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denied him custody of Harriet’s two children on the grounds that he was morally
unfit to rear them. In September 1818 came the death of Mary's third baby, Clara,
followed less than nine months later by the death from malaria, rampant in Rome
1t the time, of her adored son, William: “We came to Italy thinking to do Shelley’s
health good,” Mary wrote bitterly, “but the Climate is not [by] any means warm
enough to be of benefit to him & yet it is that that has destroyed my two children.”
‘hese tragedies and her own ill health threw her into a depression that was only
partly relieved by the birth of a second son, Percy Florence, in November 1819, and
was deepened again the next spring by a miscarriage, as well as by the death of
Claire’s daughter, Allegra, whom Byron had placed in an Italian convent. Mary
Shelley’s habitual reserve, which masked the depth of her feelings, now became an
athy that caused her to withdraw, emotionally, from her husband. He became
distant in turn, giving their friend Jane Williams the affection he denied his wife.
When he was drowned in the Gulf of Spezia in July 1822, Mary was left with a
versisting sense that she had failed her husband when he most needed her.

" An impoverished widow of twenty-four, she returned to England with two ambi-
tions. One was to disseminate the poetry and to rescue the character of Shelley,
_whom she idolized in memory; the other was to support by her writings her surviving
“son. Her only financial assistance was a small allowance given her by Sir Timothy
Shelley, which he threatened to cut off if she wrote a biography of his radical and
scandal-haunted son. In the remaining quarter century of her life, Mary Shelley
became a notable success as a professional woman of letters, publishing as “The
Author of ‘Frankenstein’” to comply with Sir Timothy's demand that she never use
the Shelley name. After Frankenstein she wrote first a novella and then five more
novels, of which the first two are the best. The novella, Matilda, written in 1819 but
Jeft in manuscript and not published until 1959, deals with the disastrous results of
a father’s incestuous passion for a daughter who resembles his dead wife. Valperga
(1823), set in the Italian Middle Ages, is a historical romance about a quasi-
Napoleonic figure who sacrifices his love and humanity to his lust for political power
and about the two women whom he betrays. The Last Man (1826), set in the twenty-
first century, tracing the progress of a plague that destroys all of humankind except
for one survivor, the novel’s narrator, almost equals Frankenstein in its analysis of
human isolation. This novel also served Shelley as a forum in which to write auto-
biographically, for as she reflected in a diary entry, her own companions, like her
ever-mourning narrator’s, were gone, become “the people of the grave.” She in fact
arranged to endow two characters in the novel, her narrator’s associates, with traits
recognizably those of Percy Shelley and Byron, whose death in Greece occurred as
she began writing.

Shelley all this while also contributed short stories to the gift books and literary
annuals that were a publishing phenomenon during the 1820s and 1830s: deluxe
volumes, gorgeously bound and lavishly illustrated, whose literary selections min-
gled pieces by esteemed authors—Scott, Hemans, Wordsworth, Coleridge—with
contributions by the most fashionable members of the aristocracy. (All writers,
however, were by the makers of gift books deemed less important than the visual
artists: the stories or poems were often commissioned to accompany preexisting
illustrations.) In 1835-39 she contributed to the Cabinet Cyclopedia five volumes of
admirable biographical and critical studies of continental authors. She also published
several separate editions of her husband’s writings in verse and prose. In accordance
with what was then standard editorial procedure, she altered and emended Shelley's
texts; she also added prefaces and notes, relating Shelley’s writings to the circum-
stances of his life and thought, that have been an important resource for scholars of
Romantic literature.

Not until old Sir Timothy died in 1844, leaving his title and estate to her son, did
she find herself in comfortable circumstances. Her last years were cheered by the
devotion of her son—who was an amiable man but entirely lacked the genius of his
e ond by her elose friendship with Jane St. John, an admirer of Shelley’s
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appropriate to early spring; and its genial warmth contributed to inspire
those sensations of placid delight, which are the portion of every traveller, as
he lingers, loath to quit the tranquil bays and radiant promontories of Baiae.

We visited the so called Elysian Fields and Avernus:* and wandered through
various ruined temples, baths, and classic spots; at length we entered the
gloomy cavern of the Cumaean Sibyl.* Our Lazzeroni” bore flaring torches,
which shone red, and almost dusky, in the murky subterranean passages,
whose darkness thirstily surrounding them, seemed eager to imbibe more and
more of the element of light. We passed by a natural archway, leading to a
second gallery, and enquired, if we could not enter there also. The guides
pointed to the reflection of their torches on the water that paved it, leaving us
to form our own conclusion; but adding it was a pity, for it led to the Sibyl’s
Cave. Our curiosity and enthusiasm were excited by this circumstance, and
we insisted upon attempting the passage. As is usually the case in the prosecu-
tion of such enterprizes, the difficulties decreased on examination. We found,
on each side of the humid pathway, “dry land for the sole of the foot.” At
length we arrived at a large, desert, dark cavern, which the Lazzeroni assured
us was the Sibyl's Cave. We were sufficiently disappointed—Yet we examined
it with care, as if its blank, rocky walls could still bear trace of celestial visi-
tant. On one side was a small opening. Whither does this lead? we asked: can
we enter here?—"“Questo poi, no,”"—said the wild looking savage, who held
the torch; “you can advance but a short distance, and nobody visits it.”

“Nevertheless, I will try it,” said my companion; “it may lead to the real
cavern. Shall I go alone, or will you accompany me?”

I signified my readiness to proceed, but our guides protested against such a
measure. With great volubility, in their native Neapolitan dialect, with which
we were not very familiar, they told us that there were spectres, that the roof
would fall in, that it was too narrow to admit us, that there was a deep hole
within, filled with water, and we might be drowned. My friend shortened the
harangue, by taking the man’s torch from him; and we proceeded alone.

The passage, which at first scarcely admitted us, quickly grew narrower
and lower; we were almost bent double; yet still we persisted in making our
way through it. At length we entered a wider space, and the low roof height-
ened; but, as we congratulated ourselves on this change, our torch was extin-
guished by a current of air, and we were left in utter darkness. The guides
bring with them materials for renewing the light, but we had none—our only
resource was to return as we came. We groped round the widened space
to find the entrance, and after a time fancied that we had succeeded. This
proved however to be a second passage, which evidently ascended. It termi-
nated like the former; though something approaching to a ray, we could not
tell whence, shed a very doubtful twilight in the space. By degrees, our eyes
grew somewhat accustomed to this dimness, and we perceived that there was

- no direct passage leading us further; but that it was possible to climb one side

5. Sites near Naples named for places in mythol- dispersed them, they became unintelligible.
ogy: the fields thought to be inhabited after Coleridge had titled his 1817 collection of poems
death by those favored by the gods and the Sibylline Leaves so as to allude, he said, “to the
entrance to the underworld, by tradition located fragmentary and widely scattered state in which
at Lake Avernus. [the poems] have been long suffered to remain.”
6. The prophetess, inspired by the god Apollo, 7. Generic term for the poor of Naples, here
whose maur frenzies and cryptic accounts of employed as guides.

future history are most famously described in the 8. Allusion to Genesis 8.9: the dove sent by Noah
Aeneid, book 6. Other accounts describe how the from the ark finds “no rest for the sole of her foot.”
sibyl wrote her prophecies on leaves, which she 9. Definitely not! (Italian).

placed at the entrance to her cave: when the wind



