810; the analogous events in Mary's life are the deaths of three children, the death 

of Shelley, and the end of her close friendship with Edward John Trelawny. See 99, 

n.2. 

15 Edward John Trelawny, Records ofShelley, Byron, and the Author, 1878, ed. David 

Wright (Baltimore: Penguin, 1973) 299. Trelawny writes, "[Mrs. Shelley's] capacity 

can be judged by the novels she wrote after Shelley's death, more than ordinarily 

commonplace and conventional. Whilst overshadowed by Shelley's greatness her 

faculties expanded; but when she had lost him they shrank into their natural 

littleness" (299). 

16 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, 1818, ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf 

(Peterborough: Broadview, 1994) 246-47. 

17 Mary Shelley, Introduction, 1831, Frankenstein, ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen 

Scherf (Peterborough: Broadview, 1994) 365. 

18 D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf, Introduction, Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley, 

1818, ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf (Peterborough: Broadview, 1994) 13. 

19 Edward Hallett Carr, Mat Is History? (New York: Vintage-Random House, 1961) 

51-52. 

20 Rose Scollard, Caves ofFancy, Mary Wollstonecraft and Mary Shelley: Writing 

Lives, ed. Helen Buss, D.L. Macdonald, and Anne McWhir (Waterloo: Wilfred 

Laurier UP, 2001) 284. In Scollard's play, Mary's character is responding to Claire's 

assertion: "You [ ...] will keep on writing books as though each one will be more of a 

masterpiece than the last, and yet Posterity may see your life as a little heap of 

obscure moments with one great book resting on the top" (284). 

21 Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor, and Esther H. Schor, eds., The Other Mary 

Shelley: After Frankenstein, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993). 
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22 Betty T. Bennett, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1998) 

2. 

23 In the anti-Catholic sentiment that fueled the Glorious Revolution, the guarantee of 

Parliamentary supremacy and the rule of law were accompanied by prohibitions 

against Catholics holding office, voting in elections, and sitting in Parliament; under 

these new laws, the monarch was also required to be a Protestant. The Relief Act of 

1793 granted Catholics the right to vote, but they were not permitted to sit in 

Parliament until 1829's Catholic Emancipation Act, the idea for which was originally 

brought forward by Tory leader William Pitt in 1806 and which belatedly fulfilled 

the promise of equality for Roman Catholics contained in the 1801 Act of Union with 

Ireland. This movement toward freedom of religion and equality before the law was 

unfortunately not universal. The first Jewish Member of Parliament did not take 

office until 1858, Jews and non-Anglican Christians were not permitted to attend 

either Oxford or Cambridge until 1871, and the final legal barriers to equal 

citizenship for British Jews were not dismantled until 1890. 

24 See MWSL 1:186-87 and MWSL 2:117-18,123-24. Greece won independence from 

the Ottoman Empire in 1830. France's July Revolution resulted from Charles X's 

(1757-1836, r. 1824-30) reactionary repudiation of the Constitutional Charter; the 

insurrection that resulted lasted three days before the government collapsed and 

Charles fled. The Constitutional Charter was revised and moderately liberalized, and 

the constitutional monarchy was headed by an elected king, Louis Phillipe (1773

1850, r. 1830-48), also known as the Citizen King. Despite the revision of the charter, 

the July Revolution essentially replaced one king with another and the rights of the 

citizens were basically unchanged. Louis Phillipe became increasingly 

authoritarian-and thus unpopular-toward the end of his reign and was forced to 

abdicate in 1848. France's Second Republic, with Napoleon's nephew, Louis
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Napoleon Bonaparte, as its president, was declared in 1848, but it was short-lived: 

Louis-Napoleon was proclaimed Emperor of France in 1852. 

25 Currin V. Shields, Introduction, On Liberty, by John Stuart Mill, ed. Currin V. 

Shields (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956) xxv. Mill was himself a Chartist and an 

advocate for women's rights. Although he asserts that democracy is ideally the best 

form of government, he was concerned that mass democracy would result in a 

tyranny of the majority, whereby the mostwould overrule the best. Shields' 

introduction is useful primarily for its characterization of mid-nineteenth century 

middle-class liberalism; the extent to which his assertions can be applied specifically 

to Mill would require an extensive discussion of On Liberty and On the Subjection of 

Women, among other works. 

26 Because Mill himself was identified with Chartism, the application of Shields' 

argument in the case of Mill's On Liberty becomes somewhat problematic at this 

point. 

27 Raymond Williams, Keywords (London: Flamingo-Fontana, 1976) 180. 

28 The dual focus on liberty and equality in liberalism is itself contradictory in the 

sense that the balance between the two must always be re-examined; the question of 

the extent to which liberty should be sacrificed to equality or equality to liberty is a 

perennial problem and one with which every liberal since Mill has struggled. The 

freedom of property and equality before the law, for example, can be seen to be in 

conflict with one another in situations where a wealthy person can obtain better legal 

representation than a poor one. It is for this reason, among others, that one of the 

outgrowths of middle-class liberalism is socialism, and that modern liberal parties are 

associated with social spending and economic controls instead of with the laissez-faire 

practices of their ideological antecedents. 

29 William Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice and Its Influence on Morals 



108 

and Happiness, ed. F.E.L. Priestley, 3 vols., (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1946) 1:265-67. 

Godwin writes: 

It is scarcely possible there should be any institution, in which impartial 
disquisition will not find defects. The wise man in not satisfied with his own 
attainments, or even with his principles and opinions. He is continually 
detecting errors in them; he suspects more; there is no end to his revisals and 
enquiries. Government is in its nature an expedient, a recourse to something 
ill to prevent an impending mischief; it affords therefore no ground of 
complete satisfaction [ ....] The true politician confines neither his 
expectations nor desires within any specific limits; he has undertaken a labour 
without end. (266) 
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Notes to Chapter One 

1 R.G. Collingwood, The Idea ofHistory, Rev. ed., ed. Jan van der Dussen (Oxford: 

Oxford UP, 1993). Collingwood asserts that a contemporaneous record of events 

"only acquires its character as historical evidence posthumously, as it were, in virtue 

of our own historical attitude toward it; [ ...] it acquire [ s] the posthumous character 

of historical evidence [ ...] because we think of [it] as historical evidence" (12, original 

emphasis). 

2 Godwin did not invent the doctrine of necessity; however, his conception of it is 

most important for understanding Mary's view of history. His doctrine of necessity is 

based on the work of Anthony Collins, David Hartley, Joseph Priestley, and Jonathan 

Edwards. See Mark Phillip, Godwin sPolitical Justice (New York: Duckworth, 1986) 

89. 


3 Shelley Memorials, ed. Jane Shelley (London, 1859) 45; quoted Percy Bysshe Shelley, 


The Letters ofPercy Bysshe Shelley, 2 vols., ed. Frederick L. Jones (Oxford: 


Clarendon, 1964) 1:340 n.3. 


4 CliffNotes is a trademark of Wiley Publishing, Indianapolis, USA. 


5 William Godwin, "Of History and Romance," Valperga by Mary Shelley, ed. 


Tilottama Rajan (Peterborough: Broadview, 1989) 470. 


6 Percy Bysshe Shelley, Notes to Queen Mab, The Complete Works ofPercy Bysshe 


Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen and Walter E. Peck, Vol. 1 (New York: Gordian Press, 


1965) 1:144. 


7 Thomas Carlyle, Heroes, Hero- Worship, and the Heroic in Society (1841; New York, 


1895[?]) 34. 


8 Lisa Vargo, "Further Thoughts on the Education of Daughters," Mary Wollstonecraft 


and Mary Shelley: Writing Lives, ed. Helen M. Buss, D.L. Macdonald, and Anne 
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McWhir (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier UP, 2001) 178. 


9 About one-fifth of the text of Mary's biographical essay on Machiavelli (The Cabinet 


Cyclopcedia ofBiography, Eminent Literary and Scientific Men ofItaly, Spain, and 


Portugal, ed. Dionysius Lardner, 3 vols. [London, 1835] 1:257-312) for example, 


consists of quotations from a number of his works. 


10 Throughout this thesis, the historical Perkin Warbeck will be called Warbeck, 


whereas Mary's character will be referred to as Richard; similarly, the historical 


Castruccio Castracani will be called Castracani, while Mary's character will be known 


as Castruccio. 


11 Tilottama Rajan, Introduction, Valperga, by Mary Shelley, ed. Tilottama Rajan 


(Peterborough: Broadview, 1998) 32. 


12 Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey, 1818, ed. Marilyn Butler (London: Penguin, 1995) 


97. 

13 The other means to which I refer are history's sister sciences, including for example 

archaeology and forensic anthropology. Though the details of a particular battle, for 

instance, might not have been noted in the historical record, the discovery of the 

remains of the dead might provide clues as to the identity of the combatants, their age 

and means of death, the approximate date at which the battle took place, and the 

general state of health for persons of their nationality, social status, age, and 

occupation at the time in question. 

14 The question of historical causation is entirely too complex to discuss here at 

length. For a basic introduction to various theories of historical causation and 

philosophies of history, see William H. Dray, Phl1osophy ofHistory, 2nd ed., 

Foundations of Philosophy Ser. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1993) . For the 

purposes of this thesis, the assumption of the existence of historical causation

parallel to the doctrine of necessity-is sufficient to establish the political and 
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historical contexts of Mary Shelley's historical fiction. 

15 It is the interpretation of those findings that is the province of the historian and the 

primary reason why our understanding of history changes as we study it; in Carr's 

words, "[h]istory means interpretation," as "[facts] are always refracted through the 

mind of the recorder" (26). The development of new historical methods and history's 

sister sciences has facilitated the identification of prior errors, omissions, and biases 

and led to a reevaluation of many historical periods. 

16 Eleanor refers to David Hume's History ofEngland (completed 1761) and William 

Robertson's Scotland (1759), The Reign ofCharles V(1769), and America (1777) as 

narrative histories in which the writers practiced a certain degree of embellishment; 

this practice went out of fashion in the early nineteenth century (Austen, 227, n.50). 

The historical figures to whom Eleanor refers are a British chieftain who resisted the 

Romans, a Roman governor of Britain, and an English king, respectively. See Austen, 

227, n.50. 

17 The development of history's sister sciences has relieved historical investigation of 

some of its ambiguity; in addition, inference and supposition is now much more 

clearly differentiated from known or reported fact than it was in Mary Shelley's time. 

In this thesis, I am concerned primarily with the historiographic standard with which 

Mary Shelley would have been familiar, though I am aware that modern 

historiographic standards and practices are in many cases different-the historians I 

know would say "better"-than those of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

18 11 May 1758; quoted, Rodney W. Kilcup, Editor's Introduction, The History of 

England, by David Hume (1761; Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1975) xvii. 

19 J.K. Rowlings, Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone (London: Bloomsbury, 

1997). Rowlings' Harry Potter series has unleashed a storm of fan enthusiasm and 

media frenzy; Scott's Waverlyengendered not only readers of historical fiction, but 
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writers of it: everyone, it seems, was eager to capitalize on his success. 


20 The tagline "Based on a True Story" belongs to the docudrama, a type of historical 


representation that attempts to be closer to history than to fiction, but which 


nonetheless, in interpreting and dramatizing the events in question relies upon the 


traditional tools of fiction to engage the reader: it is basedon a true story, and is not 


necessarily the true history for which it is easily enough mistaken. 


21 Richard111, 1.1.20-21, and 5.3.236. 


22 Mary Shelley, rev. of Cloudesley, by William Godwin, Blackwood's Edinburgh 


Magazine 27 (May 1830): 711; Matilda, Dramas, Reviews & Essays, Prefaces & Notes, 


ed. Pamela Clemit, The Novels and Selected Works ofMary Shelley, vol. 2 (London: 


William Pickering, 1996) 202. 


23 John Watson, Introduction, The Wisdom ofSir Walter (New York: Burt Franklin, 


1907) vi-vii. This book is a collection of Scott's words on many subjects arranged 


alphabetically as though it were a dictionary of proverbs and is in itself an interesting 


comment on Scott's contribution to the history of the novel. 


24 Sydney Owenson, ODonnel: A national tale (London, 1814) l:vii; quoted, Katie 


Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire, 


Literature in History (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1997) 149. 


25 Johanna M. Smith, Mary Shelley, Twayne's English Authors Ser. 526 (London: 


Prentice Hall International, 1996) 55. 


26 Because bookstores increasingly keep only works from the canon in the literature 


section, one may also think of this division in terms of that between "fiction" and 


category fiction. Although a work like Michael Crichton's Jurassic Park (Toronto: 


Random House Canada, 1990) is a science fiction novel, for example, one will not find 


it in the science fiction section at any bookstore; his status as a "fiction" writer-as 


opposed to a "science fiction" writer-is a signal of his respectability. 
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27 Clifford Siskin, "Epilogue: The Rise of Novelism," Cultural Institutions ofthe NoveJ, 

ed. Deidre Lynch and William B. Warner (Durham: Duke UP, 1996) 426. 

28 Rev. of The Restoration ofthe Works ofArt to Italy> Tales and Historic Scenes in 

Verse, Translations from Camoens and Other Poets, The Sceptic, and Stanzas to the 

Memory ofthe Late King, by Felicia Hemans, Qparterly Review24.37 (1820) 131. 

29 Anne K. Mellor, Romanticism and Gender (New York: Routledge, 1993) 32. 

Mellor's theory is useful for understanding the broad range of ideas and philosophies 

which co-existed during what we call the Romantic period; its focus on women as 

feminine Romantics and men as masculine Romantics is problematic. However, it 

perpetuates the dualism she seeks to dismantle and results in the unfortunate term 

"ideological cross-dresser," which she applies to both John Keats and Emily Bronte 

(171). As much as transvestitism IS rightly legitimized in current gender theories, the 

very terms used to describe this gender expression (trans- and cross- denoting 

opposition to a supposed norm) are so deeply embedded in the strictly dualistic model 

of gender identities whereby one is either masculine or feminine that the term 

"ideological cross-dresser" suggests a figure of fun. Although Mellor attempts to 

separate masculine and feminine Romanticism from biological gender, her 

descriptions of Keats and Bronte as "ideological cross-dressers" ultimately depict them 

as the exceptions that prove the rule, instead of as proof that biological sex does not 

absolutely determine psychological or ideological gender. The possibility extended by 

the feminine Romantic ideology as an alternate means of perceiving and living in the 

.world is thus rendered impossible by means of its inaccessibility to men who are not 

themselves willing to be subject to such characterizations of deviance. 

30 Trumpener is characterizing Edmund Muir's vision of Scott in Scott and Scotland 

(1937). 

31 Stuart Curran, Introduction, Valperga, by Mary Shelley, ed. Stuart Curran (Oxford: 
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Oxford UP, 1997) xv. 


32 Rev. of Northanger Abbeyand Persuasion, by The Author of Sense and Sensibility, 


etc., Quarterly Review24.28 (1821): 357. 


33 Richard B. Wright's Clara Callan (Toronto: Harper-Flamingo, 2001) won the 2001 


Giller Prize for best Canadian novel or short story collection. Danielle Steele writes 


popular romance. 


34 Andrew Hook, Introduction, Waverly, by Sir Walter Scott, ed. Andrew Hook 


(London: Penguin, 1985) 10. Hook writes that the novels "became the appropriate 


form for writers' richest and deepest imaginative explorations"; I have inserted 


"masculine" to underline his obvious bias against women writers of the period. 


35 Charles E. Robinson, Note to "A Tale of the Passions," Collected Tales and Stories, 


by Mary Shelley, ed. Charles E. Robinson (1976; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987) 


374. 

36 Mary Shelley, "A Tale of the Passions," Collected Tales and Stories, ed. Charles E. 

Robinson (1976; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987) 21. 

37 Mary's historical short stories are "A Tale of the Passions" (1823), "The Heir of 

Mondolfo" (unpublished until 1877), "The False Rhyme" (1830), "The Swiss Peasant" 

(1831), "The Dream" (1832), "The Brother and Sister: An Italian Story" (1833), and 

"The Invisible Girl" (1833); the historical stories, with the exception of the 

unpublished "The Heir of Mondolfo" and "The Tale of the Passions," published in The 

Liberalwere written for and published in the annual The Keepsake, in which stories 

were written to illustrate the fine engravings for which these pretty, feminine books 

are still prized. (My copy of The Keepsake for 1835, for example, bears the pencil 

notation "steel engravings" on the first endpaper; the bookseller makes no note of the 

presence of Mary Shelley's story "The Trial of Love" in this volume). Mary's 
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historical novels, discussed at length in chapters two and three, are Valperga (1823) 

and The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck (1830). 
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Notes to Chapter Two 

1 Mary Shelley, Valperga, 1823, ed. Tilottama Rajan (Peterborough: Broadview, 1998) 

70. 

2 This observation is not meant to apply to current historiography: philosophical and 

speculative histories which attempt to unlock the secret-original or teleological-of 

history have been out of fashion for quite some time. The historian still shapes her 

material, of course, but she recognizes that a philosophical exploration of history with 

the purpose of discovering the truth about humanity bears an uncomfortably close 

resemblance to the practice of mining sacred texts in order to shore-up conclusions 

reached before the book was even opened. 

3 Mary Shelley, The Last Man, 1826, ed. Anne McWhir (Peterborough: Broadview, 

1996) 4. 

4 Nicolo Machiavelli, The Life ofCastruccio Castracani ofLucca, 2nd ed. Machiavel's 

Discourses (London, 1674) 676. 

5 J.CL. de Sismondi, A History ofthe Italian Republics, rev. ed (1832; New York: 

Anchor-Doubleday, 1966) 113. This text is Sismondi's condensed version of his 16

volume history of the same name, which Mary cites in the preface as one of her 

sources. Although other histories, such as Jacob Burckhardt's The Civilization ofthe 

Renaissance in Italy (1868; trans. S.G.c. Middlemore, ed. Irene Gordon [Scarborough, 

Ontario: Mentor, 1960]) have presented a less Romantic portrait of medieval Italy, I 

have chosen in most cases to use Sismondi, as his complete History ofthe Italian 

Republics was one of Mary's sources. 

6 Romeo andJuliet, Prologue.6. 

7 In keeping with Mary's simplification of the conflict, I will hereafter refer to the two 

sides of the conflict as the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, leaving aside the distinctions 
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of Bianchiand Nen' in the interests of clarity. 

8 In the original, this statement appears on page 12 of the first volume. 

9 Betty T. Bennett, "The Political Philosophy of Mary Shelley's Historical Novels," 

The Evidence ofthe Imagination, ed. Donald H. Reiman, Michael C. Jae, and Betty T. 

Bennett (New York: New York UP, 1978) 357. 

10 St. Walpurga (c. 710 - 779), daughter of St. Richard the King, and sister to Saints 

Willebald and Winebald, was not herself a witch; May 1, one of her feast days, is also 

the day of the traditional witches' sabbath in the Ganz mountains of north-western 

Germany, and is known as WalPurgisnacht because it is also her feast day. The 

associations with witchcraft have nothing to do with Walpurga herself. 

11 Barbara Jane O'Sullivan, "Beatrice in Valperga: A New Cassandra," The Other Mary 

Shelley, ed. Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor, and Esther H. Schor (Oxford: Oxford 

UP, 1993) 15I. 

12 Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication ofthe Rights ofWoman, 1792, The 

Vindications, ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf (Peterborough: Broadview, 

1997) 158. 

13 This novel was published posthumously, in 1798. 

14 Percy Bysshe Shelley, "On Love," Shelley's Poetry and Prose, ed. Donald H. Reiman 

and Sharon B. Powers (New York: Norton, 1977) 473. 

15 Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Cenci, Shelley's Poetry and Prose, ed. Donald H. Reiman 

and Sharon B. Powers (London: Norton, 1977) 240. 

16 The use of the word euthanasia to denote the induction of death as a preferable 

alternative to suffering dates, according to the Oxford English Dictionary; to 

approximately 1869; however, it is not unlikely that it was gaining this sense even in 

the late eighteenth century. However, Mary uses it in the sense of "noble death" and 

in relation to the political debates of her time. See 52-56. 
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17 Joseph Lew, "God's Sister," The Other Mary Shelley, ed. Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. 

Mellor, and Esther H. Schor (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993) 162. 

18 Here Rajan makes unacknowledged reference to Shelley's Defense ofPoetzy(1820; 

Shelley's Poetry and Prose, ed. Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers [New York: 

Norton, 1977] 478-508): 

[Poets] measure the circumference and sound the depths of human nature 
with a comprehensive and all-penetrating spirit, and they are themselves 
perhaps the most sincerely astonished at its manifestations, for it is less their 
spirit than the spirit of the age. Poets are the hierophants of an 
unapprehended inspiration, the mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity 
casts on the present, the words which express what they understand not.; the 
trumpets which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire: the influence 
which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of 
the world. (508) 

19 William Godwin to Mary Shelley, 14-18 February 1823; quoted, Jonathan 

Wordsworth, Introduction, Valperga, by Mary Shelley, facsim. ed., Revolution and 

Romanticism, 1789-1834 (New York: Woodstock, 1995) iv. 

20 George III was quite mad and had been since 1811. 

21 George Ill's sons were notorious gamblers and philanderers, hardly princes to 

admire. 

22 This is characteristic of Shelley's response to most of the reactionary measures of 

what Mary called "Castlereagh land or New Land Castlereagh." See 57-59, and 118 n. 

24. 


23 Percy Bysshe Shelley, Shelley's Poetzy and Prose, ed. Donald H. Reiman and Sharon 


B. Powers (London: Norton, 1977) 311. The "Phantom" is, of course, liberty, 


hopefully not entirely killed by the liberticide of line 8. 


24 Mary is here using the word Cant in the sense of "a stock phrase that is much 


affected at the time, or is repeated as a matter of habit or form" or "phraseology taken 
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up and used for fashion's sake, without being a genuine expression of sentiment" 

(Oxford EngHsh Dictionary; cant, n.3, 5. b., 6. a.). As she continues, it is clear that she 

is referring to the "yes man" climate of the British Parliament and Irish Secretary 

Lord Castlereagh's apparent hold over it. Robert Stewart, Lord Castlereagh (1769

1822), began his political career as an absentee MP who had run on a Whig platform 

of Parliamentary reform, but he joined the Tories in 1797, at which time William Pitt 

appointed him Irish secretary. After being largely responsible for crushing the Irish 

uprising of 1798, he was one of the authors of the Act of Union of 1801, which 

abolished the Irish Parliament in favour of a unified British Parliament. He left 

politics in 1807, but returned in 1812 as foreign secretary, a role in which he figured 

significantly in Britain's campaign against Napoleon. A consistent reactionary, he 

introduced the bills for the suspension of Habeas Corpus in 1817 and the "Six Acts" 

restricting public assembly and freedom of association in 1819. Mary Shelley was not 

alone in her condemnation of Castlereagh, who was overcome by depression as the 

result of public disapprobation of his repressive actions: he committed suicide in 1822. 

25 Although Mary may simply be naming England after King George, she may also be 

referring to Georgia, a former Soviet republic which has been an independent nation 

since 1991; located in the Caucasus, it is the mythic location of the chaining of 

Prometheus and the search for the Golden Fleece. I am uncertain as to the source of 

Mary's information about Georgian women. However, from the seventh century, 

Georgia's history is a catalogue of invasions and insurrections, and in Mary Shelley's 

time the Georgians were attempting to break free from Russian domination. Annexed 

by Russia in 1801, Georgia was not freed until 1918; in 1921, it was again annexed, 

this time by the Soviet Union, from which it declared its independence in 1991. 

Mary's reference is deliberate and indicates an engagement in politics that extends far 

beyond the traditional British sphere of interest and influence in Europe. The 



120 

reference to the "loyal" denomination is most likely a pointed comparison between 

the repressive policies of the British Parliament at this time and Russia's continued 

domination of the Georgian people; bearing in mind that Mary was firmly committed 

to the idea of national self-determination, the annexation of Georgia-a country 

whose history may be traced back to the third millennium B.C.E. and whose people 

have their own language and their own alphabet-would have been criminal in her 

eyes. 

26 A reference to Shelley's character lona Taurina (whose name literally means "Joan 

Bull") in Oedipus Tyrannus; or, Swellfoot the Tyrant. Shelley also represents 

Castlereagh in the figure of Purganaxin this poem. See MWSL 1:139, n. 6. 

27 Godwin was very much alive, but Mary's relationship with her father had been 

difficult for some time; his perpetual insolvency impelled him to hound Shelley for 

money, and his somewhat cold admonition to Mary at her grief over the death of her 

three-year old son, William, who died in June 1819, did not much help matters 

between them: "You have all the goods of fortune, all the means of being useful to 

others [....] But [ ...] all is nothing, because a child of three years old is dead" (9 

Sept. 1819; quoted, Sunstein 174). The friend to whom Mary refers is Edward 

Williams, who drowned with Shelley in 1822. 
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Notes to Chapter Three 

1 PW389. 

2 Mary's first child, a .girl perhaps named Clara (some sources assert that the baby was 

unnamed), was born prematurely in 1815 and died at just under two weeks of age; 

William was born in 1816 and died in 1819; Clara Everina was born in 1817 and died 

in 1818. Percy Florence, Mary's one surviving child, was born in 1819, five months 

after the death of his last-surviving sibling. 

3 Lord Liverpool, who had been Prime Minister since 1812, suffered a stroke in 

February 1827 and was unable to continue in his post; George Canning, who replaced 

Liverpool, died in August. All three men-Liverpool, Canning, and Goderich

headed Tory governments. Goderich resigned in January and was succeeded by 

Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, who only managed to hold on to the post 

until November 1830, when his government was defeated in a non-confidence vote. 

After the defeat, the new king, William IV, asked the Whig opposition leader, Earl 

Grey, to form a new government: after almost three decades of Tory domination and 

resistance to constitutional reform, the Whigs were able to introduce moderate 

changes in the form of the Reform Bill of 1832. See 102, n. 12. 

4 The allowance was intended mostly for Percy's education and maintenance and was 

barely sufficient to keep him in respectable boarding schools. At the death of Charles 

Shelley, Shelley's son by his first wife, Harriet, in September of 1826, Percy Florence 

became his grandfather's heir; although the fact that Mary's son would inherit his 

title and estate after his death led Sir Timothy to increase the boy's allowance, it did 

nothing to warm him to Mary Shelley herself. Her correspondence with Sir Timothy 

was carried out almost exclusively through third parties, and any communication 

between them remained formal and, to say the least, very strained. Like Mary 
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herself, Sir Timothy may very well have blamed her for Harriet's death; Harriet 

Shelley committed suicide by drowning in December 1816, just over two weeks 

before Mary and Shelley were married. 

S It is not as though the public was unaware that Mary had written Frankenstein, a 

signed edition of which Godwin published in 1823. Although the common 

assumption is that Mary's use of a pseudonym resulted from Sir Timothy's 

proscription, she actually decided to write as "The Author of Frankenstein" before her 

husband's death; Shelley wrote to his publisher, Charles Ollier, on 27 July 1821: 

I think it of consequence that the circumstance of Mrs. S[helley],s having 
written the work I proposed to you should be kept a profound secret, & I 
repose upon my confidence in you to that effect. On consideration, I think it 
ought not to be announced as written by the author ofFrankenstein: it bears 
every indication of the greatest popularity, & many people might have been 
prejudiced by Frankenstein against a second attempt of the same author. 
(PBSL 2:312, emphasis added) 

See Curran xiii-xiv, for a characterization of Shelley's caution about Mary's use of her 

chosen pseudonym. Mary herself believed it to be a good idea to write as "The 

Author of Frankenstein and became quite attached to her pseudonym over the course 

of her career. With respect to the possible threat to sales of her The Fortunes of 

Perkin Warbeck arising from the simultaneous publication of Alexander Campbell's 

Perkin Warbeck, she wrote to her publisher: "the interest mine will excite, and the 

judgement to be passed on it, results from its being by the 'Author of Frankenstein' 

[sic]" (29 April 1830, MWSL 2:108). 

6 Claire, in particular, was dismayed by Mary Shelley's continued friendship with 

Byron after the death of Allegra, Claire's daughter by Byron, who died in the Italian 

convent in which Byron placed her after removing her from her mother. See Jane 

Blumberg, Mary Shelley's Early Novels (Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 1993) 57-75 for an 

interesting discussion of the literary relationship between Mary and Byron. 
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7 Anne McWhir, Introduction, The Last Man, by Mary Shelley (Peterborough: 

Broadview, 1996) xiv; MWSL 1:513, n. 2. Although it is easy to assume that the 

impetus for writing The Last Man was wholly personal and stemmed from Shelley 

finding herself "the last relic of a beloved race" (MS!477), the last human being was 

also a fashionable subject in the 1820s, a natural product of the Romantics' interest in 

"solitary figures" (McWhir xiii). 

8 For details of Jane's betrayal, see MS!502, n. 2. Although the two women remained 

friends, they were never as close as they had been previously, at least partly because 

Jane had been an object almost of devotion for Mary and her comments, particularly 

about Mary's apparent coolness to Shelley in the few months before his death, struck 

too close to the heart of Mary's own deep feelings of grief and guilt. 

9 Valperga, The Last Man, Lodore, and, of course, Frankenstein have all been 

published in trade paperback versions in the last five years; Falkneris not readily 

available in print, but is easily accessible as it has been published as an e-book 

(Blackmask Online, 2002, 10 Sept 2002 <http://www.blackmask.comlbooks81c! 

falksheldex.htm». The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck appears only in the Pickering 

edition to which I refer throughout this text. The Pickering comes only as a set at a 

cost of approximately $850 US: Perkin Warbeckis not a sought-after title. 

10 "Roger Dodsworth, the Reanimated Englishman" was written in 1827 in response to 

specious reports published in July 1826 of a Englishman who had remained in 

suspended animation since being buried under an avalanche in 1654. A lighthearted 

and witty representation of how a visitor from the past might view what had become 

of England, this article is Mary Shelley at her very best; however, it appears that the 

editors of New Monthly Magazine felt that Mary's censure of the king-criticizing 

him for flagrant spending during this time of economic recession-rendered the 

article inappropriate for immediate publication. Cyrus Redding finally published it in 

http://www.blackmask.comlbooks81c
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1863. 

11 The number of marginal corrections Mary made in her own copy suggest that many 

of her historical alterations in The Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeckwere made in error. 

See PW238 n. a, for example, in addition to Doucet Devin Fischer, Introduction, The 

Fortunes ofPerkin Warbeck, by Mary Shelley, ed. Doucet Devin Fischer, The Novels 

and Selected Worh ofMary Shelley, vol. 5 (London: William Pickering, 1996) xv-xvi. 

12 Ab. MSS, PF. Film, reel V, file 7; quoted, Fischer xiii. 

13 See Ian Arthurson, The Perkin Warbeck Conspiracy 1491-1499, (Stroud, 

Gloucestershire, U.K.: Sutton, 1994) xi-xii, 1-3 for Warbeck's confession and a 

characterization of the events surrounding its circulation. See also 42-51 for a 

description of the beginning of Warbeck's imposture. 

14 The people were likely confusing him with another pretender, Lambert Simnel, 

who had presented himself as the Earl of Warwick and been crowned in Dublin in 

1487 (Arthurson 42). The real Warwick was, like Shelley's character, imprisoned in 

the Tower at the time of this incident. 

15 Warbeck's maintenance of his imposture for eight years would have required 

consummate skill as an actor, but it seems that there were times during the course of 

his charade that he believed that he really was Richard of York: eight years of 

pretending to be someone else' could conceivably do that to a person. That he 

maintained this imposture for such an extended period of time was one of the facts 

used to support claims for his legitimacy: if he was not really Richard of York, how 

did he manage to pretend for so long while constantly surrounded by people for 

whom he needed to be the lost Duke? Arthurson provides an interesting answer to 

the question as well as a contextualization of Warbeck's imposture. He concludes 

that Warbeck, a rootless young man whose early life saw many changes and much 

upheaval, had become something of a social chameleon who needed above all else 
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"approbation, [having] adapt[ ed] his insecurity into a desire to please" (45). 

16 In researching the historical Warbeck, I have depended mostly on Arthurson. 

There seems, however, to have been a resurgence of interest in this mild joke of 

British history: BBG History magazine recently published a short article on his career 

as a pretender (Sept 2000), and Robert Hume's RulingAmbition (2000) is an historical 

novel that features Warbeck as the protagonist. 

17 The following excerpt from 1066 andAll That, a facetious history of Britain. 

demonstrates just how far that joke extends in the cases of Warbeck and Lambert 

Simnel, another pretender: 

English History has always been subject to Waves of Pretenders. These have 
usually comes in small waves of about two-an Old Pretender and a New 
Pretender, their object being to sow dissention in the realm, and if possible to 
confuse the Royal issue by pretending to be heirs to the throne. 

Two Pretenders who now arose were Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck, 
and they succeeded in confusing the issue absolutely by being so similar that 
some historians suggest they were really the same person (i.e. the Earl of 
Warbeck). 

Lambert Simnel (the Young Pretender) was really (probably) himself, but 
cleverly pretended to be the Earl of Warbeck. Henry VII therefore ordered 
him to be led through the streets of London to prove that he really was. 

Perkin Warbeck (the Older and more confusing Pretender) insisted that he 
was himself, thus causing complete dissension till Henry VII had him led 
through the streets of London to prove that he was really Lambert Simnel. 

The punishment of these memorable Pretenders was justly similar, since 
Perkin Warmnel was compelled to become a blot on the King's kitchen, while 
Perbeck was made an escullion. Wimneck, however, subsequently began 
pretending again. This time he pretended that he had been smothered in early 
youth and buried under a stair-rod while pretending to be one of the Little 
Princes in the Tower. In order to prove that he had not been murdered 
before, Henry was reluctantly compelled to have him really executed. 
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Even after his execution many people believed that he was only pretending to 
have been beheaded, while others declared that it was not Warmneck at all 
but Lamkin, and Permnel had been dead all the time really, like Queen Anne. 
(quoted, Arthurson vii) 

18 The History ofEngland, 1778 (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1983) 3:6. The House 

of Lancaster had a somewhat dubious claim to the throne in the first place; in 

addition, Henry's accession to the throne was complicated by the fact that, even had 

the Lancastrian claim been acknowledged as superior to any other, he would not have 

been its heir. See Hume 3:4-6. 

19 Richard Ill's claim to the throne rested primarily on his declaration that his eldest 

brother's marriage to the commoner Elizabeth Woodville (or Wydville) Grey, a 

widow with two children, was invalid because Edward had been engaged to someone 

else and had married Elizabeth in secret. See Alison Weir, The Princes in the Tower 

(London: Pimlico, 1992) 20-21, 117. 

20 Richard III had an illegitimate son named Richard; Fischer points out this apparent 

error somewhat disparagingly, but there are already far too many Richards in this 

story: the alteration of this name is a blessing and very likely not an error. 

21 On the subject of sweeping legislative changes, it should be mentioned that Mary 

Shelley is quite clear and deliberate in her delineation of the English, the Scotch, and 

the Irish as vastly different from one another yet united in their Christianity and their 

value systems; in implicit contrast stands the Tory government's decision to unite the 

parliaments of Britain and Ireland, promising Catholic emancipation as one of the few 

rewards for relinquishing sovereignty. However efficient such a measure may seem, 

the declaration of a United Kingdom and the existence of one are two very different 

things. 

22 Godwin believed that gradual political chang~history itself-was headed toward 

rational anarchism. 
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23 Mary Poovey, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 

1984). Poovey asserts that the contradictions apparent in the writings of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, Jane Austen, and Mary Shelley are primarily expressions of the 

conflicted self-image of the woman writer, whose public efforts are at odds with her 

internalization of cultural standards of womanhood and whose works embody that 

conflict in various contradictory imaginary resolutions. With respect to Mary 

Shelley, Poovey concludes that "she sought to make her behavior conform to 

conventional expectations of what a woman should be" after the death of Shelley 

(116), and that she eventually came to occupy a "paradigmatic place ... in the final 

triumph of Victorian propriety" (118). This is a valid and important theory, although 

Mary did not entirely submit to propriety in her works, however conventional they 

may be. I do not seek to refute Poovey, but only to extend her notion of a conflicted 

existence to the expectations Mary had for herself, expectations which contradicted 

notions of propriety. 

24 Sir Timothy allowed the publication of the poems under the condition that Mary's 

edition contained no memoirs of Shelley; "Sir Tim forbids biography," she wrote to 

Thomas Jefferson Hogg in 1838, "but I mean to write a few notes appertaining to the 

history of the poems" (11 Dec. 1838, MWSL 2:301). Either Shelley's father found the 

notes acceptable or he could not be bothered to punish her transgressions on this 

occasion: much more biographical than is anything in The Last Man, the notes 

nonetheless did not result in a suspension of Mary's allowance. See 62-63. 

25 Of course, Mary did not become a iTustratedbiographer until after Shelley's death; 

however, the impulse to biography was present before Sir Timothy forbade her to 

write Shelley'S life. 

26 This idea is suggested by Anne M. Frank Wake, "Women in the Active Voice," 

Iconoclastic Departures, ed. Syndy M. Conger, Frederick S. Frank, and Gregory O'Dea 
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(London: Associated UP, 1997) 235-259. 

27 Mary W ollstonecraft, A Vindication ofthe Rights ofWoman, 1792, The 

Vindications, ed. D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf (Peterborough: Broadview, 

1997) 158. 

28 The "first step in life" to which Mary refers is her elopement with Shelley, which 

was so scandalous that, even in 1838, when this journal entry was written, many 

places and acquaintances were completely inaccessible to her as a woman of dubious 

reputation. 

29 Frankenstein 146-47; in the course of teaching Safie to speak French, Felix de Lacey 

reads The Ruins to her. The creature listens in and gets his first lesson in human 

history; see Macdonald and Scherf, Introduction, Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley, ed. 

D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf (Peterborough: Broadview, 1994) 24-26 for a 


discussion of the implications of the lessons of The Ruins for the creature's education. 


30 C.F. Volney, The Ruins, 1793 (New York: Peter Eckler, 1890) 55-56. 


31 Valperga is subtitled Castruccio, Prince ofLucca. 




129 

Notes to Conclusion 

1 Mary Shelley, Rambles in Germany and Italy, 1844, Travel Writing, ed. Jeanne 

Moskal, The Novels and Selected Works ofMary Shelley, vol. 8 (London: William 

Pickering, 1996) 149-50. 

2 Mary Shelley, Preface, The Poetical Works ofPercy Bysshe Shelley, 1839, Matilda, 

Dramas, Reviews & Essays, Prefaces & Notes, ed. Pamela Clemit, The Novels and 

Selected Works ofMary Shelley, vol. 2 (London: William Pickering, 1996) 258. 

3 Anne K. Mellor, "Reflections on Writing Mary Shelley's Life," Mary Wollstonecraft 

and Mary Shelley: Writing Lives, ed. Helen Buss, D.L. Macdonald, and Anne McWhir 

(Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier UP, 2000) 236. 

4 In my own case, I resist reading Mary Shelley as an increasingly conservative 

woman in her later years because of my own idealism; like Euthanasia, I am invested 

in a desire "to connect wisdom and liberty together" (Valperga 147), and to believe 

that experience will teach me not cynicism, but hope. 

S Syndy M. Conger, Frederick S. Frank, and Gregory O'Dea, Introduction, Iconoclastic 

Departures, ed. Syndy M. Conger, Frederick S. Frank, and Gregory O'Dea (London: 

Associated UPs, 1997) 12. 
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Appendix A: Mary Shelley's Journal Entry 21 October 1838 

Beginning on page 140 is the entire text of Mary's journal entry for 21 October 

1838. The editorial symbols included in this excerpt are those used by Feldman and 

Scott-Kilvert (MS/xviii). Mary Shelley's original spellings have been preserved 

throughout. Please see page 146 for a copy of the permission to reprint. 

[word] editorial reconstruction of missing characters or of 
material appearing in an earlier addition of the journals 
that is now not present as the result of mutilation of the 
manuscript; for details on the conditions of the journal 
books, see MS/xxxi-xxxv. 

jwordL insertion 

deletion 

[?word] uncertain reading 

editorial dash 

authorial dash 
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Text of Mary Shelley's Journal Entry of 21 October 1838 

I have been so often abused by pretended friends as ffi for my lukewarmness in 

the "Good Cause," that though I disdain to answer them, I shall put down here a few 

thoughts on this subject. I am much of a self examiner. Vanity is not my fault, I 

think - if it is, it is uncomfortable vanity - for I have none that teaches me to be 

satisfied with myself- far otherwise - And if I use the word disdain - it is that I 

think my qualities - such as they are - [are] not appreciated from unworthy causes. 

In the first place with regard to the "good Cause" - the cause of the 

advancement of freedom & knowledge - of the Rights of Women &c - I am not a 

person of Opinions. I have said elsewhere that there human beings differ greatly in 

this-some have a passion for reforming in the world: others do not cling by to 

particular opinions. That my Parents & Shelley were of the former class, makes me 

respect it - I respect such when joined to real disinterestedness toleration & a clear 

understanding; - My accusers-after such as these - appear to me mere drivellers. 

For myself, I earnestly desire the good & enlightenment of my fellow creatures--& see 

all in the present course tending to the same, & rejoice - but I am not for violent 

extremes which only teOO ffi bring on an injurious reaction. I have never written a 

word tfta1: is net in jdisLfavour of liberalism; that I have not supported it openly in 

writing arises from the following causes - as far as I know: 

That I have not the argumentative powers. I see things pretty clearly; but 

cannot demonstrate them. Besides I feel the counter arguments too strongly. I do not 

feel that I could say aught to support the cause efficiently - besides that on some 

topics (especially with regard to my own sex) I have am far from making up my mind. 

I beleive that we are sent here to educate ourselves & that self denial & 

disappointment & self controul are a part of our education - that it is not by taking 

away all restraining law that our improvement is to be achieved - & though many 
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things need great amendment - I can by no means go so far as my friends would 

have me. When I feel that I can say what will benefit my fellow creatures, I will 

speak, - not before. 

[Then, I recoil from the vulgar abuse of the inimical press; I do more than 

recoil:] 1 • • •• I am silent therefore from prudence. I will not put myself so far 

forward - for then I cannot pause, but shall be dragged further. Proud & sensitive, I 

act on the defensive - an inglorious position ....2 

[To hang back, as I do, brings a penalty. I was nursed and fed with a love of 

glory. To be something great and good was the precept given me by my father: 

Shelley reiterated it. Alone] & poor, I could only be something by joining a party

& there was tOO much in me - the woman's love of looking up & being guided, & 

being willing to do any thing if anyone supported & brought me forward, which 

would have made me a good partizan - but Shelley died & I was alone - my father 

from age & domestic circumstances & other things could not me faire valoir - none 

else noticed me - had I been french I had been courted & flattered - & sympathized 

with. Peef The solitude in which I lived with Shelley - my total friendlessness & 

want of connection - my first step in life (which except for its that it was wrong I 

never repent on my own account - what ever may have been its effects) my being 

poor - my horror of pushing - & my inability to put myself forward unless led, 

cherished & supported, all this has sunk me in a state of loneliness no other human 

being ever before I beleive ever endured - Except Robinson Crusoe. How many 

tears & spasms of anguish hew this solitude has cost me lies buried in my memory - . 

formed to feel pleasure in society - in w intercou[ r ]se with persons of wit & genius 

1The bottom halves of both this page and the next have been cut out of the manuscript. 
2 The ellipses in this paragraph mark two places in which the manuscript has been mutilated. I have 
omitted the sentence fragments-both two words long-included by Feldman and Scott-Kilvert. 
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& the busy scene of life - how against the gF hair has fortune ever stroked me! 

Well- it is well nigh over. 

If I had ranted and raved about what I did not understand - had I adopted a 

set of opinions & a propogated them with enthusiasm - had I been careless of attack 

- & eager for notoriety - then the party to which I belonged had gathered round 

me & I had not been alone. 

But since I lost Shelley I have no wish to ally myself to the Radicals - they 

are full of repulsion to me. Violent without any sense of justice - selfish in the 

extreme - talking without knowledge - rude, envious & insolent - I wish to have 

nothing to do with them. 

It has been the fashion with these saf same friends to accuse me of worldliness. 

There indeed in my own heart & conscience I take a high ground. I may blame or 

despise myself for not being more of a reformer - I may distrust my own judgement 

too much - be too indolent - & too timid - but in conduct I am above merit~d 

blame. 

I like society - I beleive all persons of any talent (who are in good health) do 

- The soil that gives forth nothing may lie ever fallow - but that which produces 

however humble its product - needs cultivation - change of harvest - refreshing 

dews & refining sun - books do much - but the living intercourse is the vital heat, 

debarred from that how have I pined & died. I do not abuse my Country - England 

has many merits - 00t but the usage I have suffered at her hands of neglect & 

loneliness would have been my dower no where else. 

My early friends chose the position of enemies. I had faults - instead of 

exposing these to a candid mind & tender conscience - I was villified behind my 
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back.3 I discovered this - I discovered the sad influence exercised there when the 

grave permitted no appeal - & the sense of my own faults redoubled (erroneously 

perhaps) the bitter sense of unjust treatment. When I first discovered that a trusted 

friend had acted thus by me, I was nearly destroyed - my health was shaken. I 

remember thinking of Guatamotzin's4 bed of torture & with a burst of agonizing tears 

exclaiming I would prefer that to the unutterable anguish a friend's falsehood 

engendered! - I cannot forget that - it is wrong. She has many virtues - I have no 

right still to feel sore - but in vain I try to cicatrize the would wound - there is no 

resentment - but the world can never be to me what it was before - trust & 

confidence & deyoted love 

&[?--] the heart's sincere devotion are gone. - & I sought at that time to 

ke make acquaintances to diyert divert my mind from the anguish inflicted by a 

friend. I got entangled in various ways through my ready sympathy & too w eager 

heart. But I never crouched to society - never sought it unworthily - If I have 

never :vi written to vindicate the Rights of women, never has I have ever befriended 

women when oppressed-at every risk I have defended & supported seeial victims to 

the social system - &rt But I do not make a boast - I do not say aloud - behold 

my generosity & greatness of mind-for in truth it is simple justice I perform - and 

so I am still reviled for being worldly. 

3 Jane Williams spread malicious gossip about Mary's relationship with Shelley beginning at the time of 
her return to England in 1822, before Mary, at least until Mary discovered her best friend's betrayal in 
1827; needless to say, their friendship was never the same, although Mary seems to have tried to 
reconcile with Jane (MSJ502 n.2, 506 n. 2; Seymour 316-324). 
4 Alternate spelling of Guatimozin or Guauhtemoc, Mexican Emperor from 1520 to 1521, whom Cortes 
had tortured in an effort to discover the location of the Imperial treasures; according to the history that 
Mary read, Cortes eventually spared the Emperor without discovering the treasure's location, so shamed 
was he by his victim's fortitude (MSJ 556 n. 4). 
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For the rest - God grant a happier & better day is near. Percys - my all in all 

- will - I trust - by his excellent understanding - his clear bright sincere spirit & 

affectionate heart repay me for sad long years of desolation - His career may lead me 

into the thick of life - or only gild a quiet home - I am content with either. And as 

I grow older I grow more fearless for myself - I become firmer in my opinions - the 

experienced - the suffering - the Hm: thoughtful may at last speak unrebuked - or 

careless of rebuke. If it be the will of God that I live I may ally my name yet to the 

"good Cause" - though I do not expect to please my Accusers. 

Thus have I put down my thoughts - I may have deceived myself - I may be 

vain - I may be in the wrong. I try to examine myself - & such as I have written 

appears to me the exact truth. +h For this I must blame myself- I cannot love those 

who oppress one too much oppressed - who now that I am in adve[r]sity neglect & 

ill treat me - I wish no injury to any human being - but there are some whom I 

would gladly never see more 

I grieve that I do not write with calm philosophy. Being stung I write with 

irritation - it is a great fault - to be cured also, I trust, by & bye, when without 

allusion to myself I may disprove the accusations made against me. Irritability of 

disposition is indeed my great great fault. In the hour of struggle & action it 

disappears - but in inaction & solitude it frets me unworthily - Want of animal 

spirits of liveliness & strength to talk & amuse has been my great drawback in life 

both in society & alone. The great thing is I am so unequal- If in favourable 

circumstances & d[ r ] awn out I h am good company sometimes & am told that I am 

formed for society - but the cloud comes again - & when I am with those who do 

not love or appreciate me & I chill- & fall so far below the mark- N no wonder 

5 Percy Florence Shelley, the only one of Mary's four children to survive childhood, was born in Florence 
in 1819. 
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they despise me. The universal abuse of T___6 always dispirits me - but that 

matters not. - he cannot think well of anyone who does not mount on a pedestal & 

exclaim "When I speak -let no dog bark!" 

Enough of this! The great work of life goes on - Death draws near - To be 

better after death than in life is one's hope & endeavour - to be that through self 

schooling. If I write the above it is that those who love me may hereafter know that I 

am not all to blame - nor merit the heavy accusations cast on me for not putting 

myself forward - I cannot do that - it is against my nature - as fell well cast me 

from a precipice & rail at me for not flying. 

6 Mary and Edward John Trelawny had once been very close friends; her refusal to approve of and assist 
him with his biography of Shelley and her distance from the public defense of the "Cause" embittered him 
against her and destroyed their friendship. After her death, he wrote scathing criticisms of her in his 
Records ojSheliey, Byron, and the Author (1858). 
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Appendix B: Permission to Reprint 

Dear Courtney Thompson, 

Thank you for your July 17 email request to reprint material from The Journals of Mary Shelley. Because this 
material will be used for your university thesis, the Press is pleased to grant you reprint permission with no charge. 

I hope this information is helpful. 

Sincerely~ ,~ 
Emmanu~i)'" 
Permissions and Contracts Assistant 
The Jolms Hopkins University Press 

2715 N. Charles Street 
Baltimore, Md 21218-4363 
Te1410-516-6063 
Fax410-516-6146 
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Written Request to Reprint l 

1339 - 19"' Avenue NW 403-234-0336 
Calgary. Alberta courtney.thompson@home.com 

Courtney F. Thompson 
T2M lAS 

August 19, 2001 

Emmanuel Nicolaidis, 
Permissions and Contracts Assistant 
The Johns Hopkins University Press 
2715 North Charies Street 
Baltimore, MD 21218-4363 
USA 

Dear Mr. Nicolaidis: 

Thank you very much for your prompt response to my July 17 e-mail request However, according to 
the thesis regulations of the University of Calgary, I am required to include with any excerpt written 
reprint permission; e-mail permissions are unacceptable under these regulations. Would you please 
oblige me with such written permission? I have included print copies of both my e-mail message and 
your response for your reference, as well as a self-addressed, stamped envelope to facilitate your 
response. 

The excerpt I would like to include in my thesis is as follows: 

Paula R. Feldman and Diana Scott-Kilvert, eds. The Joumals of Mary Shelley. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 1987. 552 -559. (Entire text of journal entry, 21 October 1838). 

Should you require any further information in order to provide me with written permission to excerpt this 
joumal entry in my thesis, please do not hesitate to contact me bye-mail at the above address. Thank 
you again for your attention to this matter. 

Sincerely, 

Courtney F. Thompson 

/lenclosures (3) 

COpy 

• Perhaps because this excerpt is not quite long enough to require permission, Mr. Nicolaidis initialed · 
the copy of his email permission that I sent to him instead of sending a more formal letter. . 
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