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MARY SHELLEY'S LAST MEN: 
THE TRUTH OF DREAMS 

HARTLEY S. SPATT 

One hundred and fifty years after its composition; Frankenstein re
mains an anomaly in the history of the novel. Born out-of Lord Byron's 
suggestion that "We will each write a ghost story,"' it is a story without a 
ghost. Dedicated to the prophet of rational education, it is a record of the 
failure and destruction which such learning breeds. Subtitled "The 
Modern Prometheus," it works to strip aw~y the veneer of greatness 
from Prometheanism, leaving only its irresponsibility and inhumanity. 
Prominent in all histories of the Gothic novel, it ends by inverting nearly 
all of the assumptions and conventions which inform Gothicism. 

Robert Hume has suggested a reason for the strange character of 
Frankenstein; it is to him the first manifestation of the "horror-Gothic," 
an adaptation of the original Gothic mode which replaces "the suspense 
of external circumstance" with "psychological concern with moral am
biguity. "2 As far as i~ goes, this distinction does aid one's readin_g of the 
novel. It explains why, where a Mrs. Radcliffe writes of the moon as 
"shed[ding] her mellow lustre over the scene,"3 Mary Shelley restricts 
herself to the purely phenomenal: "The moon had disappeared from the 
night, and again, with a lessened form, showed itself' (p. 104). It explains 
why the heroine, who when first seen appears to be "of a different stock 
... a distinct species" (p. 34), is not made the subject of a long search for 
the secret of her birth: "The peasant woman .. . eagerly communicated 
her history" (p. 35). And it explains why Victor Frankenstein bursts out 
in condemnation of one "who aspires to become greater than his nature 
will allow ... [by] the acquisition of knowledge" (p. 53), only to add 
sheepishly, "I forget that I am moralising in the most interesting part of 
my tale" (p. 56). But Hume's redefinition fails to lead us beyond such ex-
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planations of style and plot; it leaves the prime question, that of the 
"unresolvable moral and emotional ambiguity" 4 which irremediably sets 
the Gothic novel below the work of a Romantic, unanswered. 

The solution to this alleged inadequacy of the Gothic novel, at least in 
the case of Mary Shelley, resides in the nature of her transformation of 
Gothicism. The original Gothic mode may be briefly described as one in 
which embodied good and evil match their powers against an obscurely 
portentous background, trying whether white or black magic shall 
triumph. This mode, which Hume calls the "terror-Gothic," takes its 
consistency from the world it depicts: given a world where the super
natural is the rule, i. e., an extreme world, only an extreme character can 
function effectively and thus achieve some degree of self-determination. 
From the very first, then, the Gothic novel concentrates on the 
Promethean impulse; whether the goal of the hero-villain be power, lust, 
or knowledge, the ultimate goal is the transcendence of the merely 
human. In this mode Mary Shelley was expert; not only had she read the 
works of Beckford, Maturin, Lewis, and Mrs. Radcliffe, but in August of 
1816 "Monk" Lewis visited the Shelleys and told several new Gothic 
tales to his rapt audience.5 

Such is the mode Mary Shelley reacted against in her own composi
tion, with the results that one might expect: in the place of miracle she 
puts science, instead of the exotic the concrete, for a simple Promethean 
motive a complex human and imaginative one. The milieu of the novel, 
presented through "realistic reportage,"6 is just ours. Margaret Saville, a 
wife and mother, reads Walton's letters in her London breakfast room; 
Frankenstein's ancestors, those revered lawyers and Syndics, control his 
expectations; the secluded cottage of the DeLaceys is marked by its 
bourgeois "virtue, refinement ... taste" (p. 122). Other bits of the mun
dane fill the pages of the novel: university towns, pleasure cruises down 
the Rhine, a tour of historic monuments, the trials of Arctic exploration. 

If the world of Frankenstein is a wholly conventional one, then the 
Promethean impulse is automatically out of place; not the extreme but 
the normal rules. Thus Walton may be seen as the type of the bourgeois, 
romantic dilettante. He has a wide, but shallow, reading in travel 
literature and poetry; he has made the obligatory attempt at versification; 
he ships out as an ordinary seaman in order to " learn the ropes"; he saves 
funds wherever possible, as when he charters his ship merely by paying 
the insurance premium. 

And Frankenstein may also be seen as a product of conventionality. 
He is first educated in "patience ... charity, and ... self-control" (p. 34), 
prime virtues of the economic life. Even more practical than Walton, he 
allows any impulses toward the romantic to be externalized in another, 
Henry Clerval. He is no man who lives in other ages or imaginary realms; 
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rather he is self-dedicated to the sensory world: "In my education my 
father had taken the greatest precautions that my mind should be im
pressed with no supernatural horrors .... A churchyard was to me merely 
the receptacle of bodies deprived of life" (p. 51). He does, "for a time," 
occupy himself with "the raising of ghosts or devils," but solely as a scien
tist; he describes the attempt as the result of "childish reasoning" (p. 40). 
When Clerval does attempt to interest him in "the oriental" mode of 
Gothicism, Victor dismisses that too as but "temporary amusement"; it 
is enough "merely to understand their meaning" (p. 69). 

The monster, finally, develops in parallel with Walton and 
Frankenstein. Confronted with the myriad of sense-impressions when he 
is given consciousness, he must teach himself "to distinguish ... sen
sations" (p. I 03); within a few weeks he is capable of reflection, scientific 
inquiry, and even "ideas" (p. 104). Exactly like Walton (p. 16) and 
Frankenstein (p. 36), the monster is ruled by "curiosity" (p. 105). When 
he reaches the cottage of the DeLaceys, his first efforts are to learn "the 
science of letters" (p. 119) and "the science of words" (p. 109). Thus ini
tiated into the scientific fraternity whose other members are Walton and 
Victor, he can proceed to learn in their way. Like Walton's travel books, 
or the mystic philosophers whose "word" Frankenstein "took" (p. 40) 
literally, the works discovered by the monster are read as "true history" 
(p. 129), sources of "instruction." 

Walton, Frankenstein, and the monster thus develop in parallel, 
impelled by the same curiosity to develop their minds and become scien
tists. Their respective goals could each have been taken from the same 
Royal Society prospectus: "the secret of the magnet" (p. 16), "the 
physical secrets of the world" (p. 37), why "the same cause should 
produce such opposite effects" (p. 104). Such similarities have oc
casionally been noticed by critics, who therefore posit a system of "paral
lels," or concentric "circles,"7 in the novel. But the resemblance goes 
much deeper, becoming marked by an identity of response which fuses all 
three characters into a single human type: the author. 

The parallels among Walton, Frankenstein, and the nameless one 
rest, as has been seen, on obvious facts of development and characteriza
tion; but the fusion of their personalities Mary Shelley handles more sub
tly. Clearest is their common faith in the healing and sustaining power of 
the natural order. To Walton, the polar sun is benign, "diffusing a 
perpetual splendor" (p. 15), while the "southern gales" equally "breathe 
a degree of renovating warmth" (p. 22). To Frankenstein, spring comes 
as a "divine" (pp. 62, 70) season, renewing physical health and 
promoting "tranquillity" (p. 155). And the monster shares this response 
to the season of fertility, apostrophizing: "Happy, happy earth! fit 
habitation for gods" (p. 115). 
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Connected to the common emotional response is a profound 
physical one, the literal "inspiration" of all three characters. Walton in
troduces the crucial image in his first words: "I feel a cold northern 
breeze ... which braces my nerves, and fills me with delight"; he is "in
spirited by this wind of promise" (p. 15). The same spiritus revives 
Frankenstein when, just before his confrontation with the monster, "a 
mist came over my eyes, and I felt a faintness seize me; but I was quickly 
restored by the cold gale" (p. 98). And the monster, in his moment of 
doubt previous to approaching Mr. DeLacey, "sank to the ground . ... 
The fresh air revived me, and, with renewed determination, I approached 
the door" (p. 133). There has arisen in nature an animating force com
pensatory of the lost supernatural analogies of Gothicism. In her rejec
tion of "gloomth," Mary Shelley necessarily rejected any one-to-one cor
respondence between man and nature.8 But she did not reject the 
philosophical basis of this correspondence; the Anima M undi breathes 
through the pages of her novel, at times neutral or malevolent, but equal
ly at times divinely supportive, "witnesses and testimonies" (p. 23). 

Such physical and emotional links among the three prepare the way 
for a near-total psychological union; a single view of the human condi
tion, a common understanding of the human sensibility, characterize 
Walton, Victor, and the monster. The last, made melancholy by his in
troduction to human history, laments that "sorrow only increased with 
knowledge. Oh, that I had for ever remained in my native wood, nor 
known nor felt beyond the sensations of hunger, thirst, and heat!" (p. 
120). Frankenstein, made equally "melancholy" by the sight of Mon
tanvert, cries: "If our impulses were confined to hunger, thirst, and 
desire, we might be nearly free" (p. 97). And Walton has experienced a 
similar fall from freedom, though it is from "a Paradise of my own 
creation" (p. 17). All three see themselves as fallen men, and yearn for a 
return to some mythic state of natural grace, Walton in the asexual rigors 
of shipboard life and the other two in the more common dream of Rous
seau.9 

But equally they recognize the absurdity of their desire; they know 
quite well that the world of Frankenstein is not that of La Nouvelle 
Heloise. Each wishes to absolve himself of responsibility, through a 
retreat from self-awareness into savage ignorance; but each must reject 
such states when they appear. Walton finds among his crew an archetypal 
"noble savage" in the figure of the master; he is "a noble fellow." But 
Walton cannot live with such a type: "he is as silent as a Turk, and a kind 
of ignorant carelessness attends him, which . .. detracts from the interest 
and sympathy" (p. 21 ). Frankenstein, similarly, confronts the natives of 
the Orkney's with their "gaunt and scraggly limbs," and their "senses .. . 
benumbed by want and squalid poverty ... so much does suffering blunt 
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even the coarsest sensations of men" (p. 163). Even the monster, who ex
tols the virtues of South America, earlier expresses his true feelings 
toward savage paradises: "I resolved to reside in this hovel. . .. It was in
deed a paradise, compared to the bleak forest, my former residence, the 
rain-dropping branches, and dank earth" (p. 107). Even one who has not 
read so many travel books as Walton can recognize this picture of the 
Amazon rain forest. 

This, then, is the character-type of Frankenstein: the man of scien
tific intellect who moves from his original state of sterile innocence to 
destructive knowledge, who seeks to comprehend that fall and thus tran
scend it. But there is no apparent route to such transcendence. The noble 
savage is merely a brute; Promethean creation brings only greater isola
tion; Adam, Satan, and God furnish no consistently useful moral 
paradigm; with the loss of these last the Faustian impulse has no viable 
outlet. No literary models will serve; even history provides no ethical les
son, save that man is "at once so powerful, so virtuous, and magnificent, 
yet so vicious and base" (p. 119). The monster is trapped in "a forced 
solitude that I abhor" (p. 147); Frankenstein feels like one "doomed by 
slavery to toil in the mines" (p. 56); Walton is trapped in the ice floe he 
sought to penetrate. And yet their single thought is to persevere, their 
single action an embrace of the illusion of pressing on: to gain a compan
ion in deformity, to replicate an act which has already cost two lives, to 
"rather die than return ... my purpose unfulfilled" (p. 215). 

It is not entirely an illusion, however; though the three are frag
ments, grotesques, they yet provide the hint of an answer. As Walter 
Bagehot pointed out a century ago, the grotesque, "the type .. . in dif 
ficulties ... reminds you of the perfect image, by showing you the dis
torted and imperfect image." 10 Each character has a "purpose," a 
"dream" (pp. 57, 145) which he vainly tries to fulfill through action; and 
this failure of imperfect action reminds us of the perfect image, shows 
where the only success can lie: in the dream itself. 

The conventional Gothic novel employs the dreamworld in many 
ways, often in disguise. The mind of a dreamer controls the landscape in 
which he moves and perceives only what corresponds directly to his 
dream. We may conceive of the Gothic landscape as a function of just 
such a subjective perception; the one-to-one correspondence between 
character and landscape in Gothic novels may stem from the imposition 
of the subconscious on the world, selecting and arranging that world so 
that, not portents, but objectifications, rule the landscape. The murkiness 
which often characterizes both landscapes and human relationships may 
be a function of that subjectivity which, in the dream process, rejects 
rational, conscious explanations in favor of ambiguous symbolizing. 
From the same process stems the prevalence of the supernatural, by 
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definition things which are consciously inexplicable. It is perhaps rele
vant to note that Mrs. Radcliffe, who of all the Gothic novelists most 
often seeks to teach a moral lesson, insists on immediate explanation of 
all such epiphenomena. Finally, the actions and characters can be treated 
via Freudian dream symbolism, as Fiedler does with frequent success, 
though such methods impose modern awareness on the texts. 

These conventional uses of dreams and the dreamworld may be 
found occasionally in Frankenstein. Walton's statement that "there is 
something at work in my soul, which I do not understand" (p. 21) is 
perhaps as comprehensive a definition of the subconscious -as we may ex
pect to find in 1816. The mysterious appearances of the nameless monster 
could stand as paradigms of drean;i transitions. It is through dream 
knowledge that Victor learns the monster has murdered his brother: "A 
flash of lightning illuminated the object. ... Could he be (I shuddered at 
the conception) the murderer of my brother? No sooner did that idea 
cross my imagination, than I became convinced of its truth ... . The mere 
presence of the idea was an irresistible proor' (p. 76). And the scientist's 
dream of his fiancee (p. 58), placed in the Gothic center of the novel, 
lends itself admirably to Freudian analysis as it metamorphoses to a 
nightmare embrace by Victor of his dead mother. 11 

But on the same page as this dream there occurs what may be the 
germ of Mary Shelley's imaginative possession of the dream as reality. 
Victor remarks to Walton that "dreams that had been my food and pleas
ant rest for so long a space were now become a hell to me" (pp. 58-59). 
Spiritual sustenance and contentment are functions not of Franken
stein's actions but of his dreams. Walton, of course, has "for one year 
lived in a Paradise of my own creation" (p. 17), testing just such an 
imaginative existence. And thus too does Mary Shelley herself write, in 
her 1831 "Introduction": "My dreams were at once more fantastic and 
agreeable than my writings .... What I wrote was intended at least for 
one other eye ... but my dreams were all my own . ... After this my life 
became busier, and reality stood in place of fiction" (pp. 5-6). But what, 
if anything, supplants her dreams? Mary Shelley defines the conditions of 
the fictional process in this introduction; but she equally defines the 
central role of solitary imaginative creation for full human life. 

This conception of the dream as the true realm of existence functions 
throughout the novel, furnishing a "moral" counterpoint to Franken
stein's "immoral" (because catastrophic) creation in reality of another be
ing. Walton's "fervent and vivid" "day dreams" (p. 15) are introduced on 
the very first page, followed by his characterization of both his attempt at 
poetry and his yearning to be an explorer as "visions" (p. 17). In like 
terms does the scientist describe both his academic career and his fateful 
experiment. He speaks of "those visions on which my interest was chiefly 
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founded" (p. 47): when the monster opens his eyes, "the beauty of the 
dream vanishe[s]" (p. 57). And the monster too has these dream-visions, 
these efforts imaginatively to transcend his isolation: "Some times I al
lowed my thoughts, unchecked by reason, to ramble in the fields of 
Paradise .. . . But it was all a dream" (p. 131 ). These dreams are all 
failures, and with reason. They are, as given above, little more than the 
dramatization of desires, the testing in the best possible terms of one's 
ends: but as such they are false tests, because they bear no relation in fact 
to the facts of the desire's actual realization. A rational goal (and 
rationality is the keynote of the men's characters) cannot be represented 
by totally irrational "thoughts, unchecked by reason." The dreamer ar
ranges the world of his dream, but the scientist must take the "materials" 
of his work from the given world. If dreams are to wear flesh, it is not in 
this way. 

The way comes, however, through the failure of the subconscious, 
just as the achievement of dream comes through the failure of 
perseverance. A major Gothic convention which uses the dream mode is 
the mysterious appearance of a spectre (though Mrs. Radcliffe always 
provides an insane nun, or a group of smugglers, who really move the 
curtain or sing unearthly music). Mary Shelley takes the dramatic step of 
completely internalizing the spectral presence within the mind of a 
character, thus giving the irrational vision a nonrational referent; this 
step opens the way for rational visions to make their way into the mind, 
and thence into the world of the novel. The monster, for example, is a 
spectre to the delirious Frankenstein, but he is a spectre real and 
palpable: "The form of the monster ... was for ever before my eyes" (p. 
62). To the monster, the DeLaceys become spectres more permanent in 
his dream than in his interview: "The horrible scene of the preceding day 
was for ever acting before my eyes; the females were flying, and the 
enraged Felix tearing me from his father's feet" (p. 137). The shift from 
the direct past of the incident itself, in which "Agatha fainted ... Safie 
... rushed out ... Felix darted forward" (p. 135), to a continuous par
ticipial form concretizes in the very syntax the crucial facet of this 
realized dream, the "for ever." 

From this internalization and eternization of fact in the mind, it is 
but a short step to the ultimate standpoint of Mary Shelley: existence 
itself becomes real only when reenacted in the mind. Referring to his 
promise that he will create a mate for the monster, Victor notes, "The 
prospect of such an occupation made every other circumstance of ex
istence pass before me like a dream; and that thought only had to me the 
reality of life" (p. 149). To the realization of reality through retrospection 
has been added prospective creation in the psyche; past and future 
become merely modes of present vision. And the consequence is a total 
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interchange of reality and imagery, a transference of vitality to psychic 
forms. "The whole series of my life ... never presented itself to my mind 
with the force of reality" (p. 178), says Frankenstein; "the past appeared 
to me in the light of a frightful dream" (p. 183). And as the real 
dematerializes, the imaged becomes real. "The images that floated before 
me became more distinct" (p. 178), until in a dream, and only in a dream, 
"I felt the fiend's grasp in my neck and could not free myself' (p. 184, 
emphasis mine). 

After the monster's murder of Elizabeth, that "threat [which had] 
appeared more as a delusion" than as "certainty" (p. 192), it is the realm 
of dream vision to which Victor withdraws: "During the day I was 
sustained and inspirited by the hope of night; for in sleep I saw ... heard 
... beheld .... I persuaded myself that I was dreaming until night should 
come, and that I would then enjoy reality" (p. 204). Walton is affected 
most of all by this inversion of dream and reality, feels that at such times 
Victor is most "noble and godlike" (p. 210): "He believes, that ... they 
are not the creations of his fancy, but the beings themselves who visit 
him .... This faith gives a solemnity to his reveries that render them to 
me almost as imposing and interesting as truth" (p. 210). The scientist 
who has brought life into the world only now becomes a god, a true 
creator; it is not the construction of a palpable living being that is divine, 
but the creation of an entire world existing in the mind yet having the 
force of "truth." 

Mary Shelley writes in her "Introduction" that: "Invention, it must 
be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of the void, but out 
of chaos; the materials must, in the first place, be afforded" (p. 8). The 
author of a Gothic novel is only an inventor, and a scientist who gives life 
to a monster merely "collects the instruments of life" (p. 57). Yet the 
monster, Frankenstein, and Walton enact life through words in ways 
never lived before, become "godlike" through creation from the void that 
is the imaginative power. Mary Shelley does not enter the realm of her 
novel; she is perhaps the editor, possibly even the inventor, but no more. 
It is the monster who "will sleep in peace" (p. 223) because he has figured 
to himself, and expressed to Walton, his elaborate suicide arrangements; 
it is Frankenstein who eases his transition to death by correcting 
Walton's manuscript: "'Since you have preserved my narration,' said he, 
'I would not that a mutilated one should go down to posterity'" (p. 21 O); 
it is Walton who makes regular entries in his journal even when frozen in 
the ice and, when the ship turns back, finds himself resuming the 
epistolary form with which he began. At the end of Frankenstein, the in
spiriting wind disappears; in place of the Anima Mundi there has arisen 
the spirit of man the creator. Man constructs in reality, and the result is 
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disaster and death; he creates in the mind, and the result is contentment. 
The true subject of the Gothic novel is the birth, within and through it, 
of the Romantic poet. 

The importance of Frankenstein in the development of a Romantic 
mythos expressible through the Gothic mode is quite marked if we ex
amine Mary Shelley's other great work, The Last Man (1826). In this 
work as in the first, all the elements which make for a powerful work of 
Gothic fiction are present: a setting in a time akin to, but remote from , the 
author's; a series of more-than-natural visitations extending from earth
quake and flood to pestilence; a group of characters whose powers work 
at cross-purposes to their desires. And here again Mary Shelley rejects 
the easy road of fancy, to examine instead in its most extreme case the 
isolation, and consequent imaginative apotheosis, of the man who 
becomes a godlike creator. The "Introduction" presents Mary Shelley 
once again in the guise of editor or inventor. She has found the Sibyl's 
cave, and the book is the result of her gleanings from the leaves; the 
editor has merely "been obliged to add links, and model the work into a 
consistent form." 12 The result of that modeling is a tale of the three possi
ble routes to creation. 

Raymond represents the Promethean impulse, thus embodying the 
initial delusions of the characters in Frankenstein. But he is far more suc
cessful in his Prometheanism than Walton, Frankenstein, or the monster; 
by choosing humanity before divinity, love over power, he appears to 
gain both the human love and the godlike power at once. Yet in such suc
cess lie the seeds of failure, as we have seen above; a visionary goal can
not be attained through rational, physical solutions. When Raymond 
does become Lord Protector, his accomplishments are limited to those of 
stone, not spirit; his flaw is clear in his notion that "the mechanism of 
society, once systematised according to faultless rules, would never again 
swerve into disorder" (I, p. 224). Such rationality leads Raymond to 
renew his youthful liaison with Evadne, leading inevitably (by "faultless 
rules") to a confrontation with Perdita, his wife. At that meeting vision 
and reality clash, destroying both: "Raymond . .. forgot that each word 
he spoke was false . He personated his assumption of innocence even to 
self-deception .... A more intense feeling of the reality of fiction [than 
even a great actor feels] possessed Raymond" (I, pp. 265-66). Raymond's 
words are no more than masks for actions; thus his actions can yield little 
more than did the fine speeches which proposed them. There is "moral 
ambiguity" in Raymond's character and deeds, but it is ambiguity which 
leads only to a purposeless death, simultaneous with his empty triumph. 

Adrian, who survives far longer than Raymond, represents a second 
possibility, perhaps akin to that redeeming Christ absent from Franken
stein; he is the upholder of order amid chaos, the man who sacrifices 
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himself for Man. And he, like Raymond, is successful in his quest; when 
he takes the Protectorship during the plague, he succeeds in sustaining 
the hopes, and consequently the discipline, of the people. But though 
Adrian is invulnerable to plague, he lacks the ability to share that 
strength; he is given a Pisgah-sight of peace among the Alps, only to find 
that none of his people live to reach the new land. Adrian's weakness 
resides in his lacking even that vain imagination which Raymond em
bodies; when a man of real, though evil, imagination rouses his own fac
tion, Adrian is helpless. England almost destroys itself in the Tuileries, 
and he can only weep. 

Thus, as in Frankenstein, it is left for the outsider to bear the ultimate 
burden of relation. 13 Lionel Verney, the last man, rediscovers that truth 
previously laid bare by the characters of Mary Shelley's first novel: as 
Walton finds completion through narrating the death of his only true 
friend, so Verney finds life in the re-creation of his family's and country's 
death. In The last Man, however, this role of the imagination is carefully 
prepared; what seems to grow with the writing of Frankenstein is a given 
of this novel. At the beginning of the second volume, Verney already has 
a hint of his destiny: "In early youth, the living drama acted around me, 
drew me heart and soul into its vortex. I was now conscious . .. [that] all 
events, at the same time that they deeply interested me, arranged 
themselves in pictures before me ... . This undercurrent of thought ... 
gave ideality to [events]" (II, p. 17). During this volume, Verney comes to 
recognize both his unique power and his essential role: "I had used this 
history as an opiate . ... But ... I must describe ... [the past by] dispos
ing light and shade so as to form a picture ... . I am able to escape from 
the mosaic of circumstance, by perceiving and reflecting back the group
ing and combined colouring of the past" (II, pp. 223-25). By the end of 
the second volume, as the crucial shift from passivity to an active role in 
the forming of the picture indicates, Verney is prepared to confront the 
dream and win through to Romantic art. 

Such preparation is especially necessary in The Last Man because 
Verney's narration is frame and tale in one. We no longer have the key 
provided us in Frankenstein of verbal reconstruction preserved within 
larger verbal reconstruction; we must ourselves mark the distinction 
between "the reality of fiction" and the higher reality of imaginatively 
created life. 14 Verney helps provide a context for such vital discrimina
tions, however, as when he depicts the superstitions which begin to pos
sess the minds of the survivors, spectres which bear no reference to past 
or future and hence have no potential for life; Verney's own horror stems 
from his recognition of this diseased refraction of creativity: "It was im
possible for one's blood not to curdle at the perception of an evident mix
ture of what we knew to be true, with the visionary semblance of all that 
we feared" (Ill , p. 216). 
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The true mixture, that which leads to fusion and not disintegration, 
reveals itself soon after. The boundaries not only between past, present, 
and future but between writer and subject, writer and reader are sur
passed. Ve~ney calls upon "black Melancholy," asking it to perform again 
the destruction of human life "while I write, while eyes read" (III, pp. 
277-78). Later, he sits in Rome and conjures up in vision "the Diorama of 
ages"; but it is as "sole remaining spectator" (III, pp. 334-35), not as 
creator, that he perceives himself. Verney has forced himself into the 
reader's place, while simultaneously he has immersed himself within the 
past. The result is that, by concluding his record, he can place as the last 
stone of his "monument" his own affirmation of isolation, the basis of 
the creation ex nihilo: "Verney, the Last Man .... Again I feel that I am 
alone" (III, p . 344). 

Such aloneness is, when once acknowledged, identical with the birth 
of poetry. Once Frankenstein and the monster have reenacted for Walton 
their tragedy of isolation, they welcome death; Walton, for his part, wil
lingly turns away from the journey which was to find everlasting spring, 
"a Paradise of my owrt creation," to create the world instead. Verney, in 
similar fashion, ends that unmutilated record which both contains and 
creates the lives of Raymond, Adrian, and every human being with a 
spurning of ephemeral existence and its inevitably ambiguous connec
tions. His labor has been a "delusion," which he must now replace with 
the ultimate "delusion" (III, p. 345) of self-transcendence. Earlier he had 
bid "Farewell to the dead ... to giant London and the placid Thames! 
... themes for story alone are they-we must live elsewhere" (III, pp. 
26-27); now he can see that in the story alone is life. Not the all-absorbing 
reality Adrian chooses, nor the "reality of fiction" which possesses Ray
mond, can be true life; only the acknowledged fiction of the self as eternal 
creator can yield eternal creation, as in Verney's final vision of himself: 
"to endless time, decrepid and grey headed ... the lone wanderer will still 
unfurl his sail and clasp the tiller ... for ever .. . bestowing blessings" 
(III, pp. 350-56). In the mundane extremities of Manfred and Alastor 
there had been no such triumph; only through the "grasp in the neck" of 
the Gothic dream can the survivor of a personal plague, four years after 
Byron and Shelley rejoined Keats, immortalize the vision they strove to 
realize: "I would write up in a conspicuous part of each [town], with 
white paint, in three languages, that 'Verney, the last of the race of 
Englishmen, had taken up his abode in Rome' "(III, pp. 320-21). The 
eternal city receives its last god: the dreamer of eternity. 

THE JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY 



ct ' f{ • • 

MARY SHELLEY'S LAST MEN / 537 

NOTES 

Mary Shelley, Introduction (1831), Frankenstein: or, the Modern Prometheus, ed. 
M. K. Joseph (London: Oxford U niv. Press, 1969), p. 7. All subsequent references, 
cited parenthetically in the text, are to this edition. 

2 Robert D. Hume, "Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel," 
PMLA , 84 (March 1969), 285. 

3 Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho: A Romance, ed. B. Dobree (London: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), p. 210. 

4 Hume, p. 290. 

5 "List of Books Read in 1815," "List of Books Read in 1816," and entries for 14 Aug. 
and 18 Aug. 1816 in Mary Shelley's Journal, ed. F. L. Jones (Norman: Univ. of 
Oklahoma Press, 1947). 

6 Muriel Spark, Child of Light (Hadleigh, Essex: Tower Bridge Publications , 
1951), p. 142. 

7 See Joseph's Introduction, Frankenstein, pp. x-xi, and M. A. Goldberg, "Moral 
and Myth in Mrs. Shelley's Frankenstein," Keats-Shelley Journal, 8 (Winter 1959), 
27-38. 

8 Most probably this rejection's first influence is Percy Shelley, whose "Mutability" is 
quoted, p. 98. 

9 It is this group of passages which renders nugatory any Christian, or for that matter 
anti-Christian, context for Frankenstein; both the fall, and any subsequent recap
ture of grace, are purely natural phenomena. 

10 Walter Bagehot, "Wordsworth, Tennyson, and Browning: or, Pure, Ornate, and 
Grotesque Art in English Poetry," in Literary Studies, 2 vols. (London: J. M. 
Dent, n. d.), 11, 338. 

11 As Fiedler might, and as is done in Robert Kiely, The Romantic Novel in England 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1972), pp. 165-66. 

12 Mary Shelley, The Last Man, 3 vols. (London: Henry Colburn, 1826), p . x. This 
novel has now been reprinted and ed. Hugh J. Luke, Jr. (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska 
Press, 1965). 

13 Of course the situation has changed for Mary Shelley, who now finds herself "feeling 
.. . as the last relic of a beloved race" herself (Journals, entry for 15 May 1824). 

14 It is almost superfluous to note that this structure informs all the great examples of 
Gothicism from this time on: Me/moth, Wuthering Heights, Moby-Dick. 


