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Who Wrote 'Frankenstein'? New Edition Is Present at the Creation 

In preparing a scholarly edition of The Frankenstein Notebooks, says the U. of Delaware's Charles E. Robinson, "you learn what obsession is." (Photograph by Jim Graham)
The Birth of 'Frankenstein'    
A new edition of the novel sheds light on the Shelleys' collaborative relationship
By JENNIFER HOWARD
Nobody shouts "It's alive!" in the novel that gave birth to Frankenstein's monster. Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus, does not feature mad scientists messing around with beakers in laboratories, nor does it deliver any bug-eyed assistants named Igor. Hollywood has given us those stock images, but the story of the monster and his maker owes its essential power to the imagination of an 18-year-old woman and the waking nightmare she had by the shores of Lake Geneva one rainy summer almost 200 years ago.

If, that is, you believe that Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley really was the genius behind one of our most enduring tales of existential horror. Almost from the moment that it was published anonymously on New Year's Day 1818, Frankenstein had readers and critics arguing over its origins. Early rumor held that it wasn't Mary Shelley but her husband, the Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, who deserved the credit. (Or the blame; some early readers were outraged by the novel's idea that a man could play God and create life.) Even after the couple confirmed Mary's authorship and her name appeared on new editions in 1823 and 1831, some critics held on to the idea that Percy was the guiding spirit behind Frankenstein.

A few still do. As late as last year, an independent scholar named John Lauritsen dismissed Mary Shelley's claim to authorship. In The Man Who Wrote Frankenstein (Pagan Press), Lauritsen argued that "an uneducated, teenaged girl" could not have written the book but that her husband — "one of the greatest poets and prose stylists in the English language" — could have.

Lauritsen is an outlier among Shelley scholars, almost all of whom consider Frankenstein to be Mary's work. They also agree that Percy was present at the creation, helping Mary nurture her nightmare inspiration as it grew into a full-blown novel. All the evidence — manuscripts, letters, journals, the Shelleys' own testimony — places Percy at the creative scene. (It's known, for instance, that he embellished the ending and made it, at least in some readers' minds, more melodramatic.)

That's where the debate heats up. How much of a participant was Mary Shelley's better half? Should Percy be considered a co-creator of her masterpiece? Was he a co-opter of her genius? Was he Mary's Svengali, her Max Perkins, or merely a good copy editor?

Thanks to the dogged textual work of a scholar named Charles E. Robinson, a professor of English at the University of Delaware, readers will now be able to see for themselves what Mary wrote before she turned it over to Percy's editorial ministrations. Last month, the Bodleian Library published Robinson's edition of The Original Frankenstein, a version of the novel that probably comes as close as it's possible to get to the draft that Mary first handed Percy to read.

The new edition builds off substantial textual work Robinson did on Frankenstein in the early 1990s, when he prepared an exhaustive facsimile edition of the two notebooks in which the earliest surviving draft of Frankenstein was written down, mostly by Mary but with edits and additions in Percy's hand. For a textual scholar, these are talismanic objects, the notebooks that the couple would actually have passed back and forth as the story grew. They're now part of the holdings of the Bodleian Library, thanks to the Shelleys' heirs.

Robinson's edition of the notebooks appeared in 1996 as The Frankenstein Notebooks (Garland Publishing). It presents a facsimile of each notebook page, with facing text that identifies Mary's and Percy's separate hands. It lays out the differences among the 1818, 1823, and 1831 editions, and sets down a detailed chronology of the book's writing and publication history as far as Robinson could recreate it.

"It is the foundation for all responsible work on this novel," says Susan J. Wolfson, a Shelley scholar and professor of English at Princeton University. It is also hugely expensive — it costs $550 — and is hard to find outside research libraries.

The Bodleian edition costs no more than a hardcover novel. To prepare it, Robinson returned to the Notebooks and stripped Percy out of the text altogether, leaving the reader alone with Mary's voice. Robinson also included the text of the 1816-17 draft, with Percy's edits clearly marked. The juxtaposition gives us a closer look at the creative give-and-take — word by word, sentence by sentence — of the Shelleys' relationship. It's a reminder that, as Victor Frankenstein learned when he tried to create life, sometimes there is no substitute for the original.

In her introduction to the 1831 edition, Mary Shelley claimed the novel as her own. She also acknowledged that Percy's influence on it was very real. "I certainly did not owe the suggestion of one incident, nor scarcely of one train of feeling, to my husband, and yet but for his incitement, it would never have taken the form in which it was presented to the world," she wrote. (She went on to add, however, that the preface to the first edition — ostensibly written by the author — was Percy's work "as far as I can recollect.")

In the eyes of some contemporaries, Mary's gender was enough to disqualify her as Frankenstein's author. "The first reviews were completely unprepared to entertain the possibility that the anonymous author of such a heterodox, nearly blasphemous work (it had trouble securing a publisher) could be a young woman," wrote Wolfson in "Reconstructing Frankenstein," a 1998 review of Robinson's Frankenstein Notebooks.

The idea outlived both the Shelleys by decades. In her review, Wolfson points to an 1897 edition of the Dictionary of National Biography that argued that "Mary undoubtedly received more than she gave." The Dictionary sniffed that "Nothing but an absolute magnetizing of her brain by Shelley's can account for her having risen so far above her usual self."

In 1974, the late James Rieger published a new edition of the 1818 text. (Up until then, the 1831 edition, which incorporated substantial revisions by Mary, was the one familiar to most readers.) "Shelley oversaw his wife's manuscript at every stage," Rieger argued. "Not only did he correct her frequent grammatical solecisms, her spelling, and her awkward phrasing," Percy made more-substantial suggestions "for the improvement of the narrative."

Rieger summed up Percy's influence this way: "His assistance at every point in the book's manufacture was so extensive that one hardly knows whether to regard him as editor or minor collaborator."

Rieger's edition appeared around the time that feminist critics were beginning to rescue female literary figures from the long shadows cast by famous lovers, husbands, and fathers. Earlier critics had been devoted to the big male geniuses of the Romantic Circle: Byron, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth. Who cared about Dorothy Wordsworth or Mary Shelley?

One of the first scholars to put the focus back on Mary's accomplishment was Anne K. Mellor, a professor of English at the University of California at Los Angeles. In the 1980s, Mellor went to the Bodleian Library in Oxford to take a look at the manuscript evidence — including the two Frankenstein notebooks — which had been more or less ignored by researchers.

"All the pages were in a single loose-leaf folder," Mellor recalls. "This was a time when every scrap of Percy Bysshe Shelley's writing was mounted and kept under lock and key."

Mellor's 1988 book Mary Shelley: Her Fiction, Her Life, Her Monsters goes after Rieger's claim that Percy's interventions improved the novel. Rieger's account is "so biased in Percy Shelley's favor that it must be read as a tissue of facts, half-truths, and pure speculation," Mellor wrote.

Her own study of the notebooks led her to conclude that Percy "made many technical corrections and several times clarified the narrative and thematic continuity of the text." In Mellor's reading, however, Percy at times "misunderstood her intentions and distorted her ideas" as he attempted to impose his style on his wife and make the novel more formal and Latinate.

"Percy never met a monosyllable that he didn't want to make a polysyllable," Mellor says. "Percy thought he was heightening her prose style, making it sound more erudite." So the monster walks around "sounding as if he's Horace."

Mellor concluded that Percy's changes reshaped the novel thematically, too. "Percy saw Victor Frankenstein as a tragic hero and someone with whom I think he identified as a Promethean revolutionary hero," she said. "And Mary Shelley herself was far more skeptical of that."

Why did Mary accept Percy's changes? "That had everything to do with their relationship," Mellor believes. "He was seven years older, he was a published author. I think she really thought he was a superior writer, a literary authority that she had to listen to. And he assumed that as well."

"Perhaps someday an editor will give us the manuscript Mary Shelley actually wrote, cleansed of such elaborations," Mellor wrote in her book. That is what Charles Robinson has now done.

The Bodleian edition presents two fresh texts of Frankenstein. The first, credited to "Mary (with Percy) Shelley," uses italics to show the additions Percy made to Mary's draft. (He made further changes in the fair copy — the final version sent out to be typeset — and to the printers' proofs.)

The second text, credited to Mary Shelley alone, strips out all of Percy's "interventions," as Robinson calls them in an editor's note, and restores whatever Percy took out. Any word, phrase, or sentence that Percy added to Mary's Frankenstein notebooks is banished; anything of Mary's that he struck out has been restored. The result is Mary's raw text, unvarnished, down to idiosyncrasies of spelling, punctuation, and grammar. It is mostly complete, except for the letters that form the framing tale, and the beginning of Chapter 1; those are missing from the notebooks and have been filled in from the 1818 edition.

The net effect, Robinson says, "is that you get to see, as best we can determine and represent on the page, the text that Mary brought to the table and said, 'Hey, Percy, what do you think?'"

Some of the changes correct errors of spelling and grammar, as James Rieger noted 30 years ago. Some make simple substitutions, such as "that" for "which." Others carry more stylistic and thematic weight.

Robinson picks out some suggestive examples that contrast Mary's taste for direct language with Percy's penchant for Latinate elaborations. Mary describes a character entering a sick room before "it was safe"; Percy revises that to "before the danger of infection was past." Walton, the ship's captain to whom Frankenstein tells his hair-raising tale, calls a reverie of Victor's "peculiarly interresting" [sic] in Mary's draft; Percy changes that to "almost as interesting & imposing as truth." Victor's lament that "the brightness of a loved eye can have faded" becomes, in Percy's words, "the brightness of a loved eye can be extinguished."

The Bodleian edition also dredges up some phrases that didn't make the jump to publication but show the Shelleys in conversation with each other. For instance, Mary began one early chapter with the observation that "those events which materially influence our future destinies are often caused by slight or trivial occurrences." Percy changed it to "those events which materially influence our future destinies often derive their origin from a trivial occurrence."

"We take the text as far back as we can to the original," Charles Robinson says of the new edition. "We get a much purer or much better representation of her voice."

The before-and-after texts reveal an important structural difference, too. For reasons that aren't entirely clear — did the Shelleys think it would be more commercially viable as a triple-decker? — Mary and Percy structured the tale as a three-volume, 22-chapter novel for publication. The Mary draft in Robinson's edition breaks the story up into two volumes and 33 chapters, as Mary originally had it.

In Mary's draft, "you get a faster-paced narrative," Robinson says. He points out that with 10 more chapter beginnings and endings, "you have 20 more places for emphasis." In the draft, for instance, the monster's threat to destroy Frankenstein's romantic happiness — "I shall be with you on your wedding night" — closes a chapter, a placement that allows its full horror to sink in.

All told, Robinson identified about 3,000 words that Percy wrote into Mary's draft. Add that tally to changes that Percy is known to have made later, during the run-up to publication, and you have a total of about 5,000 words of Percy's in a 72,000-word novel.

It takes time and patience to do that kind of close textual work. The thrill of handling original materials — the very pages that Mary and Percy handed back and forth — also turned out to be the key to unlocking some of the mysteries of the manuscript.

Robinson got interested in Mary Shelley back in the 1970s when, doing research for a book on Byron and Percy Shelley, he came across an unpublished short story of Mary's. Thanks to the Shelleys' heirs, the Bodleian Library at Oxford has a rich Shelley archive. After Robinson produced an edition of Mary's collected tales and stories, the Bodleian invited him in the early 1990s to prepare a scholarly edition of the Frankenstein Notebooks.

It took him two years of hard labor. "I worked far longer than Victor Frankenstein did in creating his monster," Robinson says, "and indeed in doing an edition like that you learn what obsession is."

That carried over to the new edition of the novel. To figure out on the minutest level which changes were Percy's and which were Mary's, Robinson got down to the DNA of the handwriting, a process he began more than 10 years ago in his work on the facsimile edition of the Notebooks.
He determined, for instance, that the writing couple had distinctively different ways of writing the letter W. "Mary's had a shorter medial upstroke than Percy's," he says. "Mary's only goes halfway up." The couple often used different kinds of lines to strike through words, too. How could Robinson tell? "The proof lies in the fact that the pen and the ink are the same as in the places where Percy is making word changes."

For Robinson, there's a larger lesson to be drawn from his toil. "For this kind of close editorial work, the manuscript is absolutely essential." As a textual editor, he has worked his way through what he calls "a kind of stemma or sequence" of Frankenstein manuscript materials: high-resolution, black-and-white photographs of the manuscripts; high-quality digital images; and original manuscript pages.

"Digitals provide new opportunities for handwriting analysis, but it's only in the originals that you can see the exact shade or color of the ink," Robinson explains. "It's the manuscript itself that provides the best evidence."

With punctuation, too, Robinson sometimes found that only the actual manuscript could help him tell whether a dot was a period, a bleed-through from the other side of the page, or "an offset inkblot from the facing verso or the facing recto."

"In my judgment, although the digitals have absolutely transformed research, they still must be tested by the originals," Robinson says.

Robinson also relied on a creative collaboration of his own — with Bruce C. Barker-Benfield, a senior assistant librarian for special collections at the Bodleian. The Frankenstein notebooks had come unbound by the time Robinson sat down with them in the early 1990s. He and Barker-Benfield spent hours matching up ink blots, watermarks, glue residue, and holes that marked where the original bindings had been sewed. When the two scholars had, figuratively, stitched it all back together, Robinson recalls, "We wanted to shout out with Colin Clive [star of James Whale's 1931 film version], 'It's alive! It's alive!'"

On the critical question of which version of the novel is truest or best, however, Robinson demurs. "These texts of Frankenstein are what we call fluid texts," he says. "There is no single edition we can judge to be the best."

He does not believe, however, that the manuscript evidence suggests that Mary resented Percy's edits — or that she desperately needed his help. Robinson describes many of Percy's interventions as minor, thinks that many but not all of them improved the text, and believes that Mary had the final say even though she accepted most of Percy's suggestions.

"There's no evidence that Percy is responsible for the conception of this novel or even the early drafting of it," he says. "All the evidence that we have is that he comes in at this intermediate stage and offers his editorial advice and changes, and comes in at the fair-copy stage and offers some melodramatic prose for the final version of the scene in the polar regions." Close to publication, Percy added about 60 words to the ending. "Those words are a bit purple," Robinson says.

In Mary's early version of the monster's final speech, for example, he looks forward to his death with these words: "I shall ascend my pile triumphantly & the flame that consumes my body will give rest & blessings to my mind." In Percy's version, the line becomes: "I shall ascend my funeral pile triumphantly, and exult in the agony of the torturing flames. The light of that conflagration will fade away; my ashes will be swept into the sea by the winds. My spirit will sleep in peace; or if it thinks, it will not surely think thus. Farewell."

We are not likely to know why Mary accepted those words, or any of Percy's other edits and additions. Robinson hopes that readers will take the evidence laid out in the Bodleian edition, weigh it for themselves, and — putting the ideological extremes of past disputes aside — go easy on both Shelleys.

"Some people are going to argue that Percy is usurping his authority and changing Mary. Other people would argue, at the other extreme, that Mary needs this advice," Robinson says. "I like to give them the benefit of the doubt. Here are two people who love each other. One is giving a manuscript to the other for editorial advice, one suggests changes, the other accepts them, the end. But that makes no drama."

	Jennifer Howard is a staff reporter at The Chronicle.
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