
 

 

 

Frankenstein and Mary Shelley 

Notes for students 
(with reference to Almost Invincible) 

by Suzanne Burdon 

 

 
Who was Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein? 
 

  

This is how William Godwin, Mary’s father, described her when she 

was fifteen: 

 

“She is singularly bold, somewhat imperious and active of mind. 

Her desire of knowledge is great, and her perseverance in 

everything she undertakes, almost invincible.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Biography: Born in 1797, daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin. 

 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft was famous as author of several books including 

Vindication of the Rights of Women. She had lived as an independent 

woman until she married Godwin. She had already had a relationship in 

Paris with Gilbert Imlay, an American and had a daughter by him called 

Fanny. She died giving birth to Mary, her daughter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Godwin was the author of several books on political 

philosophy, the most Famous being Enquiry Concerning 

Political Justice and its Influence on Morals and Happiness, a 

critique of the political and social systems of the day. He also 

wrote a novel called Things as They Are; or The Adventures of 

Caleb Williams, which is sometimes described as the first 

thriller. Mary was profoundly influenced by her father’s ideas, 

and much of her education came from his 

extensive library. 

 

   
 
 



 

 

 

Mary at home  
 

Let us look at Mary at sixteen, just back in London, from a year in Scotland. 

 

This is a snapshot of her family, at her home in Skinner Street, London. Mary’s was a 

what we would call today, a blended family. None of the children had the same two 

parents. 

 

 William Godwin Father of Mary and William, 

 Mary Jane Godwin (nee Clairmont) Mary’s Step-mother. Second wife of 

William Godwin. Married Mary’s father when Mary was three. 
 Mary Wollstonecraft, 16,  Daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft, deceased, 

 Fanny Imlay, 19, Mary’s half sister. Daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

deceased, and Gilbert Imlay. 

 Jane Clairmont, 16, Mary’s step-sister (who later changed her name to 

Claire). Daughter of Mary Jane Clairmont and a landowner called 

Letheridge (though her mother always told her that her father was a 

Swiss Gentleman). 

 Charles Clairmont, 19, Mary’s step-brother, son of Mary Jane Clairmont 

and a Swiss called Gaulis. 

 William Godwin, 10, Mary’s half-brother, son of William and Mary Jane 

Godwin. 
 

 

 

Claire Clairemont 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Their house in Skinner Street was the home of 

The Juvenile Library, run by Mrs. Godwin, which 

published children’s stories and histories, often 

contributed by Godwin under a pseudonym. Mary 

Shelley’s first literary debut is attributed to her 
at eleven, either writing or contributing to a 

comic piece called Mounseer Nongtongpaw. This is 

an adaption of a song about the Englishman, 

John Bull who goes to France and fails to 

understand the language. The Frenchman says, 

in answer to his questions "Monsieur, je vous 

n'entends pas" ("Monsieur, I don't understand 

you"), and John Bull continually misinterprets this to Mounseer Nongtongpaw, with 

many comic misunderstandings.  

 
 

 

Consider. Did Mary's complicated childhood affect any of the 
themes relating to family life, in Frankenstein? 
(Further reading: Almost Invincible chapter 2) 

Consider. How did the beliefs and political stance of Mary's parents affect the social 
attitudes that she incorporated into her story of  Frankenstein? 



 

 

   
 

 

 

Meeting Shelley 
 

Percy Bysshe Shelley was twenty-one when he 

met Mary. She had just come back from 

Scotland and Shelley was a regular visitor to 

their household because he was trying to help 

Mary’s father who was always in debt. Shelley 

tried to raise money on his future inheritance, 

called post-obit bonds – to finance the 

philosopher whose ideas and work he 

admired. Shelley was an emerging poet and 

aspired to be a political foce with his poetry. 

Poets, he beleived “ are the unacknowledged 

legislators of the world.” 
 

Shelley was already married when he met 

Mary. He had one child and another on the 

way. Nevertheless he fell deeply in love with Mary, seeing her as his soulmate. 

Because her parents were intellectual giants, he expected that she would be too.  

 

Mary was equally in love with Shelley, and she agreed to be his partner. Shelley had 

an idealised view of relationships. He thought that his wife Harriet would understand 

this passion and that she would agree to live with them as their friend. Both he and 

Mary thought that because of the liberal views of Mary’s parents that they would also 

sympathise with them. In fact, Mary’s father was furious. He worried that the 

scandal would affect his own reputation. After weeks of tears and drama, Mary and 

Shelley eloped to war ravaged France, early one morning. Unaccountably, they took 

Mary’s step-sister, Jane (Claire) with them. This had consequences that led directly 

to the genesis of Frankenstein. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In their ‘Six Weeks Tour” of France to Switzerland, 

they eventually had to turn back for lack of funds, 

and went via a  a boat on the Rhine. As they went, 

they passed Castle Frankenstein, where run our had 

it that a mad scientist, Johnathon Dippel, had used 

bodies in experiments. 

 

 

 

 
 

A new way of life  
 

When Mary and Shelley got back to London after six weeks in France and 

Switzerland, Mary, at seventeen suffers from separation from Shelley, when he is 

hiding from the debt collectors, suffers a miscarriage, and eventually gives birth to a 

healthy boy, called William. 
 

 

 

Consider. How did taking Mary's stepsister with them when they eloped impact on 
the circumstances that led to Mary’s composition of Frankenstein? 
(Further reading: Almost Invincible chapter 2 - 4) 



 

 

 

 

Letter from Mary to Shelley, begins:  
 
For what a minute did I see you yesterday – 
 is this the way my  beloved that we are to live? 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shelley and Mary’s son, William 
 

 

Shelley and science 

 

When Mary became Shelley's partner she had little idea that the poet was also 

obsessed by science. He had been influenced by a master at Eton, James Lind who 

wakened a thirst for scientific knowledge, in particular with the experiments of 

Galvani, who caused a frog's leg to animate when an electric current was passed 

through it. Shelley always had scientific experiments in progress, among the books 

and writings of their literary efforts. Early nineteenth century London was also full of 

'natural philosophers' toting the latest developments in science as magic shows, 

which Mary and Shelley visited. Shelley was a big fan of the work of Humphrey 

Davy, whose book on Chemical Philosophy was a standard part of his library, 

wherever they went. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shelley and Atheism 

 

Shelley was expelled from Oxford for writing a pamphlet called The Necessity of 

Atheism. At the time, in England, to be an atheist was to be morally deficit.  

Consider: The use of the name, William, 
in Frankenstein. William died at young 
age of Typhus.  
 
(Further reading: Almost Invincible Part 3) 



 

 

In his essay he says, "There Is No God. This negation must be understood solely to 

affect a creative Deity. The hypothesis of a pervading Spirit co-eternal with the 

universe remains unshaken." Shelley: The Necessity of Atheism 

 
When she became Shelley's partner, Mary's attitude to religion was complicated. Her 

father had been a Dissenting Minister before his career as a political philosopher, and 

he wrote Bible stories for children for the Juvenile Library. Shelley's position was 

strongly against organized religion. 

 

In fighting for his God everyone, in fact, fights only for the interests of his own 

vanity, which, of all the passions produced by the mal-organization of society, is the 

quickest to take offense, and the most capable of committing the greatest follies. 

Shelley: The Necessity of Atheism 

Jean-Jaques Rousseau 
 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was a Genevan philosopher and writer of the 18th century. 

His political philosophy influenced the French Revolution as well as the overall 

development of modern political, sociological, and educational thought. His ideas on 

the 'natural' goodness of humanity, uncorrupted by the unnatural desires created by 

civilizations, civilizations, were very influential among Mary and Shelly and their 

peers. 

 

"The example of savages, almost all of whom have been found in this state, seems 

to confirm that the human race had been made to remain in it always; that this state 

is the veritable youth of the world;  and that all the subsequent progress has been in 

appearance so many steps toward the perfection of the individual, and in fact toward 

the decay of the species." Rousseau: Discourse on the Origin of Inequality 

The road to Geneva 

 

Mary and her stepsister Jane (who by now had become 

Claire) had a stormy relationship. Claire was also in love with 

Shelley, and jealous of Mary. She was also jealous of Mary's 

literary talent. She decided to trump Mary by getting a poet 

of her own, and Lord Byron was the most famous, and 

notorious, of the day. Claire essentially stalked Byron, who 

had recently been left by his wife. She had a brIef affair with 

him, just before he abandoned London for the continent, to 

avoid the scandal of his wife's accusations. Byron was happy 

to leave the relationship behind, he had already grown tired 

of Claire. However she traded on her relationship to Shelley, 

whose early work Byron admired, as Shelley admired Byron's, to arrange for the 

Shelley's to also go to Switzerland, to Geneva and to be introduced. 

 

Byron took a house, Villa Diodati, on Lake Geneva and the Shelley party took a much 

smaller place very close by, and spent most of their evening at the Villa Diodati. 

Consider: The novel, Frankenstein, is often thought of as a challenge to Christianity, 

because a man is taking on the creationist role of God. 

Consider: the influence that Claire had and he irony that her jealousy of Mary 
inadvertently began the process that led to Frankenstein. 

Consider: What is there in Frankenstein that reflects Rousseau's influence? 
Rousseau also wrote Emile, a treatise on education. Mary Shelley has been 

criticized for her portrayal of the Creature's 'instant' education.  



 

 

 

 
 

The weather 

 

That year, 1816, was known as The Year Without a Summer. Mount Tambora in 

Indonesia had erupted spectacularly – it was the largest volcanic eruption in recorded 

history – and Europe was blanketed in dust. People thought the end of the world had 

come. Byron wrote a poem called Darkness, see an extract here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Ghost stories 

 

The weather was a suitable backdrop to gothic stories and Byron, Mary and Shelley, 

Claire and Polidori, Byron's doctor huddled around the fire reading ghost stories, 

Byron threw out the challenge for each of the company,  to try their hand at the 

creation of something frightening. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider: Shelley's influence on 
an impressionable seventeen year 
old girl and the impact the 
startling revelations about the 
potential of electricity would have 
on her imagination. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Tambora


 

 

Mary's Story  

 

As we know, Mary's story was the beginning of 

Frankenstein. Neither Byron nor Shelley 

produced anything that came to a published 

work, but Byron’s doctor, Polidori, produced a 

story called The Vampyre which was published 

in 1819 - the first vampire story. 
 

Back in England 

 

Claire announced that she was pregnant by 

Byron, and Shelley and Mary took her back to 

England, as Byron wanted nothing more to do 

with her. 

 

They took her to Bath in the west of England, a 

long way from London so that Claire’s mother 

would not discover the pregnancy. It was while 

living in Bath the Mary finished Frankenstein as 

a novel. During this time also there was 

personal tragedy. Her half-sister, Fanny, 

committed suicide, and Shelley’s wife did too. This was a catalyst for Mary and 

Shelley to marry, to try and gain custody of Shelley’s children. Mary’s writing 

became her grip on sanity, as she coped with the endless crises. 

 

Publication 

 

Frankenstein was finally published in 1818 in three volumes,as 

was usual at the time. 

 

Shelley wrote an introduction, and Mary remained anonymous. 

 

Shelley’s and Byron’s publishers refused to publish it because 

they were scared about the anti-religious themes. 

 
In the end it was published by Lackington & Co. better known for 
their alternative publications, including the supernatural. They 
printed 500 copies. 459 were sold at 10/6 per three-volume set.  
The rest given gratis to the author and to reviewers and libraries 
 

Mary Shelley's share was one-third of the profits, which came to £41.13.10 
 

  

Consider: What was the effect of Mary’s personal circumstances on the mood of 
the novel?  
(Further reading: Almost Invincible Part 4) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviews  

 

Reviews were mixed, and though the writing was sometimes praised, the impiety of 

the themes were mostly criticised. when a whisper got out that the author was a 

women it was criticised on those grounds as well. The public, however, enjoyed it. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later editions 

 

In 1823 a two volume edition was published after the success of a play based on the 

book called Presumption: Or the Fate of Frankenstein, performed to great 

acclaim at the English Opera. “The representation of this piece upon the stage is of 

astonishing, of enchanting interest. 
 

In 1831 a third, one volume edition was published in Colburn and Bentley Standard 

Novel Series. 
 

 

 

 

 


