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 Monster Mashup  
To her [the world] was a vacancy, 
which she sought to people with 

imaginations of her own.
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 1818H ISTORY IS OFTEN THE RESULT OF 

happenstance, shaped by intersecting forces 
and events as unpredictable as the weather. 
   Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, considered 
one of the great novels of all time, might not 
ever have been written had Mt. Tambora in 
present day Indonesia not blown up in 1815.   
   The catastrophic volcanic eruption ejected 
so much sun-blocking ash that 1816 was 
known as ‘The Year Without a Summer.’  
   Stuck inside Lord Byron’s rented villa on 
Lake Geneva by torrential rains, 19-year old 
Mary Shelly reluctantly conceived the 
genesis of her masterpiece at the request of 
her host, who—seeking a respite from the 
inclement weather—challenged each of 
his companions to compose a ‘ghost’ story.                       

                      Still from the film “Mary Shelley” (2018)

   Present at that seminal moment in literary 
history were the great 19th century Romantic 
poets Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, 
along with Mary Godwin, Mary’s stepsister 
Claire Clairmont, and Byron’s personal 
physician, John William Polidori.
   Already famous, Byron went on to a 
colorful and tumultuous life before dying at 
age 36 while taking part in the Greek War of 
Independence. (A mad genius who freely 
indulged his passions, Byron may have been 
the inspiration for Dr. Victor Frankenstein.)
   Byron’s only legitimate child, Ada, born 
the previous year, was raised to be a mathe-
matician by her mother, who feared she 
would become a poet like her father. Ada 
Lovelace would go on to famously conceive 
the first general-purpose computer in 1843.
   Shelley and Godwin returned to England 
and were married that winter, after the 
suicide by drowning of Godwin’s wife. 



Shelley would himself drown at age 29 in 
1822, when his yacht sank in a storm.
   Mary Shelley would go on to write four 
more novels and other works. Dogged by 
illness in the last decade of her life, she died 
from a brain tumor in 1851 at the age of 53.
   Clairmont gave birth to a girl the following 
January, adopted first by the Shelleys and 
later by Byron. (Byron put her in a convent, 
where she died of fever at the age of five.)
    Even Polidori would achieve a modicum 
of fame, as the author of the short story The 
Vampyre (1819), the first modern vampire 
story—based on a character conceived by 
Byron as his own contribution to the soirée. 
Polidori committed suicide at age 26.  
   This tragic and engaging account is often 
recounted in books and films, but frequently 
given short shrift in the story is Mary 
Shelley’s mother, Mary Wollenstonecraft, 
who  succumbed to complications of 
childbirth in 1797, only 11 days after giving 
birth to her soon-to-be famous daughter.
   Despite Mary Woolstonecraft’s own life 
reading like something of a horror story, she 
accomplished an extraordinary amount in 
her brief lifetime of 38 years, and it is 
perhaps only her untimely death that kept 
her from being as famous as Byron, Shelley, 
or even her own daughter, Mary.
  Born in London in 1759, Wollenstonecraft 
was the second of seven children of an ill-
tempered, unsuccessful farmer who would 
frequently beat his wife in drunken rages. 
Unhappy living at home, she struck out on 
her own in 1778 at the age of 19.
   Volatile in temperament herself and often 
suffering from depression, Mary was 
devastated by the death of her mother in 
1781 and her friend ‘Fanny’ Blood in 1785.
Frustrated by the limited work available for 
women,  she embarked on a writing career. 

   In 1790, Wollenstonecraft wrote her first 
major work, A Vindication of the Rights of 
Men, a hastily written response to Edmund 
Burke’s reactionary critique of the French 
Revolution. Wollenstonecraft was swiftly 
identified as its anonymous author, and 
Vindication made her famous overnight.
  In Wollenstonecraft’s most notable work, 
A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), 
she elaborated on her ideas about women’s 
rights, focusing largely on education, which 
she considered the key to their liberation.
    Escaping to Paris after a failed love affair 
with a married artist, Wollenstonecraft was 
caught in the Reign of Terror, writing to her 
sister, “death and misery, in every shape of 
terrour, haunts this devoted country.” 
   While in Paris, she engaged in her second 
great romantic affair, with Gilbert Imlay, an 
American adventurer, but Imlay abandoned 
her after she became pregnant by him with 
her first child. (The girl, named after Fanny 
Blood, would commit suicide at age 22.) 
Returning to England, Wollenstonecraft 
made two failed suicide attempts, before 
marrying Godwin and giving birth to Mary.
  After Wollenstonecraft’s untimely death, 
the widowed Godwin publish a memoir in 
which he uncharitably exposed his wife’s 
unorthodox lifestyle, and the resulting 
public vilification severely damaged her 
reputation for almost a century. 
   It was only the rise of feminism in the 
20th century which fully rehabilitated 
Wollenstonecraft’s status as a prominent 
figure in the struggle for women’s rights.
   Troubled throughout her life by difficulty 
in reconciling her unruly passions with her 
philosophy, Wollenstonecraft’s starkly honest 
portrayal of her personal contradictions 
informed her writing, which in turn only 
elevated her belatedly bestowed fame. ◾


