ConCe ption Susan Tyler Hitchcock is a book

editor for the National Geo-
Susan Tyler Hitchcock graphic Society and has written

more than thirteen books. In this
excerpt from Frankenstein: A Cultural History (2007), Hitchcock describes
two of the leading literary figures of their day — Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe
Shelley — and the challenge they took part in during the summer of 1816.
The two men — accompanied by Byron’s physician, John Polidori; Shelley’s
young lover, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, and their newborn son; and
Mary’s stepsister Claire Clairmont — had settled in Geneva that summer.
The weather was unusually cold and rainy, probably the result of a volcanic
eruption in far-off Indonesia. But the time, place, climate, and personal
relationships of the companions made possible the creation of not one but
two famous monster stories, neither by the famous poets: Frankenstein by
Mary Godwin (later Mary Shelley) and The Vampyre by John Polidori.

Archetypes make their way into the conscious part of the mind
seemingly from the outside and of their own accord. They are au-
tonomous, sometimes forcing themselves in overpoweringly. They
have a numinous quality; that is, they have an aura of divinity
which is mysterious or terrifying. They are from the unknown.
—WILSON M. HUDSON, Folklorist

It would have been naive to think it was possible to have prevented
this.

— AN WILMUT, Embryologist Responsible

for Dolly, the Cloned Sheep

he weather was strange all summer long in 1816. Twice in April the

year before, Indonesia’s Mount Tamboro had erupted—the largest
volcanic eruption in history—spewing masses of dust into the atmo-
sphere, which lingered and dimmed the sun’s rays throughout the north-
ern latitudes. Temperatures stayed at record lows. In New England killing
frosts occurred all summer. In Europe crops—deprived of light and
bogged down with too much rain—did not ripen. Grain prices doubled.
In India food shortages triggered a famine, which very likely led to the
cholera epidemic that spread west during the next two decades, infecting
thousands in Europe and North America. Fierce storms of hail, thunder,
and lightning swept through many regions. It was a dreary season indeed.

“An almost perpetual rain confines us principally to the house,” wrote
eighteen-year-old Mary Godwin to her half sister Fanny. “The thunder
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HITCHCOCK Conception 25

Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin Shelley, author ‘
of Frankenstein, circa 1840.
© G. L. Archive/Alamy

vember, Harriet Shelley had given birth to a second child. Now, in the
summer of 1816, the legal Mrs. Shelley was raising lanthe and Charles—
a girl aged three, a boy eighteen months—on her own. Shelley rational-
ized his behavior with a philosophy of free love. “Love,” he would write,
“differs from gold and clay:/That to divide is not to take away.” His pas-
sions—Mary, liberty, poetry, atheism—meant more to him than his re-
sponsibility for an estranged and earthly family.

Life with Mary, however, soon developed its own earthly obligations. s
She had become pregnant during the 1814 escapade and stayed wretch-
edly sick through it all. In those times, and especially in Mary’s own ex-
perience, birth and death mingled inextricably. Her own mother, Mary
Wollstonecraft, had never risen from bed after giving birth to her. An
infection developed, the fever never ceased, and Wollstonecraft died ten
days after childbirth. Fear certainly exacerbated young Mary Godwin’s
condition. On February 22, 1815, a daughter was born prematurely, “un-
expectedly alive, but still not expected to live,” as Shelley wrote in a
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HITCHCOCK Conception 27

presumptuous with every paragraph: “It may seem a strange assertion,
but it is not the less true that I place my happiness in your hands.” Re-
buffed, Claire wrote again, explaining that she had drafted a play and
sought Byron’s advice on her composition. “You think it impertinent
that I intrude on you,” she wrote. “Remember that I have confided to you
the most important secrets. I have withheld nothing.” Slyly she implied
submission even before he pursued her.

Claire was an annoying distraction during a troubled period of By- 10
ron’s life. He had married Annabella Milbanke in January 1815, but the
marriage swiftly self-destructed, despite the birth of a daughter, Ada. The
new wife and mother could not ignore Byron’s fascination with his half
sister, Augusta, and she had heard rumors of his sexual relations with
men. She hired a doctor to investigate his mental condition. Byron was
diagnosed sane. If he wasn’t insane, he was immoral and dangerous, An-
nabella reasoned, and presented him with separation papers. Evidences
of his incest and sodomy were whispered, even published, throughout
Britain. “He is completely lost in the opinion of the world,” wrote one
London socialite. Byron decided to leave England. He would travel to
Switzerland, birthplace of the Enlightenment, tolerant of iconoclasts like
Rousseau—and himself.

So when Claire’s letters began appearing, Byron was not in a particu-
larly amorous mood. Sometime in late April, though, Claire’s plot achieved
consummation. As Byron wrote a friend some months later, “A man is a
man, and if a girl of eighteen comes prancing to you at all hours there is
but one way.” It was a heartless fling, Byron said later: “I never loved nor
pretended to love her.” He probably thought he would shake her loose
once he departed from England, but Claire Clairmont did not let go.
Learning where Byron was going, she persuaded her friends to head for
Geneva, too.

Piodati Escapades

According to Byron’s physician and traveling companion, John William
Polidori, the Shelley party first encountered Lord Byron on May 27, 1816.
“Getting out [of a boat],” wrote Polidori in his diary, “L.B. met M. Woll-
stonecraft Godwin, her sister, and Percy Shelley.” Byron’s fame made the
younger poet somewhat diffident, yet Byron hosted Shelley for dinner
that very night. Polidori described him as “bashful, shy, consumptive,
twenty-six: separated from his wife; keeps the two daughters of God-

win, who practise his theories; one L.B’s.” He got Shelley’s age wrong by

two years but immediately grasped the dynamics between Claire and

Byron.
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John Polidori, Lord Byron’s physician and author
of The Vampyre, circa 1820.
Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Electrifying Science

Poetry was much on the minds of those gathered at the Villa Diodati,
but science charged the conversation as well. Polidori, after all, had been
trained in medicine, and Shelley had intended to become a doctor when
he entered Oxford in 1810. A friend described his college quarters as
cluttered with chemistry flasks and retorts.” Early-nineteenth-century
advances in science opened up realms of thought as fantastic as any
coming from the imagination of a poet. In fact, to some, philosophy,
poetry, and science converged to promise revolutionary changes in hu-
man knowledge and worldview.

Erasmus Darwin, for example, grandfather to Charles, had proffered
an early theory of evolution. “Organic life beneath the shoreless

retorts: a vessel, commonly a glass bulb with a long neck bent downward, used for
distilling or decomposing substances by heat.
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the uninformed part of the by-standers as if the wretched man was on the eve
of being restored to life.

London newspapers reported the phenomenon, and Aldini mounted
shows for the public. Even the Prince Regent attended one. It did not
seem farfetched to consider this newly entrapped natural force, electric-
ity, the quintessential force of life. “Galvanism had given token of such
things,” Mary Godwin wrote as she later recalled how discussions at Villa
Diodati of these scientific marvels had filled her with ideas. “Perhaps the
component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together,
and endued [sic] with vital warmth.”

Ihfgballenge

Poetry and science, Gothic horror and reanimation—those topics
tingled in the Geneva air that summer of 1816. Somebody pulled out a
collection of tales of the supernatural, Phantasmagoriana, which became
one evening’s entertainment. The book had been translated from Ger-
man into French in 1812 and subtitled Recueil d’histoires d’apparitions, de
spectres, revenans, fantomes, &c. traduit
de Tallemande, par un amateur—"a
C.ollection of stories about appari-
tions, specters, dreams, phantoms,
¢te., translated from the German by i
an amateur.” The book must have | thatsummer of 1816.
enjoyed popularity at the time, be-

Cause an English edition came into print in 1813, with the simple title
Tales of the Dead. The group at Villa Diodati read the stories to one an-
other from the French edition.

“There was the History of the Inconstant Lover,” Mary later re-
Called—its French title “La Morte Fiancée” —which told of an Italian
courtier in love with a woman whose identical twin had died mysteri-
ously the year before. “There was the tale of the sinful founder of his
race,” as she called “Les Portraits de Famille,” in which ancient portraits
hanging on cold stone walls assumed supernatural powers. “I have not
seen these stories since then,” she wrote in 1831, “but their incidents are
as fresh in my mind as if | had read them yesterday.”

After listening to a few of these tales, chilling yet clumsily written,
}}?'ron challenged his companions. Any one of them could do better.

We will each write a ghost story,’ said Lord Byron; and his proposition
Was acceded to,” Mary Shelley recounted in 1831. “There were four of
us,” she begins, although there were five. The one she left out was Claire

i

| "Poetry and science, Gothic

20

‘ horror and reanimation — those
topics tingled in the Geneva air
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Clairmont—maybe Claire was not present, or she simply chose not to
write, or maybe Mary was deliberately ignoring her stepsister. Byron only
started a story, “a fragment of which he printed at the end of his poem of
Mazeppa,” Mary reported—a two-thousand-word passage that introduces
two Englishmen in a Greek landscape: Augustus Darvell, celebrated, mys-
terious, and haunted by “some peculiar circumstances in his private his-
tory”; and the story’s narrator, younger, ingenuous, and mesmerized by
Darvell. “This is the end of my journey,” Darvell whispers. He has led his
young friend into an old Muslim cemetery, full of fallen turban-topped
tombstones. He hands him a ring engraved with Arabic characters, with
strict instructions to fling it into Eleusinian springs after he dies. A stork
alights on a nearby tombstone, a snake writhing in her beak. As she flies
away, Darvell breathes his last. The narrator buries him in an ancient
grave. “Between astonishment and grief, 1 was tearless,” he says——and at
that, Byron abandoned the story.

Percy Shelley appears not to have composed even a fragment in re-
sponse to the challenge. His wife’s explanation, written after his death,
was that storytelling was just not his style. Spirits did seem to haunt
him—in 1813 he had fled a Welsh cottage, convinced that a ghost had
fired a gun at him—but grotesques were not the stuff of his poetry in
1816. Shelley, she wrote, was “more apt to embody ideas and sentiments
in the radiance of brilliant imagery, and in the music of the most melodi-
ous verse that adorns our language, than to invent the machinery of a
story.” Ironically, therefore, Byron and Shelley —the two poets destined
for the highest echelons of English Romantic literature—fizzled out in
response to the ghost-story challenge, but their two companions wrote
pieces that would evolve into the two greatest horror stories of modern
times.

John Polidori was inspired to write two works, both published three
years later. One was a short novel, Ernestus Berchtold, little known by any-
one but professors of English today. The other, he freely admitted, began
with Byron’s unfinished story. “A noble author having determined t0
descend from his lofty range, gave up a few hours to a tale of terror, and
wrote the fragment published at the end of Mazeppa,” Polidori explained.
“Upon this foundation I built the Vampyre,” as he titled his story. “In the
course of three mornings, I produced that tale.”

Like Byron'’s fragment, Polidori’s Vampyre tells the tale of two English-
men—Aubrey, a young gentleman, orphaned and innocent, and Lord
Strongmore, a shadowy nobleman “more remarkable for hjg Smgularities,
than for his rank.” Strongmore suggests, much to Aubrey’s amazement,
that the two tour the Continent together. Repelled by Strongmore’s ap-
petite for sex and gambling, Aubrey takes off on his own and falls in love

(6]]
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with lanthe, a Greek country maid, who soon turns up dead, her throat
pierced with “marks of teeth having opened the vein of the neck.” “A
Vampyre! a Vampyre!” the villagers all cry. The assailant turns out to be
Lord Strongmore, who next sets his sights on Aubrey’s own sister. Aubrey
warns his family and mysteriously dies at midnight, leaving others to
discover that “Lord Strongmore had disappeared, and Aubrey’s sister had
glutted the thirst of a VAMPYRE!” The story, borrowed from a poet and
written by a man of little talent, would in a few years burst back on the
literary scene and then proliferate through the nineteenth century, influ-
encing Bram Stoker as he wrote Dracula, the vampire classic, in 1897. Thus
on the same night in Geneva in 1816 were born the world’s two most fa-
mous monsters.

While vampires populated Polidori’s imagination, Mary Godwin wor-
ried that hers seemed so vacant. “I busied myself to think of a story,—a
story to rival those which had excited us to this task,” she wrote fifteen
years later. Conscious exertion seemed to get her nowhere. “I felt that
blank incapability of invention which is the greatest misery of authorship,
when dull Nothing replies to our anxious invocations. Have you thought of
a story? I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply
with a mortifying negative.” Her mind remained as if a blank slate, and
discussions between Byron and Shelley concerning “various philosophical
doctrines” including “the nature of the principle of life” made impressions
on it. They cited examples; they speculated as to extremes—sometimes
the discussion was detailed and technical, sometimes visionary. Details of
Aldini’s galvanic demonstrations may have mingled with descriptions of
gruesome phantasms or translucent® fairies.

With such ideas swirling in her head, Mary Godwin went to bed. “I
did not sleep, nor could I be said to think,” she recalled. A story pre-
sented itself, as she described it, the life force less in her than in the vi-
sions appearing to her.

My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive im-
ages that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of
reverie. I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision,—I saw the pale stu-
dent of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the
hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some
powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half vital motion.

To enter the original moment of the creation of Frankenstein’s monster,
strip away all the modern imagery created to portray it. No more white

translucent: clear, transparent.
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. ) wven a dank stone
lab coat, no more electrical coils and transformers, not even €

o trealing”
tower. The author herself gives us very little: a “pale studer},t, ' kfhtﬁil:)is
on the floor; beside him, “the thing he had put together /‘? “gtir.”
phantasm,” “some powerful engine” whose force only made hn'n e .b

Granted, these few words are themselves just garments w.l'fif)]l))ﬁc )1>e/
the author around wordless moments of inspiration. It is as lf‘Sli’l.(,Ir,,
with her character, had gazed for the first time upon “the honr']d l( 1)11‘%]
standing at the bedside, staring at her with its “yellow, watery, but Sli.clc £
lative eyes”—for, at the moment that she glimpsed this keme? Of tWICI)
story, she opened her own eyes “with terror,” seeking the comfort ot the
outside world.

The idea so possessed my mind, that a thrill of fear ran through me, an ‘( [
wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realil‘ic’s'611‘0“”‘1 I sec
them still; the very room, the dark parquet, the closed shutters, with the’ 1‘)10911-
light struggling through, and the sense I had that the glassy lake and wlzmj VI'II"{/‘I
Alps were beyond. I could not so easily get rid of my hideous phantom; still ’.t
haunted me. I must try to think of something else. I recurred to my glI(.JSI
story,—my tiresome unlucky ghost story! O! if I could only contrive one which
would frighten my reader as I myself had been frightened that night!

Soon the two thoughts merged into one: her waking dream was hc/r' ghost
story. “On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a story, Mary

later recalled. “I began that day with the words, It was on a dreary night of

November, making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my waking
dream.” :
Mary Godwin Shelley’s account of the genesis of her novel, written for
its 1831 edition, may contain a few fabrications, a few exaggerations, a.
few skewed memories. But it is still the most reliable rendition we have of
how the story of Frankenstein began, and therefore a good starting point.

Understanding the Text

1. This article begins with two quotations. What is the significance of the
quotations to the text and to each other?

2. How is the relationship between Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Godwin
complicated by issues on both sides?

3. Identify some of the details of Lord Byron’s history as detailed in this
passage. In what ways did he come to embody the Romantic hero?
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Reflection and Response

4. Hitchcock writes, “No poet of any renown would write a novel; no elevated
person would stoop to read one” (par. 15). In what ways are certain styles
or genres of art connected with class consciousness? What specific styles
or genres of art today are affected by awareness of social class, and how is
such art restricted or liberated by that?

5. Hitchcock takes some time to document the lives and celebrity of Lord
Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. In particular, both Byron and Shelley were
notorious for their lifestyles, rejecting social conventions and morality, living
only for their art. To what extent does the lack of social conventions allow
and inspire artists to be more creative? Consider this question in light of the
fact that in the challenge, Shelley and Byron were not successful, and Mary
Godwin and John Polidori were.

Making Connections

6. Mary Godwin Shelley later wrote about how difficult it was “to think of a
story” (par. 27). Instead, the idea of Frankenstein came to her in a dream.
What kinds of connections are there between dreaming and the creative
imagination? Reread the excerpt from Shelley’s Frankenstein that describes
the creation of the monster (p. 20) and argue whether the scene has
dreamlike qualities or not.

7. Hitchcock cites the work of Luigi Galvani, who sent electric charges
through the bodies of dead frogs to watch their muscles move. How did
scientific experiments and advances shape the environment in which Mary
Godwin Shelley created the story Frankenstein? How do current develop-
ments, such as the creation of genetically modified organisms or other
advances in medical technology, create the conditions in which scientists
or doctors act like God? Are developments in medical technology as
threatening today as they were in Shelley’s time? Why or why not?



