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Note to the Reader

The introduction below is written to enlighten and 
assist both those who have previously read Frankenstein 
and those who have not. In consideration of the latter, 
spoilers have been avoided in the introduction so that 
new readers may experience the delight of surprise and 
discovery that all good books hold. The introduction is 
intended to be a true introduction to the work, one that 
will equip new readers and returning ones with back-
ground and knowledge that will increase understanding 
and appreciation of the work without giving the story 
away. The discussion questions address events that 
occur in the story and are designed for use after the 
section has been read. 

Footnotes are provided to define or explain most 
archaic words and usages. Some of the terms explained 
are repeated throughout the text, but they are defined 
only once, the first time they appear. 
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Introduction

Introduction to the Author

Knowledge about an author’s life often sheds light 
on their work. There is perhaps no work of which this 
is truer than Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. And because 
Shelley and many within her circle kept detailed jour-
nals and letters, more intimate details of her life are 
known than of many other writers.

Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin Shelley was born in 
London, England, in 1797, the child of two controversial 
social and political revolutionaries. Her father, William 
Godwin, was a radical political philosopher and writer. 
Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, was also a writer. 
As a result of Wollstonecraft’s most famous work, A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792, 
Wollstonecraft is called the mother of modern feminism. 

One of the more controversial views held by Godwin 
and Wollstonecraft was the rejection of marriage, 
which they viewed as an oppressive social and political 
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institution. Even so, when they learned Wollstonecraft 
was pregnant with Mary, they married; knowing that 
failing to do so would put their child at considerable 
disadvantage in their society.

Nevertheless, Mary was born into a life of great 
drama and trauma. Wollstonecraft’s pregnancy and 
delivery were extremely difficult, and eleven days after 
giving birth, she died of a uterine infection. Mary would 
only know her mother through hearing about her from 
others and by reading her mother’s books, over and 
over. Mary learned to read from her mother’s tomb-
stone, tracing her fingers along its engraved letters dur-
ing the frequent visits she made there with her father. 
As a teenager, she and her lover (her future husband) 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, held rendezvous at the gravesite. 
Some biographers believe it is even there that Mary and 
Percy consummated their relationship.

The Godwin household included five children. The 
eldest, Mary’s half-sister Fanny Imlay, was the prod-
uct of her mother’s previous relationship with an 
American Revolutionary officer, Gilbert Imlay, a scoun-
drel who ultimately abandoned Wollstonecraft and their 
child, leading Wollstonecraft to two suicide attempts. 
Wollstonecraft’s subsequent relationship with Godwin 
seems to have been happy, though it was shortened by 
death. Godwin re-married a few years later, and Mary’s 
new stepmother brought her two illegitimate children, 
Charles and Claire Clairmont, into the family. She and 
Godwin had one child, William Godwin Jr. This kalei-
doscope of familial and quasi-familial relationships, 
though difficult to track, is important for understanding 
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Mary Shelley and her novel. Her earliest and most sig-
nificant relationships were marked by uncertain and 
shifting boundaries, abandonment, and death. These 
patterns were repeated in later illicit, destructive, and 
incestuous relationships in her life and in Frankenstein. 

Mary’s home was filled with intellectual stimulation. 
Godwin was a publisher in addition to being a writer, 
so books and reading were at the center of the family’s 
life. Influential authors and thinkers of the day were 
frequent visitors to the Godwin home. One legendary 
moment in Mary’s childhood occurred when she and 
her stepsister Claire hid behind the sofa past their bed-
time, listening to Samuel Taylor Coleridge read aloud 
his celebrated poem, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. 
This work had a significant influence on Frankenstein.

Another visitor was Percy Shelley, the young 
Romantic poet and philosopher. A few years earlier, 
Shelley had staked his first claim in what would become 
a scandal-ridden life by getting expelled from Oxford for 
promoting atheism. Shelley was naturally drawn to the 
radical philosophies of Godwin—as well as to all three 
of the young women Godwin was raising: Fanny, Mary, 
and Claire. All three, to varying degrees, returned his 
affection. Shelley was already married, but like Mary’s 
parents, he was an advocate of free love, which Mary, 
too, professed to support. Within a few months of meet-
ing, when Mary was sixteen, she and Percy stole away 
to France, with Claire tagging along. Ironically, Godwin 
was irate and did not reconcile with the couple until 
they eventually married.
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The three young people traipsed across Europe and 
England, never living in one place for long, dogged by 
growing debt and social disrepute, with a rapid succes-
sion of tragedies following them. 

Mary became pregnant. Percy’s wife, Harriet, gave 
birth to the couple’s child. Then Mary’s baby, a girl 
born prematurely following a difficult pregnancy, exac-
erbated by long and arduous travels, died a couple 
of weeks after birth. The following year in 1816—the 
year in which Mary began the story that would become 
Frankenstein—Mary gave birth to her second child, 
a boy. Then, her half-sister Fanny—who had never 
become disentangled from Percy, and may have been in 
love with him—committed suicide. Months later, Percy’s 
estranged wife, pregnant (possibly by Percy), also killed 
herself. In a failed attempt to gain custody of his two 
children by Harriet, Percy married Mary, who was by 
now pregnant with the couple’s third child. Shortly 
afterward, in 1817, Percy insisted upon moving his 
pregnant wife and young son to Italy to join their friend 
George Gordon, Lord Byron, who had fathered a child 
with Mary’s stepsister Claire. In Italy, the Shelleys’ little 
boy and their newborn daughter contracted diseases 
that proved fatal. By the time Mary gave birth a fourth 
time, in 1819, her first three children had died. She 
nearly lost her own life while miscarrying a fifth child. 

Mary’s life was haunted by death, and not just any 
kind of death, but death connected to the act of cre-
ation. Her mother died from complications giving birth 
to her. She saw all but one of her children die. And she 
almost died during her last pregnancy. Shortly after the 
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death of her first baby, Mary recorded in her journal a 
dream she had that would become the central idea of 
Frankenstein: “Dreamt that my little baby came to life 
again—that it had only been cold and that we rubbed it 
before the fire and it lived.” Then, poignantly, she adds, 
“Awake and find no baby. I think about the little thing 
all day. Not in good spirits.”1

All these deaths punctuated an ongoing abusive life-
style demanded by Percy Shelley and his friends. Percy 
conducted a romantic, and likely sexual, relationship 
with Mary’s stepsister Claire (and possibly Fanny) while 
Mary was carrying his children. He encouraged Mary 
to sleep with his best friend (it is unlikely that she did, 
although the two were close). The sexual promiscuity of 
the couple’s close friend, travel companion, and host, 
Lord Byron is legendary. Byron boasted of sleeping with 
two hundred women over his lifetime, including, many 
suspect, his own half-sister, who had a child rumored 
to have been fathered by Byron. Their lives were liter-
ally self-destructive. In 1822, Percy, age twenty-nine, 
drowned with two friends while on an ill-advised sailing 
trip. After washing ashore eleven days after the men 
went missing, their bodies were burned on a funeral 
pyre, an eerie echo of an image in the final scene of 
Frankenstein, written years before.

The widowed Mary returned with her son to London. 
She became a celebrated and prolific writer, produc-
ing many works, including several more novels, short 

1 Journal, Sunday March 19, http://www.gutenberg.org/
files/37955/37955-h/37955-h.htm
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stories, travelogues, and biographies. She grew notably 
more conservative as she grew older. She remained close 
to the only child of hers to survive into adulthood, Percy 
Florence Shelley, and died of a brain tumor in 1851 
at the age of fifty-three. She lived to see Frankenstein 
become a celebrated work, even revising it substantially 
to reflect subtly her later, less radical views.

Background of the Work

The story of how Frankenstein came to be is almost 
as legendary as the novel itself, thanks to a preface 
Shelley wrote for her revised edition published in 1831. 
The edition used for this volume is the original 1818 ver-
sion, which is published more rarely today. (The pref-
ace to the later edition is included as an appendix.) The 
differences between the two versions constitute a body 
of study in their own right. Although the plot remains 
essentially the same, the later revisions lead to some 
different interpretations of aspects of the novel, such as 
how great a role fate plays in Victor Frankenstein’s life. 
While the structure of the frame narrative is the same 
in both versions, the chapters are numbered differently 
(which is an important fact for anyone reading the novel 
with others in a classroom or book club setting). Further 
complicating the composition history of Frankenstein 
is the fact that the 1818 version was heavily edited by 
Percy Shelley. (The manuscript with Shelley’s mark-
ings still exists, making it possible for scholars to com-
pare that draft with the version first published.) The 




