'How'can\ Iex1stapart from my sister?":
;Slsters 1n the Life and therature of
Percy Bysshe Shelley,

Mary Shelley,

and Claire Clairmont .

Thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements of the
University of Liverpool for the degree of Doctor in Phllosophy
, by Lisa Diane Leslie

February 2001



For
Mike Oliva, who got me started;
Dr. M. John Higby, who encouraged me on the way;
. Dean Rees-Evans, who pulled me through the énd;
And my parénts, who were there all along.

N,
&



Lisa Diane Leslie

"How can 'I exist apart from my sister?": Sisters in the Life and Literature
of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Claire Clairmont

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Claire Clairmont lived together for most of
- the period from the Shelleys' elopement in 1814 until Shelley's death in 1822. Shelley
enjoyed the triangular relationship; Mary grew impatient with Claire's presence; and
Claire admired them both and had to be asked to leave twice when the tensions
between her and Mary became too intense. It was a complicated community. ‘
. But Shelley had a preference for having more than one woman in his life, and
he constantly attempted to draw around him a circle of adoring female disciples that
replicated his childhood home. Chapter one explores Shelley's history with sisters and
sister figures, and reveals how he shaped each woman in his life, in the Iyric poems he
wrote to or about her, into the perfect soul sister that he always hoped to find. What
Shelley could not find in the real women he created in the women of these lyric -
poems. o
Shelley's constant and unsuccessful search for perfect sympathy from a 'sister -
of his soul', outlined in chapter one, led him to create the perfect sister in his writings.
* In Cythna (Laon and Cythna), Rosalind (Rosalind and Helen), Asia, Panthea and Ione '
(Prometheus Unbound), and Beatrice (The Cenci), Shelley represents his ideal sister
. and shows her in perfect sympathy with her brother — or, in the case of Prometheus -
Unbound, with her own sisters. Chapter two looks at the figure of the sister in these
- major works and explores Shelley's use of i incest as a model for the ultlmate
connection between a man and a woman. 4 o
But although Shelley saw the ﬁgure of the sister as something ideal, Mary
Shelley and Claire Clairmont did not experience the sacred sororal bond that Shelley
believed characterized the sister relationship. From their childhood together in the
~ Godwin household until Mary Shelley's death in 1851, Mary and Claire had an
ambiguous relationship at best. Claire idealized Mary and never seemed to sense the
trouble she caused her stepsister by always being around and willing to spend time
~with Shelley. Mary, on the other hand, although she was disturbed by Claire's constant
presence, felt a duty to provide for her stepsister. Chapter three surveys Mary and
Claire's changing relationship and the tensions that appear in their letters and journals.
When each woman included a pair of sisters in her short fiction, however, the

antagonism revealed itself in subtle ways. Drawing from the key term in Helena
Michie's study Sororophobia and considering Amy K. Levin's exploration of difficult
sister relations in The Suppressed Sister, this chapter focuses on the representation of
stepsisters and how these authors attempted to negotiate the difficulties of sisterhood
- in their stories. Claire Clairmont's short story 'The Pole', although it attempts to
present an idealised version of the Shelley community, contains the same kind of
hidden antagonism that characterised her real-life relationship with her stepsister.
Mary Shelley's stories that contain sisters — "The Sisters of Albano', 'The Trial', and
~ 'The Parvenue' - also unconsciously reveal an ambiguity in the sisters' connections.
Additionally, Mary Shelley is critical of the very sense of duty that she always felt
" towards her stepsxster, and her stories ultimately suggest that fidelity to a sister will
“bring about 2 woman's own downfall. In these tales of sisters, both Mary and Claire
attempt to exert control over the conflicting emotions of a sisterhood Whlch they

could neither embrace whole-heartedly nor sunder completely.

103,701 words
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Introdlllcti‘on:'Siblings in L_ife _a“d Literature =

i. Three anecdotes
. In his biography of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Thomas Jefferson Hogg relates the

story of a walk that he and ’S'helley took one day from»Ox‘erd. In the Oxfordshire
countryside they stumbled upon an oval flower garden, comple_tely enclosed by trees

save for the gap through which they entered. The garden seemed completely isolated,
S0 they stood in wondet at the sight of it. Shelley, suddenly perceiving that the garden
was connected by a path ‘to a gentleman's‘ house far distant, hastily retreated, and
Hogg followed. As they retraced their stepe to Oxford, they talked eagerly 'about the
garden, Shelley speaking 'with a more glowing animatioh than ordinary, lik¢ one
agitated by a divine fury'. Hogg teased his friend about this passion, and suggested
that the garden's 'enchantress might possibly be at hand, and since he was so eloquent
concerning the nest, what would have been his astonishment had he been permitted to
~ see the bird herself'. Shelley began to describe the 'enchantress', and Hogg lamented .
jokingly that they had come away so quickly he was sure they would not be able to
find the garden again. Hogg continues: .

'You may léugh at my enthusiasm', [Shelley] continued, ‘but you must
allow that you were not less struck by the singularity of that mysterious corner
of the earth than myself; you are equally entitled, therefore, to dwell there, at -
least in fancy, and to find a partner whose character will harmomse with the
genius of the place.’ x

He then declared, that henceforth it should be deemed the possessmn

. of two tutelary nymphs, not of one; and he proceeded with unabated fervour,
to delineate the second patroness, and to distinguish her from the first.

'No!" he exclaimed, pausing in the rapid career of words, and fora =
while he was somewhat troubled, 'the seclusion is too sweet, too holy, tobe
the theatre of ordinary love; the love of the sexes, however pure, still retains

some taint of earthly grossness; we must not admit it within the sanctuary.’
- He was silent for several minutes, and his anxiety visibly increased.



"The love of a mother for her child is more refined; it is more
disinterested, more spiritual; but', he added, after some reflection, 'the very
existence of the child still connects it with the passion, which we have
discarded’; and he relapsed into his former musings.

"The love a sister bears towards a sister', he exclaimed abruptly, and
with an air of trlumph is unexceptlonable (Hogg 78- 80)

ok f ;g. _—
Late in her llfe, Jane, Lady Shelley talked toa young woman about her hfe w1th Mary
Shelley Lady Shelley told Maud Rolleston of a partlcular event that occurred near the
end of Mary s hfe Claire Clarrmont was due for a visit to Fleld Place where Mary
lived with Jane and Percy Florence Shelley. Jane Shelley never got on with her
mother-in-law's stepsister, and as Claire arrived for her visit, Jane Shelley rose to -
leave the reception room so that she could avoid seeing Claire. According to Maud
Rolleston, Jane Shelley related that as she reached the door Mary Shelley 'burst out in
a vehement manner, not usual toher, "Don't go, dear; don't leave me alone with her.
She has l)een the bane of my life ever since I was t\‘avo!"1 i

e R e R

Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont had no contact with one another for the last two
years of Mary's life; the last time they saw each other was in June, 184’9; when Claire
arranged for Clari Clairmont, daughter of Charles Clairmont (Mary's stepbrother and
Claire's half-brother), to visit the Shelleys shortly after her arrival in England in 1849..
Clari had come to England aﬁer Claire offered to pay for her education in order to
help Charles, who was struggling to educate his children, and during her visit to Field
Place she met and quickly married :\lexander Knox, a friend of Percy Florence |
-Shelley's. An overreacting Claire cut off all communication with the Knoxes and the -

_Shelleys, blaming Mary for not supervising the 'children' (Clari was 23) in her care. In'

. ¥

! Maud Brooke Rolleston, Talks with Lady Shelley (London: AGeorge G. Harrap, 1925), p. 41.



February 1851, hearing indirectly that Mary had passed away, Claire wrote the -
following to the grieving Percy Florence:

I have heard to-day that your Mother is dead. I have no wish to add any
thing to your affliction, but indeed it was most unkind in you never to let me
know she was ill. Most unkind. Now I can never see her more! Many times
last winter I made Willy ask of Mrs. Knox of her health, and he always

.. brought back word that Mrs. Knox refused positively to satisfy my wish. After
the contemptuous way in which I had been treated in your house, I could not
- apply personally. Though I am no toady and resent insult, though I am poor

and will not put up with indignity from the rich — yet I have as much feeling as
- others and the loss of an old friend has afflicted me most sensibly. (CC ii 536)

;i k * | , ‘ *

A constant fact of Percy Bysshe Shelley ’s lrfe was the presence of snsters or sister-
ﬁgures For Mary Shelley, from the moment that her father mamed Mary Jane
Clalrmont and brought stepS1b11ngs and anew mother 1nto the house, the nature of
Mary ] posmon in her farmly changed and 1t must have seemed at tlmes that she -
would never be able to nd herself of thls stepsxster Clalre Clalrmont had a great .
adm1rat10n for her stepsrster throughout her hfe, and aﬁer the loss of her own
daughter Allegra, and after Shelley s death Clalre must have felt that apart from her’
brother Charles and Mary, she was very alone in the world Thus the ﬁgure of the
S1ster is promment in all three lives.

These anecdotes are symptomatrc of 'both the way that aspects of a llfe are |
| overlooked and how they are elaborated and falsrﬁed Hogg oﬂen exaggerated the
tales in hlS blography of Shelley, and the blography is as much about the author as 1t
is about Shelley Yet tlus early event of Shelley, the garden and hlS perceptlon of the
sister bond, finds echoes in his later writings. The belief that a sister is almost a sacred
relation is evident 1n his constant search for a soul sister as well as in the
representatxon of s1bhngs in many of his major works, and this is the subJect of the

first sectlon of thlS study



'~ In the second anecdote, Jane Shelley seems unaware of tl;e true nature of 'Me.ry
Shelley's relationship With Claire Clairmont. Due to V\;hat Emily Sunstein calls Jane
Shelley's 'hagiographic tendencies',2 hexf eccount of Mary and Claire's relationship is *
uﬁfoﬁnly a Cinderella story, with Claire cast as the wicked stepsister. This casting
has influenced biographers even to the present day; for example, Anne K. Melldr‘
fastens on this legend of Mary's dislike for her stepsister, emphasising Claire's .
‘jealousy and envy' and vsuggesting Mary's lifelong hatred towards Cléiré, étating that
Mary 'never forgéve Claire for the damage she caused', referring here especially to the
death of Mary's daughter, Clara.? The travels necessitated by Claire's insistence on
seeing her daughter Allegra, whq was cur:ently residing with Byron iﬁ Vehice,
damaged the little girl's health, and Clara died’ in Mary's arms as they reached Venice
on 24 September 1818 (MSJ 227). But few scholars have examined in any depth Mary
and Claire's relationship; whéf the evidence reveals is that their feelings towards one
anothef fluctuated between the animosity that the Cindereila story sﬁggests and, -
' especially by the mid-1840s, a close friendship that each \&oman came to value. It was
only in the last two years of Mary's life that the tensions resurfaced, due to Claire's
heightened sensitivity to her family's poverty and a freakish and unexplainable -
reaction to the elepement of her niece with a friend of the Shelleys. The second half
of this study offers an exploration of their fluctuating relatioﬁship and how it found
expression in their diaries, letters, and even their fictional wbrk. What Mary and
Claire discoverefi, despite all their differing feelings, is that the sister bond is

indissoluble.

2 Emily W. Sunstein, Ma;y Shelley: Romance and Reahty (Baltlmore Johns Hopkms Umversnty Press,
1989),p.379. ,

3 Anne K. Mellor, Mary Shelley Her Ltfe, Her Fxcttons Her Monsters (New York and London
Metheun, 1988), pp. 35; 34.



*ii. The Sibling Bond in Nineteenth-Century England

Sibling relationships in the early 1800s were possibly the strongest of all the family -
bonds. Especially in the upper levels of society, the rearing of éhildren was often left
to a retinue of hired hands: nurses, servants, governesses, tutors. The separation ﬁom
parents, 'whethgr they were loving or distant, created the need in children to forgea -
bond with someone else, and althoﬁgh they may have been strongly attachedtoa
nurse or a governess, these people could bé, and oﬁen were, replaced at a moment's
ﬁotlce The one constant in a child's life in the early nineteenth century was a sibling,
and S0 siblings learned to depend on each other for fnendshlp, amusement, and
diversions from study or work? i

But sibling relationships W_ere not strohg between all children of a fam.ily.
Because of the laws of primogeniture, there often developed 5 jealous antagonism
between the eldelst 'son and heir and his younger brothers. Due only to their bad luck
of being born after a }ﬁrst-bom’ son, these younger boys soon realised that their destiny
was to enter the working world in some m;cmner, and often their social class lowered
wnh this necessity to earn a living. Many of the younger sons joined the military or :-
became clergymen; some were kept around the family home as a 'walking sperm--

bank' in case the older son died before he was able to father children.’ This way, the

estate would remain in the family; but it kept the younger son on a long leash that was -

often socially debilitating. Often, the observance of primogeniture by the family -
resulted in intense animosity between brothers.
The relationship between brothers and sisters, however, was not governed by

the laws of primogeninue, and t.his“alvlowed close ties to develop between them.

4 Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Mamage in EngIand 1 500-1800 (New York: Harper & Row,
1977). Stone includes a useful analysis of childrearing practices and sibling relatlonshlps in the late
elghteenth and early nmeteenth centuries. See especially pp. 87-88; 115-16, 449-80, -

3 Lawrence Stone, p. 87." ’



Especially in the upper classes, boys were often taugh't.by private tutors, and they did
not leave home until they went away to university at sixteen or seventeen. These long
periods at home during childhood provided the chance for these brother and eister
bonds ro mature and deepen into close, and sometimes obsessive, attachments. Stone .
relates the stories of several brother and sister pairs whose bond made the loss of one |
of them debilitating to the other,® arrd he shows that 'there can be little doubt that there
was something very special about brother-sister relationships among the landed
classes at this period. They were far closer than brother-brother ties, which were
alivays threatened by the gulf of primogeniture, and closer than ehild-parent relations |
even at the most affectiohérte stage in the late eighteenth century'.” |
This brother-sister attachmenr predictably found representation in the literature
of the early nineteenth century. James B. Twitchell suggests that due to the rise in
popularity of natural philosephy, a curiosity of the self became central to many
writers, and he suggests that 'the sister would provide first the ideal companion and
| then the ultimate completion of seif‘ to many male writers of this period;8 Clearly
sisters were important to their brothers, and brothers were important to their sisters; it
was not unusual for a girl to give‘up the man she loved because her brorher did not
approve. Dorothy and William Wordsworth perhaps eraitomise the closeness of - . -
siblings that found expression in literature. Separated for most of their childhood,
when Dorothy and William decided to create a household together it was so that they
could in part make up for the loss of a shared childhood that the deaths of their

parents prevented. And at separate times they both expressed their sense of

¢ For example, when Lady Mary Wortley Montagu's brother died in 1713, she felt as if she had 'lost her
. best, if not her only, natural friend'. And, faced with the separation from his sister when he was sent
away to school at the age of eight, Sylvester Douglas ran away from the school and walked all the way -
home to be with her again. Stone, p 1 15 S -

7 Stone, p. 116, : s :

® James B. Twitchell, F orbrdden Parmers The Incest T aboo in Modern CuIlure (New York Columbla
University Press, 1987), p. 86; 97.



dependence on one.another. In the well-icnown section of Lines: Composed a Few
Miles Above Tintern Abbey William turns to his sister in an attempt to recapture what
he once was in former years. He tells her: 'in thy voice I catch / The language of my
former heart, and read / My former pleasures in the shooting lights / Of thy wild eye's',
asserting that she is, in essence, part <'>f what can make him whole again; then, he goes
on to state more plainly, 'May I behold in thée what I was once, / My dear, dear -
Sist‘er'.9 For her part, when faced with William's fnarriage to Mary Hutchinson,
Dorothy's reaction ié catatonic. She confesses in her journal that 'I could stand it no’
longer & threw myself on the bed where I lay in stillness, neithé'rr hearing or seeing
anything' when the men arrived to tell them the ceremony was over. And when
William himself fetumed (notably, without his new wife) Dorothy jumped up 'faster
than my strength could carry me till I met my beloved William & fell upon his
bosom".'® Dorothy reveals that William's wedding strips her of her senses; and the
passion with which she conveys her reaction to his return betrays a deep dependence
shadowed with the residue of féar, now alla);ed, that she was abandoned. Clearly,
Dorothy and William Wordsworth shared one of the intense sibling bonds thét Stone
describes. |

But, as Alan Richaidson suggests, the 'Romantic idealizatioﬁ of the brother-
. sister bond' can also be 'taken as a context for understar;ding sibling incest'.!! The
bond that people felt existed as a result of anvinstinctual cox;nection becamé auseful

symbol to exploit in literature, and often it was used in the context of incest as a

® William Wordsworth, Lines: Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of
the Wye During a Tour. July 13, 1798, 116-19;120-21. Wordsworth: Poetical Works, ed. by Thomas
Hutchinson, rev. by Ernest de Selincourt (1904; London: Oxford University Press, 1967).

. ' Dorothy Wordsworth, The Grasmere Journals, ed. by Pamela Woof (Oxford: The Clarendon Press,
1991), p. 126. . O PV U RN DI T

! Alan Richardson, 'The Dangers of Sympathy: Sibling Incest in English Romantic Poetry', SEL
(1985), pp. 739; 738. Richardson's article provides a convincing explanation of the prevalence of incest
in romantic poetry. See also Peter L. Thorslev, Jr., 'Incest as Romantic Symbol', Comparative
Literature Studies 2.1 (1965).



means of terror, especially in gothic novels, as Montague Summers has shown. ' |
However, with the valorisation of childhood in the romantic period, the shared "~
experiences in what had come to be considered the 'most idyllic stage of life' created
the opportunity for an inherent sympathy more cornplete than a brother or’sister could
feel for anyone else. And this search for complete sympathy is the driving t‘orce .
behind the growmg frequency, in the literature of the early mneteenth century, of
unions between sisters and brothers Erotic love is frequently unsuccessful in -
providing that intense connection with which the romantic poets, at least, were SO "
concerned. This elusive 'perfect sympathetic union', most male‘romantic poets
| concluded, could be found only w1th asister. . - |
. - But, as Jane Austen”ast\utely observed ln Mansﬁeld Park, the love of siblings,
'sometimes almost every thing, is at others, worse than nothing'.13 Not all writers © ..
found their experiences w1th siblings to be the foundation for an idealised union
4 between like minds. In her study of sisterhood, Sororophobia, Helena Michie offers
the followlng definition of her title word: 'sororophobia is about negotiation; it o
attempts to describe the negotiation of sameness and diﬁ’erence, identity and . - £
separation, between women of the same generation, and is rneant to encompass both
the desire for and the recoil frorn identiﬁcationkwith other WOrnen'.l‘l Because the laws
of primogenlture tied up the bull( of an estate for the ﬁrst-born son, excessive .
numbers of female chrldren put a strain on what httle caprtal a father had to provrde
his daughters with dowries (a cash sum called a portlon') that would attract a good

match.'® With limited cash available to them, sisters soon percelved that they were

"2 Montague Summers, The Gothic Quest: A History of the Gothic Novel (London Fortune, 1938)

" Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. by R. W Chapman, 5 vols 3"l edn -
(London: Oxford University Press, 1932-34), iv, 235.- cend B ;

' Helena Michie, Sororophobia: Differences Among Women in Ltterature and Culture (New York
Oxford University Press, 1992), p 9 .

13 Stone, pp- 88-89. g : B PRI TI



superfluous. This perception of uselessness sometimescreated tensions among

families of sisters, who came to realise that not on]y were they in competition for o

what little money was available for their 'portion’, they were also in competition for

the husband who would receive the dowry
- The tenor of current studies that focus on relationships between women often

| highlight the support and nurture that a woman derives from another woman's
friendship. For example, Laurie Buchanan states that 'friendship offers [a \;voman] the
intimacy, support, and nurturance she needs without the identity issues that confuse
the [mother-daughter] relat\ionship.'l6 According to Buchanan, and many_other
commentators of female friendship, the relationship betWeen women of the same
generation is free from the struggles to assert difterence‘ from a mother or mother -
 figure, suggesting that women ﬁnd more comfort in their relationships with friends.

And in yet another study of female friendship, Janet Todd organises her discussions

around five kinds of friendship which largely elide the difficulties between women.

" Of Todd's five categories of relationship types — sentimental, erotic, political, social,
and manipulative'” - only the last admits that women's friendships have the potential
to be unpleasant. The bulk of her study examines friendships in which the women
cling to one another and derive strength from the ﬁ'iendshipto bear the many trials
that authors often put their young heroines through — ineluding rape, imprisonment,'
seduction, romance, death of a toved one, emd either happy or unhappy marriages.
Perhaps it is understandable that with the rise of feminism throughout the 1980s and
mto the new century yvomen wanted to examine the trends of women drawmg

support from these types of sxsterhoods

16 | aurie Buchanan, "Islands” of Peace: Female Friendships in Victorian ’therature in Communication
and Women's Friendships: Parallels and Intersections in Literature and Life, ed. by Janet Doubler
Ward and JoAnna Stephens Mmk (Bowling Green, OH Bowlmg Green State University Popular Press,
1993),p. 77.

17 Janet Todd, Women's Frlends'hlp in Literature (New York: Columbia UmverSIty Press, 1980).
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Taking Michie's term literally, however, compiicates these studies of female
friendship that discover closé and loving relationships between women whether they
are literal or ﬁgurative sisters. Sororophobia means an abnormal fear or dislike of .
sisters, and this aspect of sisterhood has only recently received gtténtibn amohg |
Titerary critics.'® But studies in the field of psychology often highlight issues of rivalry
and conﬂiét aﬁd show that they can become hidden agendas in the sister relationship .
because of the explosive nature of the diﬁ'lculties; Jealously becomes a promineht |
emotibn as sisters feel guilty of taking another's sﬁare of attention and ;csentful if
thevir‘own share of attention is taken from them. Feelings between si;ters are oﬁcn
ambiguous, fluctuating between the attachment created by the shared experience of
béing ferriale — as highlighted in the studies of fema;le fﬁendship —and the a\;ersion |
brought on by competition and a strugglé to assert a separate identity, which scholars
such as Nancy Chodorow have shown dominates a woman's developmenf in relation
to her mother." In short, Chodorow and other self-in-relation identity development
theorists_ suggest that fhe closer bond between mothers and daughter; due to their
shared gender results in a less sharply différentiated sense of self in women as they .
grow up. Self development, accofding to Chodorow, occuis in opposition to Fhe e
mother, who becomes thc 'other’ in reference to the '.self of the child. When the child
© is male, he can define himself in opposition to the female mother; when the child is
female, she is unable to define herself as opposite to the mother and therefore the

connection between them establishes a Cbntinuity, a likeness, that can be difficult to

18 Most recent studies of the difficulties between sisters are unpublished dissertations; a few examples -
are Ellen Blaney, ‘Sisters: Rewriting Feminism in Virginia Woolf (unpublished doctoral thesis, New
York University, 1998); Leila Silvana May, ‘Relatively Speaking: Representations of Siblings in .
Nineteenth Century British Literature' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of California, Berkeley,

. 1994); Eva Rueschmann, "Those Precious Bonds: A Psychoanalytic Study of Sister Relationships in -
Twentieth-Century Literature and Film' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Massachusetts,
1994); and Rhoda Irene Sherwood, ™A Special Kind of Double": Sisters in British and American
Fiction' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, 1987). - . . .

19 Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Geﬁder
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1978). :
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shake. And, espeg:ially in the nineteenth ceﬁtury, as Ainy K. Leyin has shown,> sisters
are often seen as 'largely redundant'.2’ When one sister married and moved out of thé
house, the next sister would take over her role, either helping the mother to run the -
domes;tic business or taking on the role of ‘mother in the absence of one.

~InThe ‘Sup.pressed Sister, Levin identiﬁes a convention of sister stories that :
emphasisés the polarisation between sisters, but she shows that most stories neglect to
proQide a history of that development. Levin explains that by the time a réader is
introduced to a fictive household of sisters, childhood squabbles" have been outgrown',
and she points out that if a novel begins ﬁm sisters as young adults, aiready the girls
'have assumed rigidly separate identities'2' So ‘in be'st. known novels published in the
nineteenth century that include sisteré, such as P}ide and Prejudice, Sense and
Sensibility, and other Austen novels, as well as Eliot's Middlemarch and Gaskell's
Cranford and Wives and Dauéhtérs, readers are denied Fthe very important
experiences of identity development in the sister:characters that are most often
worked out through issﬁes of jealousy, competition, and opposition in childhood and -
adolescence. And although Toni McNaron suggests that sisters almost purposefully, if
unconsciously, develop complemenﬁw and often oppbsite qualities in order to avoid
such competition,? Mi_chie counters that view with the sﬁggestion that the
competition between sisters stems from an underlying similarity between the women.
Michie argues: ‘one does not [ . . . ’] compete with any one who, for whatever reason,

seems entirely different from oneself; competition is in some sense a mark of

® Amy K. Levin, The Suppressed Sister: A Relationship in Novels by Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
. Century British Women (Lewisburg, KY: Bucknell University Press; London and Toronto: Associated
Umversnty presses, 1992), p. 17,
2! Amy K. Levin, The Suppressed Sister, p. 25. :
2 See Toni A. H. McNaron, 'How Little We Know and How Much We Feel’ in The Sister Bond A

Feminist View of a Timeless Connectzon ed by Toni A. H. McNaron (New York and Oxford:
Pergamon Press, 1985). o



12

sameness, if only of shared goals'.” These ﬂucmatiﬁg feélings of love and hate -
between sisferé contradict the popular cbnception of the ideology of sisterhood, which
generally signifies a loQing pair or group of 'sisters', literal or ﬁ'gurative, who unite in
the experience of being women in ‘a pétriarchal society. It is this suggestion of -
contradiétion, according to Amy Levin, which has.led to a silence in literary cfiticism
about biologicai sisters in fiction. Levin suggests that this silence allows scholars to
avoid discussing or even adﬁﬁamg the friction that exists between Biological si-sters "_
which goes against what the term 'sisterhood' is used to invoke.?*
~ There are countless pairs of fictional sisters who are portrayed in contrast to
| one another — physically,vemotionally, intellectually, ﬁsychologically - as a way td
highlight their individual strengths and weéknesses; Elinor and Marianne Dashwood
are the embodiment of the qualities'g;f the title of Sense and Sen&i_bility, and Austen's
many other sisters are antithetical in similar ways. Dorothea and Celia Brooke . . - ..
contrast strikingly with one another in témperament as much as Snow White anrd‘Rose :
Red are opposites in colouring. Cinderella and hef stepsisters are perhaps the epitome
of opposite sisters in looks, behaviour, and sensitivity. This method of contrasting -
characterisfics has-become, as Amy Levin has shown, pa:i of thé convention of
portraying sisters in literature; but Levin asserts that it is more fhan just a narrative
~ technique. Drawing on the examples of sisters in novels as well as on clinical studies
by modern psychologists, Levin shows how the 'differences [between s'isters] help to
créate and define a self, making it recogni‘zfable'.25 It is a way for sisters, either real or
imagined, literal or ﬁgﬁrativé; to define thémselves; it is an assertion that 'I am who {

am because I am different fromher’. . . - - o

3 Helena Michie, Sororophobia, p. 1. i
# Amy K. Levin, The Suppressed stter, p. l4ff
3 Amy K. Levin, The Suppressed Sister, p. 37.
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- . The figure of the sister appcafs regularly in Shélley's poetry; in Mary Shelléy's
fiction, however; itis less prevafent. Claire Clairmont's only piece of fiction is ‘-
obviously based on her experiences of living with the Shelleys, so it is not sufpriéing
thata pair of stepsister§ takes the céntre role in that tale. But although each of thése ~z
writers was inﬂuen_ced By their personai experiences with sisters, the ﬁgure of 7the
sister is used to ;bmbietely different ends in their writings. Shélley's lifelong seafch
for a soul sister, which I traée in chapter one, led him to create the ideal woman’\ in his
longer poems which, as I show in chapter two,vis almost always repres¢ntéd as a
" sister. The feelikng‘s‘ of animosity énd duty towards Claire Clairmont with which Mary

Sﬁelléy struggled throughout her life, and the feelings of admiration and finally |
resentment which Claire held for Mary, are\ the subjéct of chapter three. These o
ﬂuctuating feelings, which remained largely unexpressed in their private joqmals, ;
found expression in a few short stories written by each woman which include a pair of
sisters. As | shovy in chapter four, Claire suppresses any acknowledgement of the =
difficulties she experienced while living with her stepsister and paints an idealised
portraif of her life with Athe Shélleys. Mary, on the other hand, turns her criticism upon |
~ the sister in her tales yvho acts selﬂessly towards her sister, condémning the very
Sense of duty that she felt her entire life. This trio of Vyriters all experienced sisters, - |
_ both as a community and separately; but their representation of the sister ih their

imaginative works reveals just how differently they experienced the dynamic of ..

Lo
N~

sisters and sisterhood. ~* * ‘o o0

b .

1

* * iii. A Brief Biographical History of the Shelleys and Claire Clairmont -~
" The history of biographies of ihe Shelley community is éomplex, but it can be traced

back to a single gdverning influence that controlled the public image of these three
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-people in the Victorian period, and still in many waysl influences the currént-day '
picture of Peréy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Claire Clairmont. Jane, Lady .

“Shelley closely guafded the Shelley papers after Mary's death. As statéd earlier, when
Thomas Jefferson Hogg, whom jane Shélley had personally selected to writé the first
Shelley biography, refused to alter the facts of Shelley's split with his first v;ife as he
knew them — .‘I‘a‘me’Shelley wanted to believe that Harriet had been at fault and had
abandoned Shelley prior to his elopement with Mary, and Hogg knew otherwise —.
Jane Sheiley promptly refused him any further access to the AShelley papers; Hogg's
Life of Shelley (1858), a somewhat elaborate portrait of a youthful and energetic . - -
genius, reliable as to basic fasts if not to specific details, stops after two volumes up fo
the disastrous end of Shelley's déys at Oxford - ndtébly, before he ever met Harriet
Westbrook.

. . Jane Shelley tried again witha handQselected biographer, contacting the
scholar Edward Dowden, who published his two-volume Life of Pércy Bysshe Shelley
in 1886. According to later Shelley biographer Newman Ivey White, Dowden
'successfully maintained his independepce of Lady Shelley's control' (White 417), but
tﬁe Shelléy that Dowden created is still more late-Victorian fantasy than early .
nineteenth céntur} fact. Dowden's biography is meticulously researched, and there is
little in his dozen manuscript notebooks that does not find expression in the
biography. But Dowden's Shelley is, true to Jane Shelley's wish, left by his first wife . :

~ before his elopement with Mary. Additior};illy, Dowden seems apologetic of Shelley's
‘r'evolutiémary ideals. Dowden does not capture the fire with which Shelley expressed
his philosophiés in his poéms and essays; it is a much tamer Shelley who »was good, in

' Victorian terms, despite his unconventional habits and beliefs.
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-~ It was not until Newman Ivey White's massivé two-volume Shelley, published
in 1940, that a re.liable' and somewhat more ac‘curatve portrait of Shelley became * -
available. Wte‘s study is detailed and intéfpretive, and it brings a new imderstanding
of this complicated figure to light. White is also the first person to give any |
importance to Claire Clairmont in the story of Shelley's life; until this biograpily,'if ,
mehtidned at all, Claire is a min(;f character, a hangér-on who was more in the way
than anything else. White'§ Shelley initiated a new wave of work on Shelley, which
included Frederick L. Jones's ifnpbrtant edition of Shelley's correspondgnce (1964) . -
and Kenneth Neil Cameron's re-interpretation of Shelley's. poetry in the context of his )
life in The Young Sheliey (1951). " | |

Cameron's focus on Shellcy's youth presents va clear understanding of Shelle;"s
radical beliefs. Cameron's study contributed new and solid .interpfetations of Shelley's
early work which are still referenced today. Cameron also pays more attention to |
Shelley's relationship to séveral of the sister ﬁgilrc}s that I highlight in my own study.
Althbuéh he does not see ahy significance in the rclationship between Shelley and his '
COl}SiIi, Hérriet ‘Grové, Cameron's reassessment of Shelley's connection with Cqmelia
Turner emphasised the affection ’not as unrequited lc?vé, butasa fnutual admiration.
Cameron's disc;;\ssion of several of Shelley's early relationships was instrumental to

. my own intefpretations of Shelley'.s connection With these sister-ﬁgurgs. :
© - Richard Holmes' 1974 biography Shelley: The Pursuit is for all intents and
| purpqsés the only modern biography of Shé}iéy. Holmes himself identifies the -~
| differenc¢ in his biography from those written formefly. 'i have used both Mary's and
Claire's journals ﬁ;ofe ﬁlly than previous writers', Holmes writes in his introduction, -
i 'and for the ﬁrsttnme I ihir;kl.é\laire is gi;zen her full and préper place in Shelley's life‘ :

(Holmes xii). Holmes does indeed use the journals as reliable sources, and Claire does
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appear as a more important figure than inany previous biography. But his biography
is the work of a fanciful Shelley enthllsiast; Holmes was 29 when he published his
biography and as he would later admit in his autobiographical Sidetracks: |
- Explorations of a Romontic Biographer, he spent four years prior to that publication‘
'immersed in travelling, dreaming, and writing' this work. 26 'Dreamingl is the key
word here, for in this engagmg portraxt of Shelley Holmes does tend to fabncate
speculatlons and present them as facts. A less than careful reader mlght misread
~ Holmes's subtle speculations for evidence, and most scholars sticlr with the decidedly
outdaled White biography. It will be interesting to see what new interpretatlons James
Bieri's forthcoming biograohy will offer. - |
There has been an ongoing ihterest in the life story of Mary Shelley. Some
* represent variations on the theme of the devoted, adoring, and long-suffering wife
who had a streak of brilliance with her first novel, Frankenstein. Still others have
continue‘d the more scathing represehtation first presented by Edward John Trelawny
in his 1878 work Records of Shelley, Byfon, and the Author.”” This work, a revision
from his 1858 Recollections of the I:ast Days of Shelley and Byron, included an -
appendix which attacked Ma.ry Shelley for her unsuitability to Shelley. The first
sentence conveys the tenor of his feelings towards his former friend: 'Mrs. Shelley
was of a soft, lymphatic temperament, the exact opposite to Shelley in everything; she
was moping and miserable when alone, and yearning for society'.?® With the rise of
feminism in the 1970s, however, scholars delved more deeply into the story of Mary
Shelley. A picture emerged of a woman who struggled to live up to the expectations

of both father and husband, and who struggled to live by philosophies that her =

% Richard Holmes, Sidetracks: Exploranons of a Romantic Bzographer (New York: Pantheon Books,
2000). -

2 Edward John Trelawny, Records of Shelley, Byron, and the Author 2 vols, (London Basil Montague
Pickering, 1878).

3 Trelawny, Records of Shelley, Byran, and the Author, 11, p. 229,



17

. husband espoused but that she never fully embraced. She Was, however, more of a
radical and an ihdepehdent woman than the early biographies could portray. -

. But there is still ﬁo deﬁnitive biography of Mary Shelley. The best that .
scholars can do is to read critically’ a combination of respectable wbrks and draw »v
conclusions from them. Two of the best modern biographies of Mary Shelley are *
Anne K.} Mellor'é Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her Monsters (1988) and :
Emily Sunstein's Mary Shelley: Romance and Reality (1989). Mellor derives her -
interpretation of Mary's life through her family relationships, yet she still retains the
sense of Mary's relationship with Claire as one of antagonism and discomfort. Mellor
clairhs that Mary 'conceive[d] of her own identity exclusively in relational terms':
daughter; wife; mother. Yet Mellor does not delve ihto Mary's sense of gelf as a sister
even though she had two sisters who had great impacts on her own life. Emily
Sunstein's biography convinces us of .Mary's worth as a liierary figure and p;esents
her relationship with Shelley in a way that includes all of the poet's eccentricities and
complications. In doing this, she also shows thét Mary was not as dependent; SR
creatively; on her husband as many biographers, including Mellor, would have us -
believe. But she"also misrepresents the relationship bétween Mary and Claire. ‘Claire
appears, in the chapters of the later years, as an important correspondent, but Sunstein
~ only writes of the 1840s relationship that Mary ‘ventedv [her féelings] mostly to Claire,
to whom shé was very close in this decade’.*® There are more negative comments |
about the hafure 6f their relationship than pSsitive ones, and Sunstein. does not fully -
show the significance of this relationship.

vThc.:r_e ha\;e been only two biographies of Claire Clairinont, but she has been a

" figure in all of the modern biographies of the Shelleys. Jane Shelley's denial of L

¥ Anne K. Mellor, Mary Shelley, p. 178.
- 3 Emily Sunstein, Mary Shelley, p. 353. .~ .
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Claire's relationship to the Shelleys, and her emphasié on the troubles she caused, has
led to the misrepresentation of Claire Clairmont in vir'tually all of the biographies of -
Mary and Shelley. Richard Holmes does indeed, as he claims, give her a more central
role in Shelley's hfe than prev1ously attnbuted in many of the Shelley and Mary .
Shelley blographles she has been portrayed as an immature hanger-on, a drain on both
Shelley's purse and Mary Shelley's patience. But even the two biographies are ‘ |
woefully inadequate in their attempts to present a multi-dimensional account of this .
neglected woman. . Lo oot P oo
.~ In 1939 R. Glynn Grylls published the first biography of Claire Clairrnont. :

This work is a romanticised version ofa girl who 'was happy when she could sing/,
who could dream of a life 'free from the tyranny of her home and living in a rural
sohtude with only books about her and the beauties of nature'.> ' Grylls s Claire is not .
much different from the brief descriptions of her in the earliest blographles of Shelley. .
She is jovial, energetic, and passionate, but what the portrayal lacks is the sense of
Claire as fiercely independent, intellectual, and tietermined. Due perhaps as mneh toa
lack of information as to a biased viewpoint, this picture of Claire Clairmont limits |
our‘ perception of her. Details of her struggles, both as a governese in Rus’sia and w1th |
| ﬁnaneial troiibles before her settlement with Sir Timothy Shelley, are not includ.ed;zr-i
‘The book is a romantic presentation of a minor character in the Shelley tale. -+« .-

. The 1992 Claire Clairmont and the Shelleys is rnore balanced, yet still -
.inadeqtuate in fully }exploring the emotional éhmplexity of Claire's later life. The death
of the primary biographer, Robert Gittings, left the project of presenting ali of Claire's
life after Sh_elley'e death to Jo Manton. While Manton has bpresented all the facts of

" that life in wonderfully poetic language, she has failed to capture fully the spirit of

p SR, Glynn Grylls, Claire Clairmont (London: John Murray, 1939), p. 3.
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Claire's character that is so ev1dent in her letters Nevertheless this is an adm1rable
biography, and it does reveal the extent to whrch Claire adopted Shelley s radical
principles, perhaps even more completely than Mary ever did. Two thirds of the book
is dedicated to Claire’s life beyond éhelley's death, which does much to recoverkher
from the role of satellite to the stars, but there is still much of her life that is
unexplored. - \\ ’
~"; By far the best record of Claire Clairmont's life comes from Claire'sowny pen.

Marion Kingston Stocking's two volume The Clairmont Correspondenee, whichb .
includes letters of Claire, her brother Charles, and Fanny Wollstonecraﬁ,' is:
meticulous1y documented in Stocking's painstaking style. Her extensive notes fillin
the gaps that the biographies create, and her discovery of the mantiscript rrotebooks :
kept by Edward Augustus Silsbee, who lodged with Claire fora short time in Florence
(the story of which was the basis of Henry James's The Aspern Papers), have glven us
Claire Clalrmont in her own words, in all of her contradlctlons and complexities that
the early brographies glossed over. Stocking shows us that Claire Clairmont is indeed
* a romantic character worthy of note in her own right. . i

- 0On the whole the life stories of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Shelley, and - :
Claire Clairmont are difﬁcdlt to tell. Biographers must select the events and facts that
they want to emphasize, and this is often dictated as much by the time' in which the
biographer is writing as their own interests and agendas. With a grohp of people as
dynarmc as Shelley, Mary, and Claire, however it is impossible to give fair due to the
role that each played in the other's life. The main subJect must be highhghted to the .

diminishment of the complexrties of the others, and this has prevented a fair

" ,{ representation of the dynamics of the'relationship between all three of these people.

t.

B By focusing on the experienée of the sister in the life and the }Writing of Percy Bysshe .
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Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Claire Clairmont, I highli ght the interactions between
these three figures' and present a portrait that reveals all the blemishes and

. controversies as well as the bonds and support that dominated this trio. .

iv. Critical Sources for Sisterhood - -
Stories concerned w1th sisterhood “and thé relations betweeﬁ women abound m the
literé.ry period leading up to and during which the Shelley community began woricing
tﬁrough their own representations of their experiences with sistgrs. Perhéps it is not
surprising, then, that with the rise of feminist literary criticism in the 1970s-1980s,
alongside the task of reclaiming women writers, scholars also began scrutinizing the |
fictional representation of wo:hen. For my stﬁdy, I found many of these explc;rations B
which focus on friendship between wbmen helpful, both in tracing the literary history
of female friendship and in polarizing the distinctién I was beginning to make: that
the representations of sisters in the ‘writings of Clairc Clairmont, Mary Shelley, and
Percy Bysshe Shelley were less studies of female. bonding and more attempts to
' supp%eés the ambiguous and complicated experiences that each author had with sisters
or sister figures. Shelley's steadfastness to his idealised 'sister’ in both his lyrics and _
his longer works comes as no surprise, for as many of ihe studies of female friendship
show, it is often complicated relationships with her own gender which makes =
women's representations of friendship with other women so clouded with issues of
identity and individuality. Shelley could cont;hue to dream of his ideal woman behind
the gender divide and ignore the examples right in front of him‘ of the struggles
~ yygr??n.‘oﬁgn hgd w1th their sisters. Shelléy was miraculously blind to the conflicts
" that heﬁ himsélf causgd —or :so.hisrp()ejvtic» representétiops of the sister-sister - ‘

felétioﬁship would sixggest. A——
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. Explorations of sisterhood began with centralised studies which focused on
women writers' experiences with their sisters and the way that their personal lives and
‘ privafe writing elucidate their fiction._ Two works in particular contributed tomy

understanding of the méthodology of ;mco.vering the hidden aspects of sister relatibns
as found in both ﬁqtion and non-ﬁcfion. Toni A. H. McNaron's The Sister Bond: A -
Feminist Vzew of a Timeless Connection (1985) and Janet unbler Ward and JoAnpa
Stephens Mink's Communication and Women's Friéndshi;i' Parallels and -
Intersections in Literature and Life (1993) present collections of feminist-driven.
research that ultimately come to opposing ends; the former ésserts the strugglés that .
exist between sisters and the latter proposes the value that women gain from their
fema!'e friendships.>> McNaron's collection focuses on étudies of biological sister i)airs
who either saw the sister as 'expanded self or as 'painful aspects of self which helped
my own understanding of the ways in which women reveal their animosities,
ambiValences, and affections for sisters in both public and private writings.3 3 The
uni.ﬁcatic?’n of the essays in this collection is the identification of the problematic
nature of the sister bond.

Ward and Mink's collection also explores the dynamics of defining the self in
relation to other women. Drawing extensively on letters and journal's, many of the 7
essays in this book highlight a perSpecti{/e in opposition to McNaron's more troubled

sister relations. Instead, Communicdtion in Women's Friendship shows again and
again that 'women's friendships are to be greatis' valued - even treasured' even beyond

the reiationship between a women and her husband.** If these works lose a sense of -

]

. Toni A. H. McNaron, The Sister Bond: A Feminist View of a Timeless Connection (New York and
Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1985); Janet Doubler Ward and JoAnna Stephens Mink, Communication and
Women's Friendship: Parallels and Intersections in Literature and Life (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling
Green State University Popular Press, 1993).

% Toni A. H. McNaron, The Sister Bond, p. 8. _
/ f“ Janet Doubler Ward and JoAnna Stephens Mink, Communication in Women's Friendship, p. 3.
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objeetivity to their one-sided judgments on. the nature.of the relationship between "
women, they err w1th a purpose; with the proliferation of studies that dissect the
trouble with self identification between mothers and daughters (most notably Nancy |
Chodorow's The Reproduetion of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of _l
Gender (1978)) it has become necessary to consider the role that sisters play whena

* woman tries to establish an identi‘tyuseparate from her mother. 'I"h'ersister, like the v
mother, is a reflection of the self and contributes to a girl's sense of her own identity -
as she grows up. Steeped in biographical and psychological interpretations, these
works nevertheless provide helpful clues into the phenomena of sisterhood that I aim
to exploreinmy ownwork. ..

- Janet Todd's investigation into the friendships betWeen women representecl in
~ the major (male-authored) novels of the eiéhteenth century categorises the nature of
female friendship that draws on the complications presented separately m these more
psychological studies. Women s Frtendsth in Literature (1980), written ostens1bly to

explore the penod's 'most splendld creatlons of fnendshlp between women,”’

instead
| seems to h1ghl1ght the absence of that important relationship. Her five types of
friendship (sentimental, erotic, manipulative, political, and social) in themselves
reveal the complicated nature of relations between women, Additionally, her
reeognition of how an author's past experiences haunt the representations of their ,’ i
characters speaks to my ln'\/estigation of the ways in which Mary Shelley, ‘Percy} -
Shelley, and Claire Clairmont each fonnulatecl:\their representations of each other not L
as direct portralts but as fictional characters that reflect the author's perceptlons of .

. their community. If Janet Todd neglects the opportumty to more fully explore the

' dynam1cs of ﬁctronal representatlons of sisters in her work, perhaps it is because her

. 4
Yol
i L

3 Janet Todd, Women's Friendship in Literature,p. 5, . . .~ e S
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stated aim is to disprove Virginia Woolf's claim in 4 Room‘of One’s Own that there is
- alack of examples »in fiction where 'two worhen are rép;esenfed as friends'. Sisters are
as often antagonistic as they are affectionate, - . o :

+- By far the critical study most éentral to rﬁy own thinking is Amy K. chin;s
fhe Suppressed Si;ter: A Relationshi;.i in Névels by {Virieteenth— and Twentieth- =
Century British Women (1992). LeVin outlines the basic rhérriage plot that iS apan of
almost every novel with female chafactcrs in her period, explaining how the presence
of a sister often complicates the transition from the role of daughter to wife for many
women. Levin shows that in many novels the‘marria‘ge plot break§ down and sisters . -
begin to lose the strong sense of individuality they may héve exhibited previous to the
introduction ofa potential‘spouSe for one or bofh of thelj sisters. Levin's statgment that
tﬂe presence of significant sisters in a woman writer's life 'is .oﬁen iﬁifersely related to

36 was a signal to me to pay close attention to

the appearance of sisters in their novels
the manner in which Claire Clairmont and Mary Shelley wrote abot;t sisters in their
short stories. Through Levin's perceptive study of Jane kAuSten, Elizabeth’ Gaskell, and
k‘George Eliot, I caxh_e to iinderstand the Way that silences and gaps coMént, 4oﬂe'n’ -
loudly, on the sister bond. I Selie.ve that Mary Shelley and Claire C-lairrknoritt felt -

oppressed by both their’gituations and their time period; even now, but perhaps e

gspeciallybin the Nineteenth ceﬁtury, there was little attraction in repfesenting difficult
réIationships between women. Female authors might fee‘l antagénism, but it !was S
irfxportant to offer’exémples of solidarity to a sgciety that was begiﬁning to intérrogate

more bublicly the role of women.”” "~~~ o o

% Levin, The Suppressed Sister, p. 28. :
¥ Levin writes in her conclusion, ‘women obviously do not wish to portray themselves as disloyal or
envious individuals just as they attain positions of respect and responsibility. Yet in valuing only the * "
"good," pacifying emotions, they risk stifling a part of themselves' (119). I maintain that the animosity
_ inherent in the sisters represented by Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont is a result of the authors'
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This study of the representation of sisters in the works of Percy Bysshe
Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Claire Clairmont dra.ws on the long history of biogfaphical
studies of the Shelleys, but in centrahzmg the sister relatlonshxp I have been able to .
achieve three things that contribute to several areas of literary study. First, in makmg
a thorough examination of Shelley's life, T have been able to assemble in one place the
history of his reletionélﬁps with sisters end sister-figures that are usually only offered ;
piecemeal according to critics' and biographers' beliefs in the primacy of the
relationship to Shelley's work and life. My study highlights Shelley's act of poetic
making, of creating an ideal woman in the lyrics which he wrote for different women .
that clearly ceincides with the female ideal he creafed in Cythna from Laon and
Cythna. This female ideal, worked over in both the lyries and in that long work, ﬁ;ids
echoes in many of Shelley's later poetic and dramatic sisters such as Beatrice Cenci,

» Resalind, and Asia, Panthea, and Ione.

The second contribution my study offers to current seholarship is a clearer
understanding of the relationship between Mary Shelley and her stepsister, Claire
Clairmont. Few biegraphers have fully explained this complicated sister bond, and
many still emphasize the troubling aspects of Mary's and Claire's reletionship at the
expense of the long period of friendship that the women enjoyed in the 1840s. This
neglect is probably occasioned by Mary's lack of literary output in this decade when
she published only her Rambles in Germany and Italy (1845). Still, by exam1mng the
correspondence between the two stepsisters 1t is obv1ous that their relationship was
more complicated than the simple antagonism represented by biographers from Jane, ,

Lady Shelley up to Anne K. Mellor.

Bl

inability to completely deny their own experience with the woman who was the closest model fora .
» sister that each had.
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By centralizing the figure of the sister, I have been able to bring Claire
Clairmont to the forefront, recognizing her as a woman writer and establishing her
importance to Shelley throughout h1s later llfe I assert that regardless of the detarls of
their phys1cal relationship, emotionally Clalre was an unportant and at tlmes an
essentlal part of Shelley s lrfe Shelley emphasrsed that the sexual act is secondary to
the pnmary bond of mtellectual phrlosophrcal 1nt1macy Clanfymg Clarre 5 role in hrs '
11fe supports h1s assertron that 1t is the emotlonal connection that most strongly :
deﬁnesthe relatronshlp between axman and a wornanb as compamons and | .
phrlosophrcal srbhngs - and Shelley and Clalre mamtamed thls strong bond untll his

death ., N
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1.'If1 khow anything about Love I am not in love";

Shelley's Sisters, Lovers, and Lyric Poetry

| éheiley grewl‘upr m a ‘hoixsehold of Wemen. Besides'his mother, there were
,k sistere Elizabeth (b. 1794), Mary (b. 1797), Hellen (b. l;/'99), and Margaret (b. 1801).
“The presence of his only quther, }ohh (born in 1806, fwo years after Shel_ley went
away to E’ton),‘ was ir;sig;;iﬁcant in Shelley's years at home. Few bvi:og»raphers‘ go into
any depth about Sheuey"s earliest relat:ionshjpk with his father, before he entered
Oxford and then was \sep‘p down in the Neeessity of Atheism scaedal in 1811; most
| take up Fhe parrative Qf the relationship fro»n; the levidence of Shelley's own |
representation of it in his letters imrhediately after he was expelled. For example, .-
Shelley wrote t0 Godwin that 'passive obedience was inculcated and enforced in my
childhoqd: I was required to iove because it was my duty to love', and he states L
outright that T never loved my fathe;" (PBSL i‘227; 230). Taking h1s cue f;om Shelley,
‘I‘)owden (like many biographers) writes of Sir Timothy Shelley as 'kindly, pempous,
capricious, we!l-meaning, ill-doing, [and] wrong‘-heade‘d' (Dowden 3). Whatevef the
‘truth”of the matter was,1t seems that, essentially, Shelley's constant companions when
he'was a boy were females: a nurse, his mother, and his four younger sisters. It is not
surprising, then, for Richgrd Holrﬁes to state t.het thls _fsqciety of ‘sist_ers [...]wasto
have a marked affect on his later life in which the "sisterly" ideals played a conscious
part' (Hp_lmes 12); and any unde_rstanding of _She!ley's repre;entatiqn of Si‘_St;eFSv ?nd | .
. b;oﬂlers in his writing is enriched by cons_i’dering'the reel-life relationships that
Shelley had w1th sisters and §is{er—ﬁguyes. Y_Therefore; this chapter will explore

Shelley_'s‘ relatiopships with his "s“oul‘ sisters", combining biographical detail With
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analysis of the lyric poems which he wrote to, for, or about these women. This survey
| reveals howVShelley constructed each woman into the figure of the perfect sister/lover
that appears in the major works discussed in chapter two. Shelley's lyrics show that he
perceived similar qualities in all these women, qualities which he felt were essential -
for him to be able to establish the close sympathy that he desired. -

[l

i. Harriet Grove and Elizabeth Shelley

- I mourn her as no more. (PBSL i 93)
 As the oldest chrld and the only boy unt11 John Shelley s brrth in 1806 Shelley
ruled over hJS s1sters m the1r chlldhood play Wrrtmg to Jane erlrams Hogg in 1856
Shelleys srste_r Hellen reveals that Shelley’ sva‘ctive imagination provided them with
. endless arnusements.kShe rnentions feelings of 'pleasing dread' when he began telling
them stories and distinctfear when he hegan conducting electrical experiments on his
srsters writmg my heart would smk at h1s approach, but shame kept me s1lent' (Hogg |
i7;9). Even more revealmg isa descnptlon that mtends to assert Shelley s supenorrty
of mind over hlS sisters. Hellen relates that ‘Bysshe was certainly fond of eccentric
amusements, but they delighted us, as children, quite as much as if our minds had
l_)een naturally attuned to the same tastes; for we dressed oursel_ves_ _instran’ge; .
‘costumes to personatelspirits, or tiends' lHogg i 8) lt is clear that Hellen andher »
' 'siste_rs'enjoyedthe 'games that 'Bysshe' designed, but her admiration is clouded_with a -
- sense of puppetry. ’l‘he passage suggests that the ’am_us:ements were unnatural to the
éirls, that the games were designed for Shelley's pleasure only. The sisters‘were”
players, costumed to take their roles to further the actlon of the scene. Yet there was |
evrdently somethmg magnetrc m Shelley s personality that drew people 1nto hlS c1rcle "

f mﬂuence, and they came wrllmgly HlS enthusiasm must have been contagious. A

comment from a woman who knew Shelley at Marlowe when she was a grrl
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\ corrqborates this speculation; she remembered that Sﬁelley’s 'soft and gentle manner
was truly captivating.! |

Drawing on Hellen Shelley's 1856 reminiscences of her brother, Barbara -
Charlesworth Gelpi notes a 'sense of so;nething dictzitorial’ in his interaction with his
sisters,? and this substantiates Cameron's claim that Shelley was 'used to having his
own §vay [.-..]; the one thing that in;:vitably produced an extreme reéction wasa
serious blocking of his will' (¥:S 29-30). Héving a set of adoring, deferential sisters set
a standard in his mind of a model of Sisterly behaviour that he sought for and .. -
| encouraged in almost all of his female acquaintances, which in turn blurred the
distinctioné in Shelley‘s mind between sister, friend, and lover. This same adoration
and deference would become essential qualities of the siéters he would portray in his
rﬁajpr poems. " |

Shelley's first relatioﬁship with a female out ’of his immediate family circle
was with his cousin, Harriet Grove. This relationship began, in 1808; in an exchange
of letters that on Harriet's part quickly branched out to include Mrs. Shelley and, léter,
Elizabeth, as she deienﬁined to make friends with Shelley's mother as well as his
favourite sister.’ From January to September of 1809, Harr-iet' recorded in her diary
that she rece'ived ﬁo less }than.v44 letters from Shelley. The sudden exélusion of . |
Shelley's name from Harriet's diary from September 1809 has led many commentators
to conclude that the relationship was -cc;oling at this time. Kenneth Neill Cameron

goes as far as to say that 'the relationship was exﬁemely immature and resulted in no

! Dowden Manuscript, Trinity College Library, Dublin, notebook 3014 (pages unnumbered). Dowden
did not include this in his biography of Shelley, but it is clear that he spoke to her because he added a .
.- phrase to a letter she had written to Lady Shelley that she had used 'in conversation' (ii 120n). The
woman was Polly Rose, who as a girl was taken in to be educated by the Shelleys while they lived at
Marlowe (Dowden ii 123-24). - '
2 Barbara Charlesworth Gelpi, Shelley’s Goddess: Maternity, Language, Subjectivity (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 99. :

> 3 Harriet records writing to Mrs. Shelley and Elizabeth at least 23 times throughout her 1809 diary. See
SCii 50940, - - , R : ]
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deep emotional involvement on either side' (¥'S '30). But in his lIntroduction tothe .
Diary of Harriet Groue', Frederick L. Jones suggests that the correspondence
continued as regularly as before, but that Harriet had become more 'circumspect’ in -
recording references to Shelley in her dlary 'People will occasionally pry into othee
people's diaries’, Jones explains, 'and Harriet had probably suffered embarrassment
from the quizzing of some such prying person or persons' (SC ii 482). These -
conclusions, houvever, are only hypotheses; but the poems which Shelley wrote during
this perlod reveal a continued attachment to Harriet Grove that did not cool until after
Shelley entered Oxford in the autumn of 1810.

. The poems which Shelley composed from February through April of 1810
show that Shelley and Harriet still enjoyed at least a strong friendship, and Harriet's . |
diary reveals that she was at pains to hide the extent of her feelings for Shelley. On 7
February 1810 Harriet records that hef brother William told her sister in a letter that
'he thinks I shall never be married[,] that I do not care whether I ever do or not[.] He
says he thinks I never liked any one so much as [word obliterated] that is a ﬂﬁng no
one will ever know but.myself (SC ii 569). Jones questions rhetorically, "The name
crossed out, could it be any other than Bysshe?' (SC ii 482). And again, for Harriet's
inscription of S March 1810 that she received a parcel 'from myv Grealest Friend',
followed by seven cancelled lines, (SC ii 571), Jones states 'this could be no other

lhanBysshe' (SCii 483). Later still, on 26 April 1810, Harriet begins toreferto .
| Shelley as 'Percy’ instead of '‘Bysshe'. This was a31gn of their increasing intimacy, for
as Kathleen Jones explams, in this penod 'Chnstlan names were only used between -

husband and Wlfe, brother and s:ster, or very close fnends' y The mtlmacy of the two

' cousins, almost sxblmgs and potentlal spouses allowed for thxs famlhanty, and thls

4 Kathleen Jones, 4 Passionate stterhood The Ststers eres and Daughters of the Lake Poets
(London: Virago Press, 1998), p. xxi.
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sudden change in Harriet's diary suggests that their reiatiénship was not, as Cameron
and others suggest, cooling during the spring of 1810.: «: . v W
L Shelle-y's poems written during the two years of their courtship reveala = = =
sﬁéngth of attachment that also disprovéé the ide;a thaf their relationship had cooled
by Septémber 1809, \when Harriet stopped recording the exchange of letters in her :
diary. ‘February 28™ 1805: To St. Me's, which Cameron dates as being written in |
1810, reveals continuing love for Harriet. In this poem Shelley asserts that 'thoﬁgh .
thou art not nigh / Think not thy lover thinks less of thee' (1 1-12). Her continued
affection is revealed in the fifth stanza, where Shelley claims that although Harriet ‘is
fled' (17), she has nevertheiess "left a firm love gnd a lasting esteem' (19) that bind‘
their souls together. The reference to his own death in thé last, dark stanza is not déatﬂ |
| from unrequited love; rather, itis a rfielodramatié scene which is characteristic of
Shelléy's continued fascination with death that appears in much of his early writiﬁgs.é L
The two poems 'Song' ('Come —! sweet is the hbur') and 'How “swiﬁly through
Heaven's wide expanse' represent Shelley's frustration and sorrow at Harriet's - e
départure from Field Place on 18 April' 1810, and are ndt a lament for the final end of
their relations_hié. Both poems, referrihg to an evenin_g walk which Shelley‘and
Harriet took with Charles Grove and Elizabeth Shelley, focus on parting and loss. -
'Sbng’ -states "You and I, love, may ne'er meet again’ (18), and in it the trees predict '
ﬁust part with yoﬁ soon’ ('1 5); and indeed, the Groves left Field Place the day after

N )

3 The poems written to Harriet Grove survive in manuscript in what has come to be known as the
Esdaile notebook. Harriet Shelley retained this notebook, which also contained many poems addressed *
to her, after her separation from Shelley; through her daughter Ianthe it passed to the Esdaile family
who sold it to the Pforzheimer Library in 1962. The poems appear in published form in four locations:
- Kenneth Neill Cameron, The Esdaile Notebook: A Volume of Early Poems (London: Faber & Faber,
1964); Neville Rogers, The Esdaile Poems (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1966); and Judith Chernaik
included many of the early lyrics from the Esdaile notebook in her book, The Lyrics of Shelley : - -
(Cleveland and London: The Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1970). Unless otherwise
noted, I take my texts from Poems]. References will be made in the text by the line numbers only.
$ See, for example, 'Written in Very Early Youth', Henry and Louisa, Revenge', 'Song', as well as the
two gothic tales St. Irvyne and Zastrozzi. -



3

this walk.” 'How sﬁﬁly’ describes the old house St. vayﬁe, which Harriet rﬁentions in
her dia1;y that they v.iéited on 17 April 1810 (SC ii 575), and a youth who is mourn‘iﬁg
'his long lost love' (l‘i\l). The youth la:ﬂents the absence of his lover, but hot the loss of
love, and agam, typical of Shelley's adc;lescent interest in death, he longs for his own
| death, claiming thét 'the power to none save —'s given / To calm my bosom's frantic -
pain’ ('35-6)8. This is the earliest manifestation of what would become comm;)n in
Shelley's later love lyrics as well as in his rep;esentatién of sibling relations: -
dépendency combined w1th a sense that the lover (sibling) caﬁnot survive without the ‘
presence of the loved one. Both 'Song' and 'How swiftly' dwell on typical adolescent
despondency at the absence of the loved one, nqt any feal or permanent separation.
Shelley's poem 'How eloquent are eyes!', written Between 16 April and 5 Méy
1810’ is a tribute to the power of Harriet's eyes. But this poem also réveals the -
| intensity of Harriet's and Shelley's feelings for each other at this time, long Beyond the
date (September 1809) that Cameron speculates marked the cooling of their |
relatiohship. First bidding his love to look at him so that her eyes can 'light a waste of
yéms' that have passed without her, the speaker then counters this with the pIea to
quench that powerful look that, wher; joined With their current 'passionate Friendship',
will 'inspire /.. . . feverish, false desire’ (1‘0; 26; 28). Shelley states that age will not
destroy the love, but that it will 'freeze the tremulous joy' (3 1), which he seesasa
' bositive éffect. In fact, it is hot until Shelley writ;es 'Melody to a Scene of Former
»Times’, dated by Matthews and Everest between?\ﬂlo October and 17 November 1810

(Poems‘I 127), that Shelley reveals that his love is finally, completely lost to him. This

7 On 17 April 1810 Harriet wrote in her diary, 'walked to Horsham saw the Old House St Irvyne[...]
walked in the evening to Strood by moonlight' (SC ii 575). On the next day, she recorded, ‘This
morning we went before we left the pleasentest [sic] party in the world for the most unpleasent [sic] to
Horsham [-] that is E[lizabeth] B[ysshe] & my Brothers & self (SC ii 576).
® The metre here, as Matthews and Everest show, suggests 'Harriet's' for the elided name in line 35
gPoemsl 90).

See Poemsl 90. . -
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poern suggests Shelley's resignation that Harriet is 'for ever, ever lost' (2). Shelley
refuses to reproach or blame Harriet, and he can only lament the 'blisses '[that] are no
more' (23), maintaining still that he loyea her and lives only'for her happiness.In |
dreams he hears her ;Nords, 'Confide in me, / For I am thine, and thine alone, /And -
thine must ever, ever be' (42-44), but he wakes to a 'fiercer, deadlier agony' (47) of the
truth that their relationship is over. The tone of this poem is not youthful'melancholy \
for the absent loved one which charaeterises 'February 28" 1805: To St Irvyne',
'‘Song', and 'How swiftly though Heaven's wide expanse'. Rather, it is marked by an
adolescent despair in the face of the unwanted end of first love. |

.. Shelley's relationship with Harriet Grove was coming to an end just ashe
entered Oxford and began reading Locke, Hume, and Godwin. As a result of this
reading, his letters may well have been full of his enthusiasm for the radical theories
of these authors. According to Harriet's brother, Charles, Harriet 'became uneasy at
the tone of [Shelley's] letters on speeulative subjects, at first consulting my mother,
and subsequently my father also on the subject. “This led at last though I cannot
exactly tell how to the dlssolutlon of an engagement between Bysshe and my s1ster
which had prevxously been perrmtted both by hlS father and mme' 10 Shelley gave full
vent to hlS anger at the cause of the1r spht in January 181 1, aﬁer hearmg that Harriet
- wasto be mamed to Wllham Heylar 'here I swear, and as I break my oath may
Inﬁmty Etermty blast me, here I swear that never wﬂl 1 forglve Chnstlamty [.. ]
but 1t has 1nJured me, she [Hamet] isno longer mlne }she abhors me as a Delst as
what she was before (PBSL i 35) Soon, too, he was to feel the loss of h1s s1ster B

Ehzabeth lamentmg in May 'I mourn her as no more, 1 consider the s1ster whose

1 Charles Grove to Hellen Shelley, 16 F ebruary 1857, printed in Hogg ii 551. |
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happiness is mine as dead', as she, too, rejected him because of his expressed atheism

" (PBSLi93).

Shelley had been greatly comforted in the loss of Harriet Grove by his sister,
Elizabeth, so her loss would have had as strong an effect on him as the loss of Harriet.
The depth of his feelings for his sister is revealed in the letters he exchanged with his
~ new friend from Oxford, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, during their first Christmas break.”
Perhaps it is no coincidence that Shelley became eloquent in his praise for his sister,
for at this time he was simultaneously trying to promote a match between Elizabeth
and Hogg while also coming to terms with the realisation that his own relationship
with Harriet Grove was over. Shelley approached Elizabeth again and again to plead
Hogg s case to no avall Thls lengthy excerpt from a letter to Hogg demonstrates
Shelley s regard for his s1ster as well as her very logical reasons for refusmg to
correspond w1th Hogg

I have attempted again to plead your cause but unsuccessfully she sald -

t - 'even supposing I take your representations of your friend's quahtxes &
sentiments which as you coincide in & admire I may fairly imagine to be
** exaggerated altho' you may not be aware of the exaggeration, what right have /
admitting that he is so superior to enter into a correspondence which must end
in delusive disappointment when he finds how really inferior I am to the being
which his heated imagination had pictured' — This was unanswerable,
- - particularly as the prejudiced description of a brother who loves his sisterasI
do, may, indeed must have given to you an erroneously exalted idea of the
"~ superiority of her mental attainments. (PBSL i 30)
Shelley's claim that Elizabeth's protest is 'unanswerable' betrays agreement. By
inscribing his assent that he 'must' have overstated her accomplishments, however,
Shelley contradicts his apparent agreement with her protest. In essence, Elizabeth has
gone beyond Shelley's logic to identify the flaw in his plan: that if Hogg Was as’
- superior as Shelley says, then Elizabeth had no right to begin a friendship that would -
end in dlsappomtment due to the fact that Shelley probably embellished hlS account of

her v1rtues Shelley was no doubt pleased by tlus sharp piece of loglc

P
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: Shelley's attachment to Elizabeth bordered on a dependence broken only by
her rejection, like Hamet Grove s, of his increasingly anti-Christian beliefs. In April,
while living in London just aﬁer his expulsmn from Oxford, Shelley laments to Hogg
that Elizabeth is 'lost to everything, xtianity has tainted her' (PBSL i 72). The entrance »
on the scene of another girl more sympathetic to his bellefs, Hamet Westbrook : ”
(drscussed below), may have also loosened hlS attachment to Ehzabeth but even aﬁer
his expulsron from Oxford Shelley s letters reveal somethmg close to obsessron W1th
his siste‘r.‘ In the debates wrth hrs father over where Shelley would ’reslde after loslng
his place. at Oxford; Sll' Tlmothy Shelley was adamant that Shelley could notvretu‘rn ,
home, as this letter from Shelley to Hogg explains: |

He [Sir 'l'imothy] is resolved (the old fellow) that I'shall not stay at F[ield]

P[lace]. If I please, as I shall do, for some time I will — this resolution of mine
- - was hinted to him —'Oh then I shall take his sister away, before he comes.' -

But I shall follow her, as her retirement cannot be a secret. (PBSL i 66-7)
Shelley’s father struck where he felt it would hurt most, threatemng to keep Shelley
from seemg h1s favounte s1ster And Shelley s deterrmnatlon to seek her out to follow
her to her place of retrrement' reveals his obsessxon w1th lus closest sister. |

| By May, Shelley despalred of ever heanng from her agam untrl on hlsu |

eventual (albelt temporary) return to Fleld Place in mld-May, he drscovered that she |
had been 1ll w1th scarlet fever and he confessed to Hogg some emotrons of pleasure
were mmgled w1th those of pain when I found that rllness had prevented her wntmg
to me' (PBSL i 84) From this pomt on Shelley begms to ﬂaunt hlS mtrmacy w1th
Elrzabeth in hlS letters to Hogg, whose unrequxted passron for Shelley s srster had |
reached such an 1nten31ty that he secretly visited Shelley:atl;leld Pulace‘ Just to have

_one look (his only) at Elizabeth Shelley.!! In the same letter in which Shelley explarns

-

11 Shelley wrote to Hogg on 25 July 181 1: 'The peep at Warnham Church cannot have mﬂuenced you

one way or the other but it may; for it is the only sensual mtelhgence that you have received of this fair
one' (PBSL i 124)
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that Elizabeth's silence had been caused by illness, he closes with the statement: 'I
know you will excuse a long letter as I am going to read to Eliza' (PBSL i 85). Yet as
the correspondence between Shelley and Hogg continued throughout the summer,
Shelley asserts again and again that his sister has changed:
self satisfaction in trivial things [ . . . ] used not however to be the character of
my sister — serious, contemplative, affectionate; enthusiastically alive to the
- wildest schemes, despising the world — Now — apathetic to all except the
trivial amusements, & despicable intercourses of restrained conversation;
+ -~ bowing before that hellish Idol, the world, appealing to it's [sic] unjust
' decisions in cases which demands [sic] a trial at the higher Tribunal of
conscience; [ .. . ] she is now not what she was, she is not the singular angelic
being whom you adored & I loved; I mourn her as no more, I consider the ,
-+ sister whose happiness is mine as dead. (PBSL192-3) == -~ oo et
Although he ends this diatribe on a note of hope _('Yet have I not hopes of a
resuscitation. Certainly or I would not tear your heart with the narration'), Shelley *
never regained the intimacy with Elizabeth that he once enjoyed.
. But Shéliey’s obsessive determination to see this sister despite his father's -
edict, and his continued hopo for a return of her devotion to him, is interéSting when
read against comments which Claire Clairmont made in the 1870s to Edward ©
Augustus Silsbee.'? In his characteristic manner, Silsbee only made brief notes on
what Claire told him, and although he records Claire Clairrﬁont’s assertion that
Shelléy's mother ‘'might not wish him to return to Field Place because of his love for
his sister Elizabeth', he records further only the mention of 'the stories or rumour abt.
it (Silsbe”e’ Box 8 Folder '3). Claire Clairmont's comments corroborate Kenneth Nelll
Cameron's speoulation that 'at least an unconscious desire to consummate so intimate

a relationship between brother and sister must havo existed' (¥'S 31). Whethér or not

2 Silsbee, a Shelley devotee, befriended Claire Clairmont in her later years and for a time was a lodger
in her house in Florence. He made almost illegible notes of her conversations on Shelley and Byron in
notebooks that are now held in the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts. The story of
Silsbee obtaining a Shelley manuscript from Claire Clairmont was the basis of Henry James's novella -
The Aspern Papers. == - 75 07 s it s P A Ay R ey
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there was a conscious sexual desire on Shelley's part for his sister Elizabeth, the =
nature of their relationship, one that bordered on male dependency on the female, no |
doubt influenced Shelley‘s subsequent use of incest and his exploration of siblihg B
‘relationshjps in his poetry.
o From his position as eldest brother, Shelley developed an expectation of being
surrounded by an adoring and obedient female band. His younger sisters, and .
- Elizabeth Shelley and Harriet Grove, all fulfilled this desire, and they listened
attentively, almost worshipfully, to his ideas and instructions. Cameron states that
o Shelley was 'continually, and often with an abnormal intensity of purpose, attempting
to shape the thinking of .the whole female group (¥S 31). Gelpi, more
melodramatically, identifies something 'dictatorial, oyerbearing, and frightening' in -
~ his rnastery over these girls.” The developing radicalism prompted by his exposure at
Oxford to Locke, Godwin, and others drew a line beyond which his two favourites,
Harriet Grove and Elizabeth Shelley, would not cross. But with the loss of these two
devotees coincided the gain of two new disciples who, in their individual ways, would
serve as more than adequate suhstitutes for the lost sister and (potential) lover. These
two women were llarriet Westbrook and Elizabeth Hitchener. 1

. ii. Harriet Westbrook and Elizabeth Hitchener . - =+ . .

I ought to count myself a favored mortal with such a wife and friend (these human names and
- dlstmctlons perhaps are necessary in the present state of socrety) (PBSL i 252)

- In J: anuary of 1811, Shelley struck up a fnendshlp wrth Hamet Westbrook and .

her s1ster Elrza, and J une of that year. marks the ﬁrst letter inan lmportant
correspondence and relatlonsth between Shelley and Ehzabeth Hrtchener, a Sussex

schoolteacher 1 Hellen Shelley had mtroduced her brother to her school friend,

13 Gelpi, p. 99. ; : o
 How much the names of these new ﬁ1ends contnbuted to Shelley s desrre to befnend them is
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Harriet, oﬁ one of Shelley's visits to her at her school in Clapham, and in a lettef dated
Aﬁril 1811 Shelley was already writing to Hogg that Harriet's 'schoql fellows will not
even reply to her questions, she is called an abandoned wretch, & universally hated'
(PBSL i 76), presumably because of her .z;ssociation with the atheist Sheiley.'s,
Knowing retrospectivgly tﬁat Shelley would come to despise lﬁs sister-in-law
inten‘sely,w it is interesting to note that in three successive mentions of Harriet's sister
Eliza in the early days of their acqliaintance, iﬁ letters to Hogg, Shelley's opinion of .
her initially ﬂuctuates only to end in a final compliment. On 24 April 1811 Shelley
writes of the Westbroéks that 'the youngest [Harriet] is a most amiable girl' while 'the
eldest [Eliza] is.really édnceited but very condeécending'. Shelley adds 'you say I talk
philosophically of her kindness m cailing on me. She is vefy charitable & good. 1
shall always think of it with gratitude, because I certainly did not deserQe it & she
exposed herself to muéh possible odium' (PBSL i 66). Then, ina létter which Kenneth
Neill Cameron détes as 25 April, Shelley writes, T was too hasty in telling my first -
u;lfavourable impression [of Eliza Westbrook] — she is a;very clever girl, tho' rather
affected (PBSL i 76). Finally, oﬁ 8 May Shelley wrote, still a little ambiguously, that
T was a great deal.too hasty in criticiziné [Eliza's] character; - [...]1really now
Qonsider her as amiable, not berhaps in a high degree, but perhaps she is', but he then

offers an excuse for himself, that 'T most probably now am prejudiced for you cannot

impossible to tell. But as Shelley first established the household with Harriet and her sister Eliza, and
then added Elizabeth Hitchener, the combination of names still reflected his first two loves: Harriet ..
Grove and Elizabeth Shelley. S e s : ‘
1% Harriet explained her early opinion of Shelley in a letter to Elizabeth Hitchener: "You may conceive
with what horror I first heard that Percy was an Atheist; at least so it was given out at Clapham; at first .-
I did not comprehend the meaning of the word; therefore when it was explained I was truly petrified. I -
wondered how he could live a moment professing such principles and solemnly declared that he should
never change mine. I little thought of the rectitude of these principles and when I wrote to him I used to
Sty to shake them, making sure he was in the wrong & that myself was right' (PBSLi274). .- ..¢
_ ' Thomas Love Peacock recalls this exchange with Shelley over the disintegration of his first - -
marriage: 'l said, "It always appeared to me that you were very fond of Harriet." Without affirming or :_
denying this, he answered: "But you did not know how I hated her sister.” Thomas Love Peacock, :
Fraser's Magazine (January 1860), p. 95. Shelley also told Hogg in a letter of 1814 '] certainly hate her

with all my heart and soul. [ .. . ] I sometimes feel faint with the fatigue of checking the overflowings
of my unbounded abhorrence for this miserable wretch' (PBSLi384). . .. . . .
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breathe you cannot exist if 7o parts of loveliness appéar in co-existent Beings' (PBSL i
77). Shelley was not béing contrary ;n his report of ‘Eliza Westbrook. He wanted to
like her, and his changing opinion is more a reflection of his succes$ in convincing .
B himself of her merits than of his true vopir‘lion of her. What Shelley desiréd of this pair

~ of sisters was a re;cfegtion of the band of sisters which he had lost when Harriet

- Grove and his sister Elizabeth rejected\ him. Of Eliza's sister Harriet; by late July - f
Shelley could write to Hogg that 'Yr. Jokes on H[arriet] Westbrook amuse me.Itisa
common error for people to fancy others in their situation but if I kﬁow anything
about Love I am not in love' (PBSL i 123). But the joke was on Sheliey, 'in love' or
ni)t; by 3 August Hamet had 'thrown herself upon .Shelley's protection (PBSL1131)
and by 28 August they were married in Eldinburgh.17 i | '

One of Shelléy's early poéms provides a cominentary on Shél_ley's emotional
state during the summer of 1811, before he was called upoh to ’reﬁscue‘:' Harriet
Westbrook from her tyrannical father.‘s In many ways the summer (in rparticular, the
month of July) can be identified as a transitional period for Shelley in which all 6f fhe
vé;'y émotionél évent$ of the pa;t eighteen mpnths could be assessed an‘d‘ assimilated.
'Deat’h-s;\{xﬁiiig 1r<:)lcl\(s.!",’ wntten duxling“Sﬁefliey':s: first visit to Cwm Elaﬁ with his
cousin, Harriet Grove's'\brother,. Thomas, reveals the extent of Shelley's perception of
his emotionai instability caused by the loss of Harriet Gfove and Elizabeth Shelley,
his expulsion frbm Oxford, his rejection from his family, and ﬁis ‘growi’ng‘feelings for -

Harriet Westbrook. The solitude of the Welsh coﬁ;tryside‘provided a calm setting in

Y Edmund Blunden, Shelley: A Life Story (London: Collins, 1946), p. 69. Blunden prints the Edinburgh -
register entry for Shelley's marriage to Harriet: 'August 28, 1811. Percy Bysshe Shelley, farmer, - .
Sussex, and Miss Harriet Westbrook, daughter of Mr. John Westbrook, London.! == i« 0 8

18

The extent of Mr. Westbrook's tyranny over his daughter was this: Harriet, at sixteen years old and

. beyond the conventional age of schooling, remained at school in an undescribed capacity. She was .. -
discovered reading a letter from Shelley (Hellen and Mary's atheist brother) and she became an outcast,
both with the students and the teachers. Harriet was unhappy enough at her treatment at the school that
when her father tried to send her back to school after the summer break, she refused. Whenhe - .
determined to force her, she applied to Shelley for help, certain of his sympathetic assistance. See -
Louise Schutz Boas, Harriet Shelley: Five Long Years (London: Oxford University Press, 1962).

P
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which Shelley could comprehend the full impact of all'these events. His coming to
terms with these emotional incidents resulted in'v the nerVous illness and suicidal L
“ thoughts that are revealed in the poem. The poem 1dent1ﬁes a 'maniac-sufferer' who |
wandered the landscape 'with wild intent' (11). He spends time in a 'little spot' (13)
where he is held captrve by h1s memories, where 'each prophetic feeling wakes / A~
brood of mad and venomed snakes / To make the lifesprings of h1s soul their food, / N :
To twine around his veins and fatten on his blood' (17-20).

 Matthews and Everest state that in this poem Shelley ‘uses the landsc;ape b3
allegorically with full consciousness', where the 'rocky ascent symboliies the course
of [Shelley's] emotional .life' (Poemsl 1‘81). All of the emotional upheavals of 1810- -
11 are referred to, and the fact that Elizabeth Shelley's rej ection of her brother finds |
: expression in this emotionally driven poem shows the extent of Shelley's attachment
to his 51ster as well as hrs pam to dlSCOVCl' her betrayal Charactensed as 'Plty 5 self
accordmg to Matthews and Everest Ehzabeth Shelley is shown to have untlally i
offered‘cxomfort only to provrde further pam ' .

One ﬂeetmg beam ﬂashed but its gloom to kshew‘,
. Turned was the way-worn wanderer from the door
Where Prty s self pronused to soothe h1s woe. (22-24)

In addltlon, a short v1s1t wnh Hamet Westbrook in London before travelhng to Wales
added a conﬂrctmg emotron to h1s feehngs of lost love and devotlon whrch also ﬁnds
expressron in the poem through natural 1magery Shelley questlons 'Shall he turn
back‘7 The tempest there / Sweeps ﬁercely thro the turbrd air’ (25-26) The 'tempest' i
referred to, accordmg to Matthews and Everest corresponds w1th Shelley sinner -
conﬂlct over comrmttmg hrmself to save Harnet Westbrook (Poemsl 182n) On 28

) July Shelley had written cryptrcally to Hogg that although the scenery in Wales was

- more astomshmg than he had expected I do not now much regard rt I have other
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things to think of (PBSL i 128). He did not mention that what he had divulged earlier
in the letter, that he had received a letter from 'the Westbrooks', was the 'other’ thing -

" occupying his mind.

A t'ew days after writing this letter, Shelley clarifies what had been absorbing '
his attention, writing to Hogg: 'I shall certainly come to York, but Harriet Westbrook
will decide whether now or in 3 weeks' (PBSL i 13 1). Passive, waiting for Harriet to
decide his future, Shelley reveals what would become characteristic of both the : : .
representation of his relationships with women and of sibling/lover relationships is his
major poems: a willingness to be directed by the loved one. Yet the explanation of
this comment reveals a contradictory element of the ideal relationship Shelley desired
most with women, which is that they look to him for advice and listen attentively to. |
his suggestions: |

" Her -father hasr persecuted her in a most horrible way, & endeavours to cornpel

her to go to school. She asked my advice: resistance was the answer at the

- same time that I essayed to mollify old W[estbrook] in vain! & in consequence

of my advice she has thrown herself upon my protection! I set off for London

" _on Monday. How flattering a distinction: — I am thinking of ten million things
atonce. What have I said I declare quite /udicrous—1 advised her to resist -

- . she wrote to say that resistance was useless, but that she would fly with me, &

. threw herself on my protectxon (PBSL i131)

Ina letter to Hellen Shelley, Charles Grove 1dent1ﬁes more of Shelley s angtnsh than |
Shelley s own letter conveys in hlS demsxon to run away w1th Harnet Westbrook
Grove states that Shelley wrote him a letter about what he termed h1s summons to
lmk h1s fate W1th another, closmg his commumcatlon thus "Hear it not Percy, for itis
a knell wh1ch summons thee to heaven or to hell'" (Hogg ii 554) 'Death-spurnmg

| rocks" however, reveals the vaclllatron that the letter attempts to hlde 'Beyond agulf =
. before that yawns / The daystar shmes the daybeam dawn / God' Nature' Chance'
remxt th1s mxsery /1t burns" (27-30) In essence, Shelley adm1ts that there is hope :

('The daystar shmes the daybeam dawns) however as Matthews and Everest note
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the declaration 'Itburns' refers rather ambiguously to this coming sun, probably the -
first reference m one ol’ Shelley's poems to his future wife (Poems! 181 ). The hurning
; could be an ardour for Harriet; it could also be a prophecy of pain in the face of the ‘
future. Shelley macie his decision, however, after Harriet made hers; and by the end of -
| August, they had determined to elope to Edinburgh for a hasty marriage. k |
But alrnost three months before the marriage,' Shelley had beguna - * "
correspondence w1th tWenty-nine year old Elizabeth.Hitchener, whom he had met at
his uncle's house in June. Shelley was nineteen. They had an extraordinary eiiehange
| fof letters that Frederick L. Jones describes as 'unique [ ... ] in any corres;iomience' e
(PBSL i 97n). As he did fcir Harriet Westbrook when they ﬁrst met, Shelley sent to :
Elizabeth Hitchener books of politics, education, and poetry; E]izabeth appears to ;2
have read them all and she was able to converse with Shelley, through their letters, on
the kinds of topics that most interested him. Religion was the initial topic ef their e
correspondence, Elizabeth's belief in God a contrast to Shelley's growing atheism.
Shelley's intent, it seems, was to 'iinprove her mind';"® instead, he seems to have
pei'suaded himself, atleast initially, that she was an ideal woman,®
| 1" It is interesting to note that it was actually Elizabeth Hitchener who first < -
initiated the concept Sf soul-siblings. In an early letter (J une 1811) she exclaims, Tt
seems to me you know me better than I do myself, yet, surely we diﬁ“er?l (PBSL1i99).
‘ Fou; months later, after Sheylley has almost sheepishly tried to justify his marriage
after his claims of hatreci toward the institution, slie fondly explains away the” o

inaniage as a kindness on Shelley's pai'tti)fsave Hamet from the scorn of society.2°

. ¥ Self-love you see prompts me eagerly to accept the opportunity you offer me of improving my mind
_bya i:or;ggondence with you [ ... ]; see Elizabeth Hitchener's letters to Shelley printed in the notes of
* This explanation reflects the situation of the two protagonists, based loosely on William Godwin and
Mary Wollstonecraft, of Amelia Opie's Adeline Mowbray, or the Mother and Daughter (1805). Harriet
Westbrook sent this novel to Shelley in July 1811, and Shelley told Hogg that Harriet 'desired my
opinion with earnestness — what is this tale but I shall read it tonight' (PBSL i 122). Having been
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Elizabeth Hitchener continues affectionately; Tlong t§ be introd;.xced to your quriet :
will she ever permit mé to call her so, she shall have a Sister's affection, for are Y§u
not the Brother of my soul' (PBSL i 145). From this point their letters become . -
intimate. Shelley replied enthusiastically,‘ although now married for just over six FON
weeks, that 'henceforth‘ will I be. ‘you'r's [sic], your's with truth sincerity & unreserve . .
. I love you more than any relationéhip I possess; you are the si§téf of my soul, its nit
dearest sister' (PBSL i 149). thh this comment, written not long after his marriage,
Shelley has effectively replace_d his real sister (you are the sister of my soul') aﬁd s |
supplanted his wife ('I love you more than any relation I possess) with a schoolteacher
he barely knew who wrote uninhibitedly of her fegliﬁgs for Shelley. Later, Shelley
would enjoy a similar correspondence with Téresa Viviani; who wrote dpenly of her :ﬁ
affection for Shelley and who also called him her brother. .. | _

I - Harriet, tod, befriended the schoplteacher, and the Shelleyé invited Elizabeth :
Hitchener to join them in Ireland in 1812. An impassioned lgner from Shelley to | |
Elizabeth Hitchener reveals the blatant unconcern for her position‘ that their first
reqﬁest for hgr to joiﬁ them suggested; he excuses himself and Harrief with the claim -
thét 'the warmth of our hearts ran awéy w1th the coolness of our heads; - forgive the -
fault of friendship' (PBSL i25 1).> Still, Shelley held onto the idea fhat Elizabeth o
Hitchener c;oﬁld, anc; would, join his‘ family in the summer of that year: Nothing shall

prevent our eternal union in the summer. J ought to count myself a favored mortal

ks
2.

convinced of the anti-matrimonial theories of the radical philosopher Glenmurray, Adeline
subsequently finds herself forced by the unwanted advances of her mother's new husband to run away.
She lives with Glenmurray in a monogamous but marriage-free relationship, the communication of
which she finds radically alters the behaviour of both women and men to her. After the first experience
of Adeline's being shunned by a friend and his sisters, Glenmurray attempts to convince Adeline to

: marry him so that her position in society will be protected, and she will not find herself constantly

- compromised by men who think her union with Glenmurray gives them license to solicit her sexual

. favours, as well. Adeline refuses to marry Glenmurray, however, and the novel catalogues the exile
which an unmarried women in her position faces in society. By 25 July Shelley still had not read the
novetlh({’BSL i 123), but it may have contributed to the decision to elope with and marry Harriet only a
month later., ST o B et T e L g e e e D e AR
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 with such a wife and friend (these human names and distinctions perhaps are '
necessary in the present state of society)' (PBSL i 252). Shelley's own emphasis on the
'necessity’ of categorising Harriet \and'Elizaﬁeth Hitchener as 'wife and friend' r¢v.eals‘ |
his belief that labelling these two women with socially acceptable déﬁnitidns is of no
consgquénce; in ms mind, the distinction between the nature of each felatioﬁship is
almost non-existent. Even after six moﬁths of marriage, Shelley was as passionate as
ever about his desire to have Elizabeth Hitchener join his party. He wrote from Dublin
in March 1812; 'My bféiri has scarcely time to cthult m); heart or tﬁy heart to cohsult
my brain, yet with the remaining nature, with thee who ’con‘stitutevst'the Trinity of my
Essence I will conizerse; (PBSL i270). Sﬁelley hé;e conveys his conviction that
Elizabeth Hitchener was necessary to_’him to make up the 'ﬁMty of his essence: head,r
ﬁea.rt, and Elizabeth Hitchener, the sister of his soul. Shelley §till ehgoxﬁaééd '
Elizabeth Hitchener to believe that she held a épecial; and indeed .superiOr,f position in |
Shelley's heart, equal or above that of his wife. Newman Ivey Whiiel suggests that
distance was what gilded Shelley's ideas of Elizabeth Hitchener; he writes that ~
'Elizabeth's superiority to Harriet in Shelley's eyes was due to her absehcé, which
 made her easier to idealize, and to her intellectual and moral qualities’ (White  201).
L 'i;he Sh:éll‘e;yis",‘ still éééompanied 'by Haiﬁét's éisfer Ehza, left Irélahd 1n Aprll '

and intended to summer in Wales.” The plans for Elizabeth Hitchener to join them

B

appear fo havéBerér\l s'éf}tiled‘énougli in Shelley's mmd that as ‘the‘);c‘h(:‘)‘s\é;a house m . |
South Wales he also picked out lodgings for her and her father, and he wrote to .

Ehzabeth Hitéh?«ner,v 'Oh my friend what Shali I say of 1ﬁe sceriery bu‘t‘yb‘u‘ will“enjoy P

2! Shelley wrote to Elizabeth Hitchener on 16 April 1812, 'We left Dublin, and arrived at Holyhead -
after a passage of wearisome length, we have traversed the whole of Wales, & heard no tidings ofa =~
house - [ ... ] We came from Barmouth to Aberystwyth 30 miles in an open boat & at lengthhave ~~
arr;'\)'ed at Rhayader, the very spot where I spent last summer, & are about to take a house' (PBSLi
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it with us, which is ali that is‘ wanﬁng to rendér ita peffect Heaven' (PBSL i 281). : |
Unable to raise th¢ money to buy the house, hm’n}c\iler,k thé Shelleys headed fofCWm‘
Elan, where’Shelle‘y was sure of a welcome and a free residence for a time. It appea‘rs,
according to Shelley's letter of 29 (nﬁsdéied for 25) April, that Elizabeth Hitchener's |
maih objection to joining tile Shelleys was due to rumours that were injurious to her N
reputation as a teacher; ‘namely, it was i)eing spread around Sussex that Elizabeth was
to live with the Shelleys as Shelley's mistress.”” Faced once again with an obstacle td
his cherished desires, Shelley rallied the 'sister of his soul' to stick to their plans: .
| "What! because a few paltry village gqssips i'epeat some silliness of their’ov‘vn o
invention till they beli;i?e it[,] shall those resolves [to join thg Shelleys] be shake;l
which o;Jght to survive the shock of elements & crush of qulds?' (PBSL i 288).
Hoping it would help convince her, he also asserted that both Harriet axid Eliza
desired her company and saw nothing improper about her joining them in Wales,k
répeating fbr the sisters,v'they will not hear of any alteration’, and claiming that .-

'Harriet & Eliza determine that you shall be ours' (PBSL i 289). For his pé.rt, Shelley

22 A similar charge was repeated against Shelley while he maintained Claire Clairmont in his
household. The accusations centred on an infant child, Elena Adelaide. The archives at Naples
registered her birth, to Percy Shelley and 'his wife', on 28 December 1818. The child was later placed in
a foundling home, where she died in June 1820. At this time the Shelleys' former servant, Paolo Foggi,
attempted to blackmail Shelley over this child; although his accusations are not known, just over a year
later their French maid Elise repeated rumours to the Hoppners that Shelley had had a child by Claire
Clairmont, abandoned it in Naples, and was abusive to Mary Shelley. Lord Byron heard of the rumour
through the Hoppners (the English consulate in Venice who had cared for Claire and Byron's daughter
Allegra). In response to a letter passing on this gossip, Byron wrote ‘the Shiloh story is true no doubt -°
though Elise is but a sort of Queen’s evidence ~ [ . . . ] Of the facts however there can be little doubt — it
is just like them'. (BL&J vii 191). The 'Hoppner Scandal' and the 'Neapolitan Mystery' have urged some
scholars to accept Claire Clairmont as Elena Adelaide's mother. The details of these events are most
clearly recounted in MSJ 249-50 n.1 and 321-22 n. 3. See also CCL 645-53, where Marion Kingston
- Stocking recounts the blackmail attempt and the ‘Hoppner Scandal' and comes closest to solving the
mystery of Elena Adelaide Shelley's parentage. The charge of Shelley's inappropriate relations with .
more than one woman was raised again in an unsigned review of OMab in 1821: 'A disciple following
[Shelley's] tenets, would not hesitate to debauch, or, after debauching, to abandon any woman: to such, -
it would be a matter of perfect indifference to rob a confiding father of his daughters, and incestuously
" to live with all the branches of a family whose morals were ruined by the damned sophistry of the . .
seducer’, The Literary Gazette and Journal of Belles Lettres 226 (May 19, 1821), pp. 305-08. Reprinted
in Newman Ivey White, The Unextinguished Hearth: Shelley and His Contemporary Critics (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1938), pp. 55-60. See also James E. Barcus, ed., Skelley: The Critical Heritage
(London and Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), pp. 74-80. The passage quoted here appears in
The Critical Heritage (p. 79) and The Unextinguished Hearth (p. 59). '
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appealed to Elizabeth Hitchener's attachment to him, asking ;are we or are we not to
sacrifize [sic] an attachment [...]t0 the swinish multitude, to the undiscriminating |
million[.. ]. But my beloved friend the good will not rail at us; they will not say
that we are the slaves of contemp[t]ible passions, we who aspire to the eminence x’ ~
which they have gained' (PBSL i 294-95). Shelley even went so far as to write to
| Elizabeth Hitchener's father, promising (or threatening): 'you will forfeit the esteem I -
have thus acquired for your character, if you endeavour by parent{al}‘ command to |
change the decisions of {her} free-born soul' (PBSL i 291). Gt [
< During this period of convincing Elizabeth Hitchener to join him, while the

Shelleys were staying at Cwm Elan, Shelley cornposed 'The Retrospect:y ern Elan
1812'. In this poem Shelley reﬂects,’ as in the poem he wrote during his first visit to :
Cwm Elan, on the state of his emotional life, past, present,‘ and future.it is a poem |
complicated in its manner of referring to hlS loved ones, and Matthews anci Everest
identify it as 'Shelley's first poem of any real imaginative cornplexity, whose cryptic
self-revelation anticlpates that of Epipsychidion' (Poems] 221) 'The Rctrospect’
hrghhghts the drfferences between Shelley's two visits to his cousin's estate in Wales
It opens with the opinion that one must possess great objectlv1ty to look upon one's < - .
life experlences and to compare 'thoughts that have passed and thoughts that are /
With truth and feehng (13-19). Early on he characterises his different mterpretatrons
- of his_surroundings, which were informed by his emotional state at each visit. His first
tlisit, in the sumrner of 1811 just previous to his eloiiement with Harriet and when he
wrote the reflective poem dealiné with Harriet Grove's rejection of him (‘Death-
spurmng rocks"), is descnbed as 'a scene which wildered fancy viewed / In the soul's

' coldest solitude’ (15- 16) The present visit wrth his wife Harriet, in contrast, isa tlme



46

when 'peaceful love / Flings rapture's colours o'er the grove, / When mountain, -
meadow, wood and stream /. . ./ Are unison and harmony' (17-19; 22).

] The largest part of the poem deals with Shelley s first visit. At that tlme, he
preferred mght to day (The moonhght was my dearer day [ . . . ] For day w1th me was
time of woe' (23 27)) He expressed sulcrdal tendencies ('[I would] long to leave ‘
existence there / If w1th it I mlght leave the pam (45-46)) And he explains the -
sources of hlS gnevances, mentlomng all that contnbuted to his pam, mcludmg
| unrequrted love (49 of Harnet Grove), hurt pnde (51 of her rejectlon of hlm) the
‘absence of a ’fnend or kmdred dear / Formed to become that spmt’s mate (59 60
poss1b1y the loss of both Hamet Grove and Ehzabeth Shelley), and rbroken vows (65
.also refernng to Harnet Grove) ThlS sectlon of the poem is ﬁlled wrth sounds of |
‘gnef an unrenuttmg roar' 'overwhelmmg woe' ’ﬁtful gasps (26 28; 32) These |
phrases all contnbute to the sense of pam that Shelley trled to convey in the ~
descnptlon of h1s ﬁrst v1s1t to Cwm Elan | o

| In thlS poem Harnet Grove has lost her halo of perfectlon, and Shelley is

scathmg in hJS criticism of her treatment of him when she ended thelr relatlonshrp He

states that WhllSt the farthful bosom swelled / Then the envenomed arrow came, / And
| apathy s unaltermg eye / Beamed coldness on the mlsery' (67-70) suggestmg that not
only d1d she reject h1m when he was shll very much in love wrth her but that she
behaved as 1f they had had no understandmg about a connectlon, mstead mamtalmng
an apathettc and cold stance in the face of hlS pam Kenneth Nelll Cameron explarns
that Shelley V1ewed Hamet‘s dxscussmg h1s letters (on speculatrve subjects ,’ ’

accordmg to Charles Grove) w1th her parents 'as a betrayal her conforrmty a retreat

froma prrncrpled existence' (Esdaile 213). This sense of betrayal finds expression in
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the poem in the following lines, where Shelley criticises the inability of 'they', i.e.,
B those who are guided by convention instead of the heart, to feel: - R
- They could not share the bosom's feeling - -
Which, passion's every throb revealing,
Dared force on the world's notice cold -
Thoughts of unprofitable mould,
. Who bask in Custom's fickleray, . ... .80
Fit sunshine of such wintry day!
- They could not in a twilight walk e
Weave an 1mpass1oned web of talk[ ] (92 99)
Shelley goes on to say that although th1s multrtude mlght sh1ne in courtly glare and
attract love, although they rmght be learned w1tty, gay' and 'be pnnces fnends they
w1ll never be a soul mate to Shelley (104 108 11 1) Thrs cntlcrsm of the wrlhngness ‘
to be swayed by soclety was not levelled only at Hamet Grove however Ehzabeth .
Shelley was also accused of be1ng led by the opmlon of others Shelley wrote to Hogg '
in May 181 1 that h1s srster regards asa sacred cntenon the oplmon of the world [
] where eyes are shut nothmg can be seen. She asks Am I wrong to regard the oprmon
of the world what would compensate to me for the loss of 1t? Good Heaven what a
questron Is it not answerable by a word if you were here by a look I too have lost -
her conﬁdence, that conﬁdence once so unbounded' (PBSL i 90) And even at the
. tlme of composmon of 'The Retrospect'23 Shelley was tryrng to convmce Ehzabeth
Hrtchener to dlsregard the oplmon of the world and come _)om hrm and Hamet desplte '
the rumours that she was to be hrs mrstress So although in the context of the poem the
surrounding material suggests that Shelley has Harnet Grove's reasons forher -

reJectlon of hxm in mmd there is much more outsrde the poem that would add

: strength to Shelley s dratnbe agamst those easrly persuaded by oplmon £

B Matthews and Everest date the composmon of 'The Retrospect' between 14 Apnl and c. 18 June
1812. See Poems1 220.
u Shelley also criticised Mary Shelley s frlend Isabella Baxter for thls same concern w1th the world' oo

opinion in the poem which contrasts Shelley and Mary s relatlonshnp with Isabella and Davnd Booth-s’ '
Rosalind and Helen (1817). - S = ‘ ‘

)
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e A great deal of the poem deals with t‘he topic of friendship, fed by the
digression on friendshib in Godwin's novel Fleetwood whieh Shelley read earlier that
year.25 Again, Shelley's experiencevs with Elizabeth Hitchener act as a gloss on this '
section of the poemIn hlsnote fo thlS eee}rh}Cameron recalls Shelley's later |
commenvt‘sie.ﬁer hxs elopementw1th Mary Godwin) to Harriet Westbrook. that the
foundatieh of thelr ’;reletioyrvlship wasfnendshlp, not passion, and that he heped she |
would one day find a 'lover as passionate and faithful, as I shall ever be a friend
affectiohate & sincere' (PBSL i 389). These comments, Cameron suggests, show that
their relationship was one of 'love similar to that of friendship but somewhat more
"ardent" (Esdaile 283). Although Shelley may have felt all aleng that his reiéfionship
with Harriet Westbrook wae based oh friéndship, any focus of Shelley’s on friendship B
et this time of his life would have included some thoughts of Elizabeth Hitchener, the
'sister of his soul'. : |
‘ The projection from lihe 132 onwards, which brings the time of the pbem into
the.present, ;eveals this dual referehce to both Harriet Shelley and Elizabeth
Hit;hener. Shelley corhments en how changed he &is from his foﬁner visit, rhore even
than the rhetamorphesis from 'loathsome worm' to 'butterfly [of aj millioh hues' (136; ,v
140). He explains, in the way of an answer to his question 'How do I feelmy . -

e :

- happiness' (144), that 'every gloomy feeling [is] gone' and therefore he can feel only

el
<z

25 On 24 February 1812 Shelley wrote to Godwin: 'l am sorry that you cannot come to Wales in the
summer. I had pictured to my fancy that I should first meet you in a spot like that in which Fleetwood
met Ruffigny' (PBSL i 260).Godwin's discourse on friendship in Fleetwood anticipates Shelley's - -
understanding of love which he works through in his representation of sisters (which I discuss in the

- next chapter) and delineates in'the 'Essay on Love'. Godwin writes: 'But what sort of friend is it whose

kindness shall produce a conviction in my mind that I do not stand alone in the world? This must be a
- friend, who is to me as another self, who joys in all my joys, and grieves in all my sorrows, not with a
- joy or grief that looks like compliment, not with a sympathy that changes into smiles when I am no
longer present, though my head continues bent to the earth with anguish. - I do not condemn the man,
upon whom a wound through my vitals acts but as a scratch; I know that his feelings are natural; 1

admit him for just, honest, and humane - a valuable member of society. But he is not the brother of my -~

heart.' (The Collected Novels and Memoirs of William Godwin, gen, ed. Mark Philip; Fleetwood, ed. -
- Pamela Clemit (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1992), v, 14849, -~ =+ ¢, -5 2 o0
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'friendship and passion' (146; 147). Newman Ivey White sees this section as a S
'glowing tribute to Harriet' (White i 235): - .. 7. oo cer ) R
' O thou! whose virtues latest known, .
First in this heart yet claim'st a throne,
. Whose downy sceptre still shall share -
The gentle sway with virtue there,
- Thou fair in form and pure in mind,
- Whose ardent friendship rivets fast
. The ﬂowery band our fates that bind[.] (153-59) .
The last two hnes of the poem refemng to the ' rev1v1ng ray / Whmh thou has ﬂung
upon my da}f' (167 68), recall Shelley s ﬁrst ment1on of Hamet Westbrook in h1s
earller poem 'Death-spurmng rocks" ThJS and the sense of the l1nes suggestlng the
reason for the change that has come about between the former v1s1t to Cwm Elan and
the present one, relate unquestlonably to Harrlet 2 Yet the duahty of passron and
frlendshlp of lme 147 and the fact that 'thou' whose v1rtues latest known [ ]
Whose sceptre stlll shall share' the place in h1s heart w1th the v1rtue already res1dmg
there (1 e. Harnet's), could be read as refernng to two women: Hamet (passron) and
Ehzabeth Hltchener (fnendshlp) These 1dent1ﬁcatlons recall Shelley s earher mention
in hrs letter to Ehzabeth Hltchener (drscussed prev1ously) of the nece531ty of makmg
the dxstmctxon of w1fe and fnend' (PBSL i 252) lf as Newman Ivey Whlte states, the .
gnef of the ﬁrst v1srt was due toa general feelmg that '[Shelley s] whole world was
out of sympathy wrth h1m (Whlte i 23 5), then the fact that at the trme of the second
v1srt he had both a beautlful w1fe and an ardent fnendshlp w1th Ellzabeth Hltchener
would be sufficrent to make hlm feel that all was nght in hrs world

In July 1812 Ehzabeth Httchener Jomed Shelley and Hamet at theu' home in

Lynmouth, By December, however, the ideal community was dissolved. Ina letter to

% In another poem addressed to Hamet, Shelley attrlbutes to her the power o lessen hIS suffermgs
'Harriet! thy kiss to my soul is dear, / At evil or pain I would never repine / If to every sight and to -
every tear / Were added a look and a kiss of thine', The sense that she has become everything to h1m is
clear in the statement: "Thy love is my Heaven, thy arms are my world"; ('To Harriet' 1-4; 18)

LIVERPOOL
UNIVERSITY
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Hogg Shelley refers to Elizabeth Hitchener as the 'Brown Demon', elaborating that *
'she is an artful, superﬁcial ugly, hermaphroditical beast of a woman [.. . ] What
would Hell be, were such a woman in Heaven?' (PBSL i 336). Richard Holmes
speculates that the break-up occurred due to somethmg of a sexual nature 2 Wntlng
to their Irlsh fnend Catherrne Nugent Harnet Shelley also suggests a sexual elementi |
to the events that resulted in Ehzabeth Hltchener s return to Sussex '
We were entlrely decexved 1n her character as to her republrcanrsrrl andv 1n |

- short everything else which she pretended to be. We were not long in finding

. out our great disappointment in her. [ . . . ] She built all her hopes on being

- able to separate me from my dearly beloved Percy, and had the artfulnessto -

~ say that Percy was really in love with her, and [it] was only his bemg mamed ,

~ that could keep her within bounds now. (printed in PBSL i 331n) -
Harriet insinuates that Elizabeth Hitchener pestered Shelley with letters until'both he
and Harriet‘corresponded with her, explainingto‘Mrs.' Nugent that Shelley 'had seen k
~ her twice before his marriage. He thought her sensible but nothing more. She wrote -
continually, and at last I wrote to her [ ...} (PBSLi331n). Although this
- misrepresents Shelley's correspondence with Elizabeth Ilitchener; most commentators
have accepted the main points of this explanation of the reason for Elizabeth
Hrtchener s departure Newman Ivey Whrte elaborates on Hogg s account of Ehzabeth .
- Hrtchener s last day w1th the Shelleys, supportlng Hogg ] 'behef that Elrza Westbrook
thought Mrss Hrtchener personally disgusting and resented her presence and mﬂuence |
* over Shelley, that she soon converted Harriet to her point of view, and that between
them ”they rendered her odious to Shelley' (White i 263). Whatever the cause, Shelley r

s'ucc:essfully removed her from his life and continued to search for another 'sister of

T .-f“',-,' v ¥

"7 Holmes, elaborating into fancy when there is lack of evrdence, speculates, 'it is llkely that Mrss :
Hitchener met Shelley's own passionate outpourings with what amounted to a frank physical offer,
since she was already the Sister of his Soul, and both were agreed on the “Godwinian system.” Shelley

may or may not have taken it up with any seriousness - the limited circumstances of their lives at this
period suggest that if so, it was clandestinely done, the consequence of their walks along the rock

shores of Lynmouth' (Holmes 176).

4
o
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his soul' who could step into the community of devoted and sister-like women which

he was trying to create around him.

y - il Fleetmg Fnendshlps 7 o :
She is the reverse of everythmg bad[ 1 she mherlts all the divmlty of her mother (PBSL i384)

| The dedication to Harnet in Queen Mab ('To Harnet'), probably wntten in 1‘ )
November or December of 1812 2% shows that Shelley was Stlll 1deahs1ng her at this
tlme; clannrng 'thou wert my purer mmd / Thou wert the mspiratlon of my song (9-
10) Tlus trlbute to Harnet suggests a continued strength of love on Shelley s part yet :
the1r relat1onship was subtly begmmng to weaken ThlS became clear to Shelley most
}acutely as h15 fr1endsh1p w1th Mrs Bomvrllevand her daughter, Corneha Turner
developed For the ﬁrst time Shelley found h1mself a part of a large social circle that
advocated among other things vegetanamsm The centre of this c1rcle, Mrs Jean
Baptiste Chastel de Bo1nv1lle, made a great 1mpressron on Shelley, as d1d her o
aughter As late as 18 1 9 Shelley wrote warrnly to Thomas Love Peacock (whom he »
met in the B01nv1lle c1rc1e) of his thoughts on Mrs. Boinv1lle and Cornelia: -
I could not helpconsrdenng Mrsthen I knew her as the most adrnirable
~ specimen of a human being I had ever seen. Nothing earthly appeared tome .~
~ more perfect than her character & manners. [ . .. ] Cornelia although so young
when I saw her, gave indications of her mother's excellencies, & certainly less
fascinating, is I doubt not, equally aimiable [sic] & more sincere. (PBSL ii 92)
This warm praise, however, does not convey the extent of Shelley's connection with
.' Mrs. Boinville and her daughter in 1813‘1 814, for 1n Comelia Turner Shelley found‘
another woman to complete his preference for triangular krelati‘onships' IR

' After the birth of thelr first Chlld in June 18 13, Hamet abandoned her .

intellectual pursuits in favour of the more convennonal interests of bables and

{

2 For a discussion of the possxble dates of composmon see Poems ! 261 Cameron The Esdazle
Notebook, .-
pp 217-18; and Dowden i 288n

A
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bonnets. Hogg relates that Harriet's 'studies, which had been so constant and
exemplary, had dwindled away to nothing, and Bysshe had ceased to express any
interest in them, and to urge her, as of old, to devote herself to the cultivation of her
mind' (Hogg ii 500); Hogg also complained that his walks with Harriet always led
them to the bonnet shop‘(Hogg ii 501). After a short stay in the Lake District, and two
months in Edinburgh, the Shelleys finally returned to the south, taking lodgings in
Windsor. At this time in his life; Shelley had three homes: his house in Windsor, :
rooms at his London publisher's, and rooms at Mrs. Boinville's at Bracknell. Shelley
spent most of his time at Mrs. Boinville's, and he began studying Italian with :
Cornelia. In a letter to Hogg, Shelley details the conflicts of his current emotional
state:
I have been\staying' with Mrs. B for the last month; I have escaped; in the
society of all that philosophy and friendship combine, from the dismaying
solitude of myself. They have revived in my heart the expiring flame of life. I
have felt myself translated to a paradise, which has nothing of mortality but its
transitoriness; my heart sickens at the view of that necessity, which will

. quickly divide me from the dehghtful tranquillity of this happy home — for it
has become my home. [...]

L “Eliza is still with us — not here' but will be with me when the infinite
malice of destiny forces me to depart. I am now but little inclined to contest
this point. I certainly hate her with all my heart and soul. [...]

¢ .1 .;I'have begun to learn Italian again. [ ... ] Cornelia assists me in this .
language. Did I not once tell you that I thought her cold and reserved? She is
the reverse of this, as she is the reverse of everything bad. She inherits all the
dlvmlty of her mother (PBSL i 383 84)

Th1s letter conveys several events in Shelley s hfe that combme to reveal the farlmg
' tate of h1s marnage He stresses the _]0)’ he gets from the soclety of the Bomv1lles,

comparmg hrs exrstence in therr house to paradtse a 'dehghtful tranqutlhty which he

has come to feel is hlS 'home The thought of returmng home stckens hlm but he
. recognlses that necessrty and 'destlny’ ie., the fact of hlS mamage dtctates that he
must Shelley also reveals the extent of hrs hatred for Ehza Westbrook, elaboratmg his

unbounded abhorrence for thls rmserable wretch' (PBSL i 384) Cornelia Tumer is
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“raised to the level of female perfection; in a signiﬁcanf omission, Harriet is not -
| mentioned. .

" Butitis the last paraéraph quoted above that reveals to the greatest extent vthe
cause of his happiness at Mrs. Boinville's home. Certainly he held Mrs. Boinville in
high esteem; but over th§ Italian lessons with Cornelia Turner, like Paolo and
Francesca in the fragment of Dante's Inferno that Shelley translated into a notebook |
élong with several other related lineé, Shelley was falling in love. In the back of the
notebool_; whigh'Shélley later gave to‘Claivrc Clainnqnt to use as a journal on the
elopeméhf tou?, ’Sileile‘y had cépied. fhe folloﬁng lineé from Dapte’s Inferfno (Canto
N | ST S : _ L

Ma s'a conoscer la prima radice -
Del nostro amor tu hai cotanto affetto
Faro come colui que piange e dice.
Noi leggiamo un giorno per diletto
Di Lancilotto come amor lo strinse

~ Soli eravamo e senze alcun sospetto
Per piu fiate glie occhi ci sospinse
Quella lettura, e scollorocci'l viso
Mo solo un punto fu quel che ci vinse
Quando leggemmo il disiato riso

- Esser [several words burned] cotanto amate

" - Ques [several words burned] fia diviso -

La bo [several words burned] utto tremante,
Galeotto fu'l libro e che lo scrisse C
Quel giorno piu non vi legemmo avante. (CCJ 62)*

Thls scene, ix{\:vhich Francesca relates how she Vand Paolo fell in love over their |
reading of the 'Story of Lancelot and Guini\{ere, may have suggested a parallel in
_ Shelley's mind to his own study of Italian with Corr;élia Turner. It would not be

<

unlikely that Dante was includgd in the texts that Shelley studied. The Italian scholar

‘2 'But if thou art so eager to learn the starting-point of our love, I will do as he doth who weeps and

" speaks withal. We were reading for pleasure one day of Lancelot, how love mastered him; we were
alone and devoid of all fear. Many a time did that reading impel our eyes to meet, and take the colour
from our cheeks, but one point only was that which overpowered us. When we read how by that noble
lover the longed-for smile was kissed, this one, who never shall be severed from me, kissed me on the

lips all trembling. The book and its author played the part of Gallehault: that day we read no further
therein'. S
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Michele Barbi has written of this passage that 'the very survival of their love in Paolo
and Francesca beyond their death and their condemnation is offered as a sign of the .:
- power of that love and to show how hard it was to resist it';’° Shelley may have felta
similar 1rres1st1b111ty in his attraction to Corneha Turner."
-~ Hogg recounts a v1s1t to Shelley in Bracknell in the spring of 1814 that -
suggests that Shelley s feehngs for Comelia Turner had taken this unexpected and
1rresrst1ble turn towards love. Hogg recalls the eplsode in full:
. A young lady never looks so like an angel I observed to Bysshe as when
she is handmg one a large cup of good strong tea.
* 'Oh! you wretch,' he exclaimed; 'what a horridly sensual idea!' -
, A lovely young creature gave him cup after cup. He was greedily
-+ swallowing the nectar, discussing and disputing the while, and trembling with
emotion; and pouring the precious liquor into his bosom, upon his knees, and
+ * into his shoes, and spilling it on the carpet. She stood before him; and, when
he had emptied his cup, she gently w1ped h1m W1th a whxte cambrlc
* handkerchief. " t Lo B
'Was I so far wrong, then?' 1 asked h1m ina whlsper For once, the o
- philosopher was impatient of the truth, and returned no answer. (Hogg ii 529-
- 30)
Rlchard Holmes reduces the content of Hogg S anecdote to support h1s clalm that )
'Shelley was on the verge of a breakdown (Holmes 224) Thls isa dlstmct possrblhty,
glven Mrs B01nv1lle s comment to Hogg that 'I thmk lus mmd and body want rest Hrs
* Joumeys aﬂer what he has never found have racked his purse and hrs tranqullhty’ |
(Hogg ii 134) But the extreme agltatlon even if exaggerated for Hogg s comic effect, .
could be a symptom of hlS nervousness in the presence of a woman thh whom he
was falhng m love. In an almost mcoherent passage-in his notebook, Edward Sl ;
‘ Augustus Silsbee records that Claire Clairmont made at least one mention of Cornelia
Turner in their conversations. Silsbee writes, 'Shelley falls in love'with Clornelia] tells -

'. herso'(Sllsbee Box § folder 3). e

*® Quoted in The Divine Comedy of Dame Alxghxerl, trans John D Smclalr 3 vols (New York Oxford
Umversnty Press, 1939), 1, 84. -

A



- Besides the fragment of Dante, Shelley also copied out in Latin, Nondum
- amabam, sed amare amabam, quiesebar quid amarem amans amare'.>! The sentiment |
of the Latin phrase suggests that Shelley was looking for someone to love, to fill the
spaces left by the hollowing of his passion for Harriet and the absence of a 'sister of
his soul’ after the disaster with Elizabeth Hitchener. Yet some verses he sent along
with the letter to Peacoclc discussed above suggest that the growing passion for
_ Cornelia Turner was more than strategic attraction.3? In the first four lines, Shelley
implies that the looks and the voice of a woman have lodged themselves deeply into
his heart33 'stlr[rmg] porson there' (2) The presence of thJs woman, he clalms 'hast
dlsturbed the only rest / That was the portlon of despalr" (3-4) ThlS suggests that the
calm tranqurlhty and happmess wh1ch Shelley found at Mrs Bomv1lle s had been , #
dlsturbed to the pomt that it was now addmg to hls emotlonal stnfe The last four hnes
" of the poem state outrrght that he had been res1gned to stay w1th hxs w1fe that
'Subdued to Duty s hard control / l could have borne my wayward lot’ (5-6) Fmally,
he ends w1th a statement that although his relatronshlp w1th Harrlet was gomg through

a dlfﬁculty, he had not glven up on 1t 'The chams that bmd th1s rumed soul / Had

cankered then but crushed it not' (7 8) £ He was not entlrely estranged from Harnet -

. 31 CCJ 61. This passage can be translated ’Not yet dld I love, but I loved to love I sought what I'should
love loving to love', and comes from St. Augustine's Confessions 111 i. Shelley's connection with this -
phrase is evident in 'his frequent use of it. It appeared in the 'Advertisement' to the 'Mary' poems in the
Esdaile notebook, and he used it agam as the epngram for the poem Alastor or, the Spmt of Solitude
sPoemsl 463). . .
? The untitled lines are desngnated in Poemsl as 'Stanza, wntten at Bracknell' and begm 'Thy dewy
looks sink in my breast' (Poems1 435). - . .
33 Shelley would continue this theme of the power of a woman's voice and eyes and her abrhty to affect
a person deeply. See, for example, 'To Constantra Laon and Cythna, T he Cencx, among other poems
drscussed here. :

34 In an appendix to Poemsl Matthews and Everest speculate that some lmes formerly entltled To
Emilia Vivani' are in fact related to the lines sent to Hogg, giving as one convincing reason the ..~
identical rhyme-scheme and metre, which are unique among Shelley's lyrics (Poems1 588-89). The

lines do compliment the sentiments expressed in the stanza which I have discussed. Although

* addressed to a woman named 'Priscilla', the rhythm and stresses of this name are identical to the
pronunciation of 'Cornelia’, and Shelley may have used the false name to maintain an allusion as to the
1dent1ty of the women ﬁgured in the poem. Shelley conveys that the woman's form and voice are with
him in his dreams. He notes the woman's 'gentle face', her ‘trembling lips', and her 'voice divine'(1, 3, - -
4), and questions ‘why comes the moming blank / To quench in day this dream of peace’ (5-6), whlch
recalls his portrayal of his time at the Boinvilles as a ‘paradise’ (PBSL i 383), the 'calmest serenest the

A
I
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‘ although her refusal to breastfeed their daughtei' and hei loss of dedication to his
ideals had created a distahce between them.* ‘
: The heavenly characteristics that Shelley assighed to the Boinville home and
his growmg feelmgs for Cornelia revealed to Shelley the lack of deep passwn in his
‘ feehngs for Hamet After his elopement with Mary Godwin, Shelley explained the
events of the spring of 1814 at the Boinville house to his old friend Hogg,
highlighting the contrast between the happiness he felt in their company and his -
'former friendless & 'dep]orable condition': |

In the beginning of spring, I spent two months at Mrs. Boinville's without my
- wife. If I except the succeeding period [his acquaintance and elopement with
-~ Mary Godwin] these two months were probably the happiest of my life: the
calmest serenest the most free from care. The contemplation of female
excellence is the favorite [sic] food of my imagination. Here was ample scope
for admiration: novelty added a peculiar charm to the intrinsic merit of the
- objects; I had been unaccustomed to the mildness the intelligence the delicacy
of a cultivated female. The presence of Mrs. Boinville & her daughter afforded
- - astrange contrast to my former friendless & deplorable condition. I suddenly
‘perceived that the entire devotion with which I had resigned all prospects of
utility or happiness to the single purpose of cultivating Harriet was a gross &
despicable superstition. —Perhaps every degree of affectionate intimacy witha
~ female, however slight, partakes of the nature of love. [ . .. ]I saw the full
_extent of the calamity which my rash & heartless union with Harriet: an union
“over whose entrance might justly be in[s]cribed ‘ -
_ Lasciate ogni speranza voi ch'entrate!
" had produced. I felt as if a dead & living body had been linked together in
loathsome & horrible communion. It was no longer possible to practise self
" deception: I believed that one revolting duty yet remained, to continue to
deceive my wife. - : .
LT T (PBSL i 401-02, emphasis added)

Although written several months after the period described the final sentence

. emphasised above reveals that although Shelley recogmsed that his feelings for

Harriet had changed, he continued for a time to play the part of husband and father.
“Late in her life, Claire Clairmont is said to have revealed that at Bracknell

" ’Shelley»fell in love with Mrs. Turner. Madame de Boinville and Mrs Turner were

most free from care' (PBSL i401).
3 See, for example, White i 326; Gelpi, p. 3.
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indignant, and broke off his‘ acquaintance; [ . 2] The' stanzas dated April, 1814, are
addressed to Madarne de Boinville and Cornelia Turner (Dowden ii 549). Like the'k.
poem 'The Retrospect. Cwm Elan, 1812, 'Stanzas. — April, 1814’ opens with a .

} landseape that reflects Shelley's emotional state in the spring of 1814, The image is of |
a storm nsmg, the " ‘moor is dark' clouds and wmd are gathering, and 'profoundest
midnight shroud[s] the serene hghts of heaven' (1; 4). Shelley ldentlﬁes his home w1th
Harriet as 'sad and silent,, w1th a 'desolated hearth' on which Shelley weeps bitter |
tears' (9; 10). The adjectives throughout the poem present images of darkness and .

- decay ('dim shades', 'wasted autumn', 'frost that binds the dead', 'cloud shadows of -
midnight (113 13; 15, 17)).

Shelley reveals that he was sent away'from the Boinvilles, writing 'Every -
voice cries, Away!' (5). The lines following refer to Mrs. Boinville asa ﬁlend, and
Cornelia Turner as a lover, and they reveal Shelley's banishment from their house:
'tempt not with one last tear thy friend's ungentle mood; / Thy lover's eye, so glazed
and cold, daresh not entreat thy stay: / Duty and dereliction guide thee back to solitude’ |
(6-8): What is important in these lines, however, is the suggestion that the lover,‘
Comelia, was not entirely in accordance withthe ban. Although the 'lover's eye' is «:

4 glazed and cold’ she 'dare not entreat' him to stay. In other words, Comeha has
succumbed to the pressure of her mother (and husband) that Shelley must leave their
soclety Mary Jane Godwm reported to Lady Mountcashell that Shelley 'had fallen in

, love with Mrs. Turner, Madame de Bomvrlle S daughter and pald her such marked

attentions Mr. Turner, the husband had carried off his wife to Devonshire' (Dowden ii

' 543) Although Kenneth Nelll Cameron makes it clear that Mrs Godwm s dates mrght

£ be wrong, he suggests that the 1dea that Shelley had fallen in love w1th Corneha, and |

that Mr Tumer had eventually been forced to remove hrs W1fe from Shelley s



58

company, may well be accurate. Cameron writes, 'it has always been assumed that
Shelley was in pursuit of a reluctant Cornelia. But if Turner felt that he had to whisk
his wife off to Devon it may be that the interest was not one-sided' (SC iv 616). That
the lover only 'dares not' beg him to stay suégests that she did, in fact, have strong
feelings for h1m S

. After a section describing the scenes of the decaying season which he will
witness, Shelley ends the poem with 'the statement that his 'remembrance, and -
repentance, and deep musings are not free / From the music of two voices and the .
light of one sweet smile' (23-24). In other words, he is destined to be haunted by the
thoughts of the two voices of Mrs. Boinville and Cornelia, and of Cornelia's smile.
" Although Shelley resumed relations wlth Harriet (she was to give birth to their son, -
Charles, a month premature on 30 November), Newman Ivey White suspects that
'motherhood introduced interests [to Harriet] that clashed with discipleship’, and that
'the recent flurry over Cornelia Turner was perhaps an effect rather than a cause, that
Shelley was physically and spiritually ill, from reasons that were not entirely

domestic' (White i 331-32). The society that Shelley enjoyed with Mrs. Boinville, and

- the passion that he felt for Cornelia, was symptomatic of Shelley's persistent desire to

‘be at the centre of a group of female devotees, loving and beloved by all. |

~iv. The Godwm Girls

Why may not Fanny come to Lynmouth . .. ? (PBSL i 3 12 ) :
. The sublime & rapturous moment when [Mary] confessed herself mine, who had so
long been her’s in secret cannot be painted to mortal imaginations— (PBSL i
, 403) . . . ;
1 think [Clarre] would be happier here; and indeed always either with or near me.
' (PBSL i 430)

In J anuary of 1812 Shelley wrote hrs ﬁrst letter to erham Godwm and for several
weeks in October and November Shelley s ménage resrded in London where hrs

fnendshrp wrth Godwm mtensrﬁed Th1s new fnendshlp, that more truly mu'rored the



59

~ relationship between Ruffigny and Fleetwood that had struck a chord with Shelley;
may have set'ved also to weaken his attachment to Elizabeth Hitchener, who left the |
Shelleys by the end vof November of the same year. Apart frorn his admiration of the
 great philosopher, Shelley was particularly fond of Fanny, the daughter of Mary
Wollstonecraﬁ and Gilbert Imlay whom Godwin had adopted at her mother's death.
As early as July 1812,» Shelley wrote to Godwin, 'Why may not Fanny come to -
Lynmouth with Miss Hitchener [ .t‘. . ] our hearts long for a personal intercourse with
those to whom they are devoted' V(PB_SL i 312). In December he wrote directly to e
- Fanny in a jovial letter, 'it is not until I have assured you that I am one of the most -
inoffensive of my species,‘ that Ilive on vegetable food, & never bit since I was born
that I venture to intrude myself on your attention. — But to bekserious' (PBSL i 337).
Additionally, Godwin's stepdaughtef, Claire Clairmont, developed a sincere SR
attachment to Shelley. In fact, Godwin says in an early letter that 'the moment when I
may now call the well-known hand was seen, all the females were on the tiptoe to
know' (PBSL i 313n) '

By May of 1814 Shelley was deeply mvolved w1th trymg to raxse money for | k
Godwm whose income could never keep up wnh the needs of hlS la:ge fam11y As the -
negotlatlons becanw mote and more mvolved, Shelley moved to London, both to 2
avoid credltors and to make the many meetmgs W1th Godwm and moneylenders more
convement In late May, because the negotlatlons were tak1ng so long, Shelley wanted L
-to return to Hamet in Bracknell so that they could enact their plans to return to Wales
to live. But Godwin held him in London, and llarriet went to Bath. By June, Shelley ,
" was spending much time with Mary Godwin and Claire Clairrnont; Fanny had been

; sent away by Mrs. Godwin as 'she had noted Shelley s attentions to Fanny Imlay and

had suspected that Fanny was m love w1th Shelley (Whlte i 336) Shelley s attentlon |
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was soon captured by Mary, the daughter of Godwin nnd Mary Wollstonecraft, one of

. Shelley's female ideals. As difficulties developed in his marriage to Harriet, both . - -
during and after the Cornelia Turner affair, Mary's perfection seemed to increase -
proportionately. Finally, they declared th'eir love for each other, and after facing
Godwin's disapproval, eloped to the continent in July 1814. Unsurprisingly, Claire
was invited to accompany them; curiously, Fanny was left behind. * .-

- In a letter to John Taylor, William Godwin relates the basic facts of the events
leading up to Shelley's elopement with Mary Godwin and her step51ster Clalre
Clairmont. He writes that 'On Sunday, June 26, [Shelley] accompanied Mary, & her

sister, Jane Clairmont, to the tomb of Mary's mother, one mile distant from London;
& there, it seems, the impious idea first occurred to him of seducing her, playing the
traitor to me, & deserting his wife'. ¢ In a letter to Hogg, Shelley describes how he -
suddenly came to realise his love for the daughter of William Godwin and Mary
' Wollstonecraft: P |
"' I speedily conceived an ardent passion to possess‘this inestimable treasure. In
_ my own mind this feeling assumed a variety of shapes, I disguised from
. . myself the true nature of affection. I endeavoured also to conceal it from -
Mary: but without success. I was vacillating & infirm of purpose; I shuddered
. 1. to transgress a real duty, & could not in this instance perceive the boundaries
by which virtue was separated from madness, where self devotion becomes the
' very prodigality of idiotism. Her understanding was made clear by a spirit that
sees into the truth of things, & affections preserved pure & sacred from the

- corrupting contamination of vulgar superstitions. No expressions can convey

. the remotest conception of the manner in which she dispelled my delusions.
“~ . The sublime &'rapturous moment when she confessed herself mine, who had

- so long been her s [51c] in secret cannot be pamted to mortal 1magmat10ns -

- (PBSLi403) - el T e :
In this letter ‘Shelley endeavours to justify his actions to a friend whose sympathies -

" were decidedly on Harriet's side; yet he does manage to convey the sense that he did :

' not realise the extent of his feelings for Mary until she herself declared herown .

36 The Elopement of Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary SheIIey as Narrated by Wzlham Godwm, with
commentary by H. Buxton Forman (London; pnvately printed, 1911), p. 11."

v A
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passion for him. That Mary and Shelley fell passionately in love w1th each other is |
evidenced speeiﬁcally by a poem of Shelley's and an inscription of Mary's written in’
 the copy of Queen Mab that Shelley had given her. In the poem 'Mine eyes were dim
with‘tears unshed' Shelley reveals that the 'reward' (15) of Mary's confession of love *

- woke him 'from torture' (l8), 'turning to bliss [his heart's] wayward pain' (24). |
- Likewise, Mary wrote in her copy of Queen Mdb that 'l love the author beyond all the
powers of expression, and [...]Iam parted from him, dearest and only love - by that
love we have promised to each other, although I may not be yours, I can never be -
~another's. But I am thine, exclusively thine. [ ... ] I have pledged myself to thee, and -
sacred is the giﬁ'.A Shelley also wrote in the boolt, inscribing the 'following humorous
anecdote which was presumably meant to invalidate the loving dedication to Harriet: -
'Count Slobendorf was about to marry a woman who, attracted solely by his fortune,
proved her selﬁshness by desertmg hrm in prison' (White i 338-39). .
Reallsmg that Mary shared h1s feelmgs Shelley wrote to Harriet (then res1d1ng
in Bath) to come to London (PBSL i 389n) Harrlet met with Shelley and learned of |
~ his passron for Mary Godwm Ina letter wntten shortly after their meeting, Shelley
tells Harriet earnestly that his connection with her 'was not one of passron & 1mpulse ‘
Frlendshrp was its basrs & on thlS basis it has enlarged & strengthened It is no
reproach to me that you have never ﬁlled my heart wrth an all-sufﬁcmg passron
(PBSL i 389 90) Newman Ivey Whrte speculates that Harnet may have con31dered
. Shelley ] love for Mary Godwm as analogous to the passron he had felt for Comella
Tumer, and that hlS feelmgs would subsrde and he would retum to her (Wlute i 340- |

’ 42) But after a month ﬁlled with meetmgs wrth Godwrn, Harnet and even Mrs S
] Bomv1lle Shelley determmed to elope kL Mary and Clarre Jorned Shelley ina chalse

SN

37 F. L. Jones outlines all the meetings; taken from GOdWm's diary‘,’ See PBSL i 396:1, |
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on the morning of 27 Julf 8 and two days laterbthey wére on French soil.*® Claire,
White specﬁlates, 'needed. liberation from "tyranny" too' (Whité i 346). Fanny, tucked
.away by her stepmother for protection, was momentarily forgottenr"o _ |
- .. Shortly after their vows of love were‘ﬁrst exchanged, ‘Shelley wrote a poem to
Mary which relates the progress of his emotions during his acquaintance with
“Godwin's déughter. 'Mine eyes were dim with tears unshed' opens with a
rebresentation of the frustrating period when Shelley tried to hide, and even deny to
himself (as he explained to Hogg in the letter previously discussed), the depth of his
feeliﬁgs for Mary. He then reveals that Mary's declaration of love has revived him, ;
and that he woke 'from torture' (18) when he learned ihat his love was requited. The .
fourth stanza, in particular, shares with so many of Shelley's lyrics to sister-figures the
idea of the healing voice and the powerful persuading eyes: - |
" Upon my heart your accents sweet -
Of peace and pity fell like dew
- On flowers half dead, thy lips did meet -
Mine tremblingly, thy dark eyes threw

. Their soft persuasion on my brain,” . .
* . Turning to bliss its wayward pain. (19-24)"

38 Godwin noted this event in his journal: ‘Five in the moming'. - - L

39 Shelley began the elopement journal that would become the basis for Mary's travel narrative History
of a Six Weeks' Tour with a dramatic recount of their rough crossing to Calais and began the entry for -
29 July: 'I said - Mary, look. The sun rises over France' (MSJ 7). o

40 Newman Ivey White takes as his authority the highly dramatised and largely inaccurate letters of
Mrs. Godwin to Lady Mountcashell, printed in Dowden ii 542-43. Whether Fanny was away in Wales,
as White asserts, or in London, she was left behind. Claire was chosen to accompany Shelley and
Mary, according to her revised journal, ‘to speak French' (CCRev 351). But there is no question that

" Shelley wanted Claire's company. He wanted her to be the sister in contrast to Mary's position as the
lover, to complete his ideal of triangular relationships and his desire to surround himself with dedicated
and adoring women. He could not have known that the sister bond between Mary and Claire was
ambiguous; see chapter three for a discussion of Mary and Claire's relationship as sisters.

. *! Especially interesting is the similarity of images between this early poem to Mary Shelley and the
lines Matthews and Everest attribute to being written about Cornelia Turner (‘Thy gentle face, Priscilla
dear’). Both refer to ‘trembling' lips (although in the poem to Mary the lips are Shelley's). Both '

. insinuate that the woman's voice is calm and soothing, with Mary's being described as ‘accents sweet /
Of peace and pity’ (19-20) and Cornelia's as 'divine' (4). Finally, both poems assert the affect of the -
woman on Shelley's state: Mary 'turn(s] to bliss [his brain's] wayward pain' (24), and the loss of the
dream of Cornelia's image take away 'this dream of peace' (6). These similarities show that more than

Shelley writing love poems to individual women, he was actually formulating his thoughts on the ideal
woman and the effect she should have on him. : ‘
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- Figuring himself as almost lifeless, Shelley asserts that Mary's voice falls 'like dew /
* On flowers half dead', attributing to her the power to bring him back to life. He also’ s
notes the power of Mary's eyes to change his state from 'wayward pain' to 'bliss'. The
© poem closes with the assertion, Nor can I live if thou appear / Aught but thyself —or
* turn thy heart / Away from me' (32-34), which in essence admits a dependence upon |
Mary wh1ch all the prcv1ous llnes ant1c1pate ..
Although later he would try to convmce Harnet that because their marriage |

| had been based on fnendshlp only, h1s passron for Mary Godwm Justlﬁed his o
| elopement m thls early poem to Mary he descnbes hrs relatronshlp to her as sacred

: frlendshlp (29) Wlth thJS term in tlns context Shelley must be thmkmg agam of the
e descnptlon of fnendshlp in Godwm s Fleetwood wlnch also mﬂuenced 'The .
7: \Retrospect' Fleetwood's dlscourse on fnendshlp calls for a fnend to be another‘self 2
| whlch antrclpates Shelley s own descnptron of love as somethmg w1thm us whrch
from the mstant that we hve and move tlnrsts after 1ts llkeness ('On Love Poetty and
‘X Prose 474) Tlus poem to Mary may 51gnal the pornt m Shelley s conscrousness when
the 1dea of complete sympathy shxfted from bemg charactenstlc of fnendshnp to bemg
| the foundatron of love But the dlstmctwn between love and fnendshlp was never

V fully clanﬁed in hJS mmd and thls became one of the dlfﬁcultnes for lum asqhe ‘
| ‘contlnued to search for the ldeal and perfect sympathy of a fnend whrch ) oﬁen, and
S0 confusmgly, took on the nature of love | \

- Shelley contmued to call Mary hlS frlend as he contmued to assert her power
| ».over h1m in the 'Dedrcatlon to Laon and Cythna, draﬁed most hkely durmg the ‘

‘ summer of 1817 ThlS poem is s:mllar to 'Death Spummg Rocks" and 'The

'. Retrospect Cwm Elan 1812' in that Shclley reﬂects over hrs past loves in order to

2 William Godwin, Fleetwood, p. 148.



illuminate and idealise his current relationship. Lamenting that 'love should be a .
blight and snare / To those yvho seek all Sympathies m one' (46-47), Shelley reveals
that 'such once | sought in vam (48) before his world became dominated by 'black
despair' (48). He continues to condemn his past relatronshxps in order to further deify
his current connection w1th\Mary:
.Yet never found I one not false tome, ,
Hard hearts, and cold, like welghts of icy stone
Which crushed and withered mine, that could not be
Aught but a lifeless clog, until revived by thee. (51-54)
Some hnes cancelled in the draﬁ of tlns stanza more speclﬁcally refer to 'One whom I
found was dear but false to me / the other s heart was hke a heart of stone / thch
crushed & w1thered mme' & Kenneth Ne111 Cameron 1dent1ﬁes the ' one who was
| 'false as Harnet Grove and the other' w1th the 'heart of stone as Hamet Shelley (GY
281- 82) Whether these 1dent1ﬁcat10ns are accurate is not as unportant here as the fact
that Shelley is agam representlng hlmself as hfeless due to mﬁdehty, rejectlon, or |
< more sunply, fallure at ﬁndmg ‘all sympath1es in one' (47) Here, in the dedlcatxon to
Laon and Cythna, Shelley rejects all past love and sees Mary as the hfe-glvmg source,
| the 'Fnend whose presence on my wintry heart / Fell like bnght Spnng upon some
herbless plaln (55-56). Again, without friendship (orvlove), Shelley feels he doesn't
. : P T e
It is beyond the scope of this study to delmeate the whole of Shelley ]

relatlonshlp w1th Mary Investlgatlons of the1r mmal happmess the deaths of theu' -
| chlldren and the affect those deaths had on both Shelley and Mary, and the poems }'):,

Wthh Shelley wrote whlch trace the waxmg and wanmg of thexr connectlon, abound .

and I could not hope to shed new hght on tlns well-covered temtory What I have

S BSM xiii 229. .
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attempted here is to show that when Shelley first fell in love with Mary Godwin in
1814, his expressions of their connection, in poetry and letters, did not differ -~ ¢: =~
‘ signiﬁéantly from the first sparks of feeling that he expressed for Harriet Gfove, e
Harriet Westbrook, Elizabeth Hitchener, or Cornelia Turner. Perhaps it is a tribute to -+ |
Mary Shelley that she was a part of Shelley's life for so long despite his continued
searching for the friend/lover, the sister of his soul, that he once thought he had found
inher. ¢ |
' .There are no letters from Shelley to Fanny Godwin after the early, jovial one
of 1812 quoted previously, when he was eager to have her join him and Harriet in
- Wales. However, the few surviving letters of Fanny to her half-sister Mary after |
* Mary, Shelley, and Claire's return from their second visit to the continent in 1816 - -
mention Shelley often and show that she felt a continued sense of friendship towards -
“him. Writing of Shelley's journey around Lake Geneva with Lord Byron, Fanny RN
claims 'I am angry with Shelley for not writing [poetry about this jburney] himself'.
She goes on to explain what she gets from his poetry, simultaneously praising him
and castigating her own ideas:
- It is impossible to tell the good that poets do their fellow creatures — (at least .
those that can feel) whilst I read I am a poet — I am inspired with good
- feeling's, feeling[sic] that create perhaps a more permanent good in me, than -
all the every day preachments in the world it counteracts the dross which one
.. getsinthe eVery day concerns of life — & tells us there is something yet in the *-
- world to aspire to — something by which succeeding ages may be made happy,
~ .+ or perhaps better[.] If Shelley cannot accomplish any other good — he can this
divine one. — laugh at me but do not be angry w1th me for taking up your time
‘with my nonsense. (CC1i 57) T
This passage displays Fanny's admiration for and faith in Shelley as a poet, asserting -~
that ifall of his social goals come to nothing he still has the power and the talent to -

effect tlns 'divine' purpose. But the passage also highlights Fanny s sense of
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worthlessness. V'I"he\word 'diyine', used in relation to Shelley,bcontrasts with the -
;epetition of the phrase 'evefy day'. Fanny may have seen herself as more a part of the
‘every day’ than of the 'divine'. Her response to poets suggests that ehe feels a need to
better herself, that perhaps she eciuates herself with the 'dross' that makes up the 'every
day concerns of life'. In many ways, this passage represents a continuity with the ° |
retrospectively cryptic passage from an earlier letter that may hold cluestoher =
decision to commit suieide: T have determined never to live to be a }disgrac'e tosucha
mother [i.e., Mary Wollstonecraft] - I have found lhat if I will endeavour to ovefeome |
my faults I shall find being’s to love and esteem me' (CC'i 49).

Fanny Godwin found herself in the unfortunate position of wanting to remain °
loyal to her sisters and Shelley, ('believe my dear fnend's that my attatchment [sic] to -
you has grown out of your individual worth, and talents, & perhaps also because I

' found the world deserted you I loved you the more' (CC i 49)) while still living under
the care of Mrs. Godwin ('Mamma and I are not great friends — but always alive to her
vi‘rtues“-"l am anxious to defend her' (CC i 80)). It is clear that Fanny always~
championed those whom fortune turned against; perhaps this ls why she took it upon
herself to relay the facts of Godwin's troubled financial situation to Shelley and Mary .'
when Godwin refused to communicate with them. She wrote to Mary; T think it my
duty to tell you the real state of lhe case' (CC 59), especially because she suspected -
that Shelley and Mary deceived themselves about Godwin's financial state (CC i 59;
81). Additionally, Godwin may have asked Fanny (elther dlrectly or mdlrectly) to
convey his financial problems to her 51ster and Shelley

Shelley saw Fanny in London towards the end of September in 1816 and at
" this meetlng it appears that Shelley discussed his efforts to raise £300 to pay off a debt

: of Godyyln s, a promlse whlch, in July, ‘Fanny had aceused Shelley of forgetting. Qn.
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26 September Fanny wrote a more cheerful letter than usual, adding the optimistic
| plea 'tell Shelley as soon as he knows certainly about Lengdill to write that [Goblwin]
may be eased on that score — for it is a great weight on his spirits at present ' (CC i
75). The tone of her letter and her conﬁdence that Shelley would succesefully S
negotiate the payment suggest that Shelley had led her to believe that it was only a
matter of time before the rhoney would be available. More likely, as Fanny herself
speculated in her next letter, '(to own the truth & not offend either of you) I cannot
help thinking that he had arranged every thing with Longdill before I parted from him
in Piccadilly the other day & for wise reasons he chose not to be frank with me'.
Fanny further protested, 'if Shelley had told me to inform papa that he must not expect
to have the whole £300 it would have done much better than leading him to expect the
whole would come in a fortnight' (CC i 81). But again, ‘inh this letter Fanny shows her
adrhiration of Shelley and her inability to think ill of him, excusing his decision to lie
to her as the result of sorne 'wise reasons’ of his own.. .

Shelley's letter to‘ Godwin on 2 October conveyed the devastating news. In the
‘ second’ sentence, without eveh a line of address or greeting, Shelley writes bluntly, 'I
cannot send you £300 because I have not £300 to sencl. I enclose within a few pounds
" the wrecks of my late negotiation with my father' (PBSL i 509). According to William
St Clair, however, he did »ehclose a check for £200. Godwin returned it, proclaiming
'no cohsideration can induce me to utter a cheque drawn by you and containing my
name'.* _ 3 ' ’ v ‘ |

Shelley probably knew that he would not be able to pay the whole debt when

"he saw Fanny in late September but he also probably felt unable to convey the truth

“to her Fanny's despamng letter of 3 October whlch Mary called stupld' in her Joumal

“ William St Clair, The Godwins and the SheIIeys The Btography of a Faszy (London and Boston
Faber and Faber, 1989). pp. 4091f. . »
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(MSJ 138), records in painful detail the effect Shelley's ietter ﬁad on Godwin.
'Shelley's letter cam¢ iike é thunderclap', she wrdte, ekplaining that as she watéhed
Godwin's face whilé he réad the letter vshe 'perceived that Shelley had written in his
most desponding manner' (CC i81). Thls letfer details the conflicting situations which
Fahny was faced with, thipking Mary and Shelley used her as the butt of ﬂleifjékes, ‘
feeling inferior, and wanting to be loved by them and thought well of by them. Fanny
was afraid of offending Shelley and Mary, yét she was determined to Spell out . |
Gc;dwih's troubles cleérly.' And finally, with her expreésed dedication to truth énd L
hatred of gossip, Fanny felt herself leigated to defend Mrs. Godwin againSt Shelley's‘ (
and Mary's criticisms, \e‘v.en though she herself did not get aloﬁg with her stepmother.
 On 7 October Shelley wrote out a new check,. made out to Joseph Hume, and
sent ii; back to Godwin,* buf it did not arrive\before Fanny had made her own plans.
On$ October, Mary records in her journal that they received é letter from Fanny, but
this letter is now lost. In 1872, Lady Shelley claimed that this letter stated that Fanny
was coming through Bath on hé; way to join her Wollstonecraft relatives in Wa.‘les.46
It is not known whether either Shelley or Mary saw hef in Bath, but Marion Stocking
makes the interesting speculation thét if he did see Fanny, Shelley, 'not feeling free to
vinvite her to join them because of the closely guarded secrecy of Claire Clairmont's
pregnancy, sent her on hefuv_vay' (CC i 89n). There are many suggestions put forth for -

BN

*3 See Walter E. Peck, Shelley: His Life and Work, 2 vols (London: Ernest Benn, 1927), i, 437.

* Emily Sunstein, Mary Sheiley: Romance and Reality (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1989;

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University press, 1991), pp. 126-27; 430n. There were no Wollstonecraft - *

relatives in Wales. Mrs. Bishop and Everina Wollstonecraft, sisters of Mary Wollstonecraft, ran a

+ school in Dublin, Lady Shelley, from whose letters Sunstein takes her information, must have been
convinced by a letter from William Godwin to W. T. Baxter which contained what became the ‘official'

story of Fanny's death: 'From the fatal day of Mary's elopement, Fanny's mind had been unsettled, her

* duty kept her with us: but I am afraid her affections were with them. Last Autumn she went to a friend
in Wales - and there was a plan settled about her going from thence to spend a short time with her

. Aunts in Dublin, but she was seized with a cold in Wales which speedily turned to an inflammatory
fever which carried her off (quoted in White i 473). The hiding and falsifying of the facts of Fanny's

death were so complete that as late as 9 August 1817, nine months after Fanny's death, her brother

Charles Clairmont wrote to Mary: ‘Tellme [ . . . ] if you see Fanny often' (CC 108).
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Fanny's motives for suicide,'” but the onlyk certainty is her suicide letter: 'I have long
determined that the best thing I could do was to put an end to the existence of a being
whose birth was unfortunate, and whese life has only l;een a series of pnintto those
persons who have hurt their health in enden\}ouring to promote her welfare' (CC i 86);

- .. Although the death of his first wife Harriet, discovered a month after Fanny's |
suicide, brought shock as nvell as‘ a legal battle to gain custody of his children, it was
the\deattt of Fanny that eheek S.helvley itne .tnost; Wntmgto kB&robne;f tne blrth ot‘

‘Byron's daughterby ClaxreClalrmont mJanuary 181 7, Shelley twwe empha515es the
 effect of an event which he cannot name, explaining that theshock of Harriet's snicide 7
followed 'in the train of a far severer anguish', and mentioning an event of the past
autumn ‘that affected me far more deeply’ (PBSL i 5310).‘ e |

| | v * * vj *

.+ After the death of Harriet,‘ Shelley hastily married Mary, heping that it would |
allow him to gain custotly of his children by his ﬁrstwife. He wrote to Mary on 16
December that 'T told [Longdill] that I was under contract of marriage to you; & he :
said that in such an event' all ptetences to detain the children would cease' (PBSL i‘
| 520).-Yet he still calls the marriage institution 'a mere form' (PBSL i‘520), and his : ’. 3
“letter to Claire Clairmont written on the day of his marriage to Mary expresses his - *;
continued disrespect fof tne institntion: 'Nothing could be more provoking than to find
~ all this unnecessary [ .. . ] However, they wiﬂ now} be satisfied and quiet"(PBSL i
524). In this letter he notes with disdain the 'magical: effects of the ceremony, which
brought irnrnediate 'polished and cautious attentions' and 'kindness' from Godwin and

' 'affectation, prejudice, and heartless pride' from Mrs. Godwin (PBSLi525). =

47 The most comprehensive consideration of Fanny Godwin's motives for killing herself ie in Burton R. |
Pollin, 'Fanny Godwin's Suicide Re-examined', Etudes Anglaises 18 (1965), pp. 258-68. Burton

purposes to offer evidence to disprove all theories of Fanny's motives except one: that she killed herself
_ because she was in love with Shelley and he chose her sister over her. . .« . oo L
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The marnage, however proved to have no influence on Shelley‘gammg
custody of his chlldren by Hamet The Westbrooks who had taken possessron of the -
- chrldren on Harriet's death, sought the protectlon of the Chancery court, petltromng

- for the prevention of Shelley keeping his chrldren. Shelley explained to Mary the .
' charges filed by the Westbrooks
¢+ They have filed a bill, to say that I pubhshed Queen Mab, that I avow myself
to be an atheist & a republican; with some other imputations of an infamous
" e.*® This by Chancery law I must deny or admit upon oath, & then it -
seems that it rests in the mere discretion of the Chancelor [sic] to decide
' whether those are fit grounds for refusmg me my children. (PBSL i 527)

“But it was not just the possessron of Harrlet’ children that was at stake. After the
Chancery suit was settled against Shelley, he revealed the lastmg repercussrons ina
letter to Byron: 'it may become necessary that I should quit the country. It is possible
that the lnterference exercised by Chancery.in the instance of my two other 'children :
might be attempted to be extended to William' (PBSL i 547). The Chancery did not °
pursue William Shelley, and it wasf almost a year before the Shelleys and Claire - " -
decided to return to Italy becausev of Shelley's failing health. He had changed his legal
status towards Mary (if itbe a change' as he wrote to Byron (PBSL i 539-40)), to
influence the decision of the Chancery suit, but he was unsuccessful. And despite this |

‘ rnore formal tie, just as with his marriage to Harriet and his friendship w1th Elizabeth

Hitchener, Shelley continued to organise himself into situations in which he could

. enjoy the love of a wife and the friendship of a 'sister’. . ... RO

| Probably the most important of the women whom Shelley saw asa sister-
ﬁgure was Clarre Clarrmont, who hved w1th Shelley and her stepsrster off and on untrl '

' Shelley s death in 1822 Her status as tlurd began, well before the legal mamage of

< Shelley and Mary in 1817 when she accompamed the couple on thelr elopement tour

3 These included charges of blasphemy For thc complete text of the bl“ see Thomas Medwrn, Ltfe of '
Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. by H. Buxton Forman (London; Oxford Umversrty Press 1913), pp 463-68.
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in 1814, Wiiether or not Claire Clairmont's relatioriship with Shelley was'explicitly‘
sexual (and all commentators have their own ideas on this matter), they were certainly
close enough to disturb Mary's sense of security. Chapter three fully explores the

evidence of thlS straihed relationship between Claire Clairmont and Maiy Shelley; bui
here I'am'concern_ed with Claire's relationship to Shelley. In many wayé, Claire E
Clairmont was to fulfil the ioll of 'sister of r‘nybsoul' that was vacated by Elizabeth -
Hitchener, to make up the third point of the triangle that Shelley preferred. Shelley
guided Claire Clairmont's reading merely by means of what he had in his househelci_ \
* once they had returned to London. ¥ Claire Clairmont's journals show that besidea o
The Curise bf Kehama Claire was reading other Shelley favourites, including Godwin's
Political Justice and Sir James Henry Lawrehce's Emﬁre of the Nai(s (CCJ 44-59).
As Shelley first began writing to Elizabeth Hitehener in order to enlighten her, so too
did his friendship with Claire Clairmont begin with the interit of improvihg her mind.
Three weeks into the e{l»opement tour, Mary records iri her journal that ‘Shelley & Jane |
talk concerning J's character' (MSJ 18). And at one point fhey had an epistolary |
relatioiiship, while Claire was living with a family in Florence, that nei/ertheless
lacked the depth of intellectual exchange that characterised the Hitcherier sy |
cerrespondence. i R

"To Constantia Singipg' is the poem most o‘ﬁen discussed in relation to .

2

Shelley's feelings for Claire Clainhont. The name Constantia, which Claire adopted -

3

*° Shelley encouraged everyone around him to read the books that he most enjoyed. In his first letter to

Elizabeth Hitchener, Shelley tells her he has had a copy of Locke sent to her, and that she should obtain

from Captain Pilford, at whose house they first met, George Ensor's On National Education (1811) and

* Southey's The Curse of Kehama (1810) (PBSL i 97), which he later calls ‘my most favourite poem'
(PBSL i 101). Two days later Elizabeth Hitchener wrote to tell Shelley that the Locke had arrived and

" that she was 'highly delighted’ with what she had read so far (PBSL i 98n). -

% At the urgings of Lady Mountcashell, former pupil of Mary Wollstonecraft and described by Byron
as 'Claire's Minerva' (BL&J ix 205), in October of 1820 Claire Clairmont left the Shelleys to reside as a
paying guest at the Bojti household in Florence. Lady Mountcashell encouraged this move because she -
saw the strain that Mary was under with Claire in the house, and she also felt it would be best for Claire
if she extracted herself from Shelley's influence. .
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and had engraved on her tombstone at the cemetery 1n Antella, just outside of |
Florence, came from Charles Brockden Brown's novel Ormond; or, the Secret -
Witness (1799). Peacock explained that Shelley was 'especially fond of Brocl(den .
Brown, and he asserts that the heroine of Orrhond, Constantia Dudley, 'held one of the
highest places, if not the highest place in Shelley's idealities of female character' |
(Peacock 656-57). lt does ‘\n‘ot seem likely that Shelley meant to suggest that Claire - .
possessed the perfections which he evidently saw in the heroine of Orirtond, except in
the category of smgmg The comment in Ormond that 1f ever human tones were -
| quahﬁed to convey the whole soul, they were those of [Constantla s] when she sung'5 !
is an accurate description of what Shelley meant to convey in his poem. Matthews and ,
- Everest place the composition of this poem between April 1817 and January 1818,
and on 19 January, Claire wrote in her journal ‘copy part of Verses to Constantia' Sy
(CCJ 79). Edward Augustus Silsbee recorded in the Shelleyx notebook that he acquired
from Claire, which convtaivned a copy of this poem, 'written at Marlowe 1817 wd not
let Mary see it'\*2

- Shelley's praise for.Claire's singing voice is unmistakable in this lyric; he
claims that her voice is able to transport hlm beyond the phy51cal world Imtlally, her _
voice is descrlbed in terms that suggest 1ts gentleness, itis slow nsmg lrke a Spmt’
and it 'lmgers / O'ershadowmg me w1th soﬁ and lullmg wmgs (1-2) But Shelley
quickly turns hlS focus to the effect the voice has on h1m whrch is vrolent and
physrcal in contrast to the voice's gentleness Shclley descnbes the effect on hrm |

. My brain is wild, my breath comes quick, - |

The blood is listening in my frame,

~- -+ And thronging shadows fast and thick - -
Fall on my overflowing eyes,

3! Charles Brockden Brown, Ormond; or the Secret Witness, The Novels and Related Works of Charles
Brockden Brown, eds. Sydney J Krause S W Reld, and Russel B Nye 6 vols (Kent State Un1vers1ty
Press, 1977-87), ii, 187

52 MYR v pp. 18;29. - ~«”t; e e e o
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My heart is quivering like a flame. (5-9) -
‘As Judith Chernaik points out, these are the ‘physical symptoms that precede trance ‘
and the vision that follow' (Lyrics 53); and Shelley concludes the stanza, and affirms
Chernaik's charge that he enters a trance, w1th the resignation that 'T am dissolved in
these consuming ecstasies' (11). By the end of the poem, Shelley has experienced
such a frenzied yision of the 'wild lessons [that] mad men learn: / Long thus to sink -
~ thus to be lost and die / Perhaps is death indeed' (34-36), that he pleads for the singer
to stop. And yet, though she sings no more, the power to sustain the manic vision - o
remains, and he closes the poem with the assertion of this continuing power: 'even .
while I write my burning cheeks are wet - / Such things the heart can feel and learn,
but not forget!' (43-44).. -+
. Shelley was extremely attached to Claire throughout his life, and his letters to
her from the last months of his life are affectionate as he pleads with her to return to
his household with Mary to live. Shortly after her depa.rture to live with the Bo_1t1s in -
Florence Shelley wrote her a tender letter, opening it with "My dearest Clare' and
urging her to keep up her spirits:
- They tell me you looked very melancholy and disconsolate, which they imnute =
to the weather. You must indeed be very uncomfortable for it to become
= visible to them. Keep up your spirit, my best girl, until we meet at Pisa. But
for Mrs. Mason [Lady Mountcashell], I should say, come back immediately
and give up a plan so inconsistent with your feelings — as it is, I fear you had
better endure ~ at least until you come here. You know, however, whatever
» you shall determine on, where to find one ever affectionate Friend, to whom
. your absence is too pamful for your return ever to be unwelcome (PBSL i
S 241-42) TR OPER :

Shelley reveals a deep attachment to Claire and a concern for her well-being in the -

“terms of endearment he uses ('my best girl') as well as in his characterisétion of

%3 Shelley was always generous to people in difficulty. In 1812 he and Harriet extended an invitation to
Catherine Nugent to come to them (PBSL i 297; 309n). He also extended an invitation to Keats to join -
the Shelleys in Pisa to recover his health, statmg 'Mrs. Shelley unites with myself in urging the request,

that you would take up your residence with us' (PBSL ii 221) ’
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himself as an 'ever affectionate Friend'.. He emphasises that their separation is against
his wishes, and insinuates it is against her own, as well. He also suggests, through a
negative assertion that 'your absence is too painful for your return ever to be -
unwelcome', that her presence is healing to h1m All of these expressions of fondness
and regard seem to deny the anxiety and discomfort that Claire's»presence in the
household caused Mary, but a later comment in the letter suggests that by this time
Shelley was thinking more in terms of his separation from Mary instead ofhis .
eonnection to her. He mentions to Claire some plans to cruise to Greece, Syria, and
.Egypt with a 'man of large fortune', and he writes inyitingly that 'it would give me the
greatest pleasure, and the pleasure might be either doubled or divided by your
presence or absence adding a cautionary note to 'lay to your heart what I say, and do
not mention it in your letter to Maiy (PBSL ii 242-43) Shelley was mterested enough
) in the xdeq of going_'to the near east that he began searching for Arabic grammar .
boolrs (PBSL ii 241; 243). ‘His desire for Claire to keep this plan a secret frorn Mary
encourages the interpretation that he was going to go without Mary, and possibly, ‘ ,:
with Claire. It seems thatfas his relationship with Mary suffered from their inability to
cope with their son's death, he tumed to Claire', as he had/ always done, for comfort o
and ﬁ'iendship. ’ | |
B The letters that Shelley wrote to Claire C_lainnont until she finally joined the
Shelleys m Junvek 1 822 arevfullt of similar expressions of cieyotion. In Devcember‘ 1821,
Shelleywrote, 'Do not think that my affection & anxiety for you ever cease, or that I
ever loye.you less although‘ that love has been & still must be a source of disquictude
"to me' (PBSL ii 367). The following sj)ring Shelley maintained a clandestine
""correspondence with Claire, instructing her to 'address me at.the Post Office — not

Hodgson (for that name is liable to mistakes, but) Joe James' (PBSL ii 402) -
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presumably to kgep the frequency of their ietters a secret frdm Mary. In the last extant
letter that Shelley wrote to Claire Clairmont, althougil he suggests what he thinks

~ would be best for her, it is actually a claim of what Shelley himself most needs: 'T
thinkvyou would‘bek happier here; and indeed élways either with or near me' (PBSL ii
430). In this seemingly altruistic suggestion Shelley reveals a request that Claire -
Clairmont probably could t\iot fail to understand. In actuality, it is the selfish claim
that 'I thmk I'would be happier' if she were 'with or near me', the expression of an |
ever-present desire to have a'second woman to make up the triangle and be the ©

devoted disciplé and friend.

V. Itaiian Platonics ,
1 tlllﬁk 6he> is alv‘véays‘. in ldvé with sorﬁethlhg or othér the érror, éﬁd l(cohf;ss it is not
easy for spirits cased in flesh and blood to avoid it, consists in seeking in a mortal
image the likeness of what is perhaps eternal. (PBSL ii 434)
‘While Claire Clairmont was still a part of the household, i in  November 1819
N she and the Shelleys becamé acquainted with another woman who commanded
Shelley's attention, albeit for a very short period of time. Sophia Stacey, the ward of
Shélley's hﬁcle Robert i’arker, and her travellihg companion Corbet Parry-Johes,
moved into the house on Via Valfonda in Florence where the Shelleys and Claire had -
settled at the end of September to await the birth of Percy Florence.>* Mérg;, who was
Still's'ufferin'g fr‘o>m the shpék bf the death of their son Williain, gavebirthon12 -
November, just two days after édphia Stacey and Corbet Parry-Jones moved into the
| Palazzo Marini. Although she r.e’co'vered quickly, theré would have been at leasta
week when she Wou_ld have been unable to gd out; this was when Shelley got to khow

his youné 'cousin'. Shelley visited the Uffizi with Sophia, he walked in the Cascine

 For excerpts from Sophia Stacey’s diary from this perlod, see Helen Rossetti Angeli, Shelley and his
Friends in Italy (London Methuen, 1911), pp. 96-102,
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with her, and he helped her with her Italian. He arranged her travelling plans to Rome
and, as Sophia wrote in her diary, 'Mr. Shelley walked with me to see our carriage for
Rome, and the step being high he lifted me out of the carriage’.’® After several weeks
Shelley sent Sophia and her companion off in December with a letter of introduction
to the Signora Mariana Dionigi in Rome (PBSL ii 167-68) and a literary pocket annual
in which he had copied three poems that she might want to set to music: 'Good Night',
'The fountains mingle with the River' ['Love's Philosophy'], and ‘Time Long Past'.>®

Although he was able to help Sophra in practical ways, there were underlying
1ntentlons that were more than altrurstlc Kenneth Nerll Cameron notes that 'both :
Soph1a s Journal and Shelley s and Ma.ry s comments mdlcate a mlld ﬂnrtatron, w1th
Shelley, the black sheep of the famlly, talented but dangerous gallantly courtmg hlS
w1de-eyed cousin’ (GY 297- 98) For her part, Mary wrote hghtly to Mana Glsborne
| that of the two women 'the younger one was entousmsmée to see [Shelley]' (MSL i
118) Clalre Clarrmont records in her Joumal the amval of several letters from Sophra
Stacey throughout the ﬁrst half of 1820 (CCJ 1 l7ft) and Mary records in her Journal
wrltmg to Sophla on 12 January (MSJ 305) Charactenstlc of her method of dealrng
w1th troublesome or dlfﬁcult events Mary does not mentlon Sophra in her Joumal

galn But whrle Sophla was in Florence Shelley enjoyed her company lee Clarre

Clalrmont Sophra Stacey had a well-tramed beautlful smgmg vorce that enchanted
Shelley, and he oﬁen hstened to her as she practrsed He gave her poems to set to
music, and she herself 1nsp1red at least two poems that he may or may not have shown
her _ . _ _ o

As Cameron notes the lyrlcs whlch Shelley wrote for Sophxa to srng,"though

: not ostensrbly mtended to have any dxrect reference to her, could be so taken' (GY

53 >, Quoted in Angeli, p. 9.
% Angeli, p. 99; White ii 172-73.
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298). In the poem 'Thou art fair and few are fairer' ‘Shelle‘y pays the usual
compliments to his new love.57 Just as he did for all the other women for whom he , -
wrote poems, Shelley praises the power of Sophia Stacey's eyes, which can 'gaze the
wisest in to madness' (8). And, as ln"To Constantia, Singing' in tribute to Claire
Clairmont's singing, Shelley praises Sophia's musicality, revealing not only its beauty -
but, like Constantia's voice; the extent of its effect on him: -~ | |
:+ If the fainting soul is faintest . Da e
When it hears thy harp's w1ld measure,
"~ Wonder not that when thou speakest .-
Of the weak my heart is weakest (15 18)
These llnes could not have falled to convey a message of umterest to the sentlmental
young ‘grrl whose cuhosrty to see her cousm had been great Comments such as 'Thou
att falr, and few are falrer/ Of the Nymphs of earth or ocean (1-2) and as one who |
feels an unseen spmt / ls my heart when thlne 1s near 1t' (23-24) would ﬂatter any |
young woman and encourage any attractlon that may have been already bulldrng
Soph1a s pomt of recordmg in her dlary that Shelley hﬁed her out of the camage
wh1ch she was to take to Rome is a more substantlal suggestxon of Sophras feelmgs of 5

!

ﬂattery and attractlon to her cousin',

Yet the pnvate lyrrcs whrch Newman Ivey Whlte states were 1ntended for
Sophla Stacey (Whlte ii 174) show that Shelley had a cautronary reallsatlon that the
search for an 1deal 51ster/lover was useless and damagmg, both to hlS mamage and tol
hls health‘ In the short poem 'I fear thy lusses, gentle marden Shelley s reassurance B

that h1s behavrour w111 not lead to anythmg 1mproper may have been dxrected to

hrmself as much as to Sophla 2 Hls assemon in the ﬁnal hnes that 'Innocent is the

’

7 In a short memoir quoted in Angeh, Sophla Stacey wrote, 'On hearmg me frequently play the harp, :
he expressed a wish to write some lines for me, and a short tnme aﬁerwards he placed 'Thou art fanr and

- few are fairer’ in my hands' (p. 102). R

-38 Judith Chernaik asserts a hesitation to subject thls poem to 'extensive hterary analysns (Lyrtcs 280)
She presents this poem in an appendix in which she expresses doubt that the eight-line formisa - - .+~
complete poem. Working through the draft (found in BSM xviii 115-16) she proposes a probable order



78

heart's devotion / With which I worship thine' (7-8; erhbhasis added) could be an
attempt to convince himself as much as Sophia that his attraction is harmless and non-
threatening. The poem betrays the fact that it is Shelley, alone, who has something to
fear. He fears Sophia's appearance, her rhoverﬁents, and her kisses, because he
recognises in them the seeds of attraction and idealisation that are so destructive to his
health and happiﬁess; as he would later write to Teresa Viviani, love and health
cannot coexist within him. Yet these lines to Sophia suggest that it is more tﬁan poor
health that he fears. Instead, it is the dismption that would result from any action on
Shelley's part to pursue the imaginative idealisation of Sophia as a sister spirit as he
| had done With Elizabeth Hitchener. 'My spirit is too deeply laden', Shelley writes,
'Ever to burthen thine' (3-4). In addition to 'the grief over William's death, Mary's
distancing depression, and his own constant bad health, Shelley has also come to
realise that the search for the ideal sister/lover, a third point to make a triangle of his -
 relationship with Mary, wes a major source of pain in his life. |
| It was during .Claire".s first visit to the Shelleys after leaving for Florence at the
end of November 1820, that Teresa Emilja Viviani was introduced te the Shelley
community. The first mention of Teresa Viviani comes from Claire Clairmont's
journals: "Wednesday, Nov 29™. Go with M. to a funzione in the church of San
Niccolo. Pacchiani Fudge & Campbells. Then with Pacchiani to the Convent of St.
"~ Anna. The beautiful Teresa Vi\de.ni, Madame Aust & Bassanti' (CCJ 189). Teresa
(called Emilia by the Shelleys and Claire) had been loc“ked in a convent by her father

until she could be suitably married; in this she resembled Harriet Westbrook, whom

* of composition, and suggests that Mary Shelley, who first printed the lines in the Posthumous Poems of
Percy Bysshe Shelley (London: John and Henry L. Hunt, 1824), may have extracted the eight line lyric
with authority from Shelley. The authority of the form of the poem is not as essential to this discussion
as the emotions and events expressed, so it is included here to further illustrate the nature of Shelley's

feelings about Sophia Stacey (the 'presumptive maiden’ according to Chemaik (Lyrics 279)). See Lyrics
277-80 for a complete discussion of this ‘textual puzzle', '
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Shelley had 'reécued' from an overly oppressive father. Shelley's attachment to Teresa
was short-lived, but intense; Once again, as with Elizabeth Hitchener, Shelley let h1s :
imagrnation 'exaggerate her virtues out of proportion to their reality. The Shelleys and
Claire Clairmont called upon Teresa frequentlit during the spring of 1821. In her e
Shelley fqund another 'sister of his soul', and in the poem he dedicated to her,
Epipsyehidion, he calls her\'my heart's sister' (415).° . |
In her letters Teresa's terms of affection were divrded equally'betwee.n Shelley,

Mary, and Claire, calling them 'my dear brother', 'my dearest sister', and 'my Claire' it
(White ii 467; 468; 470).60; This sense of kinship, as Newman Ivey White notes, B

'struck the right chord for 1nten31fy1ng the new friendship' for Shelley (Whrte ii 249)
The earliest surviving letter from Teresa to Shelley contams echoes of Elizabeth
Hitchener's claim of being the 'sister of [Shelley's] soul'; in it Teresa writes, 'call me

- always, if you like, your sister, for so sweet a name is very dear to me;k and I too will /'
| always call you my dear brother, and will consider you as thohgh you were such
indeed. [...]Ourhearts understand each other, ['; .. ] they have the same -
sehtiments, and were created to be bound by a strong and constant friendship. I * ...
embrace my very dear and beautiful sister Mary, whese company is so agreeable to
rrle' (White ii 467). Teresa looked upon them all as equally dear, maintairring thét they
were ‘angelic creatures', and stating 'I like you, I adore you even, I consider and - =
admire you like three DlVll'lltleS”(Whlte ii 475). She was eager to praise the w1fe of
her new friend, and she wrote to Mary: 'You have much talent, my Mary, whlch,
together with your virtue and your excellent heart, makes you one of the loveliest of

God's or Nature's creatures’ (White ii 475). In another letter to Mary, however, she

g

39  All quotations from Epipsychidion come from Poetry and Prose.
% Newman Ivey White (ii 466-85) includes the translations of sixteen letters or letter ﬁ'agments written

by Teresa Viviani to the Shelleys, eight to Shelley and elght to Mary. All quotations from her letters
are from this source. _
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notices, "You seem to me a little cold sometimes, and ihat causes me an uncomfortable
feeling; but I know that yoﬁr husband said well when he said that your apparent |
o coldness is only the ash which covers an affectionate heart (White ii 476). Mary's
journels do not reveal how she felt about the ‘fact that her husband wes diScussing her
'coldness' with a woman with whom he was becoming infatuated, or.how she
reSponded to Teresa's assex;tion that Shelley was right in his esjtimate of her behaviour.
But lat_er Mary was to satiﬁse Teresa Viviani's Siteation, and Shelley's involvement
with her, in her short story 'The ﬁride of Modern Italy' (1824), and when she wrote to
* Marianne Hunt to tell her of Teresa's marriage in March 1822, she referred to the
eeent as the 'end of Shelley's Italian platonics' (MSL i 223). As White rightly suggests,
'probably no wife, however confident of her husband'e fidelity, ceuld have fully - -
sympathized with Emilia's unrestgained adoration of Shelley' (White ii 252-53).

* Shelley's attachment to Teresa developed into a 'sister of my soul' love that he -
found with so many 'other women', So as Teresa continued to assure him 'that you
have in me a tender Sister and Friend, and that I will cherish you always' (White ii -
471), Shelley became more and more enamoured with this young, emotional, Italian
woman who openly revealed to him her emotions wﬁich seerhed to accord berfectly
with his own. 'This poor heart is so affected by its cruel wounds that I cannot prevent
its giving vent to its gnevance with you, my Percy, and to shed upon this paper a drop
of the sadness that fills my soul' Teresa wrote in a letter which she explained would :
be in Shelley s 'own tone' of familiarity (White ii 472). In response to his lament that

.lher freedom would divide tﬁem, she replies, 'O my friend! My sohl, my heart, can .
"never be parted from my brother and from my dear sisters [ . .. ] Emilia will seek yod '
'everywhere, even were you at the utmost boundaries of the world' (White ii 472).

Teresa was conscious of the intimate tone of her correspondence with Shelley, and
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twice she wrote of the potential feelings of jealousy that her"sisters' might t‘eel. 'My
Claire, if she reads this, will say that she is jealous: but let her reflect that I do not
write thus save to her good brother and to mine', Teresa wrote to Shelley in mid- -
December (White ii 472). And sometime after the new year, she ends a letter 'by -
telling you (hoping that Mary won't be jealous): "1 love you with all my heart, dear
Brother"" (thte ii 480) Desplte Teresa's fatth that the epithets of farmly connection
should prevent any real concern, (and Mary and Claire may have realised this), the
term 51ster was one that mtensrﬁed Shelley s passnon more than it abated it.

In Epzpsychzdzon whlch Shelley dedlcated to 'E[milia] V[iviani]', Shelley
“shows the extent to Wthh he ldeahsed tlus new friend, as he had done formerly with
Ehzabeth Hltchener, far in excess of her real human quahtles Named 'Emily’ in the
poem, Teresa is descnbed asa 'Seraph of Heaven[ ] too gentle to be human, / Velhng
| beneath that radlant form of Woman /All that is msupportable in thee / Of llght and
love, and xmmortahty' (21-24) She isa 'Star above the Storm (28), the 'Harmony of
Nature ] Art' (30) For over 100 hnes Shelley pralses Teresa in language that suggests |
worshlp, and hrs cry, 'Ah woe is me' / What have I dared? where am I hfted? how /
Shall I descend and pensh not? (123-25) isa reallsatron of his love for her as well as
a deeper understandlng that his exaggerated pralse w111 lead h1m to drsappomtment
(death) lee "I’he Retrospect' Epzpsychxdton offers a hrstory of Shelley s fonner |
attachments ina way that emphasxses the harmony of the present one.

More clearly than any other pxece of Shelley s wntmg, Epzpsychtdzon reveals v‘
the 1deas that Shelley held about srsters Teresa V1v1an1 perhaps more ltke Shelley, .

' emotlonally, than any other woman he knew is called ’Snster of that orphan one'
" which is mterpreted by Donald Rexman and Sharon B Powers as elther Shelley's own,

or Mary Shelley's, soul (Poetry and Prose 374 n4). With this mterpretatlon there is
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immediately presented either a soul sister or a triangular relationship involving
Shelley and two sisters, which replicates the situation which Shelley seemed to be
searching for his entire life. Further, in a stanza central to a consideration of Shelley's
conflation of sister and lover, the sibling connections between all three figures in this
situation are suggested thus:
I never thought before my death to see
Youth's vision thus made perfect. Emily,
.. I'love thee; though the world by no thin name
Will hide that love from its unvalued shame.
Would we two had been twins of the same mother!
Or, that the name my heart lent to another
Could be a sister's bond for her and thee, -
Blending two beams of one eternity!
... Yet were one lawful and the other true, R
These names, though dear, could paint not, as is due, o
- How beyond refuge I am thine. Ahme!
I am not thine: I am a part of thee. (41 -52)
In these lines Shelley reveals hlS consciousness that the love he feels for Teresa is not
'acceptable in the world's eyes He offers two alternatlve solutlons for hrs love ]
1 1mpropr1ety whrch suggest the very foundatrons of his thmkmg about srsters Imtrally,
he wrshes that he and Teresa had been brologlcal twins; t.hrs would prov1de them with
bond in which the1r affectron for one another mlght be seen to operate onan
acceptable social level Addmonally, the twmshlp would no doubt in Shelley mmd
presuppose the emotlonal sympathy whlch Shelley already feels for Teresa. Shelley
suggests that wrthm the social restnctrons of the world's view of hrs marrred state, 1f
Teresa was hrs sister then he could have her near hrm as much as he wanted and enjoy
the complete sympathy he has with her The second solution whlch Shelley puts forth
is still more radlcal he wrshes that he could marry Teresa and that the shanng of
Shelley s name would‘be enough to make her and Mary srsters, 'two beams of one

eternity’..
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* In both of these solutionskShelley figures a sibiing-like relationship. Either he |
and Teresa are twins emd Mary remains his wife, or Tereea arrd Mary become sisters_' '
-through the sharmg of Shelley as a husband. But Shelley realises hrs marriage isa -
hindrance to his desxre, whatever the deﬁmtlons of the connections (‘one lawful and
the other true') Shelley feels deeply that it is Teresa to whom he belongs. In the final
lines, echoing peems to other women as well as sentiments expressed or irlsinuated by |
the siblings he would create in his peetry, Shelley asserts: 'T am not thine: I am a part
= No one knews for sure whether Shelley and Teresa Viviani were lovers, and
although Mary Shelley's comments to Marianne Hunt suggest that the relatienship
was platorlie, in this as in his relationship with Elizalreth Hiteﬁener and Claire @ ' =
Clairmont, there are hints that there may have peen'a more phyeical connection. In her |
conversations with Edward Alrgustus Silsbee, Claire Clairmont talked several times
about Shelley's relétionship to Terese Viviani. In hiks chmacteﬁsticelly brief }style, |
Silsbee records one such conversation thus: 'C says again E. V."‘“’i saidin32in .
Belladonna Street - aﬁer what has passed with Shelleyshe cdlove nooneelse.C -
thinks they were lovers yet S. did rlothing when she was married nor did he seem to
mourn at it. jane had engrossed her [for hirﬁ] was that it? He must be in love with -
someone eeside his wife' (Silsbee Box 8 Folder 3). Early in their relatiqnship, Shelley
wrote this fragment of a letter ro Teresa which suggests more than a little phyéical
intimacy: . ST B
-+ Your form, vrsible to my mind's eye, surrounde me with the gentle shadow of -
~ its divine beauty. Many times you thus [?] me. Your dark eyes, ever most
~ beautiful, are above me. I seem to feel your hands on mine and your lips — but
then I close my eyes until you cease to love it — then it will be quenched like a

flame which lacks fuel. I have suffered much in health today. Your sweet eyes

- aré smiling within me. I no longer think of death: I believe that the soul that is
= loved by you cannot [breaks off here] (PBSL ii 449)
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This could be a fantasy or a memory of an experience. of physical contact between
Shelley. and Teresa. Also, it could be an instance of Shelley trying to figure, through
frankly sensual 1magery, the emotrons whrch Teresa msplred in h1m Nevertheless, in
- this letter Shelley asserts hrs dependency on Teresa, and he msmuates that 1f he is
loved by her he need not thmk of death Although Shelley breaks off the fragment
before addrng the ﬁnal word it seems hkely that he mtended itto be 'd1e But what is b
certaln 1s that several months after the Shelleys had last seen Teresa, Shelley wrote to
Byron 'they have made a great fuss at Pisa about my mtlmacy w1th thrs lady Pray do
not mentron anythmg of what I told you, as the whole truth is not known and Mary
. mrght be very much annoyed at 1t' (PBSL ii 347) Nothrng exrsts to deterrmne what
'the whole truth’ of Shelley s relatlonshlp wrth Teresa was, but as Shelley feels that it
would annoy' Mary, then physrcal mtrmacy cannot be ruled out.

The Shelleys and Clarre Clarrmont soon weaned of thelr fnendshrp wrth
Teresa, and Paula Feldman and Drana Scott-Kllvert state that clearly Shelley and |
' Mary had heard somethmg about Emlha that had hurt and dlsgusted them (MSJ 597)
Somethmg drd turn them from her, perhaps for Mary, 1t was the reahsatron that once
agaln her husband's attentrons had tumed from her and perhaps for Shelley 1t was |
recogmsmg an old unsatrsfyrng hablt perhaps 1t was related to a request from Teresa
four days before her weddmg, for money (Whlte ii 484 85) o Clalre Clarrmont told
Srlsbee that 'Shelley was qulte capable of runmng off wrth E Vrvram but that he had
grown w1ser by expenence & saw h1s wsrons dld not come true He had trred of
Hamet & Mary (Srlsbee Box 8 folder 4) Shelley hrmself referred to the unpossrbrhty ,

' of ﬁndmg the embodlment of hrs vrslon of the perfect compamon ina letter to J ohn ’

61 SFZO; ?gre information on this request of Teresa s and her estrangement from the Shelleys, see Whlte '_ ,‘
ii 323- :
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Gisborne, written shortly before he died, that sounds like a more mature
understanding of the Alastor experiertee:
The 'Epiosychitlion I cannot look at; the person whom it celebrates was a
cloud instead of a Juno; and poor Ixion starts from the centaur that was the
offspring of his own embrace. If you are anxious, however, to hear what I am
and have been, it will tell you something thereof. It is an idealized history of .
my life and feelings. I think one is always in love with something or other; the
error, and I confess it is not easy for spirits cased in flesh and blood to avoid it,
consists in seeking in a mortal image the likeness of what is perhaps eternal. .
- (PBSLii434) : ~ :
Here Shelley makes reference to Juno, the sister and lover of Jupiter, revealing again ‘
his lnterest in the bond between siblings that does not observe the incest taboo, It - .
creates a link between the incestuous pair and his own relationship with his 'sister’,
Teresa Viviani (‘the person whom it celebrates’). In addition, the cloaking of his
situation in terms of the Greek myth of Ixion suggests only more ambiguity as to -
whether there may have been physical intimacy between Shelley and Teresa. Ixion,
. making love to a cloud that had been given Juno's form, fathered the centaur. So
Shelley, 'making love' to Teresa — whether her form was physically real, or whether
he was making love to his idealised image of her — 'fathered' his poem Epzpsychzdzon
The formlessness of the cloud does not negate the result of the union; the centaur and
Shelley s poem ‘were very real results of each union. But if i 1t were Just a case of
Shelley idealising a woman from afar, Mary would have no cause for the annoyance
| that Shelley tells Byron would result from her knowing 'the whole truth' (PBSL ii
347). All that is certain is revealed in Shelley's last sentence to Gisborne in the letter
quoted above, for this reveals that Shelley was 'in love' with Teresa, whatever that
meant to him. It also reveals that Shelley came to learn, as Claire Clairmont's

comment to Silsbee suggests, that he was seeking an impossible dream in ‘seeking in a

mortal image the likeness of what is perhaps eternal'. |
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vi. Shelley'sv Last Love :

. Jane brings her guitar, and if the past and the future could be obliterated, the present
would content me so well that I could say with Faust to the passing moment,

'Remain, thou, thou art so beautiful". (PBSL i 435-36) -

.‘ When Shelley ﬁrst met the heavrly pregnant Jane Wilhams towards the end of
January 1821 he had no perception of her fulﬁllmg the role of srster to his soul for he
was still enjoymg h1s relationshlp w1th Teresa VlVlanl He wrote to Claire Clalrmont
on 16 J anuary that although J ane was 'an extremely pretty & gentle woman she was
apparently not very clever (PBSL ii 256 -57). Yet Shelley s changmg feehngs can be
traced in the comments that he made to Clalre over the months For example, in May
'I have got reconcrled tolJ ane and in J une: 'l like her much better than I drd' (PBSL ii
292 296) By the followrng J anuary (1822), Shelley descnbed Jane erhams as 'more
amrable and beautlful than ever, and a sort of spmt of embodred peace in our c1rcle of
tempests (PBSL ii 376) Shortly before hJS death and amldst the growing
estrangement between Mary and himself Shelley wrote to John Gisbome of the joy
he felt in Jane s company as they took excursions in his new boat: |

.Wllliams is captain, and we drlve along this delightful bay in the evening wind
under the summer moon, until earth appears another world. Jane brings her
guitar, and if the past and the future could be obliterated, the present would
content me so well that I could say with Faust to the passing moment, -
'Remain, thou, thou art so beautiful'._ (PBSL ii 435-36)
Shelley makes cl-ear in this letter the growing separation between Mary and himself,
neglecting to mention whether Mary joins them on these outings which are so perfect -
to him. l3ut a further comment made to Gisborne makes it clear that Shelley had lost
his connection with Mary: 'l only feel the want of those who can feel, and understand
‘me. Whether from pr'oximityiand the continuity of domestic intercourse, Mary does
not' (PBSLii435). |
- Shelley's feelings for Jane Williams are perceptible in the many lyric poems

that he wrote to her in the last months of his life. It appears that, while recognising the
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1nab111ty to dlscover his ideal soul mate, and h1s own tendency to idealise women, -
Shelley slowly fell in love with Jane. It could be that part of the attraction for Shelley
was Jane's devotion to Edward, who was as close a friend to Shelley as anyone had
ever been. This put a new element into the triangular relationships for Shelley, whose
common habit was to find two 'sisters' both of whom were focused on and devoted to
him. With this new situation, Shelley found himself as one of two 'brothers', both of
whom were focused on, and devoted to, one woman. Shelley may have come to prefer
this new dynarmc of the tnangular relat1onsh1p, and his lyrics begln toreveala = .~
developmg phys1cal attractlon to Jane even as they show a growing apprecratron of
Edward's fnendshrp Thus in "Ihe Serpent is Shut Out from Paradlse (1821) Shelley
explams hrs attachment to and connectlon with Jane and Edward in terms of his
feelings of having to avoid them or, more specxﬁcally (as suggested by the repeated |
' use of the singular 'frlend') having to avoid Jane:
_~ i Therefore, if now I see you seldomer, -
Dear friends, dear friend, know that I only fly
* Your looks, because they stir - -~ ERRCAE
Gnefs that should sleep, and hopes that cannot d1e
~ The very comfort which they minister o
I scarce can bear; yet I,
~ (So deeply is the arrow gone) . = ‘
Should quickly perish if it were w1thdrawn (17-24)
In these last lync poems wntten to Jane Wllllams, Shelley presents hlS emotlons 1n
full awareness of the hopelessness of lus srtuatron estranged from Mary, in love w1th
Jane and thankful for the compamonshlp of Edward |
There are at least erght poems that can be traced to Shelley ] relatlonshrp w1th ,
. Jane Wllllams, and they 1llustrate the movement from restramed admrratlon in 'The
. Magnettc Lady to her Patlent' to the effects of desperate physncal des1re in 'Llnes |
Wntten in the Bay of Lenct that the poems in between trace through a more subtle

' progressron G M Matthews suggests that because Shelley knew there was no future 7
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in his love affair with Jane, he was led 'to set a suprenﬂe value on the immediacy of its
- day-to-day contexts',5 and indeed, all of the poems written to or about Jane Williams
seem to focus on just this kind of 'passing moment'. Thus in the 1822 poem 'The .
Magnetic Lady to her Patient' Shelley centres bn an incident in which the lady of the
poem speaks what most commentators believe are the words of Jane to Shelley. In the
poem the lady clearly states: ™ - .
. Ilove thee not; -
But when I think that he

Who made and makes my lot - .

As full of flowers as thine of weeds,

- Might have been lost like thee; -

And that a hand which was not mine,

- Might then have charmed his agony

As I another’s — my heart bleeds

* For thine. (10-18) - :
The lady declares that she does not love the patient — much as Jane may have done
during the 'magnetising' (hypnosis) sessions she performed on Shelley to try to ease

his kidnéy pams63 In addition, the lady in the poem recalls her own lover, paying

tribute to him whd ‘'makes rhy lot/ As full of flowers as thine of weeds', thinking of
the paiﬁ that he would feel if he had to seek care and comfort from someone else. In-
this way she justifies her own feelings for the patient, which are clearly feelings of
pity.

Although it seems that Shelley had realised by this time his tendency to seek -
'in a mortal image the likeness of what is perhaps eternal' (PBSL ii 435), he éould not,

or did not want to, control his attraction to Jane. In 'To Jane. The Invitaﬁon', Shelley’

gives to Jane the title that acts as a key to clarifying his relationship to her. Inviting = -

62 G, M. Matthews, 'Shelley and Jane Williams', Review of English Studies 12 (1961), p. 45.

+  Thomas Medwin was the first to hypnotise Shelley, on 15 December 1821, and he gives a full
account of it in his Life of Shelley, ed. by H. Buxton Forman (London: Oxford University Press, 1913),
pp. 269-70. See also MSJ 342; CCJ.196. After Medwin left Pisa, Shelley was ‘magnetised’ by Jane
Williams, who had learned the techniques while she and Edward Williams lived with Medwin in
Geneva in 1819 (MSJ 342n). , ;
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her to come away from the town and into the woods for a walk on a beautiful winter's
day, he ealls her 'Radiant Sister of the day' 7). At the beginning of the poem he calls
Jane 'Fairer far than this fair day' (2)‘and proeeeds to praise the beauty of the day; by :
referring to Jane as the 'Sister of the day’ Shelley could be intending to say that since
they are both so beautiful (Jane and the day) they must be sisters. But in lightof - .
Shelley's history with sister;ﬁgures and his persistent use of the term to denote the -
woman to whom he feels a particularly close connection, it is also possible to
understand the phrase to mean that Jane is Shelley's 'sister of the day’ - in other
words, she is the 'sister’ to whom he currently feels a strong connection. This
~ suggestion finds support in the earlier lines in which Shelley explarns why hei is
asking his 'Best and brightest’ to 'come away' (1); he wants to go wrth her to the
woods: |
| Where the soul need not repress
Its music lest it should not find
An echo in another's mind,
‘While the touch of Nature's art -
Harmomzes heart to heart. (24 28)
Rerman and Powers note to this poem states that Shelley had not shown the ﬁmshed
poem of 'To J ane. The Invrtatron and 1ts compamon plece To Jane A Recollectron to _
Mary because 'though the walk that 1nsp1red them on January 2 1822 was taken by
Mary, Jane and Shelley together Jane alone evoked Shelley s happmess (Poetry and
Prose 443n) Thrs is bome out in the above lmes whlch suggest that Shelley had
experlenced times when he d1d feel the need to repress hrs feelmgs because they drd
not ﬁnd echo in another s mind'. The expectation on this walk with Jane is that Nature
' w111 provrde the settmg for the two of them to expenence the harmony that Shelley

' senses between them Understandably, Mary s fnends would be hesrtant to show her

these sentlments of Shelley's so shortly after his death.
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- This lasf relationshlp was an unusual one for Shelley, for although in this ©
period Jane was a friend to Mary, she was not onattached.64 Shelley placed himself as

,‘the outsider to what appeared to him an ideal couple. Jane, although married to a man
in England, was absolutely devoted to Edward Williams.® In 'With a guitar, to Jane',

' Shelley casts Jane and Edward in the roles of eranda and Ferdmand an 1mage of
ideal love. Shelley i is Anel, who must remind eranda of hls_long service. It almost :
sounds like penance when he claims: 'From life to life, must [Ariel] still pursue / Your
happihess; for thus alone / Cah Ariel ever find his own' (14-16).‘ Shelley here '

“expresses that he can only find happiness in creating and maintaining Jane's own.

‘2« M O

vn Conclusxon

I loved I know not what - but this low sphere '
* And all that it contains, contains not thee,

" Thou, whom seen nowhere, I feel everywhere (’The thca 20-22)

~In many ways, sections of the poem "The Zucca' provrde a gloss, in verse,’ of -
Shelley's lifelong habit of searohing oulslde of his rharriage for these sister/lover
ﬁgures; 'The'Zoeea' was written sometirhe between October 1821 and January 1822.%
Shelley had failed to heed the warning that he started to acknowledge in the poems to
Sophia Stacey that there was a dahger for him in the 'irinoeerlt' attachments, after his
deep connection with Teresa Viviani had been found and the ideal image of her had
dissolved into the very real person who married ‘in September 182l, and after his -

disinterested opinion of Jane Williams had developed into a more sincere and almost

. Mary and Jane Williams would later have a fallmg out over tales that J ane spread about Mary's r
coldness to Shelley in the last months of their life, and Shelley's preference for Jane. On 13 July 1827
Mary wrote in her journal, ‘Jane My friend has proved false & treacherous! Miserable discovery - for -

* four years I was devoted to her - & I earned only ingratitude'. For the story of their estrangement and
reconciliation, see MSJ 502 n2; 506 n2; and Joan Rees, Shelley’s Jane Williams (London: Wnllram
Kunber, 1985), pp. 138-40. ~ -

% For a brief sketch of the erlrams connectlon and Mary Shelley s close friendship with Edward
Williams see MSJ 597-99. S
 BSM xii liv.
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obsessive affection. In the first stanza of 'The Zucca' Shelley reveals his feelings of
being misunderstood that he did indeed 'desir[e] / More in this world than any
understand' (3-4). In other words Shelley felt that what he sought, be it Intellectual
Beauty, perfect sympathy w1th a srrmlar sister-soul, or a comblnatron of both, was

| beyond the understandmg of all those around him.

The thlrd stanza of 'The Zucca suggests what Shelley wrote to John Gisborne
in J une 1822 that he was seekmg in vain for the 1deal in the real In the poem he
speaks o some unknown person before shrftmg to address the 1deal that he knows is
out there, the lost soul within the soul' (Epzpsychxdton 456):

~ Iloved—0 no, I mean not one of ye, ‘, |

. Orany earthly one, though ye are dear .

As human heart to human heart may be; — '

- Tloved, I know not what — but this low sphere

And all that it contains, contains not thee,

-Thou, whom seen nowhere, I feel everywhere. ('The Zucca' 17-22)
Essentially, the stanza supports the proposition that Shelley felt he never really loved ,
any of the_Women in his life. The repetition of the phrase human heart' reveals a . |
belief that what he felt was a closeness that is nevertheless limited by the human
condition. The real object of his love is not 'contained’ or limited to the 'low sphere' of
the human realm. This inhuman object of love recalls the insistent pull towards the
unattainable that. is the tale of both Alasfor and Epipsychidioh, an attraction to that -
which cannot be reached. -~ -

- Twice Shelley uses the image of the moth and the light to convey the
experience of this irresistible desire, a desire which is figured as having the power to
destroy the person who seeks the unattainable:

. Isprang, as one sandalled with plumes of fire,

And towards the loadstar of my one desire,

Iflitted, like a dizzy moth, whose flight -

Is as a dead leaf's in the owlet light,
- When it would seek in Hesper's setting sphere
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A radiant death[.] (Epipsychidion 218-23) -
I can give not what men call love,
But wilt thou accept not -
- The worship the heart lifts above -
And the Heavens reject not;
" The desire of the moth for the star, -
Of the night for the morrow,
" The devotion to something afar - R :
From the sphere of our sorrow? ('One Word is too oﬁen Profaned' 9-1 6)
Shelley s mampulatlon of the moth/hght image further emphasises the seekmg of
somethmg unearthly The l1ght that the moth seeks is not srmply a ﬂame, it emanates
from an unattamable source the setting sun 1n the ﬁrst passage, astar in the second
These metaphors lllustrate the admrssron in Epzpsychtdlon that in many mortal forms
I rashly sought / The shadow of that idol' (267-68) In a more hght-hearted mood
Shelley explamed this sentlment to John Glsborne 'the Epzpsychtdton isa mystery -
as to real ﬂesh & blood, you know that I do not deal in those artrcles, —you mlght as
well go toa grnshop for a leg of mutton, asto expect any thmg human or earthly from '
me (PBSL u 364) Th1s humour may be laced w1th sarcasm, or desparr, as Shelley
reveals that he did seek for what was not to be found on earth
ThlS reahsatlon may have come as no surprise to Shelley, and the pattem Lo
evident in the poems he wrote to the srster-figures in h1s hfe certamly reveals that
Shelley consrstently mvested each of these women wrth unearthly quahtnes Thus '
Shelley can be seen to be constructmg in hlS lyncs an 1dea1 woman who was uutlally
based on the women in h1s hfe J udith Chemark warms of the temptatron of readmg |
| Shelley s lyncs only for what they reveal about Shelley s llfe, and she pomts out that
"the ﬁgure of the poet is hterary and tradrtlonal as well as autobrographncal' (Lyrzcs

. 10). Shelley sard as much to the Glsbomes when he wrote that 'the poet & the man are ‘
two dnfferent natures: though they exist together they may be unconscious of each

other‘ (PBSL ii 3 10) The 'l’ in the poem is not necessarily relating the specific .
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experience of Shelley, although it may and probably does haue some foundation in -
Shelley's experiences. Likewise, the way he presents Harriet Grove, Elizabeth
~ Shelley, Harriet Westbrook, Elizabeth Hitchener, Cornelia Turner, Mary Godwin, -
Claire Clairmont, Sophia Stacey, Teresa Viviani, and Jane Williams, although based
on each woman, is an elaboration of the qualities which he expected to find in a figure
 who was 'not one of ye, / Or any earthly one, though ye are dear / As human heaxt to
human heart may be’ ('The Zucca 171 9)
Shelley wrote in the Preface to Laon and C)/thna that it is the busmess of the
Poet to commumcate to others the pleasure and the enthu51asm ansmg out of those
* images and feelmgs, in the vivid presence of which w1thm hlS own mxnd consists at
once his inspiration and his reward' (Poems 2 34). Thus he states clearly that it is
'images and feelings' that form the foundation, the inspiration, of his poetry. Yet as he
developed his ideas on poetry in response to Peacock’s Four Ages of Poetry Shelley
came to express the vieuv that the poem may turn out to be, if not different from the
experience that inspired it, then at least not the same: -
' Man is an instrument over which a series of external and internal impressions
are driven, like the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an Aeolian lyre,
. which move it by their motion to ever-changing melody. But thereisa " -
principle within the human being, and perhaps within all sentient beings,
.- . which acts otherwise than in the lyre, and produces not melody, alone, but
harmony, by an internal adJustment of the sounds or motions thus exc1ted to
" the impressions which excite them.” U e
Shelley felt that the poet adjusts the impressions, both external and internal, in order
to create the more complicated, yet complimentary, expressions (in poetry) which are

harmonious to the melody of the exact experience which makes an impression on the

‘poet. The poet can alter the experience which they wish to represent in their poetry in .

S Defence, Poetry and Prose 480,
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order to best serve the form into vwhi‘ch the poet wishes to creﬁ them. This is true of
| both the major poems and the lyrics which Shelley wrote to his sister-figures. .«
- Inall ef the lyﬁcs, Shelley attempted to represent what 1t was like to be in love
. and to feel the close sympathy that he sensed between himself and the wemen‘ who
inspired the poemé. Again in the Defence of Poetry, Shelley dfew out whathe -
percei?ed as vthe connectior\l\between love and poetry: ;
Love became a religion, the idols of whose worship were ever present. It was
as if the statues of Apollo and the Muses had been endowed with life and
- motion and had walked forth among their worshippers; so that earth became °
peopled by the inhabitants of a diviner world. The familiar appearance and e
- : proceedings of life became wonderful and heavenly; and a paradise was : - -
created as out of the wrecks of Eden And as this creatlon 1tself is poetry, s0 1ts
- Creators were poets.® : : 5 .
Love, Shelley states, makes the hurnan realm into «som‘ething di‘viﬁe. The perfect
forms of gods descend to inhabit the eérth, and life's commeﬁplaces become beautiful
~ and full of grace. Love, then, creates the illusioe’ that what is unattainable, the forms
and feelings of a diviner world, is within reach. In order to fit into his concepf of
seeking for something both unreal and unattainable - beét ﬁgﬁred in Alastor when the
poet 'eéigerly pursﬁes / Beyond the realms of dream that fleeting shade' (205-06) -
Shelley had to create a sense that the .wemen who repreéented that ideal in each poem |
“ héd sufficient power in their personﬁl characteristics to encourage that obeessi\?e
searching that the narrator of Alastor blam‘es for causing the visionary poet to |
‘overleap the bounds' (207) bef;veen dream life and waking reality. So he returns
agaih and again te descriptions of the woman who ins"-pired‘the poem that rhai(e ‘her
into an otherWorldly light, that he, as the moth, seeks but can never reach. .. - *

-~ The women are represented as possessors of certain powers that draw Shelley - -

"to them, as the moth to the light, which emphasise his own passiveness. He cannot -

8 Defence, Poetry and Prose 496-97.
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help himself, he seems to suggest. The eyes, which can 'light.a waste of years' (How
eloquent are eyes' lO)yand turn 'to bliss [the heart's] wayward pain' (‘Mine eyes were
~ dim with tears unshed' 24), can also 'gaze the wisest into madness' ("Thou art fair and
few are .fairer' 8); thﬁs alfhough they have a resiofative power, they also can havea
| ‘more sinister affect, which stresses their potency. Additionally, the voice can casta
spell on the listener; »it can étir poison' in the listener's breast (‘'Thy dewy iooks sink in
my breast' 2), or it can dissolve the listener in the 'consuming éxtacies [sic] and
encourage the belief that the listener has 'no life, [ . . . ] but ih thee; / Whilst [ . . . ] thy
song / Flows on' ('To Constantia, Singing' 11-14). The woman in these poems has ther
power to calm and revive the poet; she is variously granted the power to ‘calm [the]
bosom's frantic pain' (How swifily through Heaven's Wiae expanse' 36) and to revive
'in [the] heart the expiring flame of life’ (PBSL 1383-84). Sheisa 'reviviné ray' (‘'The
Retrospect. Cwm Elan 1812' 167) whose 'preséx;ce on [the poet's] wintry heart / Fell;
like bright Spring upon some herbless plain’ (Dedication to Laon and Cythna 55-56).
Shelley's early feeling that friendship or love could be found only with one who was a
reflection of the self served this image of the ideal woman, as in both poems and
letters he projected an intertwining of natures that méde‘ it difficult to distinguish
5etween the speaker and the woman; this. was most clearly conveyed inthe early . .
o passages describing the connection betweén the protagbnists in Laon and Cythna, but
it begah with stc;xtements that Shélley made about his sister Elizabeth, whose o
" 'happiness is mine' (PBSL i 93), Elizabeth Hitchener, the 'sister of hié soul' (PBSL i -
149), and, still later, Teresa Viviani, to whom Shelley asserted 'l am not thine; Iam a
‘part of thee' (Epipsychidion 52). | |
Shelley exclaims in Epipsychidion that 'in ma;ny mortal forms I rashly sou‘ght /

The shadow of that idol' (267-68). He seems to have known for quite some fimé that
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what he sought was not to be found on earth. This bidgraphical survey highlights the
cpmplexities of Shelley's relationships with sisters and sister-figures, tracing his habit
bf surrounding himself with woman in order to explore Richard Holmes's urbane -
identification of Shélley’s ‘disinclination to live entirely in the company of one woman
for more than a few hours at a time' (Holfnes 79). As I have shown, éhelley was
attracted to the idea of haviﬁg more than one woman near him, and throughout his life
he attempted to form a 'family’ of sister-figures around h1m This ideal of sister-spirits
had a strong influence on his inclusion and portrayal of sisters and sister-figures in his
major poems. . -

-~ Shelley's plea to Teresa Viviani in Epipsychidion, that 'the name my heart lent
to another / Could be a sister's bond for her and thee, / | Blending t@o beam§ of oné
eternity' (46-48), reveals mﬁch about his desire to have sisters around. The plea
, vocalises‘his wish that, although alread& married legally to Mary, he could also ﬁnite
with Teresa, and that the two women could live together harmoniously as 'sisters’

- while they shared their husband. Having lived with Mary and Claire, and previously
with Harriet and Eliza, Shelley was not blind to the often difficult relations between
sisters. Again in Epipsychidion, when bidding the Cémet (identified by most
c\ommentators as Claire Clairmont)® to 'float into our azure heaven again; (373), he

. assure her that 'the Moon [Mary] will veil her horn / In thy last smiles' (376-77). This
. promise is as idealistic as it Ais,r m this biographical context, unrealistic, for Mary and
Claife's felationship was fraught.with suppressed antaéom'sm and sororoi)hobié. The
desire for Méry and Teresa to live as sisters, predéted by the sifnilar request to

‘Elizabeth Hitchener to joiri his household with Harriet and Eliza Westbrook, as well -

% For a discussion of the biographical details of the central part of Epipsychidion, see Kenneth Neill

Cameron, 'The Planet-Tempest Passage in Epipsychidion’, PMLA 63 (1948), pp. 950-72. Reprinted,
with corrections, in Poetry and Prose 637-58. '
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as the later entreaty to Harriet to come and join the mc’nage at lake Lucerne in 1814,
shows Shelley's ideallsed theory of how sisters could live: together, in harmony, and -
happy to share the attentxons of one man. Shelley did obtam tlus happy communion of
' slsters in hls representatlon of Promethetls and As1a establnshmg a household w1th
Asia's sisters, Panthea and Ione, but he never achleved it in his personal life.

But the wish to estahlish a household with sister-figures became the
‘foundatioh of h1s s.:earch for the ideal slster/lover, a ﬁg\jre which he deyeloped in the
poems that ;haye siblings at their centres: Laon and Cythna a l!l7) Rosalind and
Helen (1 81 7), Prometheus Unbound (18 1 9) and The Cencz (181 9) What these maJor |
:works focus on is the character and behavrour of what in 'The Zucca, Shelley reveals
is ;seen nowhere, but [felt] eyerywhere': Shelley's ideal woman, 'the sister/lover ﬁgure
vwhol is )inl perfect sympathy with the hrother/poet who loves her and who re‘vﬁeals’

herself as ideal because she is the perfect sister.
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2. 'Thy sister, thy cornpanion thine own chosen one':
The Representation of Sisters in Laon and Cythna, Rosalznd and Helen

Prometheus Unbound and The Cencz

From 1817 to 1819, s1sters appear in all of Shelley s longer works except for Jultan
and Maddalo In Laon and Cythna (1817) and Rosalmd and Helen (1 817), incest
becomes the defining characterrstrc of the relationship between a brother and a sister, |
representing all that is ‘best ina loving relationship between a man and a woman; in |
Pro\metyhe_us» Unhound (1A8_1‘9)‘ is the only representation of a group of sisters in all of
: Shelley's_work; and in \The’Cenci (1819), Shelley combines_these two exponents in the
representation of Beatrice - although her sister is not a character inthe play and the
incest 1s a symbolﬂ of tyranny rather than loye. Cythna, Rosalind, and Beatrice have ;
‘ brothers to whorn they are (or, in the case of Rosalind, were) 910.86? vrhile Asia,
iPanthea and Tone are represented m an 1deal sisterhood that ‘ends in the formation ofa
happy household,_‘in a reformed world, w1th Asia's lover, ’P}rornet\heus. ‘Ihaye
, previously shourn;Shelley's involvement wrth sisters and sister-ﬁgures, and it does not
come as a surprise that the sibling relationship can be traced in the rnajor works
written ﬁaround the time which Stuart Curran calls Shelley's ‘annus rnirahilis;.' (AM). |

_‘ In 187‘1 7, yvhen Shelley wrote the e‘arliest of the uyorks discussed here, hehad '
not yet encountered Sophia Stacey, Ernilia Viviani, or Jane Williarnsr Claire _.
C‘la‘irrno’nt and her daughter iby Byron, Allegra, were both pait of the Shelley

household. By the end of 1819 Shelley had met his cousin Sophia; in another year,

! Stuart Curran, Shelley's Annus M:rab:hs The Maturmg of an Eprc Vision (San Marmo, CA
Huntington Library, 1975).
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Claire had introduced the Shelleys to Emilia Viviani; and hy the spring of 1821, the
Shelleys were establishing themselves in the ho_use they shared with Jane and Edward )
Williams. Yet from all of the qualities which I have shown Shelley to be concemed
with in his poems either addressed to or written about his sister-figures, a template :
- emerges of what can be identil'led as Shelley's ideal woman. She should be intelligent,
unconcerned about the worldls opinion and able to reason for herself, as Shelley
represented his sister Elizabeth to Hogg before Shelley's esfrangement from her, as
Elizabeth Hitchener was in her ability to discuss Shelley's favourlte topics in thelr
letters, as Mary Shelley was as the intellectual helr of the philosophical Godwm and
the radical Wollstonecraft. She should be willmg to be gulded by Shelley, devoted,
| obedient, and _adoring, as his sisters were when they were younger, as Harriet
Westbrook was before the birth of their first child, as Elizabeth Hitchener was in |
accepting Shelley's saggestions for reading, and as Clalre Clairmont was both when
Shelley first entered the Godwin honsehold and after the elopement when she resided
’l w1th Shelley and Mary before qshe ‘ha‘d her affau‘ Wlth Lord Byron, The iéihblaie also
reveals yyhat ‘is nossiblyi}t)hi;sldeal WOrnan's strongest ‘eharacteristic,‘ﬂwhich is the :
ability to influence Shelley: with her eyes, the tone of her voice, her touch, or even
just her presence. All of these qualities Shelley highlighted in poems about Harriet
Groye Harriet Westbrook Ma-r}y‘Shellcdey,‘~ Claire C:lair‘rnont‘ ‘S‘o;)hia Sracey, Ehiilia
' V1v1an1, and Jane Wllhams And Cythna, the first formal expressmn of thls 1deal
_ became a touchstone for all of the later sxsters Beatnce Cenc1, A51a, Panthea, Ione,
and even Rosallnd and she remalned the most complete composrte of all that

Shelley desned and praxsed in the 31ster-ﬁgures in hlS hfe

- The brother-snster relatlonshlp is presented in Laon and Cythna and Rosalmd :

and HeIen, as an mcestuous connection that is nevertheless sanctloned by Shelley s
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treatment in each poem. He saw the connection between siblings as the most
favourable for experiencing the complete sympathy for which he sought in his private
life, and this is why he ‘did not simply represent the ideal lever as a woman who was
biologically unconnected to the man. For Shelley, thinking of a lover in terms ef a
sibling was important because 1t meant the relatienship had built up threugh along
connectitnt dunng whlch tune thesxbhngs probably developedsmxla.r llkes, dlSllkCS, ‘

- and idea_s.2 Andln hght oﬁf} Shelley's behef thatsoc1ety was m need of vast moral 8
improverhent, h151nclusmnof 51b11ngs m these works can be seen as part ofh1s N
programme for, or vision of, the improved moral state of the world that would eorhe

about in the aftermath of political revolution.

L Cythna askPrototype for the Ideal -
. hordidlpize ...
 Beyma i enia Cacdmm s
" The earliest add mest ‘cemprehensivetrea‘tment of the brother-sister relationship in
‘She!le.yi's‘lwerkﬁ appears m 'Laon and :Cythnfi. The peem was finished, aeeortiihg to -
Mary Shelley's jotn'nat, somethne betweeh 20-29 kSeptember 1817 MSJ 1 80). On 3
Deeemher, a letter from Shelley to‘hirs publisher reveals that the printexf :was»eoncemed |
| ' abeqt some of the contents ef the peerrkl.AEage‘r to ha\feﬁ the’ werk a\(ailable tothe
'pub_lic, Shelley tlecl\a{ed:"‘Let h1m ’prin’vt the et'rata, & say at the top if he liikes, that it
was allkthe \‘“Ahutho;r's fahlt, & that he is as i'mrpaculates as the I".,amb‘Of Ged'. Shelley's
| elqsing remark, ‘only let him de it c{lyire_ctly,”or 'if hewo‘nti[sic] 1et some one elsef, .

, shows that the I»eastko’f Shetley'sl concerns were the alterations_ desired by the printer; S

~ 2 The incestuous brother and sister in Rosalind and Helen were not btought up toéether, as the ‘ ,
- discovery of their connection only on their wedding day makes clear. But as Rosalind accounts for
Helen the story of her love for her brother, she makes it clear that some connection, perhaps

predetermined through their biological connection, existed. See section ii for more on the connection
between Rosalind and her brother.
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he wanted the work released immediately, at any cost (PBSL i571). Yethe
encountered another delay in the form of a retraction by his publishers, Charles and

‘James Ollier, which Shelley claimed would be more injurious to his reputation than
the poem itself: - - - |

- If I had never consulted your advantage, my book would have had a fair = -
hearing. But now, it is first published, and then the publisher, as if the author
had deceived him as to the contents of the work, and as if the inevitable - "
consequence of its publication would be ignominy and punishment, and as if

' none should dare to touch it or look at it, retracts, at a period when nothing but
the most extraordlnary and unforeseen clrcumstances can _]ustlfy hlS retractron
(PBSLi579) , ; :

Shelley urged Charles Ollier to reconsider, and only two days later, in a tone of
complrance and generosrty, Shelley invited Olher to come to Marlow to help him
revise the poem. 'No one is to blame,' Shelley wrote in a concrlratory manner in
response to a letter from Ollier explaining the desired alterations, and Shelley closed
his letter with the promise: 'you will find a friendly welcome and a warm fire at the -
end of your journey' (PBSL i 581-82).

l - The progression of the correspondence between Shelley and Ollier on the fate
of Laon and Cythna and its release as The Revolt of Islam in January 1818 contradicts
Thomas Love Peacock's representation of a reluctant Shelley who ‘contested the -
proposed alterations step by step [ .. . ] and always insist[ed] that his poem was . .
spoiled'.:' In a letter to Thomas Moore, Shelley claimed that the alterations 'consist in: |
little else than the substitution of -the words friend or Iover for that of brother & sister'

' (PBSL i 582), makmg the changes appear of little consequence to him. Although thrs

account of the changes is not exactly accurate, in an essay which outlmes the nature of -

all the changes made Frederick L. Jones states that 'Shelley seemed to thmk the

concessions to public prejudice would have no vital effect on the important message

3 T6112<))mas slj&ve Peacock, 'Percy Bysshe Shelley Supplementary Notlce Fraser 's Magazme (March
1862), p
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which the' poem was meant to convey"', and Cameron relates his opinion of Peacock's
reluctant Shelley by relegating Peacock's comments to a footnote and stating that 'the
sequence of events shows that Peacock was exaggerating, no doubt partly for comic
effect' (GY 312;‘ 620 n. 5). Shelley's explanation to Moore that his original impulse to
make his protagonists siblings was due to the fact that 'the seclusion of my habits has
confined me so much w1thmthe circle of my thoughts, that I have formed to myselfa
very different measure of approbation or disapprobation for actions than that which is
in use among mankind' (PBSL i 582), denies the truth that incest was a popular and |
common theme in llterature of the penod Besndes, Moore was no intimate of J
Shelley s, and such comments would have been made more w1th an eye towards
ehcrtmg support for his poem than confessmg any completely truthful motivations for
~ making the changes In the Preface to Laon and Cythna Shelley adrmts that he
included the love scene between brother and sister to ‘startle the reader from the trance
of ordmary hfe calhng incest a ‘crime of conventlon and asserting that 'it is because

-' there is so great of multrtude of artrﬁcral vrces, that there are so few real vntues
(L&C Preface 258 59 262 64) But whether Laon and Cythna are snblmgs, as in the
ﬁrst version of the poem or unrelated foster-81blmgs as in the revision, has httle
1mpact on the message behmd the strength of the bond between the two protagomsts
It is the complete sympathy felt between Laon and Cythna, regardless of the deﬁnmon
of thelr relatnonshrp, whlch Shelley stnves to represent The tone of Shelley s | | ‘

_ comment to Moore, and hrs own expenences with srster-ﬁgures, suggest that in

Shelley s mmd there was httle drfference between lovers, sxblmgs, and soul mates

4 Frederick L. Jones, 'The Revisions of Laon and Cythna JEGP 32 3 (1983) p 371,

% See Alan Richardson (op. cit.) and Peter L. Thorslev, Jr., (op. cit. ) for two of the most 1mportant
treatments of incest as a common theme in romantic poetry ‘ ;
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Consequently, his representation of siblings'ot;’t‘en cornhiried'what characterises these
types of relationshjps. |

"' From the moment that Laon first mentions Cythna as he recounts the |
adventures of his life, 'Shelley makes clear that the connection between brother and
sister is no ordinary bond. Shelley so entwines Laon's introduCtion of Cythna and her
obvious value to him that we :are left with a convoluted sense of Laon's i_dentity,
which seems to be made up of at least as much of Cythna as of Laon. Several
| passages build upon one another to create a foundation of joint identity:

- As mine own shadow was this child to me,
A second self far dearer and more farr (II xx1v 874 75)

And tlus beloved ch11d thus felt the sway

Of my conceptlons

Her's t.oo‘ were all my thoughts ere yet endowed -
With music and with light (IL.xxxi. 93'{-38_ ,940'41) R

In‘me, cornmunion with this purest being D

Kindled intenser zeal, and made me wise L

In knowledge (II Xxx1i.946-48) -
Cythna is at dtfferent trmes Laon s shadow, what is pro_;ected of h1m when he is
exposed to the llght she is hlS mmd, enhancmg and 1mprovmg all hlS thoughts and
she is h1s 1nsp1ratron 1nfusmg h1m w1th a more fervent devotron to hls own 1deals

.The representatlon of Cythna, and her value to Laon echoes what Shelley showed m .

the lync poems drscussed in chapter one, that he valued in the srsters and sister-
ﬁgures in his life. Cytlma is mtelhgent, devoted to her brother, strong, and, as these
| passages show, a reflection of Laon, both phxlosophrcally and physrcally But Cythna
1s more than a revwmg ray ('The Retrospect' 167-68), a purer rmnd' that is the o o
msplratton of [lus] song ('To Hamet‘ dedrcatron to Q Mab 9 10) She isa necessary :

presence for Laon even to begm tellrng hrs tale in much the same way as the presence o

of Mrs Bomvrlle and Comeha Tumer and mdeed all of Shelley s sxster-ﬁgures, |
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renewed Shelley, as he explained to Hoég in March 1814: 'They have revived in my
\. heart the expiring flame of life' (PBSL i 383). Shelley makes it clear that ‘none else
beheld [Cythna's] eyes - in [Laon] they woke / Memories which found a tongue, as
thus he silence broke' (I.lx.666-67), showing that Cythna alone reminds Laon of the
. past, and it is this gift of the memory of their lives that gives Laon his voice to begin -
the tale whivch makes up th.e‘ \bulk of Laon and Cy-thna.6 |

.. In his fragmentary essay 'On Life', Shelley promotes a philosophy that

contributes to his representation of Laon and Cythna's connection. In a long passage

he asserts that it is unity that characterises life: -

Nothing exists but as it is perceived. The difference is merely nominal -
between those two classes of thought which are vulgarly distinguished by the
names of ideas and of external objects. Pursuing the same thread of reasoning,
the existence of distinct individual minds similar to that which is employed in
now questioning its own nature, is likewise found to be a delusion. The words
I, you, they, are not signs of any actual difference subsisting between the

. assemblage of thoughts thus indicated, but are merely marks employed to
denote the different modifications of the one mind [ . . . ] The words 7 and you -
and they are grammatical devices invented simply for arrangement and totally

* - devoid of the intense and exclusive sense usually attached to them. (Poetry
: and Prose 478)

Here Shelley attempts to do away w1th the 1dea of 1nd1v1duahty, and hlS representatron
| of Cythna and Laon bemg 50 close in sympathy that they resemble one another and
'appear to exist only as part of the pa1r is remforced by the op1mon that any drstmctlon
between self and other is erroneous. Cythna is hke Laon is lrke Cythna because they
are cach a part of the ’one _mind"that comprises life] -~ oo e

2.

N

¢ Deborah A. Gutschera proposes of thns eplsode that [Cythna's] first appearance with Laon before the
senate indicates [ ... ] her initial function may be to inspire the man', and she goes on to highlight the
limitations of Cythna s discourse (‘she never addresses the senate herself 'her audience is reduced to an -
audience of one in an intimate setting’; 124). But in fact, Cythna s role in thrs scene more active, Laon
"does not speak until he looks into Cythna's powerful eyes, giving Laon the memories and the meansto
speak. Despite this difference of interpretation, Gutschera's conclusion that Cythna is 'more than a
domestic appendage’ (124) is valid, but her reading does not consider Cythna's power over Laon and :
his dependency, throughout the poem, on his sister. Deborah A Gutschera, The Drama of Reenactment
m Shelley's The Revolt of Islam', K-SJ 35 (1986). . ,
Cythna discovers this principle ‘of the ‘one mind' aﬁer her daughter has been taken ﬁ'om her in her
prison, and she becomes the image of all revolutionaries;
My mind became the book through which I grew
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-~ From the moment Cythna enters the scene of Laon's narrative, however,
Shelley contradicts our expectations, which have been formed by our knowledge of
Shelley's interaction with sister-figures, that the younger sister will be from the
beginning a devoted disciple ef the older brother's revolutionary ideals. Prior to -
introducing his sister, Laon describes the discovery of his calling to lead a rebellion in
terms of a mystical experience among some ancient ruins, the 'dwellings of a race of -
mightier men' that 'tell their own tale to him who wisely heeds / The language that
they speak' (I1.xi.759; 7‘61-62).8 Laon hears the message of the ruins and he takes -
upon himself the responsibility of leading the revolution:
It must be so - I will arise and waken:
The multitude, and like a sulphurous hill,
.»Which on a sudden from its snows has shaken
The swoon of ages, it shall burst and fill
. The world with cleansing fire: it must, it will -
It may not be restrained! - and who shall stand
-, Amid the rocking earthquake stedfast still,
But Laon? (IL.xiv.784-91)
. The figuring of Laon:'s effeet on the world as a volcanic eruption illustrates a comment
Edward Dowden made in é notebook in which he i'ecorded his thoughts and |

discoveries while researching his bipgraphy Qf Shelley, that 'Shelley's view ef nature -

does‘not [?f&our] s‘ubstence. but force, energy. Colour, flowers, [?], light, winds &c

all the expression of forces, & of spiritual forces'.” Laon presupposes the strehgth of

Wise in all human wisdom, and its cave,
* Which like a mire I rifled through and through,
To me the keeping of its secrets gave - '
One mind, the type of all, the moveless wave
Whose calm reflects all moving things that are,
Necessity, and love, and life, the grave,
And sympathy, fountains of hope and fear;
+ - Justice, and truth, and time, and the world's natural sphere. (L&C VII.xxxi.271-79) :
¥ This situation of Laon apprehending his ‘calling' amid ancient ruins is anticipated in 'Hymn to -
Intellectual Beauty', written in the summer of 1816, a year before the composition of Laon and Cythna:
'While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped / Through many a lonely chamber, vault and ruin /And
starlight wood, with fearful steps pursuing / Hopes of strange converse with the storied dead [ ...]1
vowed that I would dedicate my power / To thee and thine' (49-52; 61-2; Poetry and Prose).
? Edward Dowden, MS notebook 3109 (pages unnumbered), Trinity College, Dublin. -
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his persuasive powers to be uncontrollable, and he stri\"evs to bring together a band of
" like-minded men v?hom he felt were his brothers; 'sons of one great mother' . .
(II.xvii.817); This is the first public expression of Shelley's belief that what
detefmines the sibling yrelationship isa philosophical rather than a biological parent.

: But the rendering of Laon's effect as an earthquake also offers another image:

Laon 'st¢adfast still’, unmovi;lg, passive amidst the turmoil that he has created. This is
borne out in the fact that while Laon is trying to rouse this band of revolutionarieé,
Laon l;imself is under the influence of his younger sister Cythna. With the first
metaphor, describing Cythna's eyes, Shelley conveys the .power this younger sister haé
over her brother. Cythna is not, as we might expect, é passive follower of Laon. Laon |
states that éythna's 'fair eyes / Were loadstars of deljght, which drew me hofné /:
When I rrﬁght wander forth' (I.xxi.847-49). Besides reflecting the praise which . .
Shelley offered td the power of the eyes of Harriét Grove, Harriet Westbrook, and
Cornelia Turner, and anticipating the similar praise of Sophia Stacey's and Emilia
Viviani's eyes, the identification of Cythna's eyes as 'loadstars' concretises the -
message Shelley wished to convey iﬁ the praise of hisrsister-ﬁgures in the lyric -
poems: his actions are determined by them.'® The word lodestar was revived inthe - ¢
nifxeteenth century, according to the OED, with the figurative meaning ofa "guiding
star"; that on which one's attention or hopes are fixed'. Shelley used the word in The
Cenci, Epipsychidion, and his translation of Calderon to denote this meaniﬁg; in the | «
Caldef’on @slation, especially, it is used as a metaphbi' for an,évent that is impelled
forward and cannot be stopped. And- although Shelley's first use of the word lodes'tar,

in this passage of Laon and Cythna, represents Cythna's eyes as a guiding staroran ..

1% Kelvin Everest also discusses Shelley's attraction to women's eyes and their association in Shelley's
mind with lqve and strong feeling in an essay that considers romantic eye-contact as a signal for the
moral function in poetry. Kelvin Everest, 'Literature and Feeling: New Directions in the Theory of

Romanticism', Reviewing Romanticism, ed. Philip W. Martin and Robin Jarvis (Basingstoke and
London: MacMillan, 1992). :
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object of attraction, the implication of the use in Calderon is clear. Laon cannot resist
Cythna's eyes; and this can be seen, as Kelvin Everest has stated, as a sign of the
| intensity of their relationship.“, In thrs stanza, and throughout the rest of the poem,
Laon looks to Cythna as a guide; her wishes and thoughts become his goals and
achievements, a dependency that Shelley stressed with each representation of a
brother-and-sister connectron ‘
- This initial admission of Cythna's power over Laon points back to the scene in

Canto I when Laon shows an mablhty to find the words to tell his tale until he sees
Cythna s eyes It also pomts forward to the1r entw1ned natures that work to confuse

the 1dent1ty of both ‘When Laon ﬁrst descnbes his relatlonshrp with his younger
‘ srster, we also see how the two snbhngs came to feel such a bond for one another.

; Imtlally, because of her power over h1m Cythna is everythmg to her brother, as he
expresses clearly nor drd I pnze / Aught human thmg beneath Heaven's mrghty dome
/ Beyond tlus chlld' (II XXi. 849 S l) Smce belng betrayed by hrs closest fnend Laon

(‘ tums hlS affectlon towards his younger sister, who is the only thmg (apart, ostensrbly,
from the revolutlon) he values So he decides in turn to become everythmg to her
clalmmg that since km were cold, and friends had now become / Heartless and false, I
turned ﬁ'om all to be / Cythna, the only source of tears and smlles to thee' (II XXi. 853- '
o Just as Laon emphatlcally clanms his intent to lead the revolutron, s0 too does
, Cythna take on the respon51b1hty of gathermg support among women for h1s cause by

. clarmmg 'It shall be mine, / This task mine, Laon" (II XXXViii. 1000-001) Likea -

younger srblmg emulatmg her admired older brother, Cythna claims that her ideasare . -

" Everest states that Shelley 'not only thought of the look of the eye as an index of moral and
intellectual loveliness, he aiso associated the perceptron of this quality in the eye with love itself,
mcludmg the sexual love of men and women' ('Literature and Feeling', p. 104). -



108

an extensmn of hrs own, statlng that her power 1s a power which thou bestowest /
Through whrch I seek by most resemblmg thee, /So to become most good, and great
and free (II xl 1020-022) But though she is only repeatmg his own reahsatlon of his
role in the revolutlon Laon seems to scoff at her appropnatlon of it; he says, 'l smlled
~and spake not' (ILxxxix.1009). This almost condescending smile draws from Cythna .
an oration which culminates\i;n Shelley's most eloquent and forceful lines regarding -~
v the aims of his own revolutionary ideas: - »
- Can man be free if woman be a slave? - S
Chain one who lives, and breathes tlus boundless air

 To the corruption of a closed grave! : :
- Can they whose mates are beasts, condemned to bear

t

~ Scorn, heavier far than toil or anguish, dare - "« . oo
To trample therr oppressors? (H xlur 1045 50)

Cythna has the eloquence o formulate the 1deals of the revolutlon ina way that Laon
’ doesnt She reahses that unless women are allowed the same freedom as men (an
1nd1cat1on of Shelley s adm1ratron of Mary Wollstonecraﬁ) there is no chance that the
- revolutron can be successful » For Cythna to lead a 'happy female tram e
(II XXXViii. 1003) to meet Laon and h1s revolutlonary brothers on the rejolclngplalh ,
(II xxxvm 1004) merely underscores the connectlon between the s1b11ngs who then
become two leaders of one revolutlonary force By bnngrng together all the male and
female followers, Laon and Cythna symbollcally fuse mto one bemg as the Jornt
leaders of the upnsmg e |

~ But Laon has not yet leamed to trust Cythna s 1nst1ncts, whlch is nowhere

| more ev1dent than in the aﬁermath of Laon S dream, when he wakes to ﬁnd himself

surrounded by the tyrant's men Laon relates that

5,.1('r

- ere w1th raprd lnps and gathered brow

12 In the introduction to Vindication of the Rtghts of Woman Mary Wollstonecraﬁ called forthe
opportunity for women to pursue the same virtues as men, 'the exercise of which ennobles the human
character, and which raise females in the scale of animal bemg, when they are comprehensively termed

mankind'. The Works of Mary Wollstonecrafi, ed. Marilyn Butler and Janet Todd, 7 vols (London:
Pickering, 1989), v, 74.
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I could demand the cause - a feeble shriek
It was a feeble shriek, fain, far, and low
Arrested me - my mien grew calm and meek,

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

'twas Cythna's cry!
Beneath most calm resolve did agony wreak
Its wh1rlw1nd rage (III viii.1162-65; 1 167-69)
The slrghtest sound from Cythna s1lences Laon's 1nd1gnant questronmg, although deep
beneath hlS calm and meek' exterror hrs anger brews like another uncontrollable force ;
of nature Cytlma, bound by the tyrant's men, counsels Laon not to retallate Seelng
her lmpnsonment as an opportumty to begm her task, Cythna calls herself truth' N
chosen mlmster (III vm 1 179) She explarns to Laon that the men who 1mpr1son her |
are but the slaves who bear / Their mrstress to her task' (HI ix. 1 181 82) and she ends
her speech wrth the conﬁrmatron of her bond w1th Laon and with the revolutron
She assures hrm that 'In v1ctory orin death our hopes and fears must blend'
(III ix. l 188) But Laon dlsregardmg her mstructlon to accept her capture asa portent
of future good and abandomng the pnncrple of non-vrolence causes his own
| 1mpnsonment and hrs further macnve status in the revolutron J ust as in Canto I vvhen
Laon cannot speak untll he sees Cythna S eyes so in the realm of revolutronary
act1v1t1es he seems unable to act unless 1t 1s to help Cythna. He krlls three of her
captors in an effort to free her before he hrmself is overcome. And later, aﬁer h1s own
rmprlsonment, release madness and recovery, when he sets off to Jom the
revolutlonanes he agam proves that Cythna is hrs 'loadstar’ dlrectmg his path
) Aye, as I went that marden who had reared |
" The torch of Truth afar, of whose high deeds .
The Hermit in his pilgrimage had heard,
Haunted my thoughts. - Ah, Hope its sickness feeds

- With whatso'er it finds, or flowers or weeds! =
. Could she be Cythna? - Was that corpse ashade =~~~
. Such as self-torturing thought from madness breeds? -
- Why was this hope not torture? yet it made
A lzght around my steps which would not ever fade,
i ) (IV.xxxiv.1711-19; emphasis added)
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As these thoughts of Laon reveal 1t 1s the hope of seemg Cythna, rnore than the o
pnnc1ples behmd the revolutlon that dnves h1m on. |
Even in thelr separate ordeals the S1bhngs are shown to bc connected in the
s1m11ar1ty of thelr reactlons to then' 1mpr1sonment and 1ts effects 13 Both Laon and’ |
Cythna are stnpped bare, Laon by the men who chamed h1m to the plllar (w1th brazen
'lmks my naked lrmbs they bound‘ (III xiv. 1230)), Cythna by the tyrant dunng the
rape ("hke a Spmt in ﬂeshy chams she lay (VII vi. 2882)) Both notlce parttcularly the
sounds of the scenes of therr 1mprlsonment Laon comments that 'The grate, as they
departed to repass / Wlth homd clangour fell' (ILxiv. 123 1 -32), and Cythna s1m11arly
notlces, at the opemng to her pnson 'a sound [that] arose like thunder / A stunning
clang of mass1ve bolts redoubhng (V II X-xi. 2919-20) Oddly, they both expenence
the sensatlon of somethmg hvmg w1tlun them Pregnancy is clearly the cause for
Cythna s sensatlons of llfe w1thm her, and she felt 'there seemed a being / Within me —
- a strange load my heart d1d bear / As 1f some llvmg thmg had made its laxr / Evenin
the fountains of my life' (V II.xv1.2967-70). But Laon, too, feels life msnde of him, and
he talks of hls thrrst as being like a scorpion's nest / Built in mine entrails' :
(IILxxi. 1289-90) They both are transported from their prisons in boats and for
Cythna, this creates the opportunity for her first mass-conversion of men to the LTR LT
revolutionary cause (IIL.xxxi-xxxiv.1378-1413; VII.ili-VIII XXX.3 190-3468) P
| Addmonally, they both expenence altematlng penods of samty and madness 7
| throughout thelr ordeals, and thcy both lose track of t1me (Laon "I'he sense of day and

SRR

BEB. Murray, "Elective Affinity" in The RevoIt of IsIam JEGP 67 (1968), p. 572 wntes that 'by
separating [Laon's and Cythna's accounts of their lmpnsonment] 50, Shelley manages to obscure the -
fact that his hero and heroine go through similar experiences during their i lmpnsonments and that these
experiences take place at about the same time', But the similarity of their experiences is obvious in the -
light of the strong bond (whether siblings or cousins) which is revealed through what they say and do
prior to their separatron Shelley did not "obscure' this fact and the obvious parallels between Laon's and

Cythna's experiences in prison reinforce Shelley's attempts to portray the closeness of the bond,
whether spiritual or biological.
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night, of false and true, / Was dead within me' (I1.xxiv.1315-16); Cythna: 'Time past,
I know not whether months ot years; / For day, nor night, nor.change of seasons made
/ Its note' (VILxxv. 3055-57))

. But, as many commentators have noted itis the snmlanty of the 'dreams that ,
Laon and Cythna have during their imprisonment that is most striking.'* In Laon's
first period of madness, unabte to tell if his vision is a dream or real, he sees the men
who imprisoned him bringing four 'stiff corpses bare' to hang near Laon 'by the -
entangled hair' (Ill.xxv.1325; 1327). Stretching towards the bodies 'so that [ might eat’
(Il1.xxv.1331) Laon notices something familiar about the body which he is |
consuming:. L

. A woman's shape, now lank and cold and blue, S
The dwelling of the many-coloured worm,
- Hung there, the white and hollow cheek I drew = -
To my dry lips - what radiance did inform
.- Those horny eyes? whose was that withered form? - = .
Alas, alas! it seemed that Cythna's ghost
- Laughed in those looks, and that the flesh was warm . -
Wlthln my teeth' (ILxxvi. 1333-40)
In thls VlSlon Laon appears to eat the ﬂesh of hlS own 51ster in an act of canmbahsm
that almost ant1c1pates thexr sexual union 1n Canto VI Even in death, Cythna S eyes
retain theu' pnmary power in h13 madness as he eats the ﬂesh, Laon can stlll 1dent1fy

the radlance stlll present in her ’homy eyes In fact 1t is only the eyes that conﬁrm to

Laon that the ﬂesh that he has eaten is hxs 51ster s. If not for her 'ghost [whlch] /

" For discussions on the use of parallel dreams and madness in Laon and Cythna, see: Richard Cronin,
' Shelley's Poetic Thought (London: Macmillan, 1981); Richard H. Haswell, 'Shelley's The Revolt of
. Islam: "The Connexion of Its Parts™, K-SJ 25 (1976); and Deborah A. Gutschera (op. cit.). Cronin sees
the madness of Laon's and Cythna's dream-visions as ‘therapeutic madness from which they emerge
strengthened' (p. 103). Haswell sees the madness that the siblings experience as punishment for the
mistakes each makes in terms of (for Laon) not following the ideal of non-violence, and (for Cythna)
refusing 'to give herself as a prey to the evils of the world' (pp. 84-6). Gutschera sees the imprisonment
and madness of Laon and Cythna as trials which, through their survival, gain the siblings greater :
maturity, although she emphasises the differences of Cythna's trials, who is tested by having to face the -
ordeals of a woman's nightmares: rape, solitary and unaided childbirth, forcible separation from her -

baby'; she also suggests that the dreams of Laon and Cythna are ‘negatlve versmns of the more
encouragmg dreams earller in the work' (pp. 124; 121). . , -

1
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Laughed in those looks', the 'lank and cold and blue' corpse of the woman‘would have
- remained unidentified. Laon reacts with a repulsive sickness as he realises he has
violated his sisterina way almost analogous to the Tyrant's rape. And Cythna's
vision, too, includes a reference to cannibalism. She recounts that the eagle who
brought her food 'looked a ﬁend who bore / Thy mangled limbs for food!'
(VIL.xv.2961-62). The s1gmﬁcance of the cannibalism in this work has been explamed ,
as, among other suggestions, the assertron that good can come frorn evil,' or that it
| makes the revolutionary principles of Laon and Cythna's stronger than the radicals of
- the French Revolution.'® Additionally, Stuart Sperry reminds us that 'Freud [ . .. ] has
specifically descnbed this kind of cannibalism as symbolic of consuming desxre fora
loved object and for its assimilation'.!” But considering Shelley's thoughts onthe -
sibling relationship and his emphasis on the connections between brother and sister or
sister-figure, by eating Cythna's flesh Laon is represented as taking her inside of him, |
consuming her, and makmg her, physrolog1cally, a part of himself. This would do
’away with the phy51cal dlstlnctron and separatlon of two spmts or 'souls' that feel the
strength of connectron for whlch Shelley seemed always to be searching,

The sexual union of the srblmgs in Canto VI echoes the physiological union
that the act of canmbahsm suggests Laon states that durmg theu- sexual embrace T
felt the blood that burned / Wlthrn her frame, rmngle w1th mme, and fall/ Around my
heart hke ﬁre (V Lxxxiv. 2634-36) Cythna is agam represented as bemg taken w1tlnn

Laon s body as she had been when he ate her ﬂesh and their blood mmgled’ and

1S E. B. Murray, pp. 573-74.

¢ Richard Cronin, Shelley's Poetic Thoughts, pp. 103-04. - -

17 Stuart M. Sperry, "The Sexual Theme is Shelley's The Revolt of Islam JEGP 82 (1983), p 42, The
source for Freud is Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, in the Standard Edition of The
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth,
1955), xviii, 105. Stephen Cheeke, "Shelley's The Cenci: Economies of a "Familiar” Language', K-SJ 47
(1998) also acknowledges the sexual element of cannibalism in Shelley's work showing that . .
‘cannibalism is clothed in the metaphor of i mcestuous rape, Just as in The Cencr incestuous rape takes a
metaphor of ﬁhal canmbahsm (p 151) .
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surrounded and filled his heart. Additionally, the stanzés that relate their escape and
consummation of sexual union are full of phrases concerned with assimilation,
integration, connection: 'Oblivion wrapt / Our spirits' (VI.xxx.2596-97); ‘the common
blood [ . .. ] ran within our frames' (V I.xxxi.2610); Cythna's eyes as 'twin phantoms
“of one star' (V1.xxxiii.2627); the 'speechless swoon of joy, as might befall / Two
disunited spirits when ihéy leap / In union' (VI.xxxiv.2638-40); 'limi:a / Twined with
limb' (VLxxxvi.2651-52); the 'faint eyes [that] swim / Thro' tears of a wide mist,
boundless and dim, / In one caress' and 'two restless frames in one reposing soul' -
(VI.xxxvi.2653-55; 2658). As Laon states, 'those / Who grow tdgether cannot choose
but love, / If faith or custom do not interpose’ (V1.x1.2686-88). The cann_ibalism and -
the sexual union in Laon and Cythna fulfil the same ends: to represent physically the
intense spiritual connection between the brother and sister, which Laon describes as
'close sympathies' in a stanza which suffered from Shelley's alterations: -
There we _unheeding sate, in the communion -
Of interchanged vows, which, with a rite
. Of faith most sweet and sacred, stamped our union. -
Few were the living hearts which could unite
Like ours, or celebrate a bridal night
With such close sympathies, for to each other
" Had high and solemn hopes, the gentle might
Of earliest love, and all the thoughts which smother
~ Cold evil's power, now united a sister and a brother. -
(VL.xxxix.2677-85)'®
Sheliey‘s inclusion of incest was a way to encourage, not the act of incest itself, but
the close sympathy that a man and woman can enjoy if they share the same -

| bhilqsophical ideals such as equality and freedom.'® The profouhd connection

'8 In The Revolt of Islam the last four lines of this passages were replaced by the following: ‘for they
had sprung / From linked youth, and from the gentle might / Of earliest love, delayed and cherished
long, / Which common hopes and fears made, like a tempest, strong' (The Revolt of Islam -+~
VIXXxix.2682-85). © - oo S ,
% Nathaniel Brown, Sexuality and Feminism in Shelley (Cambridge and London: Harvard University
Press, 1979) sees the connection between Laon and Cythna as an 'all-encompassing paradigm of
sympathetic communion between the sexes, like mated to like in perfect harmony, sexual division -
overcome in a total fusion of sentimental affinities’ (p. 216), and he later states that 'sympathetic lovers
are always blood relations, kindred spirits, sisters and brothers of each other's souls' (p. 219). Brown's
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between Laon and Cythna illustrates the moral qualities necessary for those who iBr

would lead the world to political revolution. - . - -

o ii. Brothers and Sisters in Rosalind and Helen -

: For here a sister and a brother
Had solemnized a monstrous curse,
_ Meeting in this fair solitude:
For beneath yon very sky
Had they resigned to one another
. Body and soul. (R&H 156-61)

In September 1817 shortly aﬂer he had completed Laon and Cythna, Shelley s
failing health urged his doctor to forbid him from wntlng poetry. In response to tlns
ban, Mary wrote to Shelley, 'It is well that your poem [Laon and Cythnay] was finished |
before this edict was issued against the imeginatioh__but my pretty eelogue will suﬁ‘ef
from it' (MSL i 43). Shelley had started Rosalind and Helen probably in July 1816, in
Svlritzerland,20 and it was based in part on Isabella Baxter's rejectien of Mary's .. =
friendship after }her elopement with Shelley. 2 Kelvin Everest has constructed a - |
compoSition pattem from various internal and historical sources, and he suggests that
the poeni was begun in 1816 and then put aside (Rosalind and Helen headnote, Poems
2, p. 267). The deaths of Harriet Shelley and Fanny Gedwin, the complications in - -
alrhanging accommodation for himself, Mary, and a now-pregnant Claire,’and. his

_marriage to Mary, which brought about a brief reconciliation between Isabella and -

discussion of Laon and Cythna focuses on the representation of incest as symbolic of a real-life : - - .
_ relationship between lovers, whether related by blood or by philosophy, and he also argues that this is
the 'most powerful feminist poem in the English language' (p. 181). Brown's acknowledgement that 'a
close early relationship between lovers was built into the very structure of  Shelley's love psychology, a
relationship that could be figured symbolically as incest' (p. 219) is more in line with my own ;
speculations about Shelley’s relatlonshnps with sxster—ﬁgures, dlscussed in the prevnous chapter, than
most commentators' views, <. :

% Parts of the poem are in a notebook which also contains the draft of 'Mont Blanc and examinations
of the manuscript show, through the colour of ink, that 'Mont Blanc' was written on top of the lines of
Rosalind and Helen which appear in the 'Mont Blanc draﬁ See Rosalmd and Helen headnote (Poems2
266-69) and BSM xi 6-9; 28-29." e
21 william Baxter, Isabella's father, told Mary that Isabella's husband is 1lltempered and jealous
towards Isabell - & Mr B[axter] thinks that she half repents her marriage — so she is to [be] another
victim of that ceremony’ (MSL i 4l)
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'_ Mary, prevented both oppprtuxﬁty and inspiration for cbntimiaﬁon. The compositidn
of Laon and Cythna for¢stalléd any progress on Rosalind aﬁd Helen throughout much}
. of the summer’and autﬁmn of 1817, but a visit by Isabella Baxter's father in late 1817

~ motivated Shelley to continue the tale. Early 1n 1818, Shelley sent paﬁ of ﬂme |
manuscript to his publisher (MSJ 194). The pdem was then continued for a short time
after the Shelieys arrived in It;ﬂy and visited Lakc Como, but it was not completed ”
until August 1818, When the Shelleys were settled in Bagni di Lucca? -

'+ 'Rosalind and Helen is unique among Shelley's representations of sibling - -
relationships. In this poém itis the ‘sister, Rosalind, who relates the fale of her 'inceéé :
- and who is one of the méin speakers in the eclogue; her brother, dead lopg bef‘ore the

scene of the poem commences, remains unnamed. The section of the poem that deals

w1th théir relationship is minor,_ taking up only thirty-one lines of a total 1;21 8. |
'Rosalind begins to describe their connection by ;:Anfessing to her friend Helen, with
whom she is reinﬁted - béth now exiled from England — after a number of years apart,
that in the past she had loved someone other than her husband.2 She relates how she
discovered that the man she loved was actually her brothef, and that he died at the
altar on their wedding day asa resuit of their common-father revealing the &ue nature
of ;their relationship at the last minute. After an indeterminate period of suffering,

Rosalind married another man and had three children by him who were subsequcﬁtly

2 On 16 August Shelley wrote to Thomas Love Peacock, 'T have finished, by taking advantage of a few

_ days of inspiration [ .. . ] the little poem I began sending to the press in London' (PBSL i 29). -
3 Richard Holmes (379) calls Rosalind and Helen 'sisters, and Crook and Guiton, Shelley's Venomed
Melody (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986) call this poem a 'loying sisterly encounter' (p.
144). Determining the relationship between Rosalind and Helen is difficult because of phrases such as
‘our abandoned home' (18) and 'our common home' (33). Yet Helen identifies the ‘abandoned home' as
‘our land (21, emphasis added) and she calls Rosalind 'gentle friend' (11) and speaks of ‘altered :
friendship' (29). Rosalind explains that she 'mourn[ed] o'er thy wickedness / Even with a sister's woe'
(50-1, emphasis added), suggesting that her reaction was like a sister's reaction, but that she is not, in
fact, Helen's sister. Further, if Rosalind and Helen were sisters, then Rosalind's lover would have been
some relation to Helen, as would the father and mother that figure in Rosalind's tale. In truth, there is
no real evidence that Shelley meant for Rosalind and Helen to be taken as anything more than . -
childhood friends, a reflection of the real-life situation between Mary Godwin and Isabella Baxter -
which Shelley meant to mirror. -, oo, s o D Lo T e
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taken from her by the false statement in his will that»shé was an atheist and an
adulterer. Rosalind's tale of incest is prefaced by another taie of incest: the story of the
events which occurréd at 'Fenici's seat' (74). The explanation of the legend of the
place where Rosalind and Helen plan to eichange their tales of suffering states that
'heré a sister and ABrothér / Had solemnized a monstrous curse, [ ...]/For Beneath
yon very sky / Had they resig;led to one another / Body and soul' (156-61).>* Inan -
incredibly violent a;t the 'multitude’ proceeded to tear the couple's child 'limb from |
limb' (163) and murder thé mother; the fa;thcr, however, was saved by a priest 'for -
God's rhost holy grace, /[ ...] to burn in the markét-place' (165-66). The line had
solemnized a monstrous curse' is what Shgliey decided to have printed, an alteration
from the draft line 'had loved so fondly one another',” Shelley mayvhave altered the
line after thé altercation with both the printer and the publishers over Laon and
Cythna, which demaﬁded he remove the theme éf incest by altering the relationship

between his hero and heroine from brother and sister to foster-brother and -sister. The
violence with which the 'multitude’ destroy the incestuous pair and their child is
Shelley'é way of showing the overreaction of the world to what Shelley calls in the

. Preface to Laon dnd Cythna a 'crime of convention'; m this way he reveals his own

beiief in the close sympathies possible betWeen siblings. Yet Shelley attembts to

cover his sanction of the incestuous relationship by having the brother and sister

destroyed by the multitude, Whlch precludes any character from experiehcir;g

, hapéiness from a situation that they knew was forbidden and that was offensive to

| convention. The happiness Rosa]ind felt with her brother gxisted only in the time

before they knew they were siblings, and even then it was haunted by a spectre of

 Crook and Guiton suggest the ‘monstrous curse' is a ‘vow that the brother and sister have made to

defeat tyranny, especially the tyranny of Christian sexual morality' (p. 162). This interpretation brings
to Shelley's eclogue a dimension of social reform that, in essence, links it with Laon and Cythna in the

use of incest as having larger aims than merely conveying a forbidden relationship.
25 ; :
BSMxi 18. - ‘
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doom. But despite this motion to condemn a pair of incestuous lovers, Shelley
ultimately,\ if subtly, reveals hls support for the brother and sister, for in this scene of
Rosalind and i{elen Shelley offers an explicit example of what he cautioned in the
Preface to Laon and Cythna an 1nnocent' actron which brought down the 'bigoted
contempt and rage of the multltude (L&C 98) |
H Rosahnd's connectron wnh her brother is presented in terms analogous to the

language descnbmg the relanonshrp of Prometheus and A51a, Beatnce and Bernardo
Cencr, Laon and Cythna, as well as Shelley s own connectron to h1s srster-figures in
the lync poems I have dlscussed In these examples there isa dependency on the
beloved for both life and the w:II to hve and there is also the expectatron that the
lover w111 also dre if the beloved dles Shelley contlnues tlus theme of hfe-affu'mmg
dependency in Rosahnd's descnptlon of her connection wrth her brother - 'Day and
mght, day and mght, / He was my breath and llfe—and hght' (284 85) and in her
clarm as she recalls her weddmg day when her father exposed the lovers as sxblmgs
and effectrvely krlls her brother, that 'l saw hlS lean and hﬁed hand / And heard hrs i
words, and llve' Oh God! /Wherefore do l hve?' (295-97) Thls sentlment is |
ublqultous in Shelley S poems to hJS lovers and srblmgs as l have shown % But it also
appears in Shelley S representatron of Laon and Cythna s 51bhng bond in Laon and
Cythna, Beatnce and Bernardo s connectxon in The Cencr, and Prometheus and Asxa s
union in Prometheus Unbound ’l’he lover reveals the extent of hxs or her dependency
.on the beloved w1thout whom the lover expects to pensh And desprte Rosalmd'
| expressron of surpnse that she is Stlll ahve, the unmedrate effect of her brother s death

isa death-ln—lrfe state that also occurs in Laon and Cythna when the snblmgs are

separated and 1mpnsoned and mdrvrdually suﬁ’er a stupeﬁed madness Rosalind's

% The clearest statement of this dependence is in "To Constantia, Singing': 'I have no life, Constantia,
but in thee' (12)



118

reactron rmrrors her brother sto the extent that for an mdefimte period of time she is
all but dead As Rosalmd explams to Helen

I was clammy—cold like clay! -

- 1did not weep: I did not speak:

But day by day, week after week,

I walked about llke a corpse alrve' (309-12)

&

Fully errpectmg (and ant1c1patrng) her own death to be the 1nev1table result of the loss
of her brother, Rosalmd fashrons herself as unmoveable and hardhearted and she
attempts to convmce both herself and Helen that 'Thls heart is stone it drd not break'
(3 14) Rosalmd consrders the death of her brother as the true test of her humamty, she
can concelve of nothmg more traglc than losrng h1m and because she drd not d1e she |
assumes that her heart is made of stone | ) A

| Shelley lmks Rosahnd and her brother/lover wnh the lovers who were
destroyed at Fenici' s seat ina way that urges the reader to assocrate the cnmes of the
legend w1th the relatronshlp between Rosahnd and her brother In fact 1t is never
g stated exphcrtly of Rosalmd and her brother, as 1t is of the snbhngs in the legend that
they solemnlzed a monstrous Curse and res1gned to one another / Body and soul'
(157; 160 61), in other words, it is not clear if Rosalmd and her brother actually
commrtted mcest For three years, unacqualnted w1th the true nature of the1r
relatronshlp, Rosahnd and her brother loved one another, but the reader is not told if
therr mtlmacy was physrcal or not All that Rosalmd reveals is that on the fourth [year |
of therr relatlonshlp] my gentle mother / Led me to the shnne to be / Hrs sworn brrde
etemally (287 89) At the weddmg, however, Rosalmd's father mterrupts the a
ceremony to reveal that the two lovers are actually srbhngs But in the mrdst of therr
mnocent three year connectlon Rosahnd suffers from mghtmares that work to |

associate her relatronshlp to that of the lovers in the legend
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.- His name in my ear was always ringing,
His form to my brain was ever clinging:
~ Yet if some stranger breathed that name,
My lips turned white, and my heart beat fast:
My nights were once haunted by dreams of flame,
My days were dim in the shadow cast
. By the memory of the same! (277-83)
Rosalind reveals her lover's complete possession of her, both physicallyand -
emotionally, in terms that recall Orsino's charge to Beatrice Cenci, 'do you believe /
Your image [ . . . } Follows me not whether I wake or sleep?' (Cenci 1.i.11-13). In line
280 Rosalind also echoes, in both message and thythm, the claim in 'To Constantia, |
Singing' that 'My brain is wild, my breath comes quick, / The blood is lisfening in my
_frame' (5-6). And finally, Rosalind intimates what the speaker of 'To Constantia,
Singing' comes to realise, that love can and does have a disquietingvaﬁ"ect ('thué to be
 lost and die / Perhaps is death indeed' (35-36)).”7
- In this passage Shelley clearly alludes to the incestuous pair of the legend, and
Rosalind's 'dreams of flame' suggest a repeat of the fate of the incestuous bfother,
whom 'a priest saved to burn in the market-place' (166). Through her dream
Rosalind's brother suffers the same fate as the brother in the legend (of which
Rosalind is ignorant) for ostensibly the same crime. And finally, when Rosalind tells
Helen of her second marriage, she states that ' went forth [...]/To another
husband's bed' (324-25; emphasis added). The word ‘another’ can here be defined as
'one more; one further; a second 6f two things' (OED). As with the careful placement
of the apostrophe in Bernardo's speech in The Cenci that 'soon the heart's blood of all

I love on earth / will sprinkle [the executioner]' (V.iv.126-27; discussed later),

Shelley's word choice is precise. Callihg this man ‘another husband' — a second

| Lusband — asserts the existence of a first husband: Rosalind indirectly but not

27 See also the maniac's soliloquy in Julian and Maddalo, e.spe‘ciall‘y line 349: Love sometimes leads
- astray to misery' (Poems2, p. 681). . -
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mistakenly c'alis her bfother her husband. The fact that Athey wére never married in the
eyes of the law is as insignificant as whether they committed incest in deed as well as
in sentiment, and tile terminology leads the reader tb speculate on the extent of their
intimacy prio.r to their ‘incomplete‘ marriage. Laon and Cythna are united.'ir; the -
communion / Of interchangéd vows, which with.zyi rite / Of faith most sweet and = -
sacred, étaniped our mﬁon‘ (I;&C .VI.xxxix.2677-79). Similarly Helen tells that she ;
suggests to Lionel, dn discovering that the marriage rite 'Could not be shared by him
and me' (848), that they could create their own rites: 'But our church shall be the - .
starfy night, / Our altar the grassy earth outspread, / And our priest the muttering .
wind (852-54). As Shelley demonstrated in his own life when he eloped with Mary
Godv\./in, it is not ihe rites of the church, or the sanction of tfxe law, fhat makes a
couﬁle husband and wife. Similarly, as is evident in Shelley's relationships with his o
sister-figures, it isnota physical, sexual act, nor iile familial biological ancestry, that
determines and defines that relationship. In Shelley's case, the physical love, though

| important to him, was subordinate to the higher, intellectual love. 1

N Opinioﬂé of Rosalind and Helen have developed greatly since Shelley's - :
comments to Peacock that he 'lay no stress on it one wéy or the othér', and to Lqrd
B);ron that 'it was a mere extempore thing, and worth little' éPBSL ii 94, 199). But g
while Ndra Crook and Derek Gpiton call it a 'loving sisterly encounter’ (Shelley ’;
Venomed Melody 144), ﬁxey and ;)ther scholars have consistently decoded this poém “
with é biographical cipher.?® Croék and Guiton focus on the incest associatedeith

_ Fenici's seat as é 'hlghly ﬁiégtaph():ﬁcal account' of Shelley's thwarted desire éo unite

v'yith hlS pousin, z_md‘ the 'multitude' who kill the incestuous lovers are representativé of

. 2 A notable exception to the trend of interpreting Rosalind and Helen through biographical details is
Carl Grabo, The Magic Plant: The Growth of Shelley's Thought (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1936). Grabo confidently states that ‘for the same reasons that Shelley dismissed f
[‘Ii{osalgdzain_;i) Helen] as of small importance it need not be further discussed in the history of Shelley's
ideas' (p. NSRS R T I AT U P :
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the conventions to whrch Harriet Grove wrthdrew in the face of hrs growmg
‘ radlcalrsm Kenneth Nexll Cameron also ﬁnds specrﬁc blographrcal mstances to
assocrate w1th vanous events in the poem and he calls Rosalmd and HeIen a peg | |
used by Shelley to support a passronate exposxtron of h15 socral belrefs (GY 253) 2

As Desmond ng-Hele notes, Shelley s sentrments are clearly on the s1de of
Helen, whose mamage-less love represents Shelley s and Mary s relatronshrp untll
the1r mamage in 18 l 6 Thls one-srded sympathy seems ev1dent in Helen s tale
whrch is almost twice as long as Rosalmd's Rosalmd is shown to be overly concerned
w1th the world's opmron 'I knew / What to the evrl world is due / And therefore |
stemly d1d refuse / To hnk me w1th the mfamy/ Of one so lost as Helen (5 1 -55) |
Read agamst Shelley s cntrcrsm of Harnet Grove s and Ellzabeth Shelley s concern for '
the world's opmron that effectlvely turned hlS drscrples agamst hrm thrs honest
adm1ssmn of Rosahnd's mabrhty to drsregard conventron m sprte of the fact that she
herself was gmlty of a love that was censured by socrety, 1s yet another crrtrclsrn of
Rosahnd Thrs in turn offers praise for Helen the model of Mary, who shows herself
as the suffenng, dedlcated and ever-lovmg srster' who was abandoned by her own
51ster Rosalmd (Isabella) when she acted agarnst the world's oprmon |

Just as Helen makes 1t clear that she was the abandoned and not the - |
abandomng one — o |

| Speak to me. Leave me not [ ]

I would not chide thee though thy farth is broken
Tumtome.[...]

2 Cameron states that Shelley wrote Rosalmd and Helen for Mary in order to contrast their union wrth
the ‘harsh but respectable’ one of Mary's childhood friend Isabella Baxter and David Booth. Some of

the biographical analogies Cameron notes are: Rosalind's loss of her children and Lionel's trial for
blasphemy relate to Shelley's feelings over losing his children by Harriet; Rosalind's description of her
poverty draws on the poverty Shelley and Mary endured when Shelley was dodging bailiffs and ’
making ruinous deals with money lenders. See GY 254.

% Desmond ng—Hele, Shelley: His Thought and Work (London: Macmillan, 1962), P 97.
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~Turn, as 'twere but the memory of me,
- And not my scorned self who prayed to thee. (32 35 6; 38- 9)

~ 50100 does Rosalmd show that she stlll holds, at least initially, the same opinion:
that she should avoxd her childhood fnend Rosalmd's first words, in reply to Helen s
forglvmg plea above, reveal her preJudrce 'Is 1t a dream or do Isee/ And hear fra11
Helen" I would ﬂee / Thy tamtmg touch' (40-42) Her next words, however, show she
has had a change of heart, as she laments 'former years / Anse, and brmg forbldden
tears, / And my 0 erburthened memory / Seeks yet its lost repose in thee (42—45) But
desplte the consciousness of her unfmthfulness, Rosalmd secks Helen's comfort
because now, she says 'I share thy crime' (46) Their reumon, mottvated by a deep
desxre for communion on Helen s s1de is for Rosalmd no more than an opportumty to .
ﬁnd comfort w1th another bemg who has been lost to the world.

') _ Rosalmd is portrayed in a less sympathetxc llght than Helen, who upon heanng
_ Rosalmd's tale of suffermg 1mmed1ately expresses complete sympathy and asserts that
Rosahnd has 1ndeed suffered the worse tragedy Helen comments, T thought that grtef
had severed me / From all besnde who weep and groan [...] but thou art/ More
wretched' (573-74 576-77) Desmond ng—Hele states that Shelley s emphasxs on
Helen s tale, and the way itis told more sympathettcally’ than Rosalmd‘s unplles that |
'love w1thout marriage is better than mamage w1thout love' 3 In thls scene Helen is
shown as bemg more kmd than Rosalmd ever ready to comfort the fnend who had s0
cruelly reJected her 'Ihxs reaction is in contrast to Rosalmd's 1mt1al 1mpulse to avmd
her old frlend. But Rosahnd is not entlrely condemned, for Shelley allows her, too, to

feel the Joy of complete sympathy, of ‘love w1thout mamage whtch Shelley

pnv11eges And itis worth nottng that 1t is Rosalmd and not Helen, who expenences

3! King-Hele, p. 97.
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the complete sympathy with her own brother, a sympathy which Alan chhardson
calls the 'intuitive attraction of a blood tie'.”?
Although it has generally been accepted that the poem was mtended to present

a lawless and fulﬁlhng marriage' as preferable to a lawful and unfulﬁllmg one,
considering Rosalind and Helen as merely a fictionalisation of Mary and Isabella's -
relationship is reductive. Shelley chose to. write this tale in the form of an eclo'gue
which, although it was revived by Robert Southey in his 'English Eclogues' (1799),
had a hlstory that reached back as far as Virgil (Eclogues 40 B.C.E.). This choice of |
form was significant to Shelley, for although the use of the pastoral as a means to -
convey ideas of social reform or criticism was not widespread, political and social
references were occasionally made in pastoral poerhs.33 As early as 1599 George
'Puttenham asserted that the eclogue was to be used 'to insinuate and glaunce at greater :
matters ‘In Rosalmd and HeIen, then, we ﬁnd Shelley workmg ina genre that L

tradrtlonally presented the opportumty for the poet to express hrs own concerns about
| soc1a1 issues through the voices of his speakers Rosalmd and Helen contnbutes to the 7
template of the ideal sister and the connectlon that can exlst between men and women
by conveymg the drfferences between Rosahnd's feelmgs towards her brother whrch
are unmoral accordmg to socrety s rules, and her feelmgs towards her husband wh1ch
are lawful but unfulﬁllmg Nowhere does Shelley state that the soclety which would
condemn Rosahnd's ﬁrst love and whlch would allow her to be mahgned w1thout trlal .

IS

32 This type of incest in which the brother and sister do not grow up together and discover their
relationship only after their involvement is most typical of incest in the eighteenth-century novel. Alan
Richardson cites Moll Flanders and Evelina as examples, as well as Matthew Lewis's The Monk, which
Shelley read in 1814 (MSJ 85). Richardson states that 'this pattern evokes the romance tradmon, with .
its emphasis on nature over nurture, birth over experience' (p. 739).
33 For discussions on the contrasting uses to which pastorals were put, see Michael C. J. Putnam, S
V:rgxl 's Pastoral Art: Studies in the Eclogues (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970) and Marion
K. Bragg, The Formal Eclogue m Etghteenth-Cemwy England (Orono ME 'l'he Umversrty Press

- 1926). -

#George Puttenham, The Art of English Poesxe, ed. Gladys Dordge Wlllcock and Alice Walker
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1936), p. 38.:

'Lr,t"
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| by the dead husband's will is af fault. Yet Shelley's repfesentatidn of the way in‘ which
the legend-siblingé are destroyed by the multitude (the mother 'stabbed and trampled',
the child torn 'limb from limb' (164; 163)), and the innocence rwith which Rosalind . |
and her brother loved c‘:‘ombined with the intensity ‘of thei;' passion (Rosalind asserts
that her brother 'was my breath and life and light' (285)) becomes a ‘covert indictment
of society and a hintvof the tyi»e of moral reform that Shelley envisioned. In Rosalind

and Helen Shelley asserts even more clearly than in Laon and Cyihna that incest is an

innocent connection that draws irrational responses from the common mind.

* . iii. Prometheus Unbound and the Companionship of Sisters - -

-~ i Fair sister-nymphs, who made long years of pain _
Sweet to remember, through your love and care;
, Hepcgfonh we will not part. (PU IILiii.8-10)

o Prometheus Unkbolu\nd‘is ihc only work in whlch Shelley ;ep;gsents akfamily’of
sisters. Panthea gnd Tone d_ct asa qomgct@on between Fheir sister, Asia, and her lover,
Prome}heus, and they are .gengrally: Secn to have begn ctegggd, )ik? tﬁe anc‘ient‘Gre‘ek ‘
ghorus? tp cox_rdnent_ on @e actiyqnl as it }}appe‘ns on stage. P(ome{hguq Unbound 1s
often rea}d as th gxp;gssioq of asm9d¢rvnv revplution and the resultant new order of
hafmony and frgedom b;opght abodt by{P;omerthe\us's rqsidtance against J upiter’s
- power and Jupitg‘"s ‘Oedipaldebfxeafby hls son, Demogorgon. Wlthm thls reading Asid,
Promemem's _ldver, is seen as the personi‘ﬁcation of univers:al lovef which is essential
to both the successﬁll transformption gr{xdmaintenance o\f this. new world (Wasserman
275) - dirc satement ofthe oralrfor that eyt was sentl 0
thesuccssof ay ol efom, Theconnestion beween Promethus and Asia
while hé is chained to the ibi:i(; sustained by ’Pamh‘eéf aﬁd%I‘one, is represented in terrhs
similar to those that reveal Sheiley's dependence on his sister-ﬁgu‘res‘in the iyrics: |

Prometheus recalls 'drinking life from [Asia's] loved éyesf (PULI123),and in fesponse '
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to I"rometheus‘s despair Panthea reminde him of her sisief‘s 'trahsforming presence,
| which Wouid fade / If it were mingled not’ with thine' (PU 1.832-33). Prometheus gains
his ‘life's energy from Asia's eyes, and Asia is similarly dependent on Prometheus for
her strength. The assertion of a lover being one's life-blood and breath is sifnilarly i :
expressed by Laon, Befmt_‘do Cerici, and Rosalind about their siblings (who aee, in -
Laon's and Roselind's céses, e;lso their lover). This sense of complete dependence, - -
stretching as far back as Shelley's poems to Harriet Cr_rove', became one of the
fundamental experienees and one of the basic joys of the sibling-like relationship = |
which Shelley encouraged in his personal relationships and envisioned in his writings. '\
But to see Asia's sisters, Panthea and Ione, as therely the agency of commentary .
neglects an important aspect of their characteristics, both in the drama as wellasina
conéideration of Shelley's representation of sisters. Panthea and Ione seem to - |
represent different and opposing aSpects of Asia; and despite Donald Reiman's -+~ |
association of Panthea thh 'intellectual love' and Ione with a more physical love |
\ based on sensory perceptions (Reirﬁah 78), it is possible to align Panthee with
experieﬂée, and Ione with innocence, in the conventions of sister repreSentatioris :
which Amy K. Levin identified in The Suppressed Sister® -
B Bt Kelv_in Everest also locates the source of difference between Panthea and Ione
in their relations to human love, but ﬂe, too, aligns them oppositely to Reiman's
configuration: ‘
; Paﬁthea [...]embodies those forms of human love accessible in the dark
epoch of pre-revolutionary oppression, particularly sexual love (Panthea is
- more confident and experienced than Ione, and relates to Prometheus in -
‘physical terms); Ione is more timid, shy and inexperienced [ . . . ] and also

" more sensitive and alert, embodying innocent and purer forms of human love, : ‘
such as altruism (headnote to PU, Poems 2, p. 467). ST

3% Amy K. Levin, op. cit., pp. 20fT. See also Toni A. H McNaroﬁ, oﬁ.’c;it.,r p-7. o
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Even more fundamentally, as Everest also notes, Panthea is more bold and intrepid,
while Tone is hesitant and fearful. For example, when the spirit first repeats -
Prometheus's curse (through the medium of J upiter) Ione fearfully cries, 'He speaks!
O shelter me!’, while Panthea, oh the other harid, claims, 'See, how he lifts his mighty
looks, the heaven / Daikens above' (PU1.257; 256-57). Further, after the Furies have
left, Ione commenté on Prbniétheus's 'low yet dreadful groan' (PU.578), and she asks
Panthea, 'Darest thog observe how the fiends torture him?' (PU1.582). But Panthea |
has already, characteristically, dared; she replies, 'Alas, I looked forth twice, but will
o more' (PULS83). | |
. Panthea consistently displays no fear of looking upon the scenes of torture, -

whereas Ione, who almost throughout the drama consistently asks Panthéa to explain
what thingé are (again suggésting Panthe_a's more vast knowledge and wofldly .
experience), is afrgid that the sights will kill her:r'DAear sister, close thy plumes over

thine eyes / Lesf thou bel}old and die' (PU 1.439-40). -And yet the songs of the Spirits
| of human thought that come to comfort Prometheus after the Furies' torture instigate -
what appearé to be an exchange between loné and Panthea of their individual
characteristics. Represéﬁting Courage, Self-Sacrifice, Wisdom, and the Imagination, -
thé first four spirits offer tales that show the natura! impulse that exists in human -
being§ to love.*® At the _approach of the fifth and sixth spirits, Ione
uncharacferisticall& is .able to identify the second of the two as 'despair / Mingled with
~ love' (PUL756-57). Confronted with the sight of these two spirits Panthea, also - .
uncharacteristically, is at a loss for words. Her speechlessness allows her only the
question 'Canst thou speak, sister? all my words‘are drdwned' (PUL758), to which 3

Tone fofthrightly replies, "Their beauty gives me voice' (PUL.759). The different

36 See Stuart Curran, Shelley's Annus Mirabilis, p. 99: 'The spirits that arise with the Furies' departure
confirm the human urge to love in its many guises',
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reactions of the sisters to these Spirits may‘ be founded .on Ione's and Panthea's .-
identiﬁcation as aitruistic and physical love. Altruism is characterised by an unselfish
concern for the' welfare;of others, and Tone's inexperience means that she empathises
with tales of suffering iNithout any sense of self-concern or of having experienced -
similar pain. Her fear of the Furies and the scenes of torture is as a child's fear; she is .
nﬁaid of the sights and sounds but not through any sense of having experienced the
pain herself. Panthea's more worldly experience means that her concerns are more
physical. She can look at the torture of the Titan but she is overcome by the tales of
human suffeﬁng Ione is inspired by the message that human beings want to express |
love Panthea is overcome with the reahsation that love can lead to pam By the ﬁnal
act of the drama, Ione has reverted back to her hablt of questiomng everything and
expecting Panthea to give her the answers; but in a final transformatron in Act Four :
she becomes possessed of understanding, and she joins Panthea in both describmg ~

and explaimng the changes in the universe brought about by Asia's reunion with -

Prometheus. Thus Shelley implies that physical love, as well as altruism, has its place
in the new moral order that is the result of Jupiter's defeat, - . .- k

- But Shelley has done more with the characters of these sisters than to provide
commentators for the action (which, nevertheless, they‘do) and to distinguish them as
the representations of innocent love and experienced love. Ione's habit of asking - -
Panthea to explain things, and Panthea‘s explanations, reflect another nspect of their =
difference. Ione, often seeing shapes and hearing sounds before her sister, describes -
them in abstract, ethereal terms; Panthea, quick to discover what the things are that '
Tone sees or hears, identifies them in more concrete languaée. So when Ione pomts to .

the location 'where through thc azure chasm / Of yon forked and snowy hill /|

Trampiing the slant winds on high / With golden-sandalled feet, [ . .. ] /7A Shape
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Acomes now' (PU L 316-19 322), Panthea sees 1mmed1ately that "Tis Jove's world-
wandenng herald Mercur)f' (PU L 325) And, when Ione asks 'who are those with
l hydra tresses / And iron wmgs that climb the wmd / Whom the frowning God
represses / lee vapours steammg up behmd’ (PU1.326-29), Panthea explains, "These
are J ove s tempest-walkmg hounds, / Whom he gluts with groans and blood' (PU
1.33 1-32) Thls questxon—and-answer exchange shows Ione's tendency to resort to
1magery and metaphor and Panthea s qmck knowledge in naming what Ione
ometlmes only tenuously descnbes But as Panthea and Ione come to resemble one
vanother before blendmg almost 1mpercept1bly into Asxa their language continues to “
dlstlngulsh them one from the other. |
.- Each s15ter's descnptlon of the v131ons of strange radiance' (PUIV.i. 202) in
" Act Four hlghhght their contrastmg language. Speaking first, Ione is able to make out
the vision of the moon, and she sees things in terms of light and air. The chariot, the
crescent moon, has wheels of 'solid clouds' (PU IV.i.214) which 'as they roll / Over
| the grass and ﬂowers and waves, wake soixnds / Sweet as a singing rain of silver dew’
(PU IV;i.233-35). Whité is the dominant colour in the vision, and lone emphasises it |
in her description of the 'wingéd infant' (PU IV.i.219) with its face 'like the whiteness
ol’ bright snoW’, its feathers 'of sunny frost', its limbs 'gleam white, through the wind- |
flowing folds / Of its white robe, woof of ethereal pearl', its white hair 'the brightness
~of white light / Scattered in strings' (PU1V.i.220; 221; 222-23; 224-25). Yet amid this
brightness are the eyes, 'heavens / Of liquid darkness, [ . . . ] With fire that is not
brightness' (PUIV.1.225-25; 230). |
In contrast, Panthea's description of the vision of the earth focuses on colour -
and concrete irnagery, as this long passages illustrates: = -

VI And from the other obening in the wood
Rushes, with loud and whirlwind harmony,
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A sphere, which is as many thousand spheres, -
Solid as crystal, yet through all its mass
Flow, as through empty space, music and light: -
Ten thousand orbs involving and involved,

.. Purple and azure, white and green and golden,
Sphere within sphere'

and they whirl

over each other with a thousand motions, -
Upon a thousand sightless axles spinning,

. And with the force of self-destroying swiftness,
Intensely, slowly, solemnly roll on,
Kindling with mingled sounds, and many tones,
Intelligible words and music wild.

. With mighty whirl the multitudinous Orb
Grinds the bright brook into an azure mist

Of elemental subtlety, like light;

And the wild odour of the forest flowers,
The music of the living grass and air, -
The emerald light of leaf-entangled beams,

-~ Round its intense, yet self-conflicting speed

- See kneaded into one aérial mass

. Which drowns the sense. (PU1V.i.236-61)

There is a vast array of colour in Panthea's visioﬁ, and the descriptions of both shapes
and movements are less fluid than in Tone's vision. The sphereb is 'solid as crystal', the
orbs spinon 'axles [ ...] with the force of self-destroying swiftness'. The natural
objects are moved upon in violent ways.}The Orb 'grinds’ the brook; the flowers,
grass, and leaves are 'kneaded' together. And the rest of Panthea's vision is similarly
céncrete and mechanic, with beams that 'shoot' and 'pierce' (PU1V.i.270; 278), and
evidence of Death's presence in "prodigious shapes / Huddled in grey ann'ihilatibn, =
split, / Jammed in the hard, black deep', and the 'serpents, bony chains, Mstéd é.round
/ The iron crags' (PU IV.i.300-02; 305-06). The description of these visions * . -
illuminates tile differences in the characters of Panthea and lone. Far from being -
generic chorus characters, as many have thought, Shelley has created a pair of sisters |

who possess individual traits that complement each other in their opposition.
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. But Panthea and Ione have another sister, Asia,. who, aIthough she can be seen
as the driving forcé in this drama, needs her sisters to support and help her. And -~ -
within Earl R. Wasserman's reading of Prometheus Unbound as 'Shelley's vision of
the entire history of rhan's inevitable inovement toward equality and freedom'
(Wasserman 305) is enibgdded this ideal of sisters whose bonds are strengthened by
their mutual support a_nd héli). Wasserman states that 'the retraction of evil by -

| Demogorgon ubon being awakened by Love [Wasserman's identification of Asiaj, e
and the immediate release and guarantee of the "natural” order of events by Love — is
the heart of Shelley's millennial visioﬁ' (Wasserman 324). Although it is Asia who‘ -
brinés about this change through her dialogue with Demogorgon, Panthea is not just,
as Reiman claims, 'necessary here as el;ewhere as'a chdrus character to -comment on

. thé significance of the action' (Reiman 81). As Kenneth Neill Cameron notes, Shelley

'regarded sexual loye as an integral part of the whole complex of love' (GY 509); so

, Panthea, the representation of the physical aspect of love, must be presént for the

'generafive love' of Asia to be eﬂ'eéﬁve (WasSerman 346). Therefore it is wonh_

emphasi;:ing the role that Panthea plays in assisting her sister, . -+ - o o

~ The two sisters’ exchaﬁge of dream-tales, which initiates the journey to
bemogorgon‘s cave where Asia will contribute to the defeat of tyranny, reveals the
extent of i’anthea‘s importance to her sister and, by implication, to the reformation of
the world. Initially, Panthea recites one dream (discussed later) but cannot recall the
other; but as Asia looks into Paﬁthea's eyes to make contact with Prometheus in

Panthea'’s soul, the forgotten dream reveals itself. Panthea relates‘ this second dream,

‘and Asia comments: 'As ydu speak, your words / Fill, pause by pause, my own

forgotten sleep / With shapes' (PU ILi.141-43). Wasserman explains this
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associationisrn: ‘given the premise that nothing exists except asitis perceived,37 '
presumably we exnerience words directly only as .themselves; as communicative sx gns
they function hy giving vshape to thoughts and thereby arouse in the auditor's mind
similarly shaped tlloughts already resident.there through prior experiences'
(Wasserman 309). Thus Panthea enables Asia to recall a dream she had had but thet
she could not remember. Although his discussion of this sequence of Prometheus -
Unbound intends to show Shelley's use of dreaming as significantly different te that in.
Shelley's other poems, Marlon B. Ross's explanatlon of this dream exchange

* illuminates Panthea's 1mportance in the drama. Ross writes, 'Asia's attempt to |
- apprehend Panthea s dream results in two crucaal acts: A51a s recogmtlon of her own
dream and the actuahzatxon of the dreams mto reahty [...]This dream-mtercourse
between Asia and Panthea also represents for the reader the necess1ty of collective
dreaming. It is not enough for each md1v1dual to sustain her or his individual dream;
each must become a part of the other's dream and in so doing sustain a communal Pl
dream'.>® It is the combination of their dreams that urges Panthea and Asia to journey
to the cave where Asia's interview with Demogorgon 'triggers the reformation of
reahty 39 What Ross here implies is that ASla could not have done it alone; the '
collectlve dreammg makes possible events which ulnmately bring about the
reformation of the world. Panthea thus becomes even more than Asia's chosen -
conipanion. She is transformed into a fundamental agent of the process of change -

- V\}hich sees the defeat of tyranny and the frecing of Prometheus and, by implication, -

7 Shelley wrote, Al things exist as they are perceived: at least in relation to the percnplent A Defense .
[ of Poetry, in Poetry and Prose 505.
Marlon B. Ross, 'Shelley's Wayward Dream-Poem: The Apprehending Reader in Prometheus
gnbound' K-SJ36 (1987), p 123,
lbld 124
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the human condition, from oppression. As Ross puts it,' Panthea 'prdceeds toactin
renewing Asia and thus part1c1patmg in bringing about the spring of human reform'.*’
Itis A51a who first hears the Echoes in the dlstance, beckoning her to 'follow,
follow' as the exhortations in both her own dream and Panthea's had done. As the o
sound grows faint, she asks Panthea if they should indeed follow, and Panthea's
hesitating reply is to wait: 'List! the strain floats nearer now' (PU I1.i.189). It is the
mention of Prometheus, however, that convinces Asia to act:
O follow, follow : :
. Through the caverns hollow,
.. As the song floats, thou pursue,
By the woodland noon-tide dew,
* By the forests, lakes and fountains,
Through the many-folded mountains, -
-+: To the rents, and gulfs, and chasms, -~
Where the Earth reposed from spasms
On the day when He and thou
. Parted - to commingle now,
Chlld of Ocean! (PU 11.i.196-206)

Acting on the prormse of a reumon ('to commmgle now') with Prometheus - and it is
worth notmg that Kelvm Everest 1dent1ﬁes 'mingle’ as 'one of [Shelley' s] habitual
terms for sexual 1ntercourse Asxa sets out, pausing only to request her sister's
company on the j Joumey 'Come, sweet Panthea, link thy hand in mine, / And follow
ere the voices fade away' (PU H.1.207-08). Although she thinks she is going to her
lover, Asia wants her sister to come with her; perhaps this is because Asiaisnot
altogether confident that the journey will be easy or pleasant, and she wants her sister
there for encouragement and help. But also, she may simply want Panthea to share in

the joy of her reunion with her lover.

K Although Panthea is present throughout Asia's mteﬁiew with Demogorgon in

his cave, her silence might suggest that her presence is merely technical, or that she is

“ 1bid., 124,
a Poems 2, PU II i. 80n
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_ needed, as Reiman notes, strictly to provide commentary on the action of the play.
This reading, however, grossly underestimates her role, as both the sexual aspect of
Asia's representation of 'spiritual love' (GY 509) as well as the sister whom Asia has
chosen to accompany her to her reunion with Prometheus. What is more, it is not just |
the fact that Asia wants Panthea to accompany her to what she believes will be a
reunion with Prometheus but \what is in fact a journey to Demogorgon's cave. Two
fauns comment on the srsters progressron through the forest as they follow the echoes
of their dreams Asra thmks the echoes have promxsed a reunion w1th Prometheus but
the fauns reveal that the echoes, musxc-tongued [.. ] draw, / By Demogorgon s |
ty law [ ] All spmts on that secret way' (PU II il. 42 3 45) In a much-
debated passage, the fauns explam how Demogorgon attracts bemgs to hrs cave:
| _ those who saw |
Say from the breathing earth behind
There steams a plume-uplifting wind
. 'Which drives them on their path, while they
Believe their own swift wings and feet
.. The sweet desires within obey:
~ And so they float upon their way,
- Until, still sweet, but loud and strong,

The storm of sound is driven along,

Sucked up and hurrying: as they fleet .-

Behind, its gathering billows meet

And to the fatal mountain bear S

Like clouds amid the yielding air. (ILii. 51-63)
Defendmg Shelley from accusatlons thathe has a wcak grasp upon the actual' G. M.
Matthews maintains that thrs passage ’belongs toa cruclal eplsode in the poem’,
‘ expla.rmng that the volcamc 1magery (the plume-uphftmg wmd') is both a medlcmal'

steam and a suppressed revolutxonary force.*? Recallmg the volcamc unagery in The

'Mask of Anarchy, the slaughter to the Natron / Shall stcam up hke mspxratxon, /o

- 2 G. M. Matthews, 'Shelley's Grasp upon the Actual Essays in Crmcrsm 4 (1954) pp. 328; 329 The l
charge that Shelley had a ‘weak grasp upon the actual' comes from F. R. Leavis, Revaluation: Tradition
and Development in English Poetry (London: Chatto & Windus, 1936), p. 206; and Ralph Houston,

'Shelley and the Principle of Association', Essays in Criticism 3 (1953), pp. 45-46. Matthews was -
respondmg particularly to the Houston essay.
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Eloquent, oracular; / A volcano heard afar' (The Mask of Anarchy 1xxxix) - and, I
would add, Laon's vision of his effect as a revolutionary in Laon and Cythna, 'l will
arise and waken / The multitude, and like a sulphurous hill, / Which on a sudden from
its snows has shaken / The swoon of ages, it shall burst and fill / The world with
cleansing fire' (L&C IL.xiv) — Matthews explains the importance of the 'plume-
uplifting wind' passage in terms that serve_this reading of Panthea's importance:
Demogorgon mhablts a’quiesceht volcano [...]}and the ‘oracular vapour'
hurled up from his realm is oracular in several senses; it bodes no good to
Jupiter, and it makes those who breathe it eager to grasp the future (Oracles in |
ancient time had used such vapours to induce a prophetic trance). Those
_ affected are inspired and compelled to 'follow'; they thus become agents of the
power that converted them. . . .43
Although itis As1a who questlons Demogorgon to the pomt of hxs successful defeat of
J uplter, accordmg to Matthews s statement above Panthea, too, has become an 'agent’
of the revolutlonary force In another study, although his intent is not to valldate
Panthea s presence, Matthews s d1scussxon of the role of the daughters of Ocean in the
volcamc eruptlon of Demogorgon s dcfeat of Juplter asserts Panthea's unportance in
bringing about that defeat.*
- Once they have boarded the chariot that will whisk them to Prometheus,

- Panthea asks about the source of light which surrounds them; 'the sun is yet unrisen',

-4 Ibld pp. 329-30; emphasis added.

“G.M. Matthews, 'A Volcano's Voice in Shelley’, ELH 24 (1957). Ina detalled and convincing
argument, Matthews establishes the contemporary scientific understanding of volcanic activity just
prior to and including the period in which Shelley wrote Prometheus Unbound. The crux of his
discussion depends on the opinion, derived from the ancients, that "volcanoes erupted when their caves
were invaded by sea-water’ (p. 215). Matthews traces this belief in Strabo, Pliny, and Lucretius, and he
shows its currency in the early nineteenth century by the fact that even in a little known poem such
Miss Porden's The Veils: of the Trmmph of Constancy (1815), the volcanic actnvnty was represented as
issuing from an excess of water in the caves beneath a volcano. Shelley wrote in a letter to Thomas
Love Peacock that Pompeii erupted because of ‘torrents of boiling water’ (PBSL ii 71), and although
* some people doubted this idea (the explorer and prolific writer Alexander von Humboldt, for one), it
was a pervasive assumption. So, as Matthews explains, 'It is clear what was to be expected,
scientifically speaking, if children of Ocean were drawn into contact with the magma of a volcanic
cavern — a violent eruption, accompanied by the classic symptoms [...]-in this case final destruction
of the heavenly dictatorship’ (p. 216) which, Demogorgon says, ‘none may retain, / Or reassume, or
hold' (PUI11.i.57-8). Panthea, as one of the daughters of Ocean, is explicitly responS|ble for the
eruptlon that causes the overt.hrow of J uplter ,
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she observes to the charioteer (PU I1.v.9). The spirit's answer, that the light 'flows "~ -
from thy mighty sister', has a strong effect on Panthea (PU IL.v.13). As Asiais -
changed, so is her sister Panthea, who responds to Asia's concerned question, 'What is
it with thee, sister? Thou art pale' (PU IL.v.15), with an account of the change that she
perceives in Asia, a change that ultimately affects the whole universe:

"How thou art changed! I dare not look on thee;

I feel, but see thee not. I scarce endure ‘

The radiance of thy beauty. Some good change - -

Is working in the elements, which suffer

Thy presence thus unveiled. (PU I1.v.16-20)
Panthea continues with a narrative of Asia's birth, when 'love, like the atmosphere /I
Of the sun's fire filling the living world, / Burst from thee' (PU I1.v.26-8), and she
describes Asia's current transformation and its transforming effect on her: -

Such art thou now; nor is it I alone, -

Thy sister, thy companion, thine own chosen one,

But the whole world which seeks thy sympathy. - ana

Hearest thou not sounds i' the air which speak the love

‘Of all articulate beings? Feelest thou not - :

The mammate winds enamoured of thee? (PUI1.v.32-7)
Panthea reveals that since the overthrow of Juplter, ‘all articulate beings' now conduct
themselves through the guldmg pnncrple of love this is the moral 1mprovement that
Shelley hoped would be the result of any mass1ve pohtrcal reform of the magmtude of
this defeat of Juplter But 1f there is any expressron of a sense of loss in Panthea's
recogmtxon of her sister's transﬁguratron, itis in the implication that it used fo be 'I
alone, / Thy srster, thy compamon, thlne own chosen one' who sought Asm s
sympathy (emphasrs added) By recalhng to Asia her prevrous role as snster and

chosen compamon, Panthea attempts, perhaps to remrnd Asra of thexr essentral bond

of s1sterhood But Asra s response that 'Thy words are sweeter than aught else but hns / :
_ Whose echoes they are: yet all love is sweet' (PU ILv. 38 9) shows that As1a has

already moved beyond the realm of ordrnary physrcal or famrllal love Her love has
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reached the undiscerning level of equanimity; Panthea"s words, and even Prometheus's
(similar) words, have been _surpassed. 'All love is sweet', Asia explains, and in the
new order of the universe, it is to be 'common as light' (PU 1L v.40).-

Although clearly one of Shelley's most complex poems, in this carefully
- structured expression of political and moral reform Shelley does not neglect to include
a representation of an idealiStic and happy union of a man living harmoniously with
sisters. This suggestion comes most clearly in the first dream that Panthea relates to
Asia, in the events after she wakes from the dream, and in Prometheus's own words
after he is freed from his chains. As many commentators have shown, Panthea acts as
a mediator between Prometheus and Asia, bringing her sister news of Prometheus's
situation, and offenng Prometheus comfort in the absence of his lover. In this way,
Panthea acts as a caring and thoughtful sister. But in fact, Panthea herself fuses with
Prometheus in a dream of sexual intercourse thét she relates to Asia during the dream
exchange scene before they journey to Demogorgon's cave:

I saw not, heard not, moved not, only felt . ..

His presence flow and mingle through my blood

-+ Till it became his life, and his grew mine,

And I was thus absorbed - until it passed,

And like the vapours when the sun sinks down, .

Gathering again in drops upon the pines,

And tremulous as they, in the deep night

My being was condensed; and as the rays

Of thought were slowly gathered, I could hear

‘His voice, whose accents lingered ere they died

Like footsteps of far melody: thy name

Among the many sounds alone I heard

Of what rmght be amculate, (PU II 1. 79-91) .
In this dream whlch Panthea openly recounts for Asia, Prometheus and Panthea have
+ had sex. Theu' sexual umon gave Panthea the feelmg that she became part of
Prometheus, and that he became part of her; this echoes the intense spiritual union of

Laon and Cythna that is characterised by the synthesis of the two lovers. But
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Prometheus has not mistaken one sister for another. He is perfectly aware of who
Panthea is, calling her the 'sister of her whose footsteps péve the world / With
loveliness' (PUI1.i.68-9, emphasis added). By the end of their sexual union, hoWever,
’he can only call out Asia's name. Like Wasserman, [ see in Asia's comments to
Panthea, 'thy words / Are as the air, I feel them not. . . ., oh, lift / Thine eyes, that 1
may read his written soul’ (I;U I1.i.108-10), a request to see the "soul" of the
transfigured Prometheus "written" on Panthea's spirit' (Wasserman 308). Asia is not
jealous that her sister has had a sexual dream about Prometheus. Instead, she t_akes ‘
advéntagé of the strength of Panthea's dream, which Panthea admits to her sister made
her wings 'faint' with 'delight' (PU1.i.35; 36). As Panthea has acted as a messenger
for Prometheus and Asia, communicating to each of them the other's ihoughts and
questions, so Asia hopes Panthea can transmit the experience of that sexual union to
her through gazing into her eyes.t
© To add to this confusion Panthea explains that when Ione woke she revealed
that Panthea's dream had worked its way into her psyche, as well. Panthea relates to
Asia that Ione asked her: -
Canst thou divine what troubles me tonight?
I always knew what I desired before,
- Nor ever found delight to wish in vain,
But now I cannot tell thee what I seek;
- I know not — something sweet, since it is sweet . .~
Even to desire; it is thy sport, false sister!
_.Thou hast discovered some enchantment old, .
Whose spells have stolen my spirit as I slept
- And mingled it with thine; — for when just now
We kissed, I felt within thy parted lips
The sweet air that sustained me, and the warmth =

Of the life-blood, for loss of which I faint,
. Quivered between our intertwining arms. (PU11.i.94-106) - -

*5 The ability to transmit Prometheus's ‘written soul' to Asia attributes a power to Panthea's eyes that
Shelley emphasises, as I have shown, in almost all of the poems to or about sister-figures as well as in
the longer works discussed in this chapter. See also Kelvin Everest, 'Literature and Feeling', op. cit.
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Through her own amatory dream, Panthea has introduced Ione to the joys of sexual
desire; and Ione recognises that Panthea has knowledge of this 'enchantment' that has
mmgled' therr spmts together Because Shelley oﬁen uses mmgle asa euphemrsm
for sexual mtercourse these lmes suggest that through drearmng of sexual mtercourse
w1th her 51ster Asra s lover Panthea has also initiated her other srster Ione into sumlar
pleasures inan act that appears to be a lesblan incestuous experience. What Shelley
requested of the Moon and Sun in Epipsychidion (that his shared name be a 'sister- . |
bond' as well as a license for consensual polygamy) is here mafde explicitin -
Prometheus Unbound. Each woman is a different aspect of love (physical, altruistic,
and universal) yet their relationship as sisters' asserts that these three different types of
love are all related. As Jone's sexual awakening allovvs her to merge into Panthea's -
realm, as Panthea's dream shows Prometheus's refusal and/or inability to distinguish
between his lover and her sister, and as all three sisters seem to begin to merge into
one being, the result is nothing less than Shelley's desire for a harmonious sexual
relationship with more than one vvornan that would be acceptable under the terms.of '
the moral reform that Shelley advocated.

- Shelley did not subscribe to a theory of promiscuous 'free-love'. What he -
contended was that people-should be free ol‘ any bond that prevents them from loving .
whomever they choose,- whenever they choose, without the legal constraint of
institutionalised marriage, which attempts to legislate emotional ties. Inanote to -
Queen Mdb, Shelley explains that 'the cohhection of the sexes is so long sacred as it
contnbutes to the comfort of the parties [ .]to promlse for ever to love the same

* woman is not less absurd than to prormse to belreve the same creed such a vow in

both cases excludes us fro_m all euquuy’.“é In an 'Essay on Mamage', Shelley goes

4 Y

“6 Percy Bysshe Shelley, 'Even Love is Sold' [note to Q Mab), in Poems1 368. In Political Justice
William Godwin asserts that ‘promises [ . . . ] are in no sense the foundatron of morality' and that
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further to explain his dislike of marriage. In this essay he explains the ‘original spirit
of marriage' which, he says, derives from a view of women as property: y
- . [Women] were as valuable to [men] in the same manner as their flocks and
herds were valuable, and it was as important to their interests that they should
. retain undisturbed possession. The same dread of insecurity which gave birth
to those laws or opinions which defend the security of property suggested also

the institution of marriage: that is, a contrivance to prevent others from -
denvmg advantage from that whlch any mdlvrdual has succeeded in pre-

occupying.*

Shelley s dislike of formal marriage, then, was as much concerned with the moral -
rights of women as it was with the freedom to love at will. Shelley envisioned
relations between the sexes as something beyond the scope of regulation, a bond that
ceased to be binding as soon asone person ceased to love the other, and that allowed a
certain freedom in which to search out the different rnodes of sympathy necessary to
‘the eomplexities of human nature without any systern of oppression or restriction -
involved. " ...

- By representing these different modes of sympathy in Prometheus Unbormd in
the form of three sisters, who by the end of the poem settle happily with Prometheus,

Shelley shows in this poem of the 'movement toward equality and freedom' -

(Wasserman 305) his vision of the new society that would accept the 'arrangement of

one man livlng with a band of sister-spirits. On a more mundane level, Shelley wanted e
- to live with Mary, with Claire, and with whomever else he found a connection. - - :
Although composition of the drama may have begun as early as September 1818, by

the time the Shelley party had settled in Rome in the spring of 1 819 Shelley 'caught : ‘

‘promises are, absolutely considered, an evil, and stand in opposition to the genuine and wholesome
- exercise of an intellectual nature’. Godwin's consideration of promises rests on the argument that what
one promises to do should be done out of a sense of justice and duty; to promise to do something only
recommends a 'precanous and temporary motive' for the action and does not instill a sense of doing
. something for its intrinsic goodness. William Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice and its -
: Inﬁuence on Morals and Happiness (1793), 3rd edn (1797), ed F E L Pnestley, 3 vols (Toronto The
Umversrty of Toronto Press, 1946), i, 194; 196, - - k
47 ‘Essay on Marriage', in Prose 274.
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. fire', according to Neil F raistat, and had completed what he considered the‘enti’re
kdrama but which, aﬁer several more months, became the first three acts of the :
complete, four act dramva."r8 Shelley, Maryand ‘Claire were all delighted with Rome.
Claire spent time in the grounds of the Villa Borghese'and she thrived oh the society
of Signora Dionigi's c¢‘)nversaziones.49 Mary, though not as fond of the Signora as her
stepsister, nevertheless reyeals the extent of her pleasure in Rome m a letter to . |
Marianne Hunt in whlch she declares, 'Rome repays for everything. [ ...] my letter -

“would never be at ‘an end if I were to try [to] tell a millionth part of the delights of A ,'
Rome - it has such an effect on me that my past life before I saw it appears a blank &
now I begm to live' (MSL i 88-89). Shelley himself enjoyed Rome almost to the point
of mystlcal elatxon, and he closed a long letter to Peacock descnbmg the Baths of |
Caracalla with the exhortation: 'Come to Rome. It is a scene by which expressxon 1s
overpowered: which words cannot convey' (PBSL ii 84-5). Richard Holmes jokes that

'from a companson of Mary s Joumal and Clau‘c s dlary it would seem that [Shelley]
preferred on the whole not to take them [on moonll ght walks in the Forum] together'

(Pursuit 487), msmuatmg that discord contmued, between the two women. But their

journals suggest that Claire and Mary had separate amuscments enough to keep the - -
stram of their relatlonshxp in check, at least for the present. At the end of his life, - |

Shelley approached his 1deals of hvmg w1th a band of sister-spirits in the house in San

Terenzo, with Jane and Edward Williams, a visiting Claire, and Mary, but this perlod

was probably more fraught with mantal' dlfﬁcultles tha.n any other in his hfe

48 For the most complete discussion of the comphcated genesis and composmon of Prometheus '
-Unbound, see Neil Fraxstat's commentary in BSM ix Ixiii-Ixxiii and the headnote to the drama in
Poems2 456-70.

* Drive in the Borghese gardens and sit on tbe steps of the divine temple to Esculaplus the Saviour'
(25 March 1819, CCJ 103). Claire records visiting the Signora Dionigi frequently from their arrival in
Rome until the Sngnoras departure on 27 April (CCJ 99-109) Mary, however, described the Signorato"

Maria Gisborne as 'very old - very miserly & very mean' (MSL i95). Fora blographlcal sketch of
Mananna Dionigi, see CCJ 462-64.
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Prometheus's comnientvto Panthea and Ione after gaining his freedom only serves to
reinforce this suggested desire for an ideal Shelley could never attain: 'Fair sister-
nymphs, who made long years of pain / Sweet to remember, through your love and
care; / Henceforth we will not part' (PU III.iii.8-l0). Despite the difﬁculties he
wrtnessed mherent in the relatlonshrp between Mary and Clalre, and hlS own.
drfﬁcultles in llvmg w1th Hamet and her s1ster Ehza, Shelley s representatxon of
sisters in Prometheus Unbound shows the srsters Asxa, Panthea, and Ione as women
both able and wrlhng to hve in harmony wrth each other desplte thetr opposmg :
charactenstlcs In a world that has been reformed by pohtlcal revolutlon, the
domlnance of love —in all 1ts forms would ensure that these lovmg households of

'z

srsters would be possrble o

iv. Patncrde, Perfectlon and Slsterly Love in The Cenci

The mmnsters of death
¢ Are wamng round the doors. I thought I saw R
Blood on the face of one . . . what if ‘twere fancy?
. Soon the heart's blood of all Ilove onearth
** Will sprinkle him, and he will wipe it off = =
As if 'twere only rain, (The Cenci V.iv. 123-28)

Shelley took up the top1c of The Cencz aﬁer readmg Mary Shelley s translatxon B
of the famrly h1story, Wh.lCh she had copled on 23 May 18 l 8 and aﬁer a v1srt, almost
a year later to the Palazzo Colonna to see a portralt of Beatnce Cenc1 (MSJ 211 259).‘ |
The composmon of The Cencz occurred in between Shelley s completlon of the ﬁrst Y
three acts of Prometheus Unbound and the composmon of Act Four but at the ttme
that Shelley took up The Cencz he thought Prometheus was complete asa three-act
- verse drama. On 6 Apnl 18 19 Shelley wrote to Peacoclc 'My Prometheus Unbound is

Just ﬁmshed' (PBSL ii 94) and after a gap of almost two months one of the ﬁrst thmgs Lo

Mary wrote tn her newly resumed Journal, on4 August 1819, was 'S, write the C_enc1 ‘
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(MSJ 294).° By 15 August Shelley wrote to Leigh Hunt: 'T am also on the eve of
completing another work, totally different from anything you might conjecture that I
should write; of a more popular kind' (PBSL ii 108). He was evidently pleased with
the work, and he wrote to Thomas Love Peacock of what he felt were its strengths:
It is written without any of the peculiar feelings and opinions which .
characterize my other compositions, I having attending [sic] simply to the
impartial development of such characters as it is probable the persons
represented really were, [ . . . ] my principal doubt as to whether it would

~ succeed as an acting play hangs entirely on the question as to whether any . .

+ such a thing as incest in this shape however treated wd. [sic] be admitted on
the stage — [ . . . ] the interest of its plot is incredibly greater & more real [than
other contemporary plays], & [ . . . ] there is nothing beyond what the

- multitude are contented to beheve that they can understand, either in 1magery

. oplmon or sentiment. (PBSL ii 102)

L1kew1$e in the dedlcatron letter to Lelgh Hunt, Shelley beltttles hrs other
composrttons 1dent1fy1ng in them 'the ltterary defects tncrdental to youth and
1mpat1ence callmg them 'dreams of what ought to be or may be' ('Dedtcatton Cenci
237) By representmg the ev1l ofa mmd intent on the basest act of mcest Shelley is
mvertmg hrs usual overt tdealxsm, thls, he feels, has allowed h1m to write wrthout the
nﬂuence of hrs own 'feehngs and oprmons malung their way into lns text (Relrnan
88) Yet Shelley expll(:ltly states in hrs Preface that T have [.. ] sought to avord the
error of makmg [the characters] actuated by my own concepttons of nght or wrong,
false or true (’Preface Cenct 240) As proof of this effort, he offers the example of '
how the Cenci farmly are represented as strongly Cathohc 'I‘o a Protestant, he clalms
'there w111 appear somethmg unnatural in the earnest and perpetual sentrment of the
relatlons between God and man whxch pervade the tragedy of the Cencr ('Preface s
Cencr 240) Consrdenng Shelley s attttude to Chnsttamty, this total blendmg (w1thout

‘cntlmsm) of farth and ltfe is surpnsmg, to say the least But although he does not |

%0 This gap was the result of erham Shelley's death on 7 June. On 10 June, Mary, Shelley, and Claire .

left Rome, and they were settled in the Villa Valsovano near Montenero a fortnight later. See CCJ 113-
- 14
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outrightly criticise, through dialogue within the drama,'the pervading dedication to
religion, the tyranny which Shelley represents in The Cenci is embodied in Count
Cenci and by implication in the Pope, and God. -

" But Shelley's comment to Peacock that The Cenci is free from the 'feelings and
opinions' of his other compositions has mlsled many readers and commentators into
- taking his statement too literally. To take just one example, Earl Wasserman believes
that Shelley has kept his personal opinions out of this drama, and that he has produced
an objective portrait of tyranny and the lengths that the oppressed will go to to free |
themselves from their oppressors. 'In planning to publish along vl/ith the play a |
translation of that document' of the Cenci farnily history, Wasserman claims, Shelley's '
 'purpose was to demonstrate that what he had written‘was indeed "matter-of-fact" and
not his invention, much less an ideal vision' (Wasserman 84-85). Wasserman
discusses the play's 'paradigm of paternity as delightlin tyrannic oppression’
(Wasserman 88) without acknowledging Shelley's personal experiences with what he
considered parental oppression: his own relationship with his father; Harriet
Westbrook's escape, with Shelley's help, from the 'persecution’ of her father; and
,\lVilliam Godwin's refusal to have any contact with his daughter Mary after her
elopement with Shelley, unt11 Harnet’s su1c1de allowed Shelley and Mary to marry
Wasserman cons1ders The Cencr in 1ts relauonshnp to other Shelley works in order to
offer a context in wh1ch to dJSCOVC!‘ the meaning of the drama, but he accepts
Shelley s clarm that hlS personal tdeals are‘absent from its pages Shelley suggests in .
Jetters to fnends, in the dedication, and in the preface that The Cencx isan
"‘objectlvely-rendered factual htstory of a s1xteenth-century Italian famxly, he clarms .
Tthat his radtcal phrlosophres and his personal creeds do not ﬁnd expressnon among its.

pages In fact although Shelley does not proclalm outnght his ideals i m this drama,
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| they are everywhere 1mphed through the effect of therr absence And, in the
vrepresentatron of Beatrrce Cencr, through her feelmgs of responsrbrlrty to her famlly
~and especrally her relatronshrp to her youngest brother, Bernardo Shelley is showmg
the behavrour of an ideal srster """"

| Even before the play begms, in the Preface we are presented, almost hterally,
w1th a portralt of Beatnce asan 1deal woman. Nowhere does Shelley suggest that
murder is appropnate behavrour for an 1deal woman, but havmg outlmed her |
permcrous mrstakes of* revenge, retahatron [and] atonement' Shelley nevertheless
clalms that 1f Beatnce had lrved her life accordmg to non-vrolent pnncrples, whrle{ she
would have been wiser and better' she would never have been a tragrc character
(Cencz 240) But Shelley recogmses that rt is precrsely her ﬂaws that have brought her
to hlS attentlon, and hrs criticism 1s not severe. Shelley then presents a descnptron of
Beatrlce s portrart, and Mary Shelley, in her ’Note on The Cencx explarns that
Beatnce ] 'beauty cast the reﬂectron of 1ts own grace over her appalhng story' (m
'MSWorks ii 283) In the Preface to The Cencr Shelley hlmself prarses the portrart as
an admrrable work of art but 1t is clear that he is overcome by the subJect of the
pamtmg much more than the skrll of the parnter' :

i There is a fixed and pale composure upon the features: she seems sad and
stricken down in spirit, yet the despair thus expressed is lightened by the
patience of gentleness. Her head is bound with folds of white drapery from
which the yellow strings of her golden hair escape, and fall about her neck.

The moulding of her face is exquisitely delicate; the eye brows are distinct and
- - arched: the lips have that permanent meaning of imagination and sensibility

51 Compare also Marlon B. Ross, 'Shelley s Wayward Dream-Poem op clt 'desplte all of Shelley s
eloquent rhetoric about inspiration, 1magmat|on, and prophecy [in the Defence of Poetry], the actual
work of making and reading a poem requires the use of what he calls "rational relations," all those

" particularities of time and place which constitute the pecuhanty of any poem, Likewise, it is not
possible to ban one's own conception of right and wrong, one’s favored perception of relations, from a
poem. Just putting pen to paper reveals something about the author’s perspective. In order to advocate
moral excellence without codifying and perpetuating his own moral stance, to provide forms of -
nourishment which feed and enlarge the mental appetite without prescnbmg a detailed diet, Shelley
attempts to complicate the readers' relationship to the relations inscribed in the poem by making the -
readers self-conscious of how those relations function, or fail to function, in the poem’ (p. 115).

Although speaking Speclﬁcally about Prometheus Unbound, Ross's comments can be applied to all of
Shelley's wntmgs C

N
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. which suffering has not repressed and which it seems as if death scarcely
~ could extinguish. Her forehead is large and clear; her eyes, which we are told
'+ were remarkable for their vivacity, are swollen with weeping and lustreless, "
but beautifully tender and serene. In the whole mien there is a simplicity and
-+ dignity which united with her exquisite loveliness and deep sorroware - -
) 1nexpreSSIbly pathetlc (Cencr 242) :
' ‘Shelley presents Beatnce as the eprtome of the tragrc herome who suffered
unspeakable torment at the hands of an evrl tyrant By detarhng Beatnce s physrcal

i

ltbeauty, Shelley attempts to convince the audlence that she is dlgmﬁed in her traglc A
c1rcumstances and that she deserves plty, and h1s efforts are essentlal because by the
Vend of the play, thlS srmple and dlgmﬁed woman has become a patncrde and a lrar As
| Shelley explarned in hrs Address to the Irish People (l 8 12), polmcal mstrtutlons,
represented in The Cencz by Count Cenc1 have 'the greatest influence on the human
character' s 2 Beatnce s vrrtue and goodness could not w1thstand the polluting
atrnosphere of oppress1on B |

Although Shelley offers a physrcal descnptlon of his herome in this way,
Beatrlce is also descnbed in terms typrcal of the pralse offered to Shelley s sister-
| ﬁgures m the lyncs There is mentron of her 'bnght lovelmess / [...] kmdled to
1llum1ne thls dark world' and of the vrrtues [whxch] blossom in her as should make /
The peace of lrfe (Cencz IV i. 121-22 124-25) Indnvndual quahtres are hlghhghted
her 'love-enkmdled hps her 'fme hmbs and her 'hfe-dartmg eyes' (Cencr IV.i.133;
135).% But the person who mtroduces the audxence to Beatnce ] beauty is not Orsmo, .
who would hke to marry Beatnce or Bernardo whose intense connectron w1th his

/7

51ster is explored later Instead ina speech desrgned at once to alienate his audlence

- 32 An Address to the Irish People 812- 13 in Prose 29
'See also PU1.449-51: 'Whilst I behold such execrable shapes / Methinks I grow like what I
contemplate, / And laugh and smile in loathsome sympathy’,

34 Compare the description of two women in Shelley's earlier works. The vrslonary woman in Alastor
has 'glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil / Of woven wind', 'dark locks floating in the breath of ~ *
night', and 'parted lips / Outstretched, and pale, and quivering eagerly' (4/astor 176-77; 178; 179-80).
Sumlarly, the first description of lanthe in OMab mentions her 'sweet lips', 'dewy eyes', and golden ‘

tresses', and her soul 'all beautiful in naked purity' and "instinct with mexpressnble beauty and grace'
(QMab 32; 33; 37, 41; 132; 134, in Poemsl).
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fforﬁ the speaker and vindicate Beatrice's crime later on, Shélley puts the usually

: tender catalogue of the loved oncfs qualities into the mouth of Beatrice's father, Count
Cenci, and her beéuty ié mentioned oniy in the curse that he calls down to spoil what
he praises.. In the same breath that Cenci refers to his daﬁghtér as a 'specious mass of
flesh', 'my bane and my disease, / Whose sight infects and poisons me' (Cenci |
IV.i.l 15;1 13-19), Ce.nci‘rew‘/eals that it is her very beauty that has inspired his intense
hatred for his daughtér. It is necessary to quote extensively from what Mario Praz .
calls Count Cenci's 'sacrilegious prayer* to convey the full effect of the juxtaposition
of the veneration and the curse:

‘ L - God! .

Hear me' If thlS most speclous mass of flesh,
Which thou hast made my daughter; this my blood
This particle of my divided being;
Or rather, this my bane and my disease,
Whose sight infects and poisons me; this devil
‘Which sprung from me as from a hell, was meant -
To aught good use; if her bright loveliness

.. Was kindled to illumine this dark world;
If nursed by thy selectest dew of love
Such virtues blossom in her as should make
‘The peace of life, I pray thee for my sake,
As thou the common God and Father art -
Of her, and me, and all; reverse that doom!

- Earth, in the name of God, let her food be
Poison, until she be encrusted round
- With leprous stains! Heaven, rain upon her head
The blistering drops of the Maremma's dew,
- Till she be speckled like a toad; parch up

Those love-enkindled lips, warp those fine limbs
To loathed lameness! All-beholding sun,

- Strike in thine envy those llfe-damng eyes o oo
With thine own bhndmg beams' (Cenci IV il 14-36)

It is clear that it is Beatnce s beauty that mﬂames Count Cencn, who sees hlS

daughter S destmy of bemg good an mspu'atxon to all asa curse in 1tself He states

5 Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. by Angus Davidson, 2nd ed (London and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1951), p. 115.
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that her purity is. the attribute of a 'devil / Which spruné from rne as from a hell', and
he prays that her beauty will be destroyed. He is not as intent on ending her life as he
ison destroying that which both attracts h1m and prornises to lead her to a life of - -
goodness. Cenci's admission of Beatrice's hold over his mind (her 'sight infects and
poisons' him) echoes Orsino's confession to Beatrice early on in the play that she is
ever-present in his rhi_nd, too\:"Because I am a Priest do you believe / Your image, as
the hunter some struck deer, / Follows me not whether I wake or sleep?' (Cenci l.ii.l 1-
13). The fact that it is Count Cenci who catalogues his daughter's charms alienates
him even more from the audience, even as Vit enhances sympathy for the beautiful D
Beatrice. And although she is described no more, and perhaps sigrriﬁcanﬂy less, than
Shelley's other Isi.ster-ﬁgures, her beauty seems all the greater because it ls able to
inspire a man to love beyond the bounds of convention.

| - Shelley's heromes are always portrayed as physxcally attractive. Janthe in

Queen Mab the v1s1onary lady in Alastor, Cythna in Laon and Cythna, even the witch
in The thch of Atlas has such beauty that made / The Bright world dim' (137-38;
Poetry and Prose) terms whlch echo Beatrlce s 'bnght lovelmess / [ ] kmdled to
: 1llurn1ne th1s dark world' But 1t 1s always thelr actxons thelr speeches what they |
bel1eve m or represent, and almost umformly the1r relatlonshlp to a brother or sxster,
that for Shelley embodles the full extent of thelr beauty Wrthm tlus framework of
physwal beauty, adnurable actlon ratlonal and enllghtened 1deals and the s1blmg
| relatronshlp, Beatnce can be consrdered another of Shelley S 1deal sisters.
o Throughout the play Beatnce is presented as a courageous glrl unconcerned

with the effects her actlons w111 brmg upon her, mtent upon exposing her father as the .

tyrant he is. At the banquet dunng Wthh Count Cencx celebrates the deaths of twoof

his sons, Beatnce pleads w1th the guests to do somethmg to save her and the rest of
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her famlly She charges her father w1th tyranny and impious hate' (1.1ii.100), and she
‘urges the guests to thmk what deep wrongs must have blotted out / First love'
(Liii. 108) to allow a father to rejorce in hrs sons' deaths. She presents herself as dutrful
and obedrent amrdst the Count's abuse, explarmng, 'T have borne much, and kissed the
sacred hand / Which crushed us to the earth, and thought its stroke / Was perhaps
some paternal chastisement! / Have excused much, doubted; and when no doubt /
Remained, have sought by patience, love and tears / To soften him' (L.iii.111-16).
Finally, she warns the guests that if they do nothing to help her, they might find
themselves attending a similar celebration of 'such merriment again / As fathers make
over their children's graves' (Liii.124-25). The Count attempts to drffuse the power of
Beatrice's message not only by insinuating that because of her youth she has
exaggerated her tale, but also by threatening his guests directly, leaving no doubt as to
both his guilt and his inherent evil:
. : T hope my good friends here

erl thrnk of therr own daughters - or perhaps

'~ Of their own throats - before they lend an ear

To tlns w11d grrl (I iii.129- 32)
Yet unaware of her father s threatenmg mvectrve Beatnce contmues her plea,
explammg that 1f they do not beheve her she w15hes she were buned w1th my |
brothers (I iii. 136) But when the Count mterrupts her entreatres with the order to
'Retrre to your chamber msolent grrl‘ (I iii. 145) Beatnce turns on her father and *
challenges hrm ina confrontatronal attack that contradrcts her self-portrayal asa |
' dutlful and obedrent daughter She retorts: R |
| Retlre thou, 1mprous man' Aye hrde thyself
~ . Where never eye can look upon thee more! .
- Wouldst thou have honour and obedience
* Who art a torturer? Father, never dream . -

Though thou mayst overbear this company,

_ But ill must come of ill. - Frown not on me!
Haste, hide thyself, lest with avenging looks
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-+ My brothers' ghosts should hunt thée frorh thy' séat! RN o B
Cover thy face from every living eye,
- And start if thou but hear a human step: -~ .. .
Seck out some dark and silent corner, there,
... Bow thy white head before offended God, "
And we will kneel around, and fervently - : |
‘Pray that he pity both ourselves and thee. (1.iii.146-59) =~ -~ - -
Here Beatrice anticipates the words of the chdrus in Hellas: 'revenge and wrong bring
forth their kind' (729),% and\She expresses contempt for the authority thét she has:
heretofore observed in her fathér. Facing him squarely, she accuses him of - - ‘
disregarding the laws of God and of torturing his own family, and she char'ges‘t.he i
Count to pray to God for forgiveneés and pity, assuring him that if he does, hié famﬂy
will kneel with him and pray for his redemptidn. But Beatrice's public defiance
determines Count Cenci to complete t}ie doanall he has planned for hi§ daughter, -
. j "Beatrice's willingncss to stand up to her fathef, both heré and in Act Four,
where to the Count's repeated orders to come t;)k him she repeatedly refuses, reveals an
inner strength and a determinatiori to reject the conventions of obedience she has -
: formerly observed. This sudden mi)ral resistance is Shelley's way of casting Beatrice
in the mouid of Cythna, his i)rototype of the ideal woman and sister (who like
Beatrice endures rape and undergoes a peri6d of madness as a result) and’makingk | ;
' Béatrice into one of his ideals. Yet in the Preface Shelley ’criticises Beatrice's decision
to kill her father. He claims that 'no person can be truly dishonoufed by ’the actof -
another; and the fit return to make to the most enormous injuries is kindxieés and
- forbearance, and a resblution to convért the injurer from his vdark pés.Sioris by peace
and love' (Cenci 2f10). But Beatrice does attempt this type Qf 'fit return’ thrbugh her-

obedience, even in the mxdst of her confrontation when she begs the Count to pray fof -

f(irgi\"eiié’sysi,‘ when she 'V‘a'sSu'reks him 'we W111 kneel around,and ‘f‘er\v/é‘rit.ly;/ Pray that he

36 Poetry and Prose 430. . . ‘-
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pity both ourselves and thee (Liii. 158 59). However, once the Count has raped her
she goes mad for a penod and then determines that he must die. Hxstory cannot be -
changed; but what's more, the principles of non-violence cannot work in the face of
tyranny. As Shelley would later write in 4 Philosophical View of Reform: 'tyrants
themselves neither then, nor now, nor ever, left or leave a path to freedom but through
their own blood'.k57 Shelley's\eriticism of Beatrice, Iike his half-hearted censure and .
veiled support of the incestuous relationships in Rosalind and Helen, is ntore an-
exoression of his awareness of the audience than of his own feelings about Beatrice's
actions. So although Shelley states unambiguously that Beatrice's crimes of 'myenée,' |
| retaliation; [and] atonement are pernicious miétakes' (Preface’, Cen(:i 240), his - -
: port;ayal of Beatrice's courage, her resistance to oppreesion, her attempts at a peaceful
resolution, and her determination to put an end to the tyranny she and her family - :
suffer, make it clear that Shelley does not conderhn het for her action. Beatrice is, in
fact, another of Shelley's ideal women. _
| - The Cenci is most often discussed as a playkwhich portrays, in Stuaxt Curran's
words 'the human spirit in revolt against all that is unjust and oppresswe' 58 Relxglon,
too is implicated as part of the machmery of the system of patriarchy in many
mterpretatxons, such as Michael Worton S, who recogmses the Count as'a member of
the sinister triumvirate (Cenci, the Pope, and God) who oppress the world'.?
Beatrice's resistance to this tyranny, a fepresentation which hurnanises the effects of
| tyranny on the oppressed, clearly identifies her as a Shelleyan ideal. That Beatrice has

several brothers and one sister (who is characteristically used as a foil against whieh g

57 Percy Bysshe Shelley, 4 Phtlosophzcal View of Reform, in The Complete Works ofPercy Bysshe
Shelley, ed. by Roger Ingpen and Walter E. Peck, 10 vols (New York: Gordian Press, 1965), vii, 6.

*® Stuart Curran, Shelley's Cenci: Scorpions Ringed with Fire (Princeton: Pnnceton Umversnty Press
1970), p. xii.

%9 Michael Worton 'Speech and Silence in The Cencu Essays on Shelley, ed. Mmam Allott (Totowa,
NJ: Barnes and Noble Books, 1982). p. 113.
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to highlight Beatrice's virtues) Seerns’to be inconsequential to the text apart from it
providing the context in which to show Count Cenci as innately evil and cruel to his
entire family. Yet a reading of The Cenci which focuses on Beatrice's relationship EXS
with her brother Bemardo reveals an undercurrent of Shelley's ideas of the 'perfect '
sister', showing again that The.'Cenci is not, as Shelley suggested, free from his own
opinions. Although the plot ‘conspires to destroy the perception of Beatrice asb an ideal
because in the end she 'refuses to admit to her role in the murder of her father, Shelley
maintains the sense that Beatrice is admirable despite her lies. The interaction = *
between Beatrice and her youngest brother Bernardo occupies only a small portion of
the drama but 1t is 1mportant because through tlus 1nteractlon itis possrble to 1nfer
some of Shelley S v1ews on the correct moral conduct of a sister to her farmly
Throughout her llfe, Beatnce has been a buffer between the evil Count and the

fannly, protectmg them from both hlS anger and hlS physical abuse. Thrs loyalty is
~ part of Shelley s pratse for Beatnce, and from almost her ﬁrst words in the drama she
expresses tlus ﬁdehty as the main cause of her refusal to run away or seek refuge )
through marnage In response to Orsmo S suggestlon that he mrght be able to obtam
perrmssron from the Pope to marry, Beatnce refuses ’Nor w111 I leave tlus home of
mlsery / Wlulst my poor Bernard and that gentle lady / To whom I owe hfe, and these |
: v1rtuous thoughts / Must suffer what I strll have strength to share (l 11 16-19) ‘
Lucretra, Beatnce s stepmother corroborates tlus sense of loyalty in Beatnce when‘ j
she later remlnds her stepdaughter that 'thus have you ever stood / Between us and -
your father s moody wrath / Ltke a protecung presence your ﬁrm mmd / Has been our
‘0nly refuge and defence (II i 46-9) B

| Shelley uses thlS sense of duty asa contrast to the acttons of Beatnce s unseen | - |

| but Spoken-of s1ster Thns srster managed to escape the household through makmg a |
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petition to the Pope, who gave her in marriage to a distant relative. In a dlscussion
with her stepmother and Bernardo, Beatrice mentions this escape in juxtaposition to
her own determination to share their suffering. Lucretia points out that it is she who is
in the most pitiable position for being bound through marriage to stay with Cenci until
death (a criticism of the institution of marriage which Shelley detested), and she tries
to rouse Beatrice's hopes by reminding her: 'you may, like your sister, find some .
husband, / And smile, years hence, with chlldren round your knees (11.1.84-5,
emphasis added). To this Beatrice unhesitatingly protests against the suggestion of
escape: .

Talk not to me, dear lady, of a husband. . - .~ -+ -

Did you not nurse me when my mother died? .

Did you not shield me and that dearest boy?

And had we any other friend but you

In infancy, with gentle words and looks, . .-

To win our father not to murder us? -

And shall I now desert you? May the ghost

Of my dead mother plead against my soul

If I abandon her who filled the place - - <.

She leﬁ, with more, even, than a mother s love' (II i. 88 97)
" In thrs speech there is an expllClt cntxc1sm of Beatnce S srster, Beatnce promlses not
to abandon or 'desert' her stepmother in the way that her S1ster has In labellmg her
151ster s actlons thus Beatnce betrays her own sense of abandonment or desertron her
- ’51ster has chosen a husband over her 'true famrly, in order to save herself from the
cruelty of the Count Beatnce, her step-mother, a.nd her srster do not have any specrﬁc
‘brographlcal 1dent1ﬁcat10n in Shelley s lee story, but itis possrble to suggest that i
Shelley may have felt a sumlar sense of abandonment when }ns own srster, Ellzabeth
turned agalnst th and theu' shared' 1deals in the aﬁerrnath of the Oxford expulsxon
and 1t rs not unreasonable to speculate that Fanny Godwm, leﬁ behmd when Mary and :

Clalre eloped to Europe wrth Shelley, actually drd feel abandoned and deserted by her ‘

.....

two younger s1sters Shelley s own feelmgs however repressed of havmg abandoned
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Fanny, and his possible guilt over Fanny's suicide, may have influenced him to °
.criticisean escape which, although Godwin was no Cenci, he himself helped Mary
and Claire to accomplish. Beatrice, on the other hand, instead of ‘abandoning her - =
family to cope with her ‘absence and their own fate, will loyally stay to protect her '
stepmother and brother from harm. ‘

Shelley s portrayal of this family loyalty far exceeds the bounds of filial duty,
for when it comes to the link between Bernardo and Beatrice, it becomes obvious that
theirs is no common brother-and-sister bond In this, Shelley reveals what the bond
between a brother and sister should be. Aﬁer Beatrice has been found guilty, the _]udge ‘

orders Bemardo who has been present throughout the tnal to leave

(Judge) S
Llnger nothere! oA
’Bealrzce © " . Oh, tearhimnot away'

Judge. Guards, do your duty.
Bernardo (embracing BEATRICE) Oh' would ye divide
.~ Body from soul? * v

Oﬂ‘ icer. That is the headsman ] busmess (V iii. 92-5)
Despite the ofﬁcer s reply, (and a cunously placed jOkC at Bernardo s and Beatnce s
expense) Bemardo is not in despalr that Beatnce w111 be executed that her death will |
divide her phys1cal body from her mcorporeal soul Bernardo's words assert a
‘ connec_tion with his sister that echoes the connections portrayed between Laon and ,

| Cythna, Rosalind and her brother, Prometheus and Asia, and Shelley and his sisters -

and ksister-ﬁgures; in all these relationships there is a dependence on the loved one as
~ the source of life. Laon describes his sister as 'mine own shadow“[ ] /A second
self, far dearer and more fair' (L&C I1.xxiv.874-75); and Cythna, when descnblng her?‘ :
despair in her prison, relates that she questroned_herself in similarly dependent terms:

"And where was Laon? "might my heart be dead, / While that far dearer heart could -

. move and be? (L&C VILxxix. 3082-83). Bernardo and Beatrice, like Prometheus and
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Asia, Laon and Cythna, and Rosalind and her brother, are so connected that one
cannot imagine living without the other. Thus body and sou! in Bernardo's plea
represent the strength of their attachment; to separate one from the other is to destroy
what makes each human. -

- Bernardo's last speech, after his unsuccessful attempt to attain a pardon from
~ the Pope for the lives of hid \family‘, shows even more than the body-soul passage just
discussed the full extent of his connection to Beatrice. In the f'uial scene he laments =
" that soon he will be without a family, and he dwells on the violence of the death as .
much as on the pain it will cause him: -

- The ministers of death - .
_ Are waxtmg round the doors I thought I saw -
..~ Blood on the face of one . . . what if "twere fancy? -
- Soon the heart's blood of all I love on earth
. Will sprinkle him, and he will wipe it off
As if 'twere only rain. O, life! O, world!
-.. Cover me! let me be no more! To see .
" That perfect mirror of pure innocence
. Wherein I gazed, and grew happy and good, -~
Shivered to dust! To see thee, Beatrice,
. Who made all lovely thou dids't look upon . SR
Thee, light of life . . . dead, dark! while I say, mster,
‘To hear I have no sxster, and thou, Mother, -
Whose love was a bond to all our loves. ..
"+ Dead! The sweet bond broken! (V.iv.123-37) .
| Imtlally we mlght be misled by the possessxve mode of 'heart's Juxtaposed wnh the
encompassmg ‘all' in the same line, cursorily thmkmg that aII the hearts of all the .
people whom Bernardo loves will shed their blood on the executioners. But a close -
reading clarifies that he is primarily concerned with the death of one person only:
Beatrice. The actual place of the posseSsive apostrophe in 'heart's' makes it clear that it
is the blood of one heart, and in this structure the ‘all’ denotes the singular use as 'the

~ only thing'. Therefore, this partof Bernardo's lament can be paraphrased more clearly
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in this way: 'soon the blood of the heart of the only persdn Iloveonearth (ie.,
Beatrice) will sprinkle the eﬁecutioner'.

The rest of Bernardo's expréssion of grief, which emphasises the corinecﬁon '
between Beatrice and himself, also underlinés that it is the death of Beatrice, first and
foremost, that he mourns. They are not just close; Bernardo is a reflection of Beatrice,
who is 'that perfect miﬁor of pure innocence / Wherein I gazed, and grew happy and
good'. Bernafdo is who he is, he says, because he has grown up under the influence of
her innocence, which she has reflected back onto him. She is the 'light of life', at once
the cause and the source of his existence.® It is intefesting that Bernardo describes his
dependence on his sister in terms usually associated with the mother: a source of life,
the influence of his earliest days. Bernardo does acknowledgé his stepmother,
claimir'lg that her lévc; 'was a bond to all our loves'; but he only regrets, with her death,
that the 'sw_eet Bond [will be] broken'. The implications in the difference between a
"light of life' and a 'sweet bond' are extreme; Bernardo sees his stepmother's death as
only .breaking a bond, whereas B;aatrice's death is portrayed more violently, when she |
will be reduced to 'dust' and leave her brother with a wish to "be no more'. As the
guards apprdach, Bémardo hastens with more than brotherly affection to 'kiss those
warm lips before their crimson leaves / Are blighted . .. white . .. cold’ (V.iv.138-
139); and after Beatrice's last words to him, his response sho‘ws that her forthcoming

" death has already taken part of his life from him, that is, his ability to speak: 'I cannot
say, farewell' w 1v 157). - ‘

So the 'body and soul' connection betwecn Bernardo and Beatrice, and

'Beatrice's overwhelming loyalty to her steprr{othet and her brother, illustrate the very

® Speaking in similar terms in what Stuart Curran calls 'not unconscious transference, but deliberate

transvaluation' (Shelley's Annus Mirabilis, p. 121), Prometheus calls Asia ‘thou light of life, / Shadow
of beauty unbeheld' (PU 111iii.6-7). '
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'feelings and opinions' which Shelley claimed in his letter to Peacock were entirely |
absent from this 'matter-of-fact' drama. The facts of the Cenci story,'combined w1th ,
his experience of having written, and then having to alter, the incestuous relationship
between Laon and Cythna as a means to promote the ideal relationship between a man
and a woman (i.e., to be as brother and sister) may have led Shelley to minimise any
hint of sexual involvement between Beatrice and Bernardo; the revision of Laon and
Cythmr into The Revolt of Islarn taught Shelley a lesson. Yet the intense spiritual
connection beﬁeen brother and sister remains even in this drama, In fact, Shelley |
| ‘may have altered the charaeter of Bernardo a great deal in order to portray himas an _
equal to Beatrice; according to Bertolotti's research into the. Cenci family, Bernardo
was exonerated of the murder because he was 'presented by hisi lawyer as an imbecile'
(GY 399). However, Mary Shelley's translation of the Cenc1 manuscript, which -
Cameron suggests was taken from a seventeenth or eighteenth century relazwm"', :
- says nothing about this (GY 399). Instead, as Mary translated, 'Bernardo so closely
resembled Beatrice in complexion, & features & every thing else that if ‘they had R
changed clothes the one might easily have been taken for the other - His mind also
seemed formed in the same mold [sic] as that of hlS srster A Obwously Mary s
translation of the story is Shelley's source for Bernardo's comment about dividing |
body and soul, and her translation shows that the source document stressed a- |
connection between the srblmgs that would appeal to Shelley But he also found in
‘this story of tyranny and oppressron, a chance to put forth his v1ew, ‘which had »
changed signiﬁcantly since his Address to the Irish People, that violence wasan
acceptable means of resistance'-Q but only in a ssitnation of injustice and tyranny In

~ such situations, as he shows in The Cenci, non-violent resistence is ineffective.

S'BSMx70-1.
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- Shelley spent his whole life searching for perfect sympathy from a woman

* who could be all to him: as like to himas a sister to "a brother; children of shared -
philosophies. He subtly presents in The Cenci one aspect of this perfect sympathy, o
showing what it is like to have, as well as to be, an ideal sister. As he was to reveal in
the autobiographical Epipsychidion, sex need not be an integral part of an ideal ! ‘
relatlonship between a man and a woman. Although he requests 'Emily’ to join him by
sharing his name vt'ith his legal wife, and though he has claimed unequivocally and

| passmnately that 'Enuly, /1 love thee', his request is ultlmately Platonic: 'To i.:.; 1
whatsoe er of dull mortality / Is 1 mine, remain a vestal sister still' (42-43 389- 90
emphasis added) 'Ihe mmglmg, whether between man and woman, or brother and
sister, need not be sexual their love can remain chaste and pure, and their lives and
souls be thoroughly intertwined, as Shelley's portrayal of the relatxonshlp between
Beatnce and Bemardo Cenci's was. Thls type of connection, as Shelley insinuated
again and again, would be possible only in the aftermath of political refoml, when
customs and laws would be defined through the ncw moral order that would insure the

everlasting effect of the revolution. . . <

- v. The Unnatural Love of Siblings - Co

. ¢ What is it that [Shelley] can propose to himself by his everlasting allusions to the
unnatural loves of brothers and sisters? { . . . ] Such monstrosities betoken a diseased
mmd (BIackwood's Edmburgh Magazme (J une 1819))

In Shelley s lync poems he returns repeatedly to the 1dea of a perfect |
ompamon Wlth the onset of each new passxon he represented what he saw, trymg to
make each new love-object fulﬁl hlS ldeas of the sxster of lns soul' that he ﬁrst
. expressed dxrectly to, Ehzabeth thchener in 1811 As Shelley contmued to compose |
poems for and about these women, he presented them as snmxlar despxte then‘ . N

dlfferences in some key areas; all of the poems to the s1ster-ﬁgures hlghllght the ‘
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power of their eyes and voice, their ability to influence Shelley and restore him to

"~ calm, and also Shelley's own sense of each woman as his ltfe-source From 'F ebruary

- 28" 1805: To St. Irvyne (1810) to 'With a Gultar To Jane' (1822), Shelley attempted ,
to convert the experience of love into the poetry of emotlon, the result bemg a
traceable pattern of how Shelley v1ewed and how he related to the women he loved
What Shelley was trytng to make these women mto a soul srster of perfect
| sympathy, he created in the ma_| or poems of 1817-1 819 In Laon and Cythna,
Rosalmd and Helen Prometheus Unbound and The Cencr Shelley translated lns f
expenences wrth soul-srsters‘mto a system of representatlon that focused on the ‘, ‘A
connectrons between men and women that oﬁen sxmulated mcest, whlch challenged
the cmrent moral v1ew No doubt hlS expenence as the oldest brother to four obedtent
and adonng s1sters contrtbuted to hrs 1deallsatron of the ﬁgure of the s1ster Shelley
created the relatronshrps between Beatnce and Bernardo Cencl, Rosahnd and her V
brother, and Laon and Cythna ina way that emphasrsed the 1ntens1ty of thelr
' connectlon as well as therr srrmlarmes as md1v1duals Just as he expressed repeatedly
in hrs lyrlc poems Bernardo Laon and Rosaltnd cannot 1magme hvmg wrthout the
| ther (and ina self-sacnﬁcmg act Cythna nnphes the same by wrllmgly Jommg Laon
on h1s funeral pyre) The srbhng/loved one is always descnbed as the llfe-source of |
| the lover, and Shelley suggests that tlns is how all lovmg relatronshxps should be
| Yet although Shelley d1d not make a pomt of hrghhghtmg thxs constant

representatton of srbhng connectlon thls dlscusswn of the srblmg relatlonshlps in

these maJor poems shows that 1t was a sub_)ect whrch d1d concem Shelley John

thson, reviewer for Blackwood’s Edmburgh Magazzne, otxced the same trend that e B

' Shelley consrstently represents sisters and brothers in relatronshtps that are somet1mes

consprcuously, sometrmes latently, mcestuous In his rev1ew of Rosalind and Helen
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Wilson points out the lack of 'great moral flow' in any of Shelley's poems,
condemning Lionel and Helen for violating the customs and laws of marriage and
bringing children into the world who will surely live in 'poverty, sorrow, and
hurmhatlon thson contmues h1s cntmsm |
But we have stronger charges Stlll even than these agamst tlus poet What :
is it that he can propose to himself by his everlasting allusions to the unnatural
loves of brothers and sisters? In this poem there are two stories of this sort —
altogether gratuitous — and, as far as we can discover, illustrative of nothing.
Why then introduce such thoughts, merely to dash, confound, and horrify?
Such monstrosities betoken a diseased mind; [ . . . ] God knows there is
enough of evil and of guilt in this world, without our seeking to raise up such
- - hideous and unnatural phantasms of wickedness — but thus to mix them up for
no earthly purpose with the ordinary events of human calamity and rime, is the
last employment which a man of genius would desire - for there seems to be -
really no mducement to 1t but a dlseased desrre of degradmg and brutlfymg
- humanity.5 - ERRRTE e
With the constant exploration of the s1blmg relatxonshxp Shelley was propos[mg] to
~ himself the creation of an ideal partner for whrch he had been seeking unsuccessfully
_ since the first emotional losses he faced: the loss of his cousin and potential lover,
Harriet Grove, and his sister Elizabeth. But Shelley decided to put this exploratiori :
into the language of public expression for a reason. Desmond King-Hele states that
" 'Laon and Cythna presents us with an unusual code of conduct in the hope that we -
~ shall admire and copy'.®® Similarly, Kenneth Neill Cameron believes that in Laon and
Cythrra Shelley 'is projectihg past and present patterns imaginatively’into ‘t’he futureto
illustrate what he believes will be the course of events, hoping, in so doing, to .- -
mﬂuence present actions' (GY 315, emphasis added) Shelley adrmtted in the preface
to Prometheus Unbound that he had a 'passion for reformmg the world' (Preface 116-

17, Poems 2,p. 475), and h1s exploration of the snblmg relatronslup isa contnbutlon ‘

_ tohis program of moral reform. =~

€2 Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine (June 1819), v, 268-74, Repnnted in Ban:us, PP- 152-60 159
Also in White, The Unextinguished Hearth, PP 158-64 ;
 King-Hele, p. 89.
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Early in his career Shelley's aim was to en‘courage'moral improvement as a
way to bring about political reform. In 1812 he charged the Irish people to waste no
time in adopting a virtuous lifestyle so that they may attain freedom from British rule:

If you. think and read and talk with a real wish of benefiting the cause of truth

and liberty, it will soon be seen how true a service you are rendering, and how

“sincere you are in your professions; but mobs and violence must be discarded.

[...] This wisdom and this virtue I recommend on every account that you

should instantly begin to practice. Lose not a day, not an hour, not a moment.

- Temperance, sobriety, charity and independence will give you virtue; and

- reading, talking, thinking and searching, w111 give you wisdom; when you

have those thtngs you may defy the tyrant.® .

Shelley felt strongly, in 1812 that 1t was the people who needed to change before
there could be any shrﬁ in the way that governments conducted themselves, and he
assured the Insh people agatn in the same pamphlet emphancally 'Before
Govemment is done away w1th we must reform ourselves It is this work which

| would earnestly recommend to you, 0 Inshmen, REFORM YOURSELVES' 6
However, he would soon come to change his views on this ordenng of events after
spendmg several months among the Insh As he wrote to William Godwm, 'T had no
conceptlon of the depth of human mlsery until now. The poor of Dublm are assuredly
the meanest and most mlserable of all [ . ] one mass of ammated ﬁlth [...] These
were the person to whom in my fancy, I had addressed myself how qulckly were my
v1ews on tlus subject changed yet how deeply has thrs very change rooted the
convrctlon on whlch I came hrther' (PBSL i 268), and in his next letter he announced
'I shall address myself no more to the llhterate I w111 [...]make myself the cause of
an effect wh1ch w111 take place ages aﬁer I shall have mouldered into dust' (PBSL i

277) Shelley later came to reallse, as he wrote in A Phxlosophrcal Vxew of Reform

_ that'itisin vainto hope to enltghten [men] while theu' tyrants employ the utmost

& An Address, to the Irish People, 517-30, in Prose 20,
6s Ibld (631-33), in Prose 25.
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artifices of all their complicated engine to perpetuate the infection of every species of

« bfanaticism ‘and error from generation to generation'.%® Only after the political reform
has taken place will men exist in a society which would support the moral changes
that Shelley supported: a society that conducted itself by the rules of virtue and love,
mstead of the laws of tyranny and oppressxon In Laon and Cythna he asserted ‘virtue
sees that Justlce is the hght / Of love, and not revenge, and terror and desplte (L&C
V.34. 2024-25), and in Prometheus Unbound he states: 'Justlce when tnumphant w111
weep down / Plty, not pumshment' (PUL 403-04) But the moral changes that would
cause man to react W1th plty mstead of a desne for mjury, as Shelley reahsed were
not charactensttcs best smted to enact the overthrow of tyranny, as Harry Whlte has
Sald, 'Plty has no pohtlcal force' 67 The mstltuttons of soc1ety must be changed before
the moral nnprovement of man 1s p0531b1e But by mcludmg portralts of the 1deal
connectxons that can exist between man and woman, Shelley is offenng a vision of |
what isto comem a soclety of reformed 1nst1tuttons He is not suggestmg that all nten
w111 have incestuous relatxonshlps wuh thelr s1sters, he is mstead usmg the incestasa -
means of kpresentmg the mtensxty of the connectlon and to reassen the phllosophlcal ‘
views that all people men and wornen, w111 share in the reformed 5001ety

o Why did Shelley feel that the love of brothers and sxsters was supenor to love
that was uncomphcated by the moral tles lmked to the bxologlcal connectlon? In his
essay 'On Love wntten snx months after the repubhcatlon of Laon and Cythna as The ‘
Revolt of Islam, Shelley explams love as 'a mirror whose surface reﬂects only the | ‘
forms of punty and bnghtness a soul w1thm our soul' (Poetry and Prose 474) a

vanatlon of the mterchange between Shelley and Ehzabeth thchener in whnch they

% percy Bysshe Shelley, A Philosophical View of Reform, in The Complete Works of Percy Bysshe
ShelIey, op. cit., vii, 50,

T Harry thte, 'Relatlve Means and Ends in Shelley's Social-Political Thought', SEL 22 (1982), p. 620.
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identified each other as the brother or sister of their own soul.®® The experience of
love that Shelley describes in the following excerpt from 'On Love' explains the - -
nature of the connection between brothers and sisters that Shelley intended to portray
in Laon and Cythna, Rosalind and Helen, Prometheus Unbound, and The Cenci: -
. If we reason, we would be understood; if we imagine, vl/e would that the airy
children of our brain were born anew within another's; if we feel, we would
-, that another's nerves should vibrate to our own, that the beams of their eyes
should kindle at once and mix and melt into our own, that lips of motionless
. ice should not reply to lips qmvenng and burning with the heart's best blood
(Poehy and Prose 473) |
Shelley s lyncs to h1s many sxsters his portrayals of the 51blmg bond and tlns
passage all suggest that the foundatlon of love between two people is somethlng that
ex1sts Wlthln the two people almost before thelr meetmg and falling in love. Ideas are
not necessarily communicated and understood, gazes are not received and returned.
The sympathy presupposes the connection. To 'kindle at once and mix and melt isa
proeess whereby two beings can be made of the same material, melted together and
separated to become tw1n siblings, made of the same material yet existing in two -
separate forms. Whether the two people are biological siblings or intimate
companions, Shelley's later ideas on love developed to assert thet the two people
become siblings thiough the perfect sympathy they share. The mitror, 'whose surface
reflects on the forms of purity and brightness', reflects the self, given back in an " |
“altered image, just as a twin thight gaze into the face of his sibllng end see the self
~ reflected back in a slightly different, yet sirhilar, form. This bond of perfect, mirtor- ;
like beliefs could most easil); be found, Shelley felt, in a sister who, thtough a shared
| upbringing, would be sympathetic to one's core, central being.

The fact that Shelley's ideal lover is a sister is important, for this relationship

suggests the commion childhood in which two people may de\telop similar beliefs. But

" 68 This also anticipates Bernardo's praise of his sister Beatrice.
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that his ideal lover be a sister is at the same time not important; because for Shelley

the relationship of siblings is not necessarily 'determined by biologica.l parents. Shared
: phrlosoph1es or 1deals become the parents of blologlcally unrelated people, and the
bond between these mtellectual' srbhngs is as close, and oﬁen closer, than that of
blologlcal srblmgs Shelley shows a srster of a shared phrlosophy or 1dea1 asa
‘blologrcal srster _]llSt to grve her a label that suggests a closer commumon than that

" .denoted by the term 'lover whlch for Shelley isa connectlon deﬁned by sexual
mtrmacy ﬁrst and foremost Shelley s 1deal was not sexual but sprntual and emotlonal h
‘commumon what he percelvcd as mherent in the s1blrng (whether b1ologlcal or ‘,

1ntellectual) bond so he casts hrs 1dea.l lover asa s1ster
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3. A Tenacious Sisterhood:

The Relationship of Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont .

In 1882 Jane, Lady Shelley, the w1fe of Percy Florence Shelley, pubhshed Shelley and
Mary, a four-volume collectlon of the Journals and letters, many of them altered of
her husband's parents, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Shelley A strong defender of
the Shelleys rcputatlons, J ane Shelley states in that work that the mother of Allegra
was no relatzon whatever to ezther Shelley or Mrs ShelIey, as some have asserted'. .
Such a comment attempts to erase Cla1re Clalrmont's exrstence from the Shelleys |
hves In thrs only mentron of Clalre Claxrmont in the entrre four volume collectlon‘
Jane Shelley refuses even to call her by her name; she is 'the mother of Allegra'.
Events in whrch she played a v1ta1 part are re-wntten as if only Mary and Shelley
experlenced them One example of Jane Shelley s mampulated representatlon of
: hrstory mvolves the tnp to Geneva in 1816 when Shelley met Byron for the first time.
Although 1t was Clarre who convmced Shelley and Mary to head to Sw1tzerland in
order that Claire could see Byron agam Jane Shelley relates that at thrs time that
Mary and Shelley agam v1s1ted Sw1tzerland and made the acquamtance of Lord -
Byron for the first tlme' 3 J ane Shelley's declaratron that Cla1re was not related to

either Mary or Shelley is both accurate and mlsleadmg, for Clarre and Mary were -

! Jane Shelley and Rlchard Gamett, eds, SheIIey and Mary, 4 vols (London pnvately printed, 1882), i,
78. .
2 Claire Clairmont mmated a lrarson with Lord Byron in London in March or Apnl of 1816, shortly
before he was to leave England (CC i 24). By the time he sailed for Europe she had determined to
follow him, although he warned her not to come alone (CC i 40). On 6 May 1816 Claire wrote from
Paris, 'so far I am on my Journey' (CC i 43), and she explained that she had convinced Shelley and
" Mary to come with her (CC i 43). They arrived in Geneva on 13 May 1816, where Byron had told
Claire he was headed (CC i 46). _
3 Shelley and Garnett, i, 70.
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related through marriage; they were stepsisters. Althongll Jane Shelley's comment is
not altogether false, the fact thet these two women shared no blood connectionisa -
technicality. Mary and Claire became stepsisters at a very early age, they were raised
as sisters, in the years from 1814-1822 they lived in a close community more
etnotionally intense than many blood sisters endure, and the obligations of this
‘sisterhood stayed with them long into their mature yenrs before a break between the
Shelley and Clairmont families ended their correspondence just two years before
Mary s death in 1851. Due largely to misrepresentations of the Shelley legend that
began with Jane Shelley, the relationship between Mary and Clalre is usually
presented as a Cmderella story, with Mary as the longsuffenng heroine and Claire as
the wicked stepsister. But evidence shows that their relationship fluctuated betv;/een |
the animosity that that portrayal conveys and, especially towards the end of Mary's |
life, a close friendship that each woman came to value. -

~This chapter will survey the changing nature of their relationship in order to -
provide a background against whieh to understand the way in which the sister bond is

portrayed in several short stories written by Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont. ' . -~

i Memories of an unusual family

I 'was nursed and fed with a love of glory. To be somethmg great and good was the
. precept given me by my father. (MSJ 554) B}

" Inour family if you cannot write an epic poem or a novel that by its ongmalrty knocks all
other novels on the head, you area desplcable creature not worth acknowledgmg (CC i

- 295) . . _ v

. Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont were brought together by the boldness of

Clalre s mother, Mary Jane Clairmont. Itis reported that she attracted Wllllam

Godwm s attentron by one day leamng over from her balcony, Wthh adjomed hlS and
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| calling, 'is it possihle that I behold the immortal Godwin?* Another account states
that she attracted hrs attention by walking in her garden while Godwin was out for his
own evening walk, speaking to herself just loud enough for Godwin to hear: "You
great Be'inbg how I adore you'; when the philosopher 'ignored' this Mary Jane
Clairmont then intercepted him on an evening walk and demanded that he must marry
| her.> How accurate these speculations are is questionable, but whatever the manner cf
~ their meeting, soon William Godwin and Mary Jane Clairrndnt were spending much .
time together Godwin's diary for 1801 shows that between 5 May, when he first -
records meetlng Mary Jane Clairmont, and their marriage on 21 December, he saw
her at least 87 times; on average, about once every three days. |
Godwin needed a wife. When Mary Wollstonecraft died in September 1797,
she leﬁ him, then aged forty-one, with the care of two srnall daughters. Fanny,
Wollstonecraft's illegitimate daughter by Gilbert Imlay, was just over three, and Mary,
- Godwin and WcllStonecraﬁ's new-born child, was ten days old. Still in shock from
Wollstonecraft's death, Godwin wrote to Wollstonecraﬁ's friend Mrs. Cotton in
October, expressing a lack of confidence in his ability to care for the children and his
feeling that he is an unsuitable guardian to take sole charge of their ‘education. He
| wrote feelingly-
The poor children! I am myself totally unﬁtted to educate them The
sceptlclsm which perhaps sometimes leads me right in matters of speculatxon,
- is torment to me when I would attempt to direct the infant mind. I am the most
~ unfit person for this office; she [Mary Wollstonecraft] was the best qualified in

- ‘the w?rld What a change The loss of the chrldren is less remedxless than '
mine. S

It is clear from thié passage that Godwin took the education of his daughters very

‘c Kegan Paul, William Godwm, h:s Frzends and Contemporanes, 2 vols (London Henry S. King,
1876), ii, 58. .

3 Rolleston, pp. 35-36.

¢ See Abinger MSS Dep. e. 205 Bod]elan Lnbrary Oxford

7 paul, i, 279. . ‘
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‘'seriously, end that he considered the loss of their mother' a tragedy to the two young - -
girls. When his own mother died, Godwin expressed more clearly his feelings about_
the inestimable value of a mother to a child in a letter to his second wife, Mary Jaoe

Godwin: "While fny mother lived, I always felt to a certain degree as if I had :
somebody who was my superior, and who exercised a mysterious protection over me.
I belonged to sometﬁing - I hung to something - there is nothing that has’so much .
reverence end religion in it as affection to parents'.® Godwin saw his own mother as a
source of protection, the root toat connected h1m to the world and his sense of . -
belonging, and this is what he felt Fanny and Mary would now miss. By marrying :
Mary Jane Clainhont, Godwin was not trying to give ‘Fanny end Mary, by then seven
and four respectively, a new mother. But he needed someone to organise the
household, arrange the girls' education, end be a friend and companion to himself, all
of which Mary Jane took on willingly. So Godwin acquired a wife; and Mary and
Fanny acquired a stepsister and a> stepbrother.”; .

~ Prior to this second marriage, Mary Shelley enjoyed a childhood based oo

equality with the older Fahny, who apparently doted on her youoger sister. In 1798 - |

Louisa Jones, the girls' governess, reported to Godwin in a letter: 'T cant [sic] get

$ paul, ii, 180. Abinger MSS Dep. c. 523 f. 26, Bodleian Library, Oxford. This expression of the
sanctity of a child's feelings for his or her parents contributes to an understanding of Godwin's rejection
of his daughter after she eloped with Shelley. To Godwin, this act would signal a lack of the 'reverence
and religion' that he felt for his mother and that, untll she met Shelley, Mary had indeed felt for her :
father. - . ' '
9 This is not to suggest that Godwm mamed Mary Jane Clamnont merely because he needed someone
to care for the children. Despite Charles Lamb's memorable reference to Mary Jane Godwin as ‘that

_ damn'd infernal bitch' (The Letters of Charles and Mary Anne Lamb, ed. Edwin W. Marrs Jr., 3 vols

(Tthaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1975-78), iii, 68), she was not bereft of charms. Aaron
Burr, who visited the Godwins several times, described her to his daughter in 1808 as 'a sensible,
amiable woman' and a 'charming lady' (Aaron Burr, Correspondence of Aaron Burr and His Daughter
Theodosia, ed. Mark Van Doren (New York: Covici-Friede, 1929), p. 264). Harriet Shelley reported -
he first impression of Godwin's wife to her friend Catherine Nugent, writing: 'There is a very great *
sweetness marked in her countenance. In many instances she has shown herself a woman of very great
magnanimity and independence of character’ (PBSL i 327n). Although this favourable impression did
not last, it is clear that Mary Jane Godwin was not the horrible woman that Lamb and others tried to
make her out to be. For a defence of Mary Jane Godwin, see Harriet Devine Jump, A Meritorious
wife"; or, Mrs. Godwin and the Donkey', Charles Lamb Bulletin (1995), pp. 73-84, and SC i 296-98. -
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Fahny to send you a kiss only one to my Sister she s'ays".lo And Godwin, writing from |
Dublin in 1800, asked his friend Jamesk Marshatﬂ to tell Fanny: 'if she can save mea
- few strawberries and a few beans without spoiling, I will give her six kisses for themf,
adding in egalitarian style, 'but then Mary must have six kisses too, because Fanny has
six'.M Godwih was loving and affectionate tohis two deughters, and his letters to
‘Marshall, who cored for the girls while Godwih was in Dublin, vsbho\w the extent of his
love for them.'2
" This marriage brought more changes than just the "fuller roorhs, louder voices,
[and] vehement Claremont scenes'» identified by Emily FSunstein in her biography of
* Mary Sh.v’elley.13 For all of the children involved, the union brought about chahges inwi
who was the oldest and, more erucially in family poIitiCs, who was the youngest. - |
Before the marriage, Mary eindlCla.ire vyere each the yotntgest in’ their family.
Suddenly, the family size had cioubled, and by 1803 there was a new son; creating a B
famiiy of five children no two of whom shared the same birth parents.* Willia:h Beer
discusses the effects of such family mergings and he points out that the loss of -+
attentlon that results from losmg the youngest-chxld status can cause nvalry that mey

contlnue into adulthood. The child who loses the place of the youngest becomes

10 Abinger MSS Dep. ¢ 508 Bodlelan beraxy Oxford
- Upaul, i, 367. S T LR
12 A touching letter is the followmg one from 2 August 1800 'And now what shall I say for my poor
little girls? I hope they have not forgot me. I think of them every day, and should be glad, if the wind - .
was more favourable, to blow them a kiss a-piece from Dublin to the Polygon I have seen Mr. ,
Grattan's little girls and Lady Mountcashel's little girls, and they are very nice children, but 1 have seen
none that 1 love half so well or think half so good as my own. 1 thank you a thousand times for your
. care of them'. Paul, i, 370-71 oo
13 Qunstein, p. 32. i e e I
. 14 Fanny Wollstonecraft, 1llegmmate chlld of Mary Wollstonecraﬁ and Gllbert Imlay, bom 14 May
1794; Charles Gaulis Clairmont, born to Mary Jane Clairmont and an unknown, possibly Swiss, -

a ,‘;

businessman, on 4 June 1795; Mary Shelley, born to Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, on 30 .~

August 1797; Claire Clairmont born to Mary Jane Clairmont and an unknown father, possibly on 27
April 1798; and William Godwin Jr., born to Mary Jane and William Godwin, on 28 March 1803. For
" more on the unknown father(s) of Charles and Claire Clairmont, see Herbert Huscher, 'Charles Gaulis
Clairmont', KSMB 8 (1957) and 'The Clalrmont Emgma KSMB 3 (1960) See also the commentary in - '
SC i 296-97 L .
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resentful of the new youngest sibling, while the one who remains the youngest often
looks up to and admires the new older sibling.'® Although Beer's psychological
studies were conducted in the 1980s, strangely enough Mary Shelley and Claire
Clairmont's relationship illustrates what he has found in his contemporary studies.
Mary, losing her position as the .youngeét child, came to express resentment over
Claire's 'presen_ce during her childhood; for her paxt Claire, who retained the status of *.
the youngest child until the birth of .William Godwin Jr. in 1803 and was always the
youngest girl, admired Mary §helley immensely until their falling-out at the end of
the 1840s. | |

. Commenting on Jane Williams' return to her mother’s house after the deaths of
| Edward Williarns and Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Shelley speculates that a similar .
return to ner chﬂdhood home would catlse 'the renewal of my girlish troubles' (MSL i
322). Mary's extreme hatred of her stepmother — noticeable in the second earliest
letter surviving when she wrote to Shelley in October 1814 that Mrs. Godwin 'plagues |
my father out of his life [ . . . ] do you not hate her my love?'(MSL i 3) — may have
exacerbated her feelings towards her new stepsister. Imtlally after the marriage,
Godwm continued his interest in his children, drawing the new addmons into his
family with equal affection. When he was away he would menti_on them allinhis .+
letters, often suggesting exercises which they conld do that would help them in tneir
studies. For example, in 1805 he wrote to his wife, "The children ean find Clapham &
Merton, & Morden, & Ewel & Epsom (places that I shall pass through tomorrow) in
“' the map of 16 rmles round London Tho in the map of Surrey in England Dlsplayed

they may also find Leatherhead & Bookham & Guildford & Godalming & Elsted;

* 15 See William R. Beer, 'Dynamics of Stepsibling and Half-Sibling Relationships', Relative Strangers:
Studies of Stepfamily Processes, ed. William R. Beer (Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988). See
also William R. Beer, Strangers in the House: The World of Stepsiblings and Half-Siblings (N ew

, Brunswnck, NJ and Oxford: Transaction Publishers, 1989), pp. 28-34
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places that I shall see to-morrow or the next day".'® But this letter also hints at s
difficulties that existed in this large family; for he instructs Mary Jane Godwin: 'give a
kiss for me to‘ Williarn, & .to any otherof the children to whom you can give it with a
" hearty good will'.!’ What this comment admits is that Godwin realises Mrs. Godwin
: may not be able to kiss all of the children with the arnount of affection which Godwin |
“would desire. But 1t was not long before the open affection Godwrn expressed towards
" Fanny and Mary was tempered and ﬁnally filtered through the girls' stepmother
Godwin's diaries show that after his marriage he continued to take his children on .7
outings, to the theatre, dinners, and lectures, but he distanced himself and allowed
Mrs. Godwin to take over the caretaker role. By 1812, as‘E‘lizabeth Hitchener
observed to Harriet Shelley, Godwin 'lives so much from hrs farmly, only seemg them P
at stated hours' (Harriet Shelley to Catherme Nugent, PBSL i 320)." 18
.. Claire Clairmont would not have noticed the change in Godwin's behaviour .. -
. towards his 'real’ daughters, and she remained her mother's favourite despite the ' wpthy
additions to the family. But be1ng the youngest g1r1 in the Godwrn famrly could not
win for Clarre the attention she rmght have expected from her new father s fnends for - |
they all showed a preference for Mary, the daughter of the radlcals Godwrn and rils
~ Wollstonecraft. A comment made by George Taylor s wife reveals the type of feehngs .
that many people may have had towards the young Wollstonecraﬁ-Godwm chlld S0
you really have seen Godwm had little Mary in your arms', Mrs, Taylor wrote to her '

s :

16 william Godwin to Mary Jane Godwm, 2 Aprrl 1805; Abmger MSS dep ¢ 523, Bodlelan lerary
Oxford. - - '
17 Ibid. e ' ’ g
18 gatherine C Hrll-Mlller 'va theous Progeny Mary Shelley, WxIIzam Godwm, and the F ather- i
Daughter Relationship (Newark: University of Delaware Press; London: Associated University :
Presses, 1995) offers a short history of Mary and Godwin's increasingly alienating relationship before
- exploring the father-daughter portrayals in Mary Shelley's novels. Hill-Miller felt it was Godwin's s

" awkwardness in the face of his daughter's adolescence that finally divided the two, and that this -

separation drove Mary to turn towards Shelley for the kind of guiding and mtellectual relatlonshlp
which she had enjoyed as a child with her father. ‘ ,
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husband, 'the only offspring of a union that will certainly be matchless in the present :
generation'.'” This is the interest and veneration that Claire would have seen directed
at her new stepsister, which probably contributed to her own admiration of Mary. -
And, the Opie portrait of Mary Wollstonecraft that still hung in Godwin's study also
would have contributed to Claire's feelings about her stepsister and made strong |
impressions on her.? She developed an almost worshipful admiration of her
stepsister's mother,?! and she later boasted: 'I think I can w1th certainty affirm all the -
| pupils I have ever had will be vi_olent defenders of the Rights of Women. I have taken
great pains to sow the seeds of that doctrine wherever I conld' (CCii 323). |
Mary adrmtted ina letter to Maria Glsbome to an mtense ch11dhood
attachment to her father whrch would have undoubtedly suffered under the condrtrons
| f the second mamage 'Mrs Godwrn had dlscovered long before my excessive & h
romantlc attachment to my Father (MSL ii 215) Thls comment takes on 51gn1ﬁcance
when read agamst Godwm s 1nstruct10n to hlS w1fe in 181 1 who was in Margate w1th
Mary to obtam treatment for a skm condrtlon Mary had developed to 'tell Mary I do
not write to her more, because it w111 be most natural, & wrll come most easﬂy, for me
to write to her, when I shall no longer have occasmn to write to you every day at the |
same place'.2 Although he himself had complamed of not heanng from Fanny when
she was away with Mrs. Godwin in 1806 even though Mrs. Godwm wrote to him
faithfully, and although he wrote to Mrs. Godwin, 'I think it a little cruel of Fanny to -

have written to Charles & Jane, & not a line to her own sister', in this message to his *

pE

1 The Autobiography of Henry Taylor, 1800-1875 (London: Longmans, Green, & Co 1885), p. 19.
20 R obert Southey reportedly exclaimed, 'To take another wife wrth the picture of Mary Wollstonecraﬁ
in his house! Agh!' Quoted in Sunstein, p. 30.

2! Claire Clairmont always celebrated her birthday on 27 April, which was also Mary Wollstonecraﬁ'
birthday. Because there is no birth certificate to verify this date, it is possible that she adopted Mary -
Wollstonecraft's birthday as her own to forge a connection with the woman she so greatly admired.

2 william Godwin to Mary Jane Godwin, 4 June 1811; Abinger MSS Dep ¢. 523, f. 31, Bodleian
Library, Oxford.
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daughter Godwin makes excuses for his lack of contaét with her. Essentially, he © . .
admits that it is more 'natural’ for him to write to his wife; and Mary may have felt
" more than ever how much she had lost her father by gaining a stepmother. With this
instruction Godwin essentially declares that his priority is now Mary Jane Godwin.

-, - This is not the only suggestion of difficulty in the Godwin household. In their
later years, both Claire Clairmont and Mary Shelley rememberedother difficulties of
their childhood household. In July of 1845 Claire Clairmont admitted to Mary Shelley
her inability to speak her mind to her parents during the period when Shelley fell in :

love with Mary and then eloped with her and Claire to the continent. She explained: |

", .. you must recollect what a coldness Papa and Mama took to Shelley .
because he could not resist the love you inspired him with. Because a young
... Poet fell in love with a beautiful and quite young girl and persuaded her to run
away and marry him, such a very natural thing to do, a thing that is done every
- day these last six thousand years, they fell into a most violent state of - & --
disapprobation of him. In vain he made you happy in vain he wrote verses that
- .. immortalized you and made you the envy and the glory of your sex, nothing
would mollify them - they could not work at getting you from him, because he
- had the good sense by a frank free step to forestall their machinations. So Papa
took to being chilling haughty and stern, and Mama to being lively and
furibonde I know they quite overawed me and though I was a most warm -
partisan of Shelley and wished to say some impertinences to them, yet I never
- dared utter one, so much they cowed me. (CC ii 447-48). - ¢ - - . .
Although Claire fails to consider the fact that Shelley was a married man when all
\ these 'natural’ events occurred, she still conveys that there was, at this time, a lack of
close communion between her and her parents; in 1814, at‘the age of sixteen, Claire
was afraid to speak her mind. Claire once wondered in a letter to Jane Williams, 'what
. would [the Godwins] have done or said had their children been fond of dress, fond of
cards, drunken profligate, as most people's children are?' (CC ii 327), giving the - . -
impression than the Godwins had high expectations for theirvchildren. But Mary, at
least, felt that these expectations led to opportunities only for the Clairmont children. -

| In her later yea}rslMary Shelley was reported to have said to her daughter-in-law that
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Mrs. Godwin asserted that "v[Claire] might be well educated [ . - . ] but Mary could stay
“at home and mend the stocl(inés'.23 The truth of this recollection of Jane Shelley, the -
self-appointed guardian of Mary Shelley's posthumous irnage, is not as important as
what it implies: that Mary Shelley was convinced that she had been denied the |
equality of position, after her father's secondmarriage, that she had shared w1th her
sister Fanny in the period leading up to that marriage.v This would Ne'Xplain the . .‘
comment made in a letter to Leigh Hunt as Mary Shelley planned her return to .
England after Percy Bysshe Shelley's death; she writes: ‘they all seemed in a fright at - |
the idea of my being under the same roof as Mrs. G. they made me promise (readily
enough) not to stay more than a few days' (MSL i 374). Later, after her tour of Europe |
in 1840 reawakened her love for Italy and her desire to live there, Mary Shelley JRES |
signiﬁcantly ret;erred to her feelings for England in familial terms: e la mia situazione
qui & cosi intollerabile, che non posso far di meno che lamentare e pregare divo che mi ‘
sia permessa di tornare in Italia e lasciare la Matrzgna Inglulterra per -
sempre, o morire' [and my s1tuatlon here is so intolerable that I can do no less than
lament and pray to God that I may be permrtted to return to Italy and leave the
stepmother England forever, or die] (MSJ 570; emphasrs added)

' From the beginning Mary and Cla_rre exh1b1ted different and opposrte '
temperaments. When Mary was only three weeks old, GodWin asked a frlend -
* william Nicholson, to analyse her physrognomy The report he made notes the srgns
| of 'considerable memory and mtelhgence a qmck sensrbrllty, and it concludes that .
"her manner may be petulant in resrstance, but cannot be sullen' 24 Thrs report offers a

drrect companson to Clalre ] temperament when read agarnst a letter of Godwm s to ¢

'h1s wrfe,, in whrch he cnt1c1ses her own 'baby-sullenness for every tnﬂe s callmg thrs oL

2 Rolleston, pp. 33-34. 7 e U
24 Quoted in Paul, i, 289-90. « .- o cw ;
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characteristic 'the attribute of the mother of J ane' suggesting that Claire shared her
' mother's tendency to sulk 2 Blographers have called Claxre clever' 'volatile, chxldrsh
and outgoing', witha propensrty [.. ] to quarrel w1th nearly every one', and 'full of
vivacity' Chnsty Baxter w1th whom Mary exchanged v151ts in Dundee in 1813
speculated that Clalre was probably rather unmanageable' 2 Comparatrvely, Mary
Shelley has been described as 'loving, precocious, sensitive and spmted', and she was
| prone to daydreaming, according to the lntroduction to the second edition of . _k },
Franenstein:23 'l was nursed and fed with a love of glory', Mary vvroteuin kher diary in
1838; 'to be something great and good was the precept glven me by my father ’(MSJ

54) C1a1re Clairmont, though she remembered many happy tlmes of her chlldhood
in Godwin's house, nevertheless asserted to Jane W1111ams that 'in our famxly 1f you
}cannot wrlte an eplc poem ora novel that by its ongmahty knocks all other novels on
, }the head, you are a desplcable creature not worth acknowledgmg (CC i 295) Theu'
opposrte natures established early, these women developed a comphcated relattonshlp ’; '
wh1ch was aggravated and yet necessanly suppressed by thelr llfe together S
Consequently, the1r attempts to portray the srster relatlonshlp in thelr short stones -
reﬂect the arnblgulty of affectlon for one another whlch they expenenced throughout r |

their hves

2

. PRI (A
Sl ke

25 william Godwin to Mary Jane Godwm 28 October 1803 Abmger MSS Dep c. 523 f 3, Bodlelan
lerary, Oxford.” =
- % Sunstein, p, 35; Gittings and Manton, p. 8; Holmes, p. 241 : White, i 11, 74; 184, .
2 Mrs. Julian Marshall, The Ltfe and Letters of Mary WolIstonecraﬁ SheIIey, 2 vols (London Bentley,
- '1889), i, 33-34.- s
281As a child I scribbled; and my favounte pastime during the hours given me for recreatlon was to
s“yrite stories.” Still I had a dearer pleasure than this, which was the formation of castles in the air - the

indulging in waking dreams - the followmg up trains of thought, which had for thelr subject the
~ formation of a succession of imaginary incidents' (MSWorks i175). e o



175

_ i Life with Shelley: Silence in the Journals

‘We are disgusted with the excessive dirt of our habitation — Shelley goes to enqulre -'
about conveyances to Vesoul ~ (MS.I 13)

“Jane & Shelley seek for a conveyance to Neufchatel. Two hours of the evemng thus
spent. Mary is alone & writes to Mrs, [?B ] (Percy Bysshe Shelley in MSJ 13)

‘I thmk Lear treats Cordella very 111 — "What shall poor Cordeha do- love & be
. silent" — Oh [th]is is true — Real Love will never [sh]ew itself to the eye of broad day -
— [1]t courts the secret glades — (CCJ 31)

There ‘is no evidence that either Claire or Mary kept a journal prior to the elopement

| tour of 1814 Wntmg about the self is an act of puttmg the self forth, and generally for

' young women it Was seen as the ultimate immodest act. In 1768, srxteen-year-old
Frances Burney recorded the counsel given to her by a close ﬁ—iend of her mother's:

1 have been having a long conversation with Miss Young on journals. She has
very seriously and earnestly advised me to give mine up—[ . . . ] She says it 1s
the most dangerous employment young persons can have — it makes them

“often record thlngs which ought not to berecorded butvmstantly‘ forgot B
Burney then added l}orothy Young's words directly: 'depend upon it, Fanny, 'tids the
most dangerous employment you can have' » Although it 1s not hkely that Godwrn ,
would have placed a ban on h1s chlldren wntmg, evertheless the cultural oplmon was
that girls writing diaries were putting themselves forward in anvunladylike way.

» Writing of the impulse of several }literary women to keep journals, J udy Simons y
concludes that 'given this context, it 1s not surprising'that women's diaries of this
penod were oﬁen covert in their expressron of personal 1dent1ty'

But 1dent1ty is not revealed exclusrvely through a purposeful self-presentatlon, |
d oﬁen what is not sard ina Journal speaks volumes about the person who chose not :

0 speak about what hrstory has drsclosed about that person. And although Chrrsta

Wolf warns that 'more is concealed [in the drary] than sard',3,l these gaps _and s}xlences

» The Early Journals and Letters of F anny Burney, ed Lars E Tronde and Stewart J Cooke, 3 vols
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1988-94), i, 20-22. .

3 Judy Simons, Diaries and Journals of L:terary Worhenfrom Fanny Burney to V:rgtma Woolf
(London: MacMillan, 1990), p. 3.

31 Christa Wolf, ‘Diary — Aid to Work and Memory‘, The Reader and the Writer: Essays, Sketches,
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are j_ust as indicative of the diarist's self-identity as what is written. The inadvertency
of ‘what‘ is fevealéd by these elisions prbvides a catalogue of what an individual diaﬁst
felt was taboo, material she felt was inappropriate to fecord — perhaps because of the

| wish to deny or even forget about certain painful events. As Harriet Blodgett

: obsefves, ‘an intense moment for a diarist is more likely to elicit silence than .
statement'.*?

But by determining a theme for a diary — such as keeping a record of one's
travels or of the growth of one's children — diarists might escape both what Nathaniel
Hawkhome called the 'impropriety in the display of a woman's naked mind to the gaze
of the world? and the pressure possibly felt by having a space in which to reveal
personal feelings.>* ﬁese kinds of themed journals, to maﬂy diarists, dismiss the idea
of fhe private diary. In her discussioﬂ of the implication of audience on the private .
diary, Judy Simons shows that 'by their choice of m_ode as written documents all | i
~ diaries impiy readership, even if the reader and wﬁter are one and the same'.>® But by ,
keeping what would be seen as a recdfd for others to read, diarists could free

themselves of the pressure to represent aspects of their lives that they might feel -

uncomfortable in admitting in a completely private diary. Thus the presence of the

Memoires, trans. by Joan Becker (New York: International Publishers, 1977), p. 75.

32 Harriet Blodgett, Centuries of Female Days: Englishwomen's Private Diaries (New Brunsw1ck, NI:
Rutgers University Press, 1988), p. 54.

33 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Salem Gazette, T December 1830. Quoted in Slmons, p. 6. S
34 Most modern scholars of the diary genre agree that the diary full of confessional secrets isa
relatively modern construct, despite what the current, post-psychoanalytic period has invested into the
act of keeping a diary. William Matthews, ‘The Diary: A Neglected Genre', The Sewanee Review 85
(1977) states that ‘passages of extended reflection are not so common in diaries as one might imagine'
(p- 292). Harriet Blodgett, who read 88 diaries of English women for her study, found that ‘the diary
that deeply investigates the self and may function as therapy or emancipation provides neither the
normative standard nor necessarily the epitome of style for diaries' (pp. 3-4). What these and other
" scholars found among the diaries they read confirms what Elizabeth Barrett Browning, in the only .
Jjournal she ever kept, confessed in the first entry dated 4 June 1841:'I wonder if I shall burn this sheet
of paper like most others I have begun in the same way. To write a diary, I have thought of very often
at far & near distances of time: but how could I write a diary without throwing upon paper my thoughts

all my thoughts — the thoughts of my heart as well as of my head? - & then how could I bear to look on
" them after they were written?' Quoted in Sunons pp. 87-88.
3% Simons, p. lO
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diaristina diary becomes a presentation of the dian'st; with full consciousness that
she is making an vimpression.36 By examining the travel diaries of Mary Shelley and .
Claire Clairmont with attention to both how they were constructing themselves and
what they chose not to include in their daily entries, we can begin to see the = . :
developrnent of their ambiguous sister bond. The subtle antagonlsm which I reveal in
their short fiction tnost closely resembles the covert, coded signals of discomfort and
dislike which each woman tried to hide in her journals, . -

'~ When Mary Godwin and Percy Bysshe Shelley began keeplng a joumal
together, it was almost certainly with a plan to publish their‘ observations as they .- 1
travelled through post-Revolutionary Europe. Two weeksjinto the journey Maxy's ;
stepsxster Claire Claxrmont, who accompamed them in order 'to speak French' as she -
told a Swiss man on the journey (SC iii 351), began her own travel Journal probably
* with the same idea of publication. In 1817, the joint Journal was published, along Wlth
some travel letters and Shelley's poem 'Mont Blanc', as History of a Six Weeks' - .

Tour;)! and sometime late ln her life, Claire“revised a portion of herjournal ‘into a 8
considerably expanded version of the journey that was not, howeVer; pnbllshed in her '
lifetime. 3 These journals purport to offer an account of the people and places that this |
unusual travelling party encountered _]llSt after the contment was re-opened to Enghsh .
' ’tounsts in 1814, Whlch they do in entertmmng and descnptlve ways But what is =
equally obvious in the Journals and what remains part of the narrative of the day-to- -

~ day events of Mary Shelley and Clalre Clalrmont beyond thelr return to England and

\.

36 \Common sense says that when a diarist has a live recipient for her words in view she will have to
adulterate her self-expression considerably. She will have to present herself and can no longer just

* express herself in terms of a personally acceptable image'. Blodgett, p. 13 (emphasis added). .
37 Mary Shelley and Percy Bysshe Shelley, Htstory o a s¢x Weeks Tour (1 8 1 7) (Oxford. and New
York: Woodstock, 1991).

* The revised pages of Claire Clairmont's Joumal have been pubhshed, with a commentary by Gavm
de Beer, in SC jii 342-75 R
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eventual return to Europe, is the strain between the stepsisters and the difficulties that
dominated their relationship. K
The first entry, written by Shelley, covers the events of the first two days of |
their flight from the girls' home, yet nowhere does he reveal that he is not alone with
Mary. Shelley's record of their escape sounds like a gothic romance, complete with |
danger, illness, anxiety, terror, pursuit, delay, a perilous storm at sea that prompted
reflections on death and love's eternity, and finally, as if Fate intervened, arrival at -
Calais under the broad and smiling sun. At the end of this long’ent.ry, Shelley
describes thelr room at the inn and closes his mscnptron w1th the words, 'Mary was
there Mary's first and very hesitant entry in this record of their j journey foreshadows
her reluctance to reveal very much in the journal; after Shelley's announcement of her
presence in the room, Mary wrote, 'Slhelley [sic] was also with me' (MSJ 7). -
" Mary's first impulse in writing in the diary was to codify her inscription, an

attempt perhaps to conceal the full truth of the matter by using only the initial 'S', She

was reluctant t'ol reveal all, and she did not write in the journal again for almost two " -
weeks And, although Paula Feldman and Diana Scott-Krlvert feel that in Mary's
h elopement Joumal her 'habrtual reserve was temporanly dormant' (MS] xvr) there is
still much that is not saxd Recogmsmg Mary s reluctance to elaborate in her Journal
on rmportant events such as the deaths of her chlldren, Feldman and Scott-Krlvert
warn of the dangers of readmg too much into these srlences (MSJ xvm), sometlmes,
they assert Mary was Just too busy to write very much Acceptmg thelr provxso, Mary
Jean Corbett nevertheless puts forward the idea that the early elopement journal was
l purposeﬁ.rlly a site of inscribed union, with Mary and Shelley transforming their =~

individual subjectivity into a 'united "we" and with Claire Clairmont as 'the placeless



179

third'.3? Corbett continues by suggesting that the silences in Mary Shelley's entries in :
the journal could also ‘represent her desire not to be divided either from her husband |
or within herself .46 Mary was concerned about her closeness to Shelley and like any
adolescent in love, she did not want to be separated from him. But the silences in her
journals can be decoded by reading Mary's entries against what both Shelley and -
Claire wrote about the same events. What becomes clear in doing so is that one thing
~ that underlies the gaps in Mary's journal is the existent and growing antagonism she
felt for her stepsister as Claire began impinging on Mary's time wrth Shelley, who -
'seemed content to direct h1s attentions in both girls directions :
- Mary was not comfortable on this j Joumey Probably already pregnant (she ok
~ would give birth to a seven-month-old baby on 7 February 1815), she was often tired
and this may have shortened her patlence and tolerance of the difﬁculties of travel on
11m1ted budget In her rewsed Journal Claire reported that 'Mary said the ﬁ'ench
seemed hornbly rude people but Shelley told her, as we had s0 little money, we had
to lodge wnh the very lowest class of people (SC III 345) Indeed in the Joumal Mary o
- was unspanng in her cnt1c1sm of the French as in this entry from 12 August
“[..TAt Echimine [for Echimmes] we rested — this wllage is entirely rumed
by the Cossacs but we could hardly pity the people when we saw how very = -
- unamiable they were. — the Cabaret we rested at was not equalled by any : = -
description I have heard of an Irish Cabin in filth & certainly the dirtiest
- Scotch Cottage I ever entered was exquisitely clean beside it=[ . :. ] much
wearied we arrive at Troyes and get into a dirty appartement [sic] of anasty
auberge to sleep — in this walk we have observed one thing ~ that the French .
are exceedingly mhospltable and on thls 51de [ot] Pans very disagreable [szc]. ,
i (MSJ13) f‘ P Py T ! :
 Other travellers in France m 1814 noticed the ﬁlth and rudeness of the French which g

SO disgustedMary. One lady wrote that‘:comfortable' is'a word not comprehended in

" 3 Mary Jean Corbett, ‘Reading Mary Shelley's Journals: Romantic Subjectmty and F emmist / :
Criticism', in The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond Frankenstein, ed. by Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K Mellor, ,

and Esther H. Schor (New York and Oxford: Oxford Umverstty Press 1993), pp. 77,79,
40 Corbett, p. 81.
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the French language',*! and Morris Birkbeck writes of the intolerable French habits of
'spitting [ . . . ] not confined to the gentlemen’, 'the stench of the populous towns', and -
the 'frequent discharge from the windows'.2 But Birkbeck was not so critical of the .
French people, despite their habits, and his personal approach to his journey through
post-Revolutionary France clarifies the tolerance which he exhibits throughout his
‘travel narrative. Late in his travelogue he explarns on entenng France we
endeavoured to lay in a stock of good humour which rmght last the journey; and I am

“happy to say we succeeded. This is the grand secret of travelling, as 1t is of living; the
better your”temper the greater your enjoyment'.* Even Mary Wollstonecraft offereda
warning to travellers that Mary would undoubtedly have read while travelling through'
Europe, if not before:* .

- Travellers who require that every nation should resemble their native country,
had better stay at home. It is, for example, absurd to blame a people for not
having that degree of personal cleanliness and elegance of manners which
only refinement of taste produces, and will produce every where in proportion

. as society attains a general polish. The most essential service, I presume, that
authors could render to society, would be to promote inquiry and discussion, ‘
instead of making those dogmatical assertions which only appear calculated to

gird the human mind round wrth 1mag1nary c1rcles hke the paper globe whtch
represents the one he mhabrts

Mary Godwm could have beneﬁted from adoptmg a s1m11ar attrtude to the one that her o
mother recommends here Instead her reactlon to the fore1gn people and customs was o
shaped 02 a great extent by her own sense of what she was domg in France, and her |
representatron of her reactrons was 1nﬂuenced by the knowledge that she was s -

presentmg an unage of herself in the pages of her Jornt drary whrch Shelley, probably

\ <

4! Letter from a Lady to her Sister, Durmg a Tour to Parxs, in the months of Apnl and May, I 8 14
(London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, & Brown, 1814), p. 6.

42 Morris Birkbeck, Notes on a Journey through France, from Dteppe through Pans and Lyons tothe

- Pyrennees, and back through T oquuse, in July August and September I 814 (London 1815) P. 104, -
43 pirkbeck, pp. 113-14, » :

“ Wollstonecraﬁ's travelogue was among the books taken on the Journey through Europe, see CCJ 33
WMW vi 266 (letter v).
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| Claire, and possibly other friends might s’ee.46 It is important to remember that she

\yas a young woman just short of seventeen years old who had run away from her -
* family with a tnarried man whom she had been forbidden to see, a man who had left
behind him a pregnant wife. Mary Poovey considers this asnect of the elopement as |
" - key to Mary Shelley's later development as a no'velist, and she suggests that the
autoblographxcal characters, especlally in her last three novels (Perkin Warbeck
Lodore, and Falkner) serve pnmanly to revise the real Mary Shelley's past

inadequacies and indiscretions' 1n_order to re-present herself as an 'ideal of feminine -

propnety' o

Although Percy Bysshe Shelley's encouragement, counled with the
example of her mother, would have made it easier for Mary to gb against her more
restrained instincts, when it came to recording in the seemingly permanence of the -
written word her actions and reactions, Mary was concerned even at a young age not ,
to appear improper. Poovey emphasikses the pressure of both mother and lover on -
Mary's sense of self and the conflicts it raised: =
- Wollstonecraft's example of courage and independence, which was feiterated |
and rendered even more immediate by Percy Shelley, symbolised one
. compelling model of behaviour for the young Mary Godwin. But this model .
was always at odds with the ideal of feminine propriety that was endorsed at
+ . nearly every level of early nineteenth-century society and that as reinforced,
in Mary Shelley s case, by her father s conservatlve pnnclples
| Two examples wﬂl sufﬁce in conveylng the soc1a1 attltudes of the tlme, and in -
reveahng the censure that Mary could expect upon her return to Enghsh soc1ety In L v
fiction, Jane Austen S Ehzabeth Bennet laments her s1ster s fate when she learns that ,
, Lydia has run away with Wickham: she has no money, no ccnnecnons, nothing that |

4

4 As Harriet Blodgett says in Centuries of Female Days, ‘the problem of possible observersis -
particularly acute for women because they are, as a rule, self-conscious about the image they cut,
trained to believe that they must always create a good impression on others' (p. 59). . o
47 Mary Poovey, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works of Mary e
Wollstonecraft, Mary SheIIey, and Jane Austen (Chxcago and London Umversnty of Chlcago Press, =
1984),p. 117. - = -

. % Poovey, p. Xvi.
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can tempt him to [marry her] — she is lost for ever'.% And, representative of the
conduct manuals prevalent in the decades leading up to Mary's elopement, a woman
writes to her daughter:"this [chastity] lost, every thing that is dear and valuabletoa ' -
woman, is lost along with it; the peace of her own mind, the love of her friends, the "
esteem of the world, the enjoyntent of present pleasure, andall hopes of future - -
happiness'.>® For J ane Austen, it is Lydia who kis lost by running aWay with Wickham;
for the mother, the loss of chastity means a woman loses eyerything: friends, esteem,

and pleasure, both now and 1n the future. One can only imagine the condemnation a |
woman who runs away witha married rnan, as Mary did, would receive.sl
= Conscious of this impetuous act of improper love,‘ l’VIarymay have become
even more aware of the gap that separated the educated families of pohte society from
the rest of the populatron This awareness channelled any misgivings she may have .-
had as to her posrtlon as a married man's lover into a critical observatron of all that
‘surrounded her as she travelled through Europe, and her Journal entries centre ona
disgust at the lack of cleanliness they encountered.’A sense of cleanliness was a mark L
“of civility and respectabillty to Mary, who saw that the foreigners the trio encountered
‘did not live up to her middle-class expectations.* Little travelled beforethis tirne, |
when Mary cntrcrses an inn because itis drrty, she is no doubt comparmg rt to the =
standards of the boarding house in Ramsgate where she stayed in 1811 for salt-water

treatments for a skin problem on her hand; and when she compares the French inns to

- 4 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (1813), The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. by R. W, Chapman, 3rd
rev. edn, 5 vols (1923; London and New York: Oxford University Press 1965) ii, p. 277 (Book I1I,
chapter 4).

0 The Polite Lady Or a Course of Female Educatzon, ina Series of Letters, froma Mother to Her
Daughter, 2™ edn (London: Newberry and Carnan, 1769), pp. 186-87.

51 When the trio returned to England, they made no effort to hide their situation. Mary was now
pregnant, as was Harriet; and Claire, unconventionally, chose to stay with Shelley and Mary because
she preferred their lifestyle to the Godwins'. By late September, Shelley received a letter from Godwin
who refused ‘with bitter invective & keen injustice all further communication with me' (PBSL i 398).

52 Elizabeth Bohls, Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aestheucs, I 71 6-1 81 8 (Cambrldge o
Cambridge University Press, 1985), p 8. i IR E A / :
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a dirty Scottlsh cottage she must have in mind scenes from her tour through the -

. lowlands of Scotland wrth the Baxter famrly in 1813 Combmed w1th the pressure to
live up to her mother s reputatlon and the instinct to behave more lrke her conservatlve
father was another, possibly equal, determination that influenced Mary's reactions:
that was the determination to be different from Claire. Claire's journal does not reveal
the same self-consciousness of propriety, and she seems to have taken the
inconveniences ot foreign travel a little more in stride. Thrs may have been because
she did not feel the weight of impropriety that Mary did; or, it may have been that she
wanted to prove that she was more bold and adventurous than her reserved stepsister.
In a letter to John Taylor? William Godwin dramatically over-emphasises the' SO
diﬁ‘erences with which the world would view the actions of his two daughters, -
although they both ran away witha rnarried man. Godwin writes, 'Jane has been gullty
of indiscretion only [ . .. ] Mary has been guilty of a crime'.>* While Mary was -
engaged in a sexual relationship with a married man, Claire had merely run away.
Although Claire does occasionally mention the dirt of an}inn or the filth of the people,
she does not convey'the sense of disgust in her journal that Mary does; she isnot so

-conce.rned with constructing herself as a proper lady. Instead, Claire's journal entries - |
focus largely on her engagement with the scenery around her; with this difference she '
asserts her difference from her stepsister. S e I CE R PR L

Throughout the Journal Mary is unsparmg in her condemnatlon of the French
v111agers and verbose in her gnevances about all aspects of the _]ourney, so 1t comes as
a surpnse that inan 1826 artrcle pubhshed in the Westmmster Revrew Mary recalled
this Journey through France wrth nostalgrc dehght | |

" In the summer F of 1814 every lnconvemence was hailed as a new chapter in
~ the romance of our travels; the worst annoyance of all the Custom-house was

33 For a brief discussion of Mary's ﬁve month vrsxt w1th the Baxters in Dundec, see Marshall, i, 29—30
54 The Elopement of Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, (op. cit.), p. 16.
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. amusing as a novelty; we saw with extasy [sicl the strange costume of the
French women [ . . . ] looked with curiosity on every plat fancying that the -
fried-leaves of artichokes were frogs; we saw shepherds in opera-hats, and -
post-boys in jack-boots; and (pour comble de merveille) heard little boys and

- girls talk French: it was actmg a novel, being an incarnate romance.>® .
In the travel journal, however, there is no record of the charmmg 'shepherds in opera- .
hats' or 'post-boys in jack-boots'; instead, there is criticism and condemnation of =
| almost everything she sees.>® She states that at Langres they were ‘obliged to sup at -
our inn with tout le monde & certainly a more disgusting world I never came among'.
(MSJ 14), and a fortnight later she focuses harshly on the 'horrid & slimy faces' of - ’
then' compamons in the boat headed for Basle, calling them uncleansable animals'
and 'loathsome creepers (MSJ 20-21) The forelgn people are creatures monsters 1n
Mary Shelley s eyes And even in the revrsron of the Journal she shows httle mature Z
understandmg, statmg only that her travel through the ravaged countrysrde and her |
expenence w1th the drsagreeable French people has glve a strng to my detestatlon of
war' 57 Unable to express any sympathy for the forergners her observatrons only k “ |
reflect back to herself and her pohtrcal v1ews 'Ihe manner of representmg the
forergners in the elopement Journal suggests that Mary never looked at the mnkeepers
~or the forergn travelhng compamons beyond the moment m whrch she Judged them as

vulgar In her Journal they all remam as faceless as the ﬁgures ina landscape pamtmg ‘

they are there to reveal scale and to deﬁne what surrounds them‘ - m thls case, Mary

55 Mary Shelley, '[The English in Italy]', MSWorks ii 147, o

% In her 1803 and 1822 tours of Scotland, Dorothy Wordsworth carefully noted the dnt, the offenswe
smells, and the neglected state of the places in which she was obliged to rest or sleep during the course -
of her journey with much the same sensibility as Mary Shelley on her elopement tour. In the narrative
of the 1803 tour there are no less than thirty specific complaints of the people, the houses, and the
lodgings that she encountered, twenty-five of which specifically mention 'dirt'. The three journals
written from the 1822 tour all contain references to dirt, increasing from 22 in each of the first two

journals to 47 in the expanded narrative, over half of which use words such as 'dirty’, 'filthy’, 'slovenly’, - -

.or 'miserable’. In Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics Elizabeth Bohls asserts that
Dorothy Wordsworth, 'a broad minded lady but a lady still, [ . , . ] links dirt to class prejudice against
the coarse and lazy lower orders' (p. 200). Such a charge could also be levelled at Mary Shelley; both

women's attention to dirt became how each defined the foretgners as other‘ as dlfferent to herself in
their social class as in their strange culture. :

57 Shelley and Shelley, History of a Six Weeks' Tour p 19.
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and her companions — as maj estic and grand. |
: * Despite Mary's willingness to vocalise her disgust with the French people, her:
annoyances with her stepsister are less overtly communicated in the journal. This :
illustrates Harriet Blodgett's findings mentioned previously that intense events often
are marked with silence. But there are signs of the disharmony that Mary felt from
Claire's presence, and the silence of a single entry can be readas‘ laden with
antagonism and jealousy when the following day's, or week's, entries are read with it.
For example, the entry for 13 August was recorded by both Shelley and Mary, the one
illuminating what the other conceals. Mary wrote ﬁrst
~We are disgusted with the excessive dirt of our habitation -.Shelley goesto
enquire about conveyances to Vesoul — He sells the mule for 40 francs & the

- i saddle for 16 & in all our bargains about ass — mule — & saddle we loose [sic]
more than 15 napoleons money we can but lrttle spare now. — (MSI 13)

Shelley s entry for the same day is more reveahng, and it renders more s1gmﬁcant

' what Mary leﬁ out eonsrdenng Mary s stramed relatronshrp wrth Clarre 4
Jane & Shelley seek fora conveyance to Neufchatel Two hours of the evemng o
* thus spent. Mary is alone & writes to Mrs. [?B]. — They return having boughta -
voiture for 5 napoleons & engaged with an aubergiste to send a mule with the =

" carriage to Neufchatel. Remove to the Inn where we hired the mule, & sleep

there (MSI l3 14)

- What Shelley s record reveals is not only that he spent two hours in town wrth Clarre .
whrle Mary was leﬁ alone ina dnty inn. It also reveals that Mary d1d not want to <
record that she was leﬁ alone and that her lover had gone off w1th her stepsrster And :
the fact that Clarre s Journal begms the next day ina notebook whrch Shelley had been

‘ usmg prevrously, hrnts that a new camaraderre may have been developrng between
Shelley and Clarre e 4 | R

Thrs growmg fnendshrp bctween Clarre and Shelley could be the reason for
o the lmagery that is repeated in both Clarre s and Shelley s Joumal entnes L1ke Mary, i

Clarre nOthCS the 'French mhospltallty and the drrtmess of the rnns for example m
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Mort, where 'perhaps never dirt was equ'allto the dirt We saw' (CC‘J 25). But when she

began her journal Clalre seems to have wanted to concentrate on describing the -~ -

' landécape, inspired perhapé by the descriptive passages of Wollstone;:raﬁ's Letters -
Written During a Short Residence, about which Claire confe_ssed, 'This is one éf my
very favoﬁte [sic] Books', praising its language as 'so v'ery flowing & Eloquent' and
calling it ‘altogether a beautiful Poem' (CCJ 33). Claire put her effort into artfully

* describing the scenes of the Europeén countryside; and it seerhs certain that although

| the three travellers certainly talked about the scenes together, Claire and Sﬁelley must

have particularly shared an iﬁterest in finding ways to describe the landscape because

o many images aré repeated in their joﬁrnal entries. For eﬁample, in her first journal

ehtry for 14 August Claire notes: ‘one ray of red light aloné marked ;avhere the sun had

set' (CCI 24); on 18 August, Shelleylrepeats the image as he describes the effect of

'~ the sunrise on a mist-filled valley? 'a ray of red light lay on the waves of this

fluctuating Qapour’ (MS'J 15). On the same day, ‘Shelley notes,"we walked into the ‘

forest of pines. It is a scene of enchantrn¢nt vw;here every soﬁnd & sight contributed to

charm. One mossy seat in the deepest recésses of the wood was enclosed from the

‘world By an impenetrable veil' (MSJ 16); and Claire's record for this day, though more
fragmented, is similar: "We go into the Wood climb through a most beautiful retiréd : ;

glen which ascends & the pines hang [so] thickiy over that_“it forms adeep & r;e[arly] |

impenetrable shade' (CCJ 26). | |

« . These 'textual intersec;tions'58 are not evidence of Claire copying Shevlley's’

descriptions; if we are to a;(:ept the chronology of the journal eﬂtries, Claire was the

first to use the 'ray of red light' on the 14%, while Shelley did not use it until the 18%,

%8 Susan M. Levin, Dorothy Wordsworth and Romanticism (New Brunswick and London: Rutgers, The
State University, 1987), p. 14. Levin discusses the repeated imagery in Dorothy Wordsworth's journals
and William Wordsworth's poetry and challenges the view that Dorothy was 'linguistically dependent’
on her brother. Instead, Levin posits a theory of a 'mutual development of vocabulary' (p. 14).



187

Instead, these shared images show the interactive vocebulary that occurs in
community; discussions and experiences will give rise to different interpretations and
representations, while maintaining similar, or even the same, language of description.
- If Claire had wanted to boﬁow imageswfrom Shelley to put into her descriptions, it is
unlikely that she would have continued )writing in her journal for the next sixteen
years, painting word pictures of the countryside around Moscow and Naples. In the
elopement journal, Shelley used many eloquent phrases to describe what he saw -
around him. If Claire wae simply copying him, why would she limit herseif to the use
of rays of red light or impenetrable veils when more striking phrases appeared in
" Shelley's &escriptions‘, Such as 'vast and frowning mountains' (MSJ 14) and the - . .-
'horned moon' thgt 'hung in the light of sunset' (MSJ 16)? The faet that more of -
Shelley's phrases do not appear in Cleire's journals gives her own writing a modest -
ihtegrity. S |
- If the errand of finding transportation est‘ablished a closer friendship between
Claire and Shelley, it aiso may have set Mad slightl){ on edge about her stepsister's
presence on her elopement tour. From this point on Mary carefully indicates in her - .
| journal entries when she and Shelley are alone. On the 15™ and 16™, Mary writes, . -
'Shelley & I take a walk just outside the town' and ’Shelley & T walk to the riverside' -
(MSJ 14-15), then she is silent for three days. When finally she ﬁtes again on‘2l
August, she notes: 'Shelley & Jane talk concerning J's chaxecter [...] Shelley &' o
Mary go to the much ptaieed Cathedral & find it very modern & stupid' (MSII 1’ 8v).k
Then, on 24 Auglist, after f;;ving found a house, Shelley notes, 'M. & S. walk to the
shore of the lake & read the description of the siege of J erusalem in Tacitus' (MSJ 19).

_"On the same day, Claire also notes: 'M & S~ go out & read Taei[tus]',‘adding '

cfyptically, 'Very curious dreams or perhaps they were realities' (CCJ 30).
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- These inscriptions — noting when Mary and Shelley were alone, the talk
between Shelley and Claire about her character — are signs of the disintegrating -
relationship between Mary and Claire, ahd it may explain why the story that Mary '
began writing on 10 September was called 'Hate'.”® Certainly something beganto . -
disturb Claire deeply as the trio decided to return to England and rnade their way up
the Rhme Itisa speculatlve suggestlon that Claxre was fallmg in love with Shelley,
yet her response to readmg ng Lear on the 27 makes that speculatron temptmg
Claire says, 'I thmk Lear treats Cordelra very 1ll "What shall poor Cordelia do - |
Love & be s1len "—-Oh [th]1s is true — Real Love w111 never [sh]ew 1tself to the eye of
broad day [I]t courts the secret glades -! (CC] 3 1) Cordelxa s 1nab111ty to express
the depths of her feelmgs may have resonated wrth Clalre if she drd have growing
feelmgs for Shelley Temptmg as hlS theones of unrestramed love were, at this early
date Cla1re d1d not feel able to adrmt, perhaps to herself more than to etther Shelley or
Mary, that she was falhng inlove w1th her step51ster s lover Tlus passage in Clalre s
Journal is followed by several words Wthh have been crossed out, the last ones E " :
thoroughly obllterated 'Go to bed aﬁer [fve words thoroughly crossed out]' (CCJ 3 1).
| Mary's Journal entry for the same day exposes what Clarre wrshed not to reveal Mary
writes: '[ . . . ] read Shakespeares [sic] — Interrupted by Jane's horrors' (MSJ 20).
Whatever was disturbing Claire, it was deep enough to cause further bouts of -
emotional disturbances once the trio had returned to England which Mary continued "
to call 'horrors'. | .

*. Once the trio returned to England, the difficulties surrounding Claire's ~
presence 1ncreased amid the stresses of money problems, the Godwins' reJectlon, and,

fora penod the very real threat of Shelley's arrest Clatre S Joumal shows that

3% On 10 September Shelley wrote: ‘Mary begins Hate. & gives S. the greater pleasure' (MSJ24), =
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repeatedly she and Shelley stayed up late at night aﬁer Mary had gone to bed, often
telling ghost stories which brought on more disturbances from Claire.%° There is also
record of an argument between Claire and Shelley which leads to the speculation that
Claire was still suffering from what she felt were inappropriate feelings towards him.
On 14 October Claire writes:
- Get up late— Godownina very} ill humour — Quarrel with Shelley - But to .
know one's faults is to mend them — perhaps this morning though productive
- of very painful feelings has in reality been of more essential benefit to me than
any I ever yet passed — How hateful it is to quarrel — to say a thousand unkind

things — meaning none — things produced by the bitterness of disappointment —
l—haterthesefeelmgs (CCI 50-5 1)

Shelley s record of thrs argument, whrch mvokes hlS phrlosophrcal behefs, suggests
that prevrously there may have been some physrcal negotratrons mvolved in therr
mterchange |
Jane ] msensrblhty & mcapacrty for the sllghtest degree of fnendshrp The
. feelings occasioned by this discovery prevent me (Shelley) from maintaining
any measure in my severity. This highly incorrect — subversion of the first
. . principles of true philosophy. Characters particularly those which are
unformed may change. Beware of weakly giving way to trivial sympathies.
~ Content yourself with one great affection, with a single mighty hope: let the
rest of mankind be the subjects of your benevolence your justice: & as human
- beings of your sensibility. But as you value many hours of peace never suffer
more than one even to approach the hallowed circle. Nothing should shake the
truly great spirit which is not sufficiently mighty to destroy it. (MSJ 35) -
What this self- directed injunction seems to say is ’be happy w1th one smgle love; be -
benevolent and just to all others, but if you want peace do not have more than one
lover'. The 'hallowed circle' could be the realm of sexual desire. Late in her life Claire |
told Edward Silsbee that Shelley used to call bedrooms ‘chambers of horrors [because]
they were so jealously guarded - [ . . . ] apropos of her bedroom & his own & infer
[sic] other} ’s'nperstition or ban upon entering them'’ (Silsbee MSS Box 7 File 3). This

‘could have been in reference to her own tendency to have nightmares or 'convulsions',

% For example, on 7 October Claire and Shelley both record the events of the night Which, according to
Shelley's account, eventually brought on 'dreadful convulsions' in Claire (MSJ 33; CCJ 48-49),
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but it could also be a reference to the difficulties Shelley encountered in trying to pul
into prectice his theory of sharing lovers; ofa mé’ndge a quatre which he seriously
attempted with Mary, Claire, and his university friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg in this
period following their retum from Europe. |
. - The textual eviclencc of the jealousy that existed between Claire Clairmont and
Mary Shelley is plentiful. Besides the concerted effort to record when she and Shelley
were alone together, Mary's journal entries from the‘peried after theii' returnto - - |
England show obvious signs of Mary's jealousy. Edyvard Silsbee fecorded Claire's
claims that Shelley often turnecl to her as a sort of replacement for Mary: 'In some - :
respects C. cleirhs to have known more of Shelley than his vyife ... She walked with
him when his wife cd not a fine walker wllen his wife cd not' (Silsbee MSS Bol( 8 File
4). Mary's journal for the period of tlleir return to England shows that as her
pfegnancy advanced Shelley did,v indeed, spend inereasingly more time with Claire;
from 30 November the entries noting Claire ancl Shelley's outings appear almost daily:
'Clary & Shelley go before breakfast to Parkers [ . .. ] in the evening Shelley &‘Cla‘ry
go invsearch of C.[harles] C.[lairn'lont]' 30 Novembver,‘ MSJ 48); 'Shelley & Clary go
in search of C.[harles] C.[lairmont] [ .:.]S. & C.[lary] walk home with C.[harles]' (1
| December, MSJ 49). More acerbically on 5 December; Mary wrltes, 'Clary & Shelley
go out all day to heaps of people' (MSJ 49). By 14 January/l 815,‘ Mary could rlo
longer contain lmer irritation w1th the &equeney of these outings or the attention
éllelley was giying to her stepsister, despite the fact that she was herself
' correspbnding a'ffectleheltel{yvyith{SLllelley's .‘friend, llde.“ Herentry fer ﬁﬁs dete

%! Only a week before, Mary wrote to Hogg: "My affection for you although it is not now exactly as you
would wish will I think dayly [sic] become more so — then what can you have to add to your happiness
— 1 ask but for time ~ time which for other causes beside this - phisical [sic] causes - that must be -
given — Shelley will be subject to these also - & this dear Hogg will give time for that love to spring up
which you deserve and will one day have' (MSL i 8). Betty Bennett believes that this acknowledgement
that Mary's pregnancy must delay a sexual union ‘indicates that such a relationship was at least .
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| records: 'Shelley and Clary out all day - forget', follovyed by a bold jegged line across
the page.' Three pages have been torn from the journal at this point (MSJ 61). Later

v joun{al entries show that her patience was wearihg thin; 'Shelley & Clary explain as |
usual’, she wrote on 29 J anuary, after Shelley's inscription of his 'walk in Kensington
Gardens with Clara' (MSJ 61-62).°? And, after the birth of her baby on 22 February,
Mary still repeatedly records the linlted 'S. &‘C.' in various and ffequent activities —
sleeping, eating, Walking — while Mary read and nursed her baby.*® On 6 March the
child died, and the following day Claire and Shelley went to town to arrange the
bahy's burial (MSJ 68), a necessary errand that nevertheless probably added insult to

| injury. By the 11th, Mary's journal reveels that changes yvere in the making: 'talk - |
about Clary's gomg away - nothing settled — I fear it is hopeless — she will not go to
Skinner St. — then our house is the only remalmng place — I see plainly — what is to be
done' (MSJ 69). But a month later, it seems that things had been settled. On 16 April
Mary records, 'go upstairs to talk with She_lle‘y';bthis is followed by five strategically °
placed dots. Periodically throughout the following weeks, it is apparent that pufchases
were being made for Claire's departure.“ On the 12", Mary's ihscription makes it *

| clear that Claire's presence had become detestable, and her references to her stepsxster

are full of sarcasm: 'S. goes out with h1s friend[...]S. & the lady walkout[...]S

& his friend indulge-in have a last conversation' (MSJ 78). On the next day, Claire *

discussed' (MSL i 9 n.2). She is quick to add, however, that there isno evndence that Mary and Hogg
ever consummated their relationship. ~ -
62 Mary seems to have felt close enough to Hogg to reveal to him some of the antagonism she felt
towards Claire; five days earlier Mary ended a letter to him: 'Shelley & Clar[e] are talking beside me
which is not a very good accompaniment when one is writing a letter to one, one loves' (MSL i 9).
63 Marion Kingston Stocking generously labels Mary's feelings exhibited in these entries as 'not
Jea]ousy or resentment but a wistful, unresigned self-pity' (CCJ 67). But the vehemence of the jagged
Jline coupled with the later sarcasm attached to her references to Claire as Shelley's 'fnend’ or ‘the Iady
gomts towards a direct antagonism that self-pity usually does not contain.

See for example: 18 April (in Shelley's hand), 'Jefferson & the Maie go for bonnets after dmner with

Clara'; 20 April, 'after dinner C goes to buy things'; 9 May, ‘walk out with Clary in the mommg to buy
things' (MSJ 75-77).
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left; and Mary's last entry in the journal discloses her relief: 'I begin a new journal : |
with our regeneration' (MSJ79). - |
- But this separation from Claire Clairmont was not to last, and although Mary
had once written to Shelley give me a garden & absentia Clariae and [ wﬂl thank my
love for many favours (MSL i 22), Shelley was always eager to have Claire in his o
household, as chapter one shows. After initiating a love affair wrth Lord Byron, Claire r
convinced the Shelleys, who were contemplating another journey to Europe, to travel
with her to Geneva so that she could resume her relationship with the poet ‘And later,
‘aﬁer Shelley S chancery suit to galn custody of his children aﬁer the death of Harriet
. was decrded agamst him, part in fear of his chrldren by Mary belng taken from him
.and part because Claire's daughter by Byron needed to be delivered to her father in
order to have a better upbringing than Claire as a smgle mother could provrde, the trio :
agam set off for Europe and this time they expected to remain. There are many
examples of tension between the two steps1sters in the blography of the Italran period , o
but reflective of Hamet Blodgett's ﬁndmgs that often emotional expenences are .
| elided in women's diaries, the dranes of Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont from this
| period of their lives reveal almost nothmg of then' stramed relationshrp When Mary
and Shelley s daughter, Clara, died after an arduous journey from Este to Vemce in - i .
| order that Byron mlght not dlscover Shelley had lred to him when he told him that hlS
family was nearby in order to win for Claire a visit from Allegra, all that Mary writes -
in her journal is 'Thursday 24th [September 1818] Thrs is the Joumal book of
1sfortunes [.. ] On Thursday Igoto Padua with Clare — meet S there - we go to
Venise [s1c] with my poor Clara who dles the moment we get there (MSJ 226-27)
She makes no reference to the fact that all of the Joumeys recently undertaken whlch -

had made Clara so ill, were for Clalre s benefit, And the comphcated srtuatron in what |
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has come to be known as the Neapolitan Mystery’, where Shelley was accused and
threatened with blackmail by a former servant of having a child with Claire Clairmont
in December 18 18, Mary 1nscr1bes in her journal with only a symbol of a crescent -

moon, whrch Feldman and Scott-Krlvert speculate Mary used to signify trouble On
the same date Claire wrote, 'Oh Bother' (CCJ 150). Only Claire revealed, albeit
- infrequently, anything of the troubles between her and Mary durlng this period of
their cohabitation. On 4 July 1820 she wrote, 'Heigh — ho the Clare & the Ma/ Find
something to ﬁght about every day — '(CCJ 153). Mary's journal entry for this day is
characteristica.lly silent on anything to do with Claire; all she notes is her study of
Greek and what she and Shelley read MSJ 325) |

But 1t is clear that the fnctron between the stepsrsters was 1ncrea51ng to the.

pomt that Mrs Mason urged Clarre to leave the Shelleys and she arranged for Clarre
to stay asa paymg guest at the house of Dr Antomo BOjtl (CCI 179 PBSL ii 21 8 |
241-42) Mary noted Clalre s departure w1th a drawmg of a sun and the mscnptron 'S
goes to Florence (MSI 336), and only a few days later recorded 'letters from [sun a
| symbol] complamrng of dullness (MSJ 338 39) Sun symbols appear a few more
| times in Mary s Journal as some personal code most lrkely refernng to her stepsrster
but they achreve what Mary mtended whlch was to conceal strong feelmgs Clarre
came and went from the Shelley s household for the next two years, and Mary s
Journal makes no comment on these visits except to mark her arrival and departure. In -
the spnng of 1822 when Clarre was strongly convinced that somethmg temble was .
going to happen to Allegra, who had been placed ina convent by Byron, Mary may
have come to sympathlse w1th Clarre s rmsery at bemg separated from her chrld but

’her own depressron and her stramed relatronshrp w1th Shelley occupred her

emotronal_ly. Mary extended an invitation to Claire, at Shelley's urging, to come stay ,
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with the Shelleys and the Williams who were planning avmove to Lerici. While she
was with them'the news came that Allegra had died in the convent (MSJ 408); within -
three months Shelley had drowned off the coast of Lerici as he and EdWard Williams

returned from Livorno welcoming Leigh Hunt and his family to Italy. . -0

- iii. Separation and Slsterhood

“ The Correspondence of Mary Shelley and Claire Clarrrnont, 1822 1836

' . . Claire always harps on my desertion of her — as if I could desert one I never clung to. '
(MSLii 271) ‘

o Recollectmg [Mary s] conduct at Plsa Tcani never help feelmg horror even m only
' lookmg at her (CCJ 432)

Aﬁer the deaths of Edward erhams and Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary, Clarre, '
J ane erhams, and the chrldren (Rosahnd and Edward Medwm thhams and Percy
Florence Shelley) returned to Plsa Decrslons and arrangements had to be made Mary \ k
explalned therr srtuatron to Marla Glsborne ina letter wntten on 27 August 1822 'Mrs’ ,
erhams Clarre & I hve all together, we have one purse & _]omed in mlsery we are
for the present Jomed in hfe (MSL i 253) But ina 11ttle over two weeks, all plans | |
‘ were settled and Mary and J ane travelled to Genoa accompamed by Trelawny and ;
soon to be Jomed by the Hunts and Byron They leﬁ on the evenmg of Tuesday the =
bl 1 and depressed by therr departure Clatre began a letter whrch she headed '1/2 past i
2 Wednesday mormng o B ; ,, : X
'MydearMary, R -
. Youhave only been gone a few hours — I have been mexpressrbly low—
s spmted — I hope dear Jane will be with you when this arrives. Nothing new
- has happened — what should - to me there seems nothmg under the Sun, o

B except the old tale of mrsery, mlsery (CC i 177)

‘.Clalre goes on to explam to Mary that the ﬁnancxal arrangements whrch they had
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settled now appeared to be insufficient,® drawing the response from Mary: 'I wish
when I was in Pisa that you had said that you thought you should be short of money &
I would have left you more — but you seemed to think 150 francesconi plenty' (MSL i
258). Thls was only the first of many mstances of Mary and Clarre shanng what little
money they had 1f the other was in need 6 . | h
Clalre s letter antrcrpates the structure of most of the letters she would wnte to
Mary for the rest of her hfe In it she focuses largely on herself for as she wrote at a
later date, 'I cannot bear a letter that talks to me mostly of myself - and I suppose you
think the same — it is folly to 1mag1ne others know more of oneself than one does
oneself or can g1ve one any new llghts on that sub] ect a letter to be mterestmg
should treat of the wnter not of thc wnttee (as I belleve they call the person wntten A
 to) for that is the absent and unknown person and therefore the person of whom one
desires to hear of‘ (CC ii 340) Mary, on the other hand oﬁen felt that speakmg of
herself would place a burden on the recipients of her letters She knew how clearly her -
letters conveyed her rmsery Just aﬁer J ane Wllhams s departure for England in
September 1822 Mary wrote to her, 'Ever smce you qurtted me I am overpowered by
a melancholy & rmsery no human words can descnbe and no human mmd long
support Iam 1mtated agamst all I feel or see or hear, tlus must end soon, & probably ] |
when utterly exhausted by gnef I shall smk mto lethargy but now I repeat only -

r'

"Pam, pam, ever & forever pam"‘ & my heart is full to burstrng Well my best grrl I

65 Claire explained that her plans were to travel to Vienna to join her brother Charles, and that ‘the

" consequence is that it will be double as much as I am to go alone' (CC i 177). Additionally, the
arrangements that Shelley had negotiated with Byron who wished to pay for a translation of Goethe
seemed uncertain; in Claire's prejudiced view, she states: 'now he [Byron] has mumbled & grumbled -
and demurred and does not know whether it is worth it and will only give forty crowns' (CCi 178). But
earlier Shelley had praised her work: ‘T am much pleased with yr. translation of Goethe which cannot
fail to succeed if finished as begun (PBSL ii 401). Byron had not been told who was undertaking the
translation, however (PBSL ii 403), and it appears that once he reahsed that Clatre was hls translator he
lost interest in the prOjeCt- . A _

66 See also MSL iii 100 117; CCi 245 268 385n, 386n.
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will not irritate your many SOITOWS by talkmg of mme (MSL i 263 64) In the mrdst of .
a long letter to Mana Glsborne wntten at the end of November, Mary explarns her
retlcence to commumeate w1th fnends more fully

No one ever wntes to me. Each day, one llke the other passes on and if
.+ I were where I would that I were methinks I could not be more forgotten. I -
cannot write myself, for I cannot fill the paper always with the self same
- complamts or when I write them, why send them, to cast the shadow of my
mlsery onothers.[...]
' - Pardon me, my dear Mrs Gisborne, that I still write to you in n this -
mcoherent and unletterlike manner. But I strive in vain to do better. [ . . ]
~ put off writing from day to day endeavouring to catch the moment when |
shall feel less, but the pen in my hand the same spirit guides it, & one only
thought swells the torrent of words that is poured out. Perhaps it would be
better not to write at all; but the weakness of human nature is to seek for
.. sympathy: — I think but of one thing — my past life — while living (do I live
now?) I loved to 1mag1ne futunty, & now I strive to the same — but I have
* -+ ' nothing desirable to imagine, save death; & my fancy flags or sleeps or
* wanders when it endeavours to pursue other thoughts. — I imagine my child
dead & what I should do then — never does the idea of peaceful futurity intrude
itself — I feel that my whole life is one misery — it will be so ~mark me -1
shall never know peace: —~ my only safeguard is in not seeking it, for so surely
as I do shall I be cast wounded helpless & lacerated on the barren rocks of my
most cheerless life[.] e 3
S Agarn why do I wnte thls Let me say somethmg else [ ] &
L : ' B (MSL129O 91)

~ But contemplatmg her Journey to Vlenna, Clalre falls‘ tnto pathos tempered by a
- humour that at thlS early date, at least Mary is unable to feel She tells Mary, 1mag1ne ’
all the lonely inns — the weary long mlles If I do observe whatever befalls in hfe = g
the heavrest part the very dregs of the mrsfortune fall upon me' (CC i 177 78) |
" Claire offsets thrs self-prty, however, w1th self-mockery, and she _]okes o E
I mean to chew rhubarb the whole way as the only drversron I canthlnk ol’ at

all suited to my present state of feehng, and if I should write you scolding - -

NS A
AR
N

¢7 Claire followed this announcement with four lines from Coleridge, misquoted from memory: 'Alone,
alone, all all alone / Alone upon a wide wide Sea / And Christ would take no mercy / Upon my soul in
agony' (CC i 178). Mary included a misquotation of the same lines in the penultimate entry in her

-~ journals, dated 16 April 1841: 'Alone — alone —all ~ all alone / Upon the wide, wide sea -/ And God

* will not take pity on / My soul in agony!' (MSJ 573). The lines are from The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner, first published in Lyrical Ballads in 1798: 'Alone, alone, all all alone / Alone on a wide wide
sea; / And Christ would take no pity on/ My soul in agony' (224-27). The Poetical Works of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, ed. Emest Hartley Coleridge (London: Oxford University Press, 1912). .
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_letters, you will excuse them knowing that with the Psalmrst "Out of the
brtterness of my mouth have I spoken." (CC' i 178)%8

Perhaps 1t was thrs self-directed humour wh1ch drew from Mary her sympathetic
: response to Clalre, despite the fact that she herself had just lost a husband and the
father of her child. But Claire, too, had suffered loss and one that Mary could fully
comprehend the loss of her daughter, Allegra. Byron had placed their child, agamst
' Clarre ] wrshes, in the convent at Bagnacavallo in January 1821 where she died of
typhus Just overa year later, shortly before Shelley s death, in April 1822.%
In this ﬁrst letter following their separation Mary expresses both sympathy

and, in the extent to whrch she reveals herself, a trusting affection. A long passage
' ﬁ'om her letter best conveys her expressions of affection for her stepsrster -

‘ My dear Clarre, '
.. - .Ido not wonder that you were & are melancholy — or that the excess of
that feehng should oppress you. Great God! What we have gone through —
- . what variety of care and misery, all closed now in blackest night. AndI—am1I -
not melancholy? — here in this busy hateful Genoa where nothing speaks to me
- .. of him, except the sea, which is his murderer. — Well I shall have his books &
manuscripts & in those I shall live & from the study of those I do expect some
. instants of content. In solitude my imagination & ever moving thoughts may
afford me some seconds of exaltation that may render me both happier here &
more worthy of him hereafter. Such as I felt walking up a mountain by myself
at sunrise during my journey — when the rocks looked black about me & a
- - white mist concealed all but them —~ I thought then that thinking of him and
exciting my mind my days might pass in a kind of peace — but these thoughts
* - are so fleeting — & then I expect unhappiness alone from all the worldly part
of my life — from my intercourse with human beings — I know that that will
- bring nothing but unhappiness to me. If indeed I except Trelawny who appears
so truly generous & kind.

: But I will not talk of myself. You have enough to annoy & make you
miserable — & in nothing can I assist you. But I do hope that you will find
Germany better suited to you in every way than Italy — & that you will make

- friends — & more than all, become really attached to some one there. [ . ..]
) (MSL i258) ) '

Free from the acrd sarcasm of the early Journals, Mary Shelley s letter reveals

'kmdness anda smcere desire that Claire might find the devotion and _aﬁ‘ectron in

68 Claire parodies Job 10:1: ' will speak in the hrttemess of my soul',
 BL&J viii 91; CCJ 216, 284n; MSL i 235.
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Germany that she had not found in Italy. The extent to which she feszeals l;er deepest
thoughts is obvious when compared to her journal folloWing Shelley's death. In
November Mary'conﬁded to her journal the same sentiments that she expressed to
Claire in this letter: 'I shall write his life — & thus occupy myself in the only manner
from which I can derive consolation. That will be a task that may carry some balm'
(MSJ 444-45), The similarity of sentiments reveals that Mary felt close enoughto
Claire, in the aﬁennath of the tragedy, to reveal her deepest thoughts.
* In talking of herself m this letter, Mary uses the language that became
4 characterisfic of the joursal she began in October 1822 that she ﬁtled, 'The Journal of
Sorrow'. The journal, like the letter to Claire, expresses the sense of solitude that = ~
Mary f:elt; despite the fact that she was_living in a household full of people (the Hunts
~ had six children) she feels completeiy isolated from the human beings ﬁofn whom, as
~ she told Claire, she expects only unhappiness.” She talks of Shelley -- notably,
without mentioning his name — and she reveals.her innermost theughts as she would
continue to do in the journal for the rest of her life. "' Immediately after their =
| sep»araticn,‘ Mary felt an attachment to her stepsister that encouraged this open - -
confidence, similar to what she would write to J ene Williams, Indeed,.‘ although it was
to Jane that Mary wrote, after detailing the disharmony that existed tktween herself . |
and Leigh Hunt, 'So, my owﬁ Jane, we two creeunes compare notes of misery" (MSL 1

305), this description also characterises the letters exchanged between Claire and ' -

7 In the journal, Mary wrote: 'Alas! I am alone — no eye answers mine — my voice can with none
assume its natural modulation, te nenre all is shew — & I but a shadow' (MSJ 429). Earlier, Mary
described her mode of living in a letter written 17/20 September: ‘Those about me have no idea of what
1 suffer; for I talk, aye & smile as usual — & none are sufficiently interested in me to observe that

- though my lips smile, my eyes are blank, or to notice the desolate look that I cast up towards the sky in
anger — that I have smiled' (MSL i 251).
71 For example, 7 June 1836: "What a lot is mine - marked by tragedy & death tracked by
disappointment & unutterable wretchedness . . ."; 11 January 1841: Perso ogni Amico - contornata la
gente disgraziata — dubitando cosa fara pler] 11 mxo figlio - sperando mulla - infelice — tradita,
solitaria!' [I have lost every friend — Surrounded by wretched people —~ uncertain about what will -
happen to my son — hoping for nothing — unhappy — betrayed, alone!] (MSJ 548; 570-71).
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Mary. They each related their difficulties, and they resi)onded to each other's
sufferings vvithsympathy and compassion. But in this letter, her parting salutation -
teveals an inténtion to keep up the connection through correspondence: 'Adieu my :
| dear Claire ~ write to me often as I shall to you. Affectionately Yours, Mary ws'
(MSL i 259). -
2+~ Despite this promise.of continued correspondence, by 24 October Claire told -
Jane Williams, 'I have heard little or nothing from Mary since she left Pisa' (CCi.. -
201) Now living near her brother Charles in Vienna, Claire had entered Viennese co
society and began looking for a situation as a governess. Claire's descnptlon of her
lifeina letter to Jane Williams contrasts sharply to Mary Shelley S self-portralt of her
‘ lonely existence in Genoa. Claire wntes, 'l have made numerous acquamtances, all:
rich & fashionable and have been reeeived w1th the greatest politeness and hospitality
- —I am perpetually in company ~ at the theatre, the Corso or dinner parties'. She -

delighted in her brother's company who, she told Jane, was 'so quiet, good, and mild,
that we quite suit one another; and then he allows me to be as wild, and extravaéent o
| [sic], as I please, in my theories' (CC i 200-01): But despite these distractions, Claire - |
| still felt het losses, saying that all the social outings are 'things which destroy me' and
lamenting, 'T have lost my dear den that I had with you where I soothed and recovered
my spirits by songs and thoughts which approached or drew me towards the world of
unagmatton, so different from the real round substantxal globe we inhabit' (CC i 200).

Followmg some difficulties with the police in Vienna,” Clatre arranged to

‘ travel to St. Petersburg as the companion of the fourteen and sixteen year-old
daughters of Countess Zotoff daughter of one of the Russian ministers. By the spring

of 1824 Clalre was in Moscow workmg as a governess for Zachar N:colanvntch a

72 Charles Clairmont's lively account of hlS dealmgs wnth the pollce in this matter is prmted in CC i
202-09.
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| prominent Russian lawyer (CCJ 297). Meanwhile Mary remained in Genoa for a
time, llvmg on the proceeds of the auctlomng of the boat in whlch Shelley drowned
»and on what she earned wntmg for The LzberaI the Journal wh1ch Hunt had come to
Italy to start wuh Byron and Shelley, and copymg for Byron i But she ﬁnally leﬁ |
- Genoa for England in July 1823, and aﬁer struggllng to arrange an annurty of £100
per annum from Sir Trmothy Shelley whlch mcluded the prohrbmon of Maxy brmgmg
' Shelley S name mto pnnt (whlch prevented her from recelvmg mcome from the sale of
a collectlon of hlS works ora blography), she eventually settled in Kentrsh Town to be |
near Jane erhams c : | |

a Leavmg Italy d1d not obhterate or even molllfy the acute gnef that Mary felt,
and by May 1824 Mary was at work on T he Last Man, wrth the portralts of Shelley N
and Byron in the characters of Adrian and Lord Raymond & On 14 May 1824 Mary
wrote of her feelmgs of bemg the last of a 'race’ of compamons from whom she was
now separated 'The last mah' Yes I may well descnbe that sohtary bemg s feelmgs,
feelmg myself as the last rehc of a beloved race, my companrons extmct before me —

(MSJ 476 77) Aﬁer heanng of Byron s death on the followmg day whrch she called : |

| 'the "commg event" that cast its shadow on my last ni ght's mxserable thoughts (MSI
477) Mary wrote of feelmg even more cut off from the world, and at the age of -
: twenty-s1x she reported 'I am m the eondltlon of an aged person all my old fnendvs'
are gone I have no wish to form new -1 clmg to the‘few remammg (MS] 478)

' Mary had already formed two of the characters of The Last Man from Byron and

Shelley, but Byron s death most certamly would have 1nfluenced the warm tnbute that

™ MSLi281; BL&Jx 11; MSL i285.

7 MSL i 349.

75 MSLi425;428. ¢ : ' - o .
76 In 1827 Mary wrote to Teresa Gulccrolr 'Have you read my Last Man You wrll ﬁnd in Lord

Raymond and Count Adrian faint portraits but / hope not d|s leasing t f '
* secret' (MSL i 566) P P gtoyouof B.and S. - but this is a
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was given to Lord Raymond in the novel: -

o + 'What a noble creature was Raymond, the first a.mong the men of our time. By
the grandeur of his conceptions, the graceful daring of his actions, by his wit
and beauty, he won and ruled the minds of all. [ ... ] Now his death has
crowned his life, and to the end of time it will be remembered, that he devoted
himself, a willing victim, to the glory of Greece. Such was his choice: he
expected to die. [ .. .] While the earth lasts, his actions will be recorded with
pralse Grecian maldens will in devotion strew flowers on his tomb, and make
the air around it resonant w1th patnotlc hymns m whrch hrs name w111 find
hlgh record : "

. (MSWorks iv161- 62 book Il chapter 1v) k
' In this novel Mary allowed herself to mdulge in wntmg the grief that she had

tried to keep in check in her correspondence. This measured eulogy of Lord Byron *

conveys her true affection for the man whose voice, she claimed, always led her to

expect Shelley's voice to follow‘ But Mary‘ also used the novel to e)rpress the grief she

.~ felt over the loss of Shelley, and L10ne1 Verney s fragmented lament for the loss of *

‘Adnan contrasts starkly with the composed sentlments on the loss of Lord Raymond

Initially, Verney euloglses Adrian in terms that must speak of Mary ] feelmgs m

Josing her husband, stating The best years of my life had been passed with hxm. AII I

had possessed of this world's goodS, of happineSS; knowledge,'or virtue ~Iowedto ‘

 him. He had, in his person, his intellect, and rare Qualities, givena glory to my life, -

| twhich without him it had never lmown. Beyond all other beings he had taught me; o

that goodness, pure and single, can be an attribute of man' (MSWorks iv 349; book IIl

* chapter x) Throughout the final two chapters Verney bewails again and aéain Mary"s

own feelmgs of bemg, as she stated n her Joumal entry, the 'last rehc of a beloved

race' (MSJ 477), callmg the world a umverse of mxsery (MSWorks 1v 345 book III ‘
chapter 1x) and clalmmg that one hvmg man - one companlon in my weary sohtude ) |

[would] be worth all the glory and remembered powcr of the ancxent relics of Rome

(MSWorks iv 359 book I chapter X). Vemey conveys to the page on whrch he has

wntten the hlstory of the last man on earth the dlfficulty of hrs task that Mary



202

undoubtedly felt, which malces this section of The Last Man a clear extension of her
Journal of sorrows
my hand trembles my heart pants and my brain refuses to lend expressron,
or phrase, or idea, by which to image forth the veil of unutterable woe that .
clothed these bare realities. O, worn and beatmg heart, may I dissect thy .
fibres, and tell how in each unmitigable mlsery, sadness dire, replmngs, and
despair, existed? May I record my many ravings — the wild curses I hurled at
torturing nature — and how I have passed days shut out from light and food -
from all except the burning hell ahve in my own bosom? (MSWorks' iv 361
bookIIIchapter X) . | . - R
With these lamentatrons Mary was able to publrcly express the loss that she felt
compelled to hide from her closest friends, and she faced a future in which, as she has
f\/erneyﬁstate, 'lonelinessis my familiar, sorrow my mseparable éoﬁipéixﬁbh" (MSWorks ‘
‘1v 362; book I chapter x) Like her letter to Maria Glsbome in wh1ch she expressed
that she felt her whole hfe is one mlsery [ ] I shall never know peace (MSL i 290)
i In the meantrme Clmre, Stlll in Russra, also had the past in mmd She had had
to stop wntmg to Mary and her mother as she explamed to J ane erhams, because
the names of Shelley and Godwm would have rarsed susplclon and started rumours

: among Claire's employers and therr fnends m Clarre s success asa governess .

r depended upon her reputatlon remamlng unblemrshed when her connectlons W1th

Godwm and Shelley ﬁnally reached the Russran socrety among whom she worked and Tl

hved through no fault of her own, she responded wrth real concem tempered by her .

R

' charactenstlc humour ' P
Isent you a letter [she wntes to Jane Wllhams] by Mrss Trewm because I
... . knew your name would excite no suspicions; but it seems my mother got hold
" " of Miss T - sought her out and has thereby done me a most incalculable -
_ . mischief. Miss T — has come back full of my story here, and though she is very
* friendly to me, yet others who are not so have already done me injury. The
Professor at the University here [ . . . ] has a great deal of friendship for me
because as he says very truly, Iam the only person here besides hlmself who '

7 Claire wrote explaining the restrlctlon placed on her commumcatlon because of these names, and
asked Jane: 'Pray tell them this, that it may not seem coldness on my part. [ . .. ] I have no inclination
to let the name of Shelley and Godwm go through [the hands of the man who posted Claire's letters for
her]' (CC i 225-26) A S ’ : ,
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knows how to speak Enghsh He professes the most rigid principles and is -
come to that age when it is useless to endeavour to change them; I however °
took care not to get upon the subject of principles and so he was of infinite use
to me both by counselling and by protecting me with the weight of his high
approbation. You may imagine this man's horror when he heard who I was;
'+ [that] the charming Miss Clairmont, the model of good sense accomplishments
and good taste was brought up, issued from the very den of free thinkers. I see
* ' that he is in a complete puzzle on my account, he cannot explain to himself - -
how I can be so extremely delightful and yet so detestable; the inveteracy of
+2 > his objectlons is shakenl[.] [T]his however has not hindered him from doing -
me serious mischief; I was to have undertaken this winter the education of [..
-, ] the child of a very rich family, where the professor reigns despotic; [ ... ]
- now all is broken off, because the scruples of my Professor do not allow of it.
" God knows he says what godwrmsh principles she mrght notinstil[...](CC
239-40) T

‘By losmg thls opportumty, Clarre was condemned to remarn 1n the household of the |
Gahtzms where she was overworlced and where, as she explamed to J ane Wllhams i
the mark of [ ] drgmty here i that you dare dlspute and upbrald [the Galrtzms]' :
, (CC 235) By the end of 1826 Clalre 5 health began to suffer poss1bly as much from
the emotronal stram of havmg to dlsgmse her past as from the harsh condmons She
beg“anrusmg the term 'run’ frequently in her Journal at thrs trme to descnbe all her M
movements around Moscow, assertmg how busy she had become L But a palr of | i
.‘ Joumal entnes at the turn of the year reveals the emotronal toll her s1lence was takmg |
| on her On 27 December Cla1re descnbed a dmner conversatlon whrch culmmated 1n >
her breakmg her sﬂence on a subj ect close to her heart 'The Pnnce Alexander and the B
Count Rastopshm dmed It was vcry dxsagreeable for me. The latter pralsed Albe up
» to thc skles and rev1led our dearest Shcllcy I would not bear thls and dcfended h1m
(CCJ 403) A month later, aﬂer readmg Medwm ] JournaI of the Conversattons of
Lord Byron, she confessed her dlstrcss to her Journal w
| When I was in bed I wept a great deal because my readmg of to-day had

- brought back Shelley vividly to my mind. — It is cruel to think how his merit
was lost upon the world, how that impostor Byron was admired for his e

7 For example: I ran home to dress' (6 January 1827); ‘Got up early and ran away to breakfast' (7
January 1827); 'Got up late and ran off to Kaisaroff's' (8 January 1827). (CCJ407).
7 Thomas Medwin, JoumaI of the Conversanons of Lord Byron (London Henry Colbum, 1824)
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imposture, how tenderly they relate of him that he declared he could not leavel
his monkeys behind because strangers could not take care of them, whilst he
*left his daughter to the care of ignorant bigoted mercenaries and let her die for
'want of care. (CCJ 409-10)
For several days aﬁer thls Clalre reports m herjournal that shets er(cessrvely ’unwell'
(CCJ 410) and on 30 J anuary w1thout makmg any arrangements w1th the Gahtzms or
even telhng them of her plans, she went to her fnends the Karsaroffs who nursed her
back to health and then employed her asa compamonto Madame Karsaroﬁ’ and as ; |
governess to twelve-year-old Natalle Kalsaroff
By 1828 Clalre was talkmg of returmng to England and from there ﬁndmg a
JOb/ asa compamon ina warmer chmate (CC i 248) Her health had detenorated and ‘
her doctor predlcted that she would become an mvahd 1f she d1d not leave the country |
But Cla1re d1d not want to come to England only to be a burden on the Godwms, :
whose ﬁnancral srtuatron was stlll bad Already in August 1827 out of what appears :
to be s1ncere concern, Mary 1nv1ted Clarre to come and hve wrth her, as she revealed
to J ane Wllhams ’ 'I have wntten to poor dear Clarre - As I wrote, my heart melted
w1th1n me at the thought of her dreanness and I was 1mpelled (& do not repent my -
pulse) to make her, 1f she could not contnve an ltahan Journey, a cordral mvrtatlon o
to share my fortunes here (MSL i 572) But as Clarre began senously to consrder ,
returmng to England the former tenswns resurfaced in Mary s comments to J ane -
W1111ams as she faced the prospect of provrdmg Clarre wrth a home once agam 'I
shall be very glad to contnbute to [Clalre s] happlness, even at the expense of my .
11bertY', Mary wrote perhaps more kmdly than she felt In her next letter, the sense of

duty and obhgatron outwerghs her prev1ous compassronate desu'e to help 'Have you

heard from Clalre? She is reasonable, yes I doubt not — but one's dear hberty the '

%0 Mary had recently arranged an allowance of £250 per annum from Sir Timothy Shelley upon the
death of Shelley's son by Hamet, Charles, whnch left Percy Florence Shelley sole heir to the estate
(MSL 1550). : ,
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difference of having one with whom one cannot sympathize, & being alone —Butl
ought not to indulge in these thoughts — I will do as I ought, & leave the rest to fate'
' (MSL ii 48) As happened several times in the past, Mary's house becarne Claire s L
resrdence out ofa combrnation of necessity and a sense of duty cn Mary s part, but in -
this letter to Jane, Mary finally admits that she cannot sympathise with her stepsrster, : |
probably meaning to emphasise their differences more than to’suggest that she has no )
feelings for Claire in her troubles.®! | | |
| Sometime during the period of 1828-32 Claire began a sketch of Mary o
Shelley's character in a leaflet of j journal papers that betrays her own negative feehngs
towards her stepsrster 'She has given up every hope of i 1magmary excellence, Claire ~
vwrote, adding 'would to God she could perish without note or remembrance, so the *
brightness of [Shelley’s] name might not be darkened by the corruptions she sheds
- upon it' (CCJ 432). Claire aimed this attack at Mary’s attempt to reintegrate herself
into English society, at 'pleasure of trifling w1th triflers', but she characteristically .
noted what she also felt was worthy in her stepsister: the surpassing beauty of her
mind' (CCJ 432). It is clear that at this time the negative feelmgs that Claire held
| towards Mary were focused on Mary's fnendship wrth Byron L o

Recollecting her conduct at Pisa I can never help feeling horror even in only

looking at her — the instant she appears I feel not as if I had blood in my veins, Lo

but in its stead the sickening crawhng motion of the Death Worm. - .~ =" .
What would one say of a Woman [ . .. ] who should go and gaze upon the -
“spectacle of a Child led to the scaffold, one would turn from her with horror —
yet she did so, she looked coolly on, rejoiced in the comfortable place she had
- got in the shew, chatted with her neighbours, never winced once during the
exhibition and after all was over, went up and claimed acquamtance wrth the ,
executroner and shook hands wrth h1m ca 432-33) :

B Claire s extended metaphor casts Byron as the executioner of Allegra, whose sentence

'was her bemg placed ina convent and Mary as the eager audience of the shoW’

81 Sympathize: 'To have an affinity; to agree in nature, dlsposmon, qualmes, or fortunes, to be ahke, g
with with, to be like, resemble' (OED xvii 459),
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Contrasting Mary's behaviour with Shelley's, whose 'sad countenance betrayed how
 painful was the duty imposed upon him' of remaining friendly with Byron after he had
placed Allegra in the convent (CCJ 433), Claire reveals her feelings of repugnance at
Mary's willingness to socialise with Byron during the winter of 1821 at Pisa, when

Claire was staying with the Botji family in Florence. -

- But although sometime around this visit Claire recalled her feelings of -
abhorrence towards Mary, Claire also apparently benefited from her stay w1th Mary
After only a month she sounded calmer than in her frantic letters from Russia. She - -
wrote to Trelawny, 'Do not think the melancholy you see sometimes upon me, is the
sign of hopeless wretchedness, ITam happy —itis only the.shadow of former days,
whlch throws its deep gloom over my mmd Wthh is not yet passed away' (CC i 258).
She was much changed Trelawny called her 'horndly prudlSh and mster—hke
1nsen51ble and he srgned one letter, 'Adleu old aunt' ™ 2 —aresult of the i 1mage she had
been cultlvatmg in Russxa to obtam respectable posmons asa governess But aﬁer
only nine months in England she returned to the Karsaroffs who, seekmg a cure for
thelr daughter s 1llness, were currently llvmg in Dresden In a letter to Trelawny .
Mary s explanatlon of Clatre s departure focuses on the beneﬁt 1t would gtve Cla.lre

| 'She returns to Dresden to an agreeable [sm] situation and I envy any one who
quits this sad land too much not to congratulate her on her departure: poor
herself, surrounded by needy & in some cases unamiable relatives — she finds
here not one of the necessary comforts of life — she began to vegetate, & to
becomes content with vegetation — she is torn from this, and in society of

- persons agreeable [sic] to her in Germany, will arrange a mode of life very far
to be preferred to the one she is doomed to here (MSL ii 82)

But there may have been a touch of Jealousy in Mary ] feelmgs she longed to leave
England herself - as well as rehef that Clarre was gone And as therr correspondence

contmued mto the 1830s, ) too d1d traces of the tensxon between them

82 Letters of Edward John Trelawny, ed. H. Buxton Fonnan (London Oxford Umverstty Press, 1910),
_p. l16.
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. . Their time together left Claire with a renewed affection for her stepsister in
addition to the admiration she already felt for Mary's talents. Claire wrote lively
letters back to England, true to her edict of writing about herself since 'that is the
absent and unknown person and therefore the person of whom one desires to hear’
(CC ii 340). She obviously had no sense that these enthusiastic narratives of her social
activities might affect Mary, who during this period admitted in her journal, 'I suffer a
great deal from ‘solitude & disappointment & consequent depression of spirits' (MSJ
516). One letter in particular may have seemed to Mary that Claire was flaunting her
gaiety; in it she itemised and emphasised the variety of soclal engagements in which
she was obhged as part of the Kaisaroff household to attend

E We had dejeuners dansants, soirees dansaﬂs (diners dansants are considered

as de trop by order of the physicians) bals pares, theatres, operas, grands

" diners, petits soupers, concerts, visites de matin, promenades 3 ane, parties de
campagne reunions litteraires, grands circles, promenades en bateau coteries
choisies, [ . . . ] thunder storms from the sea, and political storms from France,
in short if we had only had an Earth quake, or the shock of one, we should of

* run through the whole series of modifications of which human existence is -
susceptrble (CC i 279)

Unaware of the contrast she was reveahng between her own hfe and Mary s, Clalre ,
acknowledged the melancholy that dommated Mary s llfe and that mfused her letters
ina comment meant to express how 1mportant therr correspondence was to her 'Your |
last letter, although SO melancholy, gave me much pleasure, merely therefore because
it came from you (CC i 279) But the galety of her letters must have contnbuted to the
depressron that Mary descnbed in her Journal 'I have felt my solrtude more entlrely
but never more pamfully than now' she wrote a week aﬂer Clalre wrote thrs letter 'I
seem deserted alone in the world cast off the vrctlm of poverty & neglect Thus
' 1t is - to be poor & ) cut oﬁ' from socrety -to pass my days in seclusron (MS] 517).
Clarre s letter would have amved shortly after Mary wrote tlus in het Journal and

' there isno doubt but that Clarre s busy social life would have emphasrsed to Mary her
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own lonely existence.

- Mary had much to worry about at this tlme Bes1des her own expenses,
Godwin's contmumg fmanc1a1 difficulties weighed heavily on her mmd 8
Addrtlonally, she expenenced some drfﬁcultles in her friendship with Isabella Baxter
Booth which she notes in the journal with the terse lines, 'she was ever false yet . -~
enchantmg now she has lost her fascmatrons ~ probably, because I can no longer

| serve her she take[s] no more trouble to please me —' (MSJ 517). By February 1831,
. Mary confessed to John Howard Payne that she intended 'giving up parties as too
| expensive, I being desperately poor' (MS‘L ii 126). Hearing of Claire's social life at a
‘ time when she was forced to give up somety must have contnbuted to the return of
Mary's old resentment of her step51ster When Claire wrote petulantly to Mary, 'you
. may think how glad I should have been to have had a letter [of introduction] to an
English person in Florence in my present difficulties, but nobody thinlts for me, nor -
will they eyen do the little I ask them' (CC i 282), Mary responded quickly with letters
mtroducmg Clmre to her fnends Mrs Hare and Teresa Gu1cc1011 But by June the -
antagonism agam surfaced ina letter to Trelawny, to whom Mary wrote, 'Have you -
seen Clalre? She never writes except on specxal occasrons when she wants any thmg
| (MSLul39) e e ﬁ_.- ;\,if

Much of the correspondence between Mary and Clalre for the next several

years has not surv1ved, but there is ev1dence of the contmuatlon of these same -
feehngs affectlon, adrmratlon, and dependence on Claxre s part duty and i mdtgnatlon
on Mary's. Upon heanng that Mary mtended to enrol Percy Florence in pubhc school
ClaJre confessed, 'I thlnk in certam thmgs you are the most darmg woman I ever

l‘-

knew. There are few mothers who havmg suffered the mxsfortunes you have and

~ 83gee CCi 281: 'what you tell me of the state of t‘amlly resources has naturally depressed my spirits'. |
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havmg such advantages dependmg upon the hfe of an only son, would venture to
expose that hfe to the dangers ofa pubhc school' (CC i 292) And in response to
Mary's declaratlon that 'next Frrday is my brrth-day and before another comes I shall
be translated to paradlse (MSL ii 193), Clalre reveals her conﬁdence m Mary s care
for her as she expresses her antlclpated sense of loss 'How shall I descrlbe all I should
feel were you to d1e [ -] Few are the ‘persons who cxpress or shew an atom of
mterest in my welfare and you it appears to me are one of the few concerve what I
hould feel were I to lose you (CC i 299) h | o |
Clalre was also partlcularly supportlve of Mary's lrterary efforts In a long
passage of pralse for Mary and censure for other wnters Clalre wrote mdlgnantly of |
Mary s gemus unapprecrated nay almost passed over in s1lence, Whllst a troop of |
smatterers [ ] in hterature as mfenor to you asa plgmy istoa Grant in stature
recelved admrratlon (as well as mcome) for thelr wntmgs Clarre contmued her praise, |
, wh1ch nevertheless contamed cntrcrsm of Mary's own conduct

To seek to ennoble and 1llustrate one's name by honourable deeds and to be

- rewarded by even worse than neglect, [ . . . ] would shatter the mostiron
nerves and wound to death the most spirited heart. A noble and philosophical

- indifference to the concerns of oneself would not preserve one from feeling

such a situation; [ . . . ] yet one must suffer and sink beneath the conviction of -

" the vileness of human Nature that ever licks the dust before superficial merit
and pelts with mud genuine merit. In one respect I think you are to blame in

- your way of conducting yourself with the English public: you sit down too
meekly beneath its indignities and shower upon it without a reproach all your

* best gifts: such saint like humility and sweetness is all lost upon a people of so
base a character as the English: you should give them to know in your writings

- that you are well aware of your own value and of their ingratitude and that
Posterity will avenge the insult and make of the Adversity and neglect they
heap upon you, their eternal shame. This is no trope no vain boast — who that
knows any thing of history, and of the history of literature but must perceive

 that of all of these crowds of flimsy authors that the last eentury fifty years has
produced, not only few names will live, but that yours and that of Shelley will
be the great luminaries of Posterity. [ . . . ] one needs be no prophet to affirm

~ that the Byrons, the Scotts, the Southeys those adorers and cementers of every
error, those flatterers of the defects of their century, will be discarded, and
adoration succeed for the ﬁrst founders and champlons of the new faith. (CC i
331) :
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Clarre s suggestlon of what Mary should do in the face of socrety 's scorn for her ;
talents is more reﬂectlve of her own temperament than Mary s, who always felt, as she
7 mdeed wrote to Clarre Clalrmont several years later, that 'the best thmg to do is to
pursue your course as 1f nothmg had happened' and to 'take refuge in rgnorance &

. ‘srlence & let the storm blow overJ (MSL iii 57) Instead Clarre urges Ma.ry to speak
out agamst her 1ll treatment and to let the pubhc know that she recogmses her own
worth Thrs suggestron would go strongly agamst Mary s nature whrch, as Mary
Poovey has explored was dommated by a desue to maintain the 1dent1ty of a proper

: lady in somety Clalre s letter contmues 1n the same tone to cnncrse Mary S muttony
character (CC i 332), and in another letter, in response to news of Mary ] poor health
Clarre also cntlcrses the tendency of gemuses to refuse to take the least dose of

: physrc and begs 'descend from your altltudes in thrs one only respect do as the herd
do, take care ofyourselfand live' (cc i 335) S N L R

% ¥ .

But all these expressrons of admrratlon and affectron drstorted as they are} |
w1thcr1t1c15m and censure, may have felt lrl;e an added welght to Mary, who in the .
, ﬁrst half of thrs decade had many drfﬁcultres to overcome. In 1832 she took rt upon o
herself to try and protect Clarre S reputatlon as well as her own, when she heard that |
' Lady Blessmgton was gomg to publlsh an account of her conversatlons wtth Lord
Byron Mary wrote to Teresa Gu1ccroh 'It fnghtens me very much to thmk that Lady’
Blessmgton should mentlon Clalre [ ] Therefore I wrote to M Bulwer and mrlady

has assured me that she w111 not speak of that poor woman (MSL i 168) 3 In 1833

Mary wrote of her present worries to Mana Grsbome money is the Alpha & Omega

R IR

% poovey, pp. 116-17. et s SR 1 KRR
8 Despite this assurance, Lady Blessmgton mahgned both Claxre and Mary in her conversations. See
Lady Blessington's Conversations of Lord Byron, ed. Emest J. Lovell, Jr. (Princeton: Pnnceton

. Umversny Press, 1969), Introductlon pp 95, 99; PP- 53, 100, 156.
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of my tale' (MSL ii 182). In 1834, it was solitude that affected Mary most strongly: '

live in a silence & loneliness — not possible any where except in England where

people are so islanded individually in habits — I often languish for sympathy — & pine
| for social festivity [ . . . ] Those I loved are false or dead - those I love absent & .
suffering — & I absent & poor can be of no use to them' (MSL ii 208). Combined with
these worries Mary continued to reflect on the betrayal of Jane Williams; on 14
'November 1833 and again on 14 April 1834 Mary's journal contains comments
regardmg the pam she had suffered when she leamed of J ane's gossrp about Ma.ry s |
failure as a w1fe to Percy Bysshe Shelley 56 Clarre s assertron of her love, and her |
expresswns of admuatron for lgdary, may have seemed to Mary, who always felt a-
duty towards her stepsrster, hke remlnders of Clarre s dependence on her o . T
Apart from the letter foretellmg her death w1th1n the year, no letters survlve ’
from Mary to Claire from the decade However itis probable that her letters to her
Stepsister were full of the same concerns that can be found in the long letters Mary
wrote to Maria Glsborne. The main theme of these letters is Mary's sense of solitude;
she suffered from loneliness because she did not have enough money to entertain and |
" as she explained to Maria Gisborne she was too far away, in H'arrow, to expect -
visitors from London. In 1834 she recorded in her joumal her hope ;to leavea =
| solitude, very unnatural to any one, & peculiarly disagreeable [sic] to rne' and she
confessed T like society — refined, good soc1ety, where wit, & god humour & talent
& the art of pleasing rergn, I enjoy its pleasures [ . . ] But hfe is over for me' (MSII
541-42). Trelawny mistooléthis desire for society for worldliness and a love of gossip,

and he complamed of Mary to Claire: 'her disease grows upon her with years —~I'mean

'her pmmg aﬂer dlStlnCtlon and the dlstmgulshed of fortune‘ 8 But all of the suffermgs |

% See MSJ 502-03n for details of this betrayal..
87 Letters of Edward John Trelawny, p. 194,
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that afflicted Mary led her to confess to Maria Gisborne that 'the many sorrows &
cares I have — & the very little good that is sprinkled over my melancholy existence,
" renders me blameably [sic] intolerant of annoyance' (MSL ii 213).

If Mary was partlcularly susceptlble to annoyance then Claire's letters of thls
period probably annoyed her Whlle Mary was at Harrow suffermg from the sohtude
brought on by that move, Clarre wrote a Ietter that most certarnly would have 1mtated
her stepsrster

;You make me laugh srmle I should say (a smlle I do not know whether itis

of contempt for you or of contempt for myself more probably the latter) when

* you lament your dull life at Harrow and I compare it to mine. You come up to
the first capital in the world; you enjoy its most brilliant spectacles; not to
mention those you have your father and Jane to dine with you frequently — and

you talk of being dull. Oh! Mary I would recommend you to try being a

. governess for a month or two — all drudgery and never one moment of leisure

- as for pleasure or even innocent relaxation you would risk being turned out

. to starve if you ventured to hint at such a thing — endure this for a month or
two and then return to your present lrfe, you would think it paradasaical [sic].
'<(CC1312) SRR - .
Most of Claxre s letters from thls penod narrate the dxfﬁcultres of her llfe The ~,j
struggles of berng a governess were real Mary Wollstonecraﬁ, governess to

Margaret Lady Mountcashell who would befnend the Shelleys in P1sa in 1819

| asserted in 'Thoughts on the Educatlon of Daughters that most govemesses suffer -
from the treatment of unreasonable mothers and dlsrespectful and msolent chnldren
Ellen Wheeton, who was a ‘goyemess for much of the ﬁrst quarte; of thé mneteenth
century, glves an accurate prcture of the odd srtuatron of most govemesses ina letter

to her frlend Mrs Dodson 'A governess 1s almost shut out of socnety, not choosmg to

| assoclate w1th servants and not bemg treated as an equal by the heads of the house or

38 Speaking of a woman with whom Clarre anttctpated nmnmg a boardmg house with in Odessa, who
decrded their plan would not work and subsequently committed suicide, Claire wrote to Jane Williams,
' who knew her thoughts have no doubt the horror of entermg agam asa govemess made her resolve

gpon this as the only means to escape it' (CC i 229). -
Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters in WMW lV 25
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their visiters [sic], she must possess some fortitude and strength of mind to render
herself tranquil or happy'. In her journal, she was more explicit about her experience
as a governess:

‘It is well that I have so little time for reflection, or otherwise I should almost
weep myself into the grave; for my present situation is a most painful one!
- Forgotten, as it seems, by every relative, and almost every friend at a distance,
and totally secluded from all rational society here, I must sink into melancholy
= if my days were not so completely occupied as almost to preclude thought. -
The little leisure, or rather the little time I have to myself, is a good deal
employed in repairing my clothes, writing letters sometimes; and sometimes I
sit with my face resting on my hands, mdulgmg in melancholy, weepm(g
~ bitterly; for no one mterrupts me, no voice soothes, advises, or pities.

Certainly Claire experienced these same feelings in some of the houses in which she
was engaged Her letters show that her health was not good and her lamentatlons may
have made Mary brtter as she hstened to the complamts that probably sounded hollow
to her In a letter dated 15 March 1836 Clarre offers an account of herself and her 7
troubles that echoes the passage from Ellen Wheeton ] drary R

You need not however 1f you are mchned bestow any thought upon me: 1t
would be useless trouble. [ . . . ] You cannot suppose that any scheme can
remedy the injury done to me by the last fourteen years of my life; in which I
have toiled every day beyond my strength already shattered and incapable of
" effort, forced to do what to others would have been heavy, but to me were -

Herculean tasks, and all this long time abandoned by every body, by relations,

by friends, without a single helper or the feeblest protection of any kind, -
without even having a kind word from any body, nothing but the voice of

* blame or the voice of command, no joys, not one pleasureable [sic] sensation =
has ever visited my heart during this long period, nothing but toil and hardship

. [...] To think about me is useless — it is gmng yourself unnecessary pain. -
Thmk rather of your own pleasures (CC ii 343)

It was the common expenence of governesses to suﬂ‘er from feelmgs of neglect, for .
thelr posrtlons in the household made them almost 1nv1s1ble, as many of the studles on

governesses assert But itisa credtt to Clarre that she was able in so many of her

situations, to partlcrpate more directly in the social life of the family, often acting the

9 riss Wheeton: Journal of a Governess, ed by Edward Hall 2 vols (London Oxford Umversrty
Press 1936), ii, pp. 62; 87.
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part of companion to the mother as much as ‘of instructor to the children Claire's
woman who was restrlcted in soc1ety because of her posmon as a governess, also
show joy, pleasure,“close friendships and frequent correspondence as well as illness,
manic occupation, 'respons.ibivlity,;and sorrow But these letters‘of the mlddle 1834(ls
carry a subtext of dependency on Mary, whlch Mary s strong sense of duty towards ,
her step51ster would have detected and probably, resented What Mary 1dent1fied as
an mtolerance of annoyance ﬁnally exploded agamst Claxre ina letter to Trelawny -
wntten shortly aﬁer this self-pltymg expostulatron of Clatre S. Mary wrote

- Clau'e always harps on my desertlon of her asif I could desert one 1 never ,
clung to — we were never friends — Now, I would not go to Paradise, with her

' as a companion — she poisoned my life when young ~ that is over now — butas
_ Inever we never loved each other, why these cruel complaints of me. I respect
- her now much — & pity her deeply — but years ago my idea of an-agreable
. werld Heaven was a world without a Claire — of course these feelings are
" altered — but she still has the faculty of making me more uncomfortable than

any human being - a faculty she, unconsc1ously perhaps, never farls to exert
when I 'see her — (MSL ii 271) ,

Although speakmg of feelmgs she had in the past the thrrty-elght year old Mary ;

Shelley felt the hngenng resentment sufﬁcrently enough to want to change the mltlal =

* description of a Claire-less existence from an 'sgreable world'to Heaven'. To live
without her stepsrster in her life seemed to Mary like the 1deaof Heaven on carth. But )
it is also srgmﬁcant that mmally Mary wrote that she never loved Clarre, changmg 1t
to read that they never loved each other tempers the negatlve emotron towards her

stepsister that she expresses. Saylng that they never loved each other removes blame

 from Mary, who‘wanted to confess that she 'never'loved her stepgist"et; ¢
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. iv. The 'wicked' stepsister

You deserve every kindness — generous, & good & open hearted as you are — I will -
hold no communication with any member of my family who has any thing but hostile
. mtercourse w1th the Shelleys 2 S S S

By the mld- 8405, Mary s feehngs towards Claxre had clearly shifted from
antagomsm to affectron.\ Thls was pro‘bablyvdue in part to Clalre s help inthe
Gatteschi afair. While visiting Claire in Paris in 1843, Mary was impressed by ths
young Italian exile. Luigi Ferdinando Gatteschi had joined the Carbonari and”fought
in the 1830-31 insurrection against Austria.”’ Mary was hnp.restsedlb,ychis herolsm, his
pride and hrs good looks, and she was als{oz moved hy his poverty. She borrowed

© money from Claire to loan to h1m (MS'L ili185), and she engaged him to write a history
of the insurrection for her Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1 840, 1 842 and 1 843.%
Mary returned to London in August determmed to start wntrng agam, as much for ‘
prov1d1ng for Gattesch1 as for ralsmg money for herself (MSL m 85) ln her B
enthusxasm for Gattesch1 Mary revealed events of her past in letters Wthh Gattesch1 |
later threatened to make publlc lf Mary dld not purchase them from hlm (MSL iii |
207) Mary confessed her 1ndlscretlon to Claxre and the two of them turned to

_ Alexander Knox, a fnend of Percy Florence S from Cambndge who now hved in_

Pans, for help Almost mrraculously, Knox managed to convmce the French pollce to
arrest Gatteschi and seize all of his papers; Knox then went through the papers and |
removed all letters by Mary, and also by another friend of Claire's who had become |
Gatteschx sloverand a source of finances, Lady Sussex When Mary wrote to Claxre B
to tell her that Knox had ﬁnally got her 'stupid nonsensical letters' from Gattesch1 s

'villainous hands', she also thanked Claire for her 'sympathy & great kindness[;] I

e Carlo Guitera, 'Appunti autoblOgraﬁca in Lo Hymen Hymenae (Rome [no pubhsher], 1897), pp 7.
27 Summarised in Sunstein, p. 360.. "~~~
9 published by Edward Moxon in 1844.In the second volume Letter XIV entntled "The Carbonari’ was
taken from his account. (MS‘Works viii 314-23)
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shall never forget it' (MSL iii 233-34)53
- But this gratitude was not the sole reason for Mary's growing affection for her
stepsister. Despite Mary's comment to Trelawny in 1836, by the 1840s the -
correspondence between Mary and Claire shows that they both felt a strong
| attachment and feelmgs of fnendshrp Whrle travellmg with Percy Florence through
Europe in 1842 Mary was eager to arrange a vrsrt with Claxre, and she stated that 1f
Claire could join them in Florence it would certalnly add to our pleasure (MSL iii
44). In a statement that reveals a sentiment markedly changed from previous years, |
Mary expressed the wish of being able to help her stepsister, adding: 'you deserve
every kindness - generous, & good & open hearted as you ere - everyone ought to
welcome you with kindness & be eager to pour balm on the wounds you haye
( received' (MSL iii 57). And after her return to England Mary recalled 'with gratitude
the quiet month spent under your pleasant roof (MSL iii 88). It seems that in their
maturity the old resentment was forgotten; and as Mary toured through Europe for the
first time since Shelley's death twenty years earlier, revisiting many of the places
where she had lived with both Shelley and Claire, Mary saw Claire as one of the
lasting connections with that time of her life. Claire's persistent admiration of and
praise for Mary, it seems, finally won her stepsister over to feelings of sisterhood and
affection. | o
- ‘ rLil.(e'wise,’ after her ovyn visit to Mary in London in 1845, where Claire went in

order to arrange the receipt of her inheritance from Percy Bysshe Shelley's will on the

% For more on the Gatteschi affair, see Sunstein, pp. 360-72; Gittings and Manton, pp. 190-94.
Sunstein minimises the role that Claire had in ‘rescuing' Mary from blackmail; Gittings and Manton
emphasise it. The only letters on the subject that survive are Mary's to Claire; Mary destroyed all of
Claire's letters that mentioned the Italian and asked Claire to do the same of hers, a request that Claire
did not honour. These letters indicate that Claire's help was more emotional than practical, and that
Mary genuinely, and deeply, appreciated Claire's kindness when she could just as easily have scolded
her for her imprudence. See MSL iii 207; 211,
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death of Sir Timothy Shelley in April, Claire wrote of her pleasure in staying with
Mary. She called this visit ‘the only bright episode in fny life' and asserted that she
was 'truly happy there'. Claire's letter continues with the praise for Mary that is
characteristic of her eorrespendence yet none the less sincere for its recurrency:
your society is so charming, and there is so much‘ calm and happiness in you, |
it imparts a most beneficial influence to all who approach you [ ... ] And then
.. your conversation so wise and so universal draws one out of the narrow cares
for self, which my mmd is so apt to mdulge in to 1ts utter destructlon (CCii
428) ‘ A i :
Because of the happiness she felt while visiting Mary, when Claire returned to Paris
she found it depressing and lonely, and she wrote to Mary, :ioking as usual and . -
referring to her friends' tendency to confide their miseries te her, that 'My life in this
gay Parisv is a constant drive m a Mourning coach' (CC ii 436). Even the prospect of
] 'seeing Mary again, who was cqntemplating another visit to Paris, left her more
depressed than cheery. As she told Mary 'in another letter, seeing Mary made their .« -
separatiou more painful to her because she kne\y that the visit would only be -
’temporary (CC ii 450-51). These feelings’ urged Claire to couterhplate a return to
London to be near Mary (MSL i 293); and by the summer of 1847 she was settled in |
a house rlear Regent's Pétk. - |
- In the autumn of 1847, Mary met her future daughter-in-law at the house of a . _
neighbour. The two women became good friends, and in less than ayear Jane was
‘married to Percy Florence Shelley. Lady Shelley's recollection of her first meeting
with Mary Shelley suggests that she mxght have 'fallen in love' with the mother more
than w1th the son; and the attractnon of marrymg Sir Percy Florence was no doubt
enhaheed by the attachr‘n.ent she _felt for Mary. Eventually Jane, Percy Florence, and

Mary settled at Field Place, and Mary began utging Claire to eome for a visit. As o ,,

% See Rolleston, pp. 27-28.
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delays continued to thwart their efforts to see each other, Mary at one point wrote: 'we
should be most happy to have you for a Jong visit in November but shall be much |
drsappornted if you do not come before both that we may see you & that you may
see Field Place before the leaves are gone (MSL m 347) But by February 1849 Clalre
had still not been to Freld Place, and she expressed the difﬂcultres of commg now that
she was arranging for her nephew, Willy, to become a paying apprentice atafarmin-
Kent in order to learn the farming trade (MSL iii 355)%

DeSplte their mherrtances, both Mary and Claire continued to suffer from
financial difficulties. Claire had lost much of her money in an investment into an
opera box, and the estates which Percy Florence had mhented were debt-ridden.%
Additionally, the expense of the Gatteschi affair had not been slight, for Mary had °
paid all of Alexander Knox's expenses as well as paying off his substantial debtsin a
show of gratitude (MSL iii 267-68).>In rcsponse to' a letter in which Claire outlined her
poor financial situation, Mary responded with . an account of her own lack of money: 1
~ know from 'experience that any dlfﬁcultles of rlcher peoplc seem, & are, so very k

~ unreal compared to those of one poorer - still as for long I have not had a penny to-

command' (MSL iii 364) Mary was aware that Clarre s srtuation was much worse than '
her own, and yet she wanted to see hcr stepsrster and she urged Clarre to brmg the two
children of Charles w1th her, statmg atfectionately, 'I shall be very desrrous to see

Clankln (MSL m 364)

Clalre ] rcsponse to Mary s mvrtation reveals how much she scnsed the 88p

~<;>~

that separated them soclally She states that she w111 only come 1f she can be assured .

-9 In order to relieve her brother's financial burdens, Clalreundertodk to provide tor the education of
Charles's son, Withelm Clairmont (Willy) She also agreed to look for a posmon m a school for her
niece, Clari, who was due to arrive in England at the end of April.-

% For more on the opera box investment and loss, see CC 443-44 449-50 for Mary ] account of the
condition of the Shelley estate, see MSL iii 190.
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that there will be no other yisitors at Field Place, more on account of Willy and Clari
than herself:
I am so afraid of their not pleasing and incurring the criticisms of your super-
fine set. And poor dears — they have to earn their livelihood — and are such
well disposed young people and it would be a pity to turn them from the right
path and make them miserable for Life; which often happens when poor
people frequent the society of the rich. (CC ii 497) -
Across the top of this letter Claire wrote, 'Our clothes are very shabby that I warn you
of (CC ii 497); she was intent on preparing Mary for the arrival of the 'poor relations'.
Mary seems to have understood Claire's concerns, and she responded thoughtfully,
when a change of plans occurred, that it might be best for them to delay their visit
because a ward of Lady Shelley's would be with them and Mary felt that he would not
be 'an eligible companion’ for Willy (MSL iii 366). But by the end of April Mary was
anxious for Claire to overcome her cbjections and settle her plans to visit, and she -
: exhibited her willingness to do whatever Claire preferred in order to arrange the visit: |
" Pray come with [Clari] as soon as you like — just writing the day before — that
your room may be ready. You say — "perhaps you will let her come without
- me" & Willy with her that he may not be left alone — Certainly if you like —
arrange it just as you like — & as you & she will sleep together, after your visit
to town come here &j Jom them aﬁer or before Just as you hke (MSL ii
367) : e ; L
Maxy is accommodatmg in her eagemess drsplaymg her desrre to see her stepsrster
and her stepbrother s chlldren Yet her next letter announces an event that Mary knew
would cause problems Shelley ] srsters, Hellen & Margaret, were due to vrsrt on thelr
way to town and thrs would comcrde w1th Clarre s pro_)ected visit. Mary is apologetrc
as she conveys this mlx-up, and she appeals to Claire's sympathres in understandmg
vher srtuatron T fear so much to offend you she wntes but in thls letter she also s
‘ makes her feelmgs clear T want you to come (MSL iti 369 368) There are no further
letters ex1stmg between the stepsrsters and shortly after thls Clarre cut off all

communrcatrons with the Shelleys and never saw Mary again.
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The detatls of the estrangement are as follows Claire sent her niece, Clarl, to
v1srt the Shelleys at Fleld Place alone. Ina letter to Mary, Clalre had described this
~ niece as 'very nervous: she weeps for annoyances, gets melancholy, can't bear society,

has no ambmon, no wish to shine or to please: won't take any care of her dress, but

- sits reading all day poetry’ (CC ii 457). At the same time, Alexander Knox was also a

guest at the Shelley estate, reeovering from the collapse of his engagement tobe
‘married to a woman named Mary; Mary wrote to Claire that "his mi'sery will be most
painful.to vvitriess' (MSL iii 353-54) In their‘biography of Claire Clairmont, Robert
Gittings and Jo Manton romanticise that 'the park of Field Place in spnng offered -
retreat to these troubled spmts [:..] In the pnvacy of the park Alexander and Clan |
197
i Lady Shelley recalled the events leadmg up to the marriage between Knox and Clari, . :
which was the cause of the break between Claire -and the Shelleys, in a”conversation :
w1th Maud’ Rolleston that characteristieally, and without evidenee; asserts Mary :
e Shelleys dlshke ofthe Clalrmonts '( g S Pt ?:'s ‘3;-: e
A fnend came to stay wnh us who was in an unhappy frame of rmnd He had B
had some serious love trouble, and he used to walk about the house looking

disconsolate and wretched. One day he came to me and said, 'T am miserable,
and that poor girl [meaning Clari] seems unhappy too. Life does not hold -

much pleasure at present for either of us; why should I not marry her and try at o

~ least to make some one a bit happier? I shall be doing something then.'[...]

When I told Mary she was much troubled, and said, ‘Don't allow it, dear, don't

allow 1t they dont love each other, and the Clairmont blood always brings -
- misery.” T B T T AT T S T

As self—appointed preserver and reformer of the Shelleys' reputation, Lady Shelley '
attempted to assert Mary's negative feelings towards both the marriage and the :
Clamnonts But the letters dlSCUSSCd in this sectton refute the msmuatxon that at tlus

" time Mary felt any ammos1ty towards the Clalrmonts and a letter written by Charles

9 Gittings and Manton, p. 211.
* % Rolleston, pp. 44-45.



221

Clairmont to his sister disputes Lady Shelley's claim that Mary disapproved of the
marriage. In response to Claire's letter announcing that his daughter had eloped with a
friend of the Shelleys', Charles states that her news came as a 'thunder stroke' because
Mary's letter had announced that the forthcoming marriage was to take place with
Claire's consent (CC ii 503). If is unlikely that Mary's letter would have appeared
benign, especially in contrast to Claire's uon-extant thunderous letter, if she had not
approved of the match or at least honoured the young people's decision. =~
-+ There is no single reliable account of what happened at Field Place that -
~ encouraged Knox and Clari to marry on 16 June 1849, But what is clear, in accounts -
‘of Claire's reaction and in her behaviour towards the Shelleys, is that she over-reacted 4
to an event that was less radical than the even_ts of thirty-five years before — in which
Claire herself participated — that brought together seventeen-year-old Mary and - |
twenty-twd year old, married, Percy Bysshe Shelley. In 1845 Claire had observed in a
letter to Mary her mature bellefs on the parental role in children's love affaxrs
I think when chlldren come to the falling in love age, the Parents ought to be
forced to read Shakespear [sic] all day long till the children are married. In his
- works they would see Love in full action and in its full nature, what it impels
to, and all this represented in a way that excites no blame: and so the Parents
" - would accustom their minds to expect their children would do pretty much as -
Shakespear's heroes and heroines do, and they would not be so very furious
" - because their fifteen year old daughter talks like Juliet from a Balcony with
her lover, or takes a sleepmg draught in order to be buned and when she
. awakes be married. (CC ii 448) ) : . :
Claire would have done well to remember this advice as she faced the marriage of
. Knox and Clari. But even if her reaction was only to the haste with which the affair
was concluded, a justiﬁable\'bbjection to the union, her continued and vehement

insistence that the Shelleys had led her niece astray and that Clan had been turned

’Alagamst her by J ane Shelley was extreme.

‘Reports in family letters reveal how widely Claire was sowing seeds of -
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diScontent against the Shelleys and'the newly-married Knoxes. ln a letter to her
husband's sister Antonia Clairmont recalls Claire's demand that she side with Claire
against her daughter, and she reveals that Claire wanted Wllly to reproachh Sir Percy
Florence Shelley for his ingratitude to Mrs. Godwin for 'protecting' his rriother in her
youth (CC ii 532n). Shortly after the marriage Willy wrote to his parents that Claire
was 'running about among all her acquaintance, even those that have been quite laid
by and tell[ihg] them all the whole affair in the least fayourable light' (cc 509h). He
also mentioned that although he felt Clari had been wrong to marry so hastily without
approval or permission, he also felt compelled to 'mitigate [Claire's] accusations [ . . .
] to a little degree' (CC ii 509n)‘. He explained that his aurlt was 'extremely imperious
. and despotic’ and that she always felt that others were plotting against -her, and he
cited her usual objections to any explahation: 'she only says that she has been very
much in this world, knows human nature thoroughly, has an eye as sharp as andeagle,
- and that you are much to[o0] young to deceive her' (CC ii 508n). Finally, Willy .
suggests that Claire may have behaved this way towards Clari oftener than to him
because she had less conﬁdence in her niece's mtelhgence (CC ii 508n). Whether
7Cla1re drove her niece to seek an escape from her 'despotic’ nature or not is impossible
to know. What is certain is that Claire felt she had been injured by the Shelleys and
she_refused to communicate with them until'they have made reparation for their
ihsolence to [the Clairmonts]' (CC ii 533). - | |

| Several months aﬁer her brother's death in 1850 Claxre was still dedlcated to
her feelmgs of bemg wronged by the Shelleys She expressed her surpnse to learn that
Charles s w1fe had recently wntten to Mary Shelley, and she chasused her heartlly,
' wntmg, 'is 1t possxble that you can be so devoid of all due pnde, as to hold any

commumcatlon W1th Mrs. S aﬁer the brtter contempt she has shewn our famlly last |
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year', and adding firmly, 'T will hold no comniunicatidn with any memher ’of my -
family who has any thing but hostile intercourse with the Shelleys' (CC ii 532). But by
this time Antonia Clairmont had tired of Claire's complaints of the Shelleys and her
censure of her daughter. In her resporrse to Claire's hostile letter, Antonia declared, 'l
detest family quarrels’, and she added that she would not take part in continuing the
feud that Clmre contmued to mstlgate between the Shelleys and the Clarrmonts
Antoma reveals that Clarre was strll trymg to draw support from the Clarrmont farnlly
for her hatred of the Shelleys T have just had a letter of [Clan] tellmg me of the letter
you made Pauline® write to Mrs. S in consequence of whlch the two sisters are in
discord' (CC ii 534n). But Antonia put anend toitallin a letter written on 30 May .

1854 when she threatened to reveal to Alexander Knox all the stories Clalre had been
telling about his position in the Shelley family'® and his bad cha’racter. a8

Claire’s sense of being wronged through the marriage of c1ari and Knox~
appears to have ended with Clari's death of ‘pulmonary consumption' on § March
1855 (CC ii 548); in her surviving letters she never again spoke with anger towards ‘-
the Shelleys. In fact, in her renewed eoueepondence with Edward Trelawny, she
again exhibits her admiration ef her stepsister and she defends Mary Shelley against
Trelawny's intense criticism of her. |

The split that Claire initiated between herself and her stepsister was made

permanent by Mary Shelley's death on 1 February 1851.'"! Claire's letter of

o

By 1851 Pauline Clairmont, Clari's older sister, was living with Clalre Clairmont (CC ii 535). In the
1870s Pauline returned to her aunt's house with her rllegmmate daughter, and was the basis for Henry
James's character Miss Tina in The Aspern Papers. For more in Pauline Clairmont's unusual life, see .
Marion Kingston Stocking, ‘Miss Tina and Miss Plin: The Papers Behind The Aspern Papers', The
. Evidence of the Imagination: Studies of Interactions between Life and Art in English Romantic

. Literature, ed. by Donald H. Reiman, Mlchael C Jaye, and Betty T Bennett (New York New York
University Press, 1978), pp. 372-84.
100 ~1aire accused him of being 'kept' by Mary Shelley and of being thh Jane Shelley shortly aﬁer her
marriage to Percy Florence (ii 503 &n$; Silsbee box 7 file 3). E
11 gee MSL iii 389-90 for an account of Mary Shelley's final illness and death.
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condolence is more a passive-aggressive display of herinjured feelings than a note of

192 more a letter of criticism, and it sounds almost ironic when set against

sympathy,
Claire's complaints of the Shelleys since the Knox wedding. 'I have no wish to add
any thing to vour afﬂiction',. she begins, continuing nevertheless with expressions of
both self-pity and seorn: |
indeed‘it was most unkind in you never to let me know she was ill. Most -
unkind. Now I shall never see her more! [ . . . ] Though I am no toady and -,
resent insult, though I am poor and will not put up with indignity from the rich
- yet I have as much feeling as others and the loss of an old fnend has e
afflicted me most sensrbly (CC1i536) -
In this insensitive letter Clalre prarses Percy Florence as a good sonand then seolds
him for encouragmg Clan to marry Knox, brmgmg up agam the tortured events that
turned her agarnst the Shelleys She mvokes her long connectron to hrm ' 'I saw you
born I nursed you as my own Chrld I ever loved you as my Chrld' - only to state
that his drsregard of her and Charles s feelmgs has deeply hurt her The close of her
letter isa juxtaposition of expressions of censure and sympathy that in the end -
communicates nothing more than callousness: 'The subj eet makes me so unhappy — it
‘issuch irrémediable misery - we cannot alter Mrs, Knox's disposition - we cannot =
| bnng back the dead — It is better therefore to join them' (CC ii 537). It is ambiguous °
whether the ‘subject which Claire calls 'irremediable. misery' is the betrayal of Clari -
Knox or the death of Mary Shelley; but the bulk of the letter suggests that Clarre used |
the opportumty of Mary's death only to speak her mind to the family with whom °

Claire had broken off all communications almost two years before. -

192 Claire previously wrote this kind of two-faced communication in a letter about Lord Byron to Mary
Shelley in 1836, calling him a ‘compound of Vanity, folly, and every miserable weakness that ever met -
together in one human Being'. Next claiming, 'T do not want to be severe on the poor man because he is
. dead and cannot defend himself', she nevertheless continues her acidic criticism: 'never was a nature
more profoundly corrupted than his became, or was more radically vulgar than his was from the very
outset’, ending with an assertion of his lack of ‘moral Greatness' (CC ii 341). Similarly, when she sent -
some much needed money to her brothel‘s famrly, she mcluded wrth it an 'unkmd and reproachful

letter (cc ii 532n) ( L :
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B Claire reminded her brother's wife, Antonia, of the events at Field Place in
1853 after Antonra evidently expressed a disllke of family feuds. Claire asserts that

~ she suspects Antonia blames her for the estrangement that developed between the
| families, and she attempts‘to refresh her memory with her account of whar happened |
- that led her to end all comrhunication with her stepsiSter's family: v e e

* - The moment your daughter declared she would marry Mr. Knox, she altered - -

completely to me; every moment of the day that she had to spare from Knox,
~ was devoted to shewing towards me an excess of coarse insolence that no lady

ever practices, under whatever provocations; not knowing that she intended to
marry Mr. Knox after seven days courtship, I bore with her impertinence and
contempt, hoping that in a week or fortnight her ill-humour would abate, and *
leave her open to better, more practical impulses. [ . .. ] She gave herself no
time for repentance, or duty to her parents, or consideration for the feelings of
others, or deference for the common decencies of life; she had Knox all day
long by her side, I never opposed or offered the least hindrance to their .~~~

intercourse; she did just what she liked; notwithstanding these gratificationsto

her wishes; she seemed to think Heaven knows what — that she must marry -
** . him then and there, after a weeks courtship directly, that very day, and that
very hour. And she put on her bonnet and walked off to marry Knox JllSt as 1f
~ she had been going a shopprng (CC ii 543-44) = ;
This narratrve must be understood as Clarre s view aﬁer five years of harbourrng |
: resentment and feeling wronged by the Shelleys Her long antagomstrc feehngs S ’r :
towards Byron attest to her ability to maintain violent neganve oprmons that seem to o
intensify with time.'® But although she consrstently portrayed the lack of respect she |
received from her niece, it was Mary Shelley whom she seems to have bla.med most
By the end of the decade whrch saw the deaths of Charles Clalrmont and Mary :
Shelley, Claire moved to Florence, where, as she told Dina Hunt erlrams, you can
be happy here without any happmess in your own personal fate — for the beautrful
- crops up all around and grves you pleasure, and draws you out of the sphere of self

and prevents your broodmg over your personal sorrows adding, 'in England there is

' no escape of thrs kmd' (CC i 595) Soon after this she resumed her correspondence
. 193 Aglate as 1870 Claire wrote to Trelawny, 'never never, nelther here nor in Etemrty can I nor wrll I,
forgive the injuries he mﬂrcted upon my defenceless Child' (CC ii 6 12)
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with Edwa1;d Trelawny, whose opi;lion of Mary Shelley had cemented into contempt,
and she also met/ the American, Edward Silsbee, who recorded their conversations
about her life with the Shelleys and Byron, a tale that inspired Henry James to write
The Aspern Papers. Yet when Trelawny complained of Mary Shelley to Claire,
asserting that 'Mary was the most conventional slave I ever met — she even affected -
the pious dodge, such was her yearning for society''® Claire was quick to come to her
steps1ster s defence and wrote in reply some earnest praise:

I canat least tell you what [ know with regard to Mary Shelley's religious -

beliefs. We often talked on the subject; I never saw the smallest appearance of

hypocrisy in her on this point, and I believe in her attendance at Church she -
followed the impulse of her convictions and feelings. What is more natural
when one's happiness lies in ruins around one than to hope there is a better
world? Had not Mary sense enough to perceive that on earth no Joy may ripen
. and that the human heart must not dare to cling to any felicity. (CCii 614) :
By the end of her life Claire reached a feeling of equanimity for her stepsister that
resembled the admiration, only to a{lesser degree, that she consistenii); displayed for |
Mary Shelley throughout her life. Gone are the hagiographic praises for her intellect,
her conversation, and her courage. Additionally, she revealed her_ feelings that the .
Shelleys had led her astray in her youth and had been the cause of much of her
' struggles in life.' Yet when faced with criticisms of Mary, Claire was quick to
defend what she felt were misunderstandings of her stepSister's character.

It' is clear that the relationship between Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont |
was complex. Their natures were \‘Ier)"'different, and yet biographers have steadily
misrepresented their feelings — especially vMary Shelley's feelings for Claire -
Clairmont. The evidence shows that although understandably aggravated by Claire's

presence in her household with Shelley from 1814 22 Mary eventually cameto

104 1 otters of Edward Trelawny, p. 229.
" 103 1 1856 Claire wrote to her sister-in-law, 'I made the most temble mistakes so long as [ was w1th

the S's — they were young and I was young - as soon as I got into Lady Mountcashell's hands (who was
fifty two) I succeeded in all I undertook’ (CC ii 578).
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abpreciate her stepsister's particular strengths and to value her friendship. This later -
amicability has been consistently overlooked, and in representations of the stepsisters'
relatlonshlp Cla1re seems to have acqulred the role of the w1cked stepsrster to Mary's
blameless Cmderella. But itis obvrous that each woman's feelmgs were fraught with
amblvalence, ﬂuctuatmg between anger and dlshke, duty, acceptance and admlratlon
on Mary s part, and admrratlon, Cl’lthlSIn, and eventually outri ght drsapproval on

Clalre s. Stepsmters are drfﬁcult relatxons brought together and expected to maintain
the pos1t1ve lmks of what we s1gmfy as srsterhood' w1thout the bond of blood tles or
chosen connectlon Mary and Clalre expenenced thelr relatlonshlp in vastly dlfferent
ways but thelr expenences umte ina smgle pomt in thelr representatlons of sxsters in

fictlon, there isa subtext that reveals the amblgulty of therr feehngs for one another

that reﬂects thelr real hfe dlfﬁcultles thh each other
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4.'How ¢ can I exist apart frorn my sister?": Conflrctmg Srsterhoods

.in the Short Flctlon of Mary Shelley and Clalre Clarrmont

Mary Shelley s novels are full of motherless characters From Vrctor hmrkenstem,
Ehzabeth Lavenza, and the creature 1n her ﬁrst novel Frankenstem (1 8 1 8), to
Ehzabeth Raby, Rupert Falkner and Gerard Nevrlle in Falkner (1837), her last
ﬁctronal work, Mary Shelley's maln characters often suffer the fate that she herself
suffered the loss of the mother at an early age And what is more, her mrnor
characters also frequently have nussed out on the nurtunng care of a mother Vlctor |
Frankenstem s mother Carolme Beaufort, Agnes deLacy, and Saphle are all equally !
motherless, as is, essentrally, Justme, whose mother, 'through a strange perversrty [ |
] could not endure her daughter In Mathrlda, both Matlulda and her father lost the1r
mothers at an early age. L10nel Vemey and hrs srster Perdrta are wrthout the care of a
mother in The Last Man and Perdlta's su1c1de aﬁer the death of Lord Raymond

» renders thelr daughter Clara, an orphan as well Euthanasra and Beatnce in VaIperga
are also w1thout matemal care Even in Lodore, wlnch contams Mary Shelley S only
representatron of a mother-daughter relatlonshrp ina full-length novel Ethel 1s taken
from her mother at an early age, and both Lodore and Edward Vrlhers appear to have
lost therr mothers early Thxs prevalence of absent mothers as Katherme C Hrll— |
Mrller has nghtly observed ‘certainly reﬂects Mary Shelley S personal sense of the

depnvatrons of growmg up without a mother’.2

! Frankenstein, MSWorks i45 (chapter v)
2 Htll-Mrller, p 179.
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But as I have shown, the sister relation was als‘o one of ambivalence and
complexity for Mary Shelley, and considering her frequent treatment of the mother-
daughter relationship in her works it comes as a surprise that in all of her writings she
focused on the sister bond in only three short stories. 'The Sisters of Albeme'3 focuses
on a pair of sisters and the intricécies of love and loyalty in their relationship.
Pubhshed in 1829, during the penod in which Mary ﬂucmated between a sincere
desire and an mherent and unwanted sense of duty to prov1de a home for her stepsister |
as she had done so many times when with Percy Bysshe Shelley, the subtextof ... -
antagonism in the representation of the sister's feelihgs towards each other reflects .
Mary's own ambivalent feelings towards Claire Clajrmohi. ‘And two other stories from
only a few years later, 'The Trial of Love' (1 834)4. and 'The Parvenue' (1 836)5; reveal
more of the struggle that Mary felt in this relationship which was forced upon her and '

‘which she evidently could not, and would net allow herself, to shake. 'The Trial of
Love', while without a pair of biological sisters, nevertheless represents a.pair of
women whose childhood eircmnste.nces rendered them siblings, not by marriage, but
by circumstance, and their friendship is represented in sisterly terms. As they become -
entangled in a love tnangle the main heroine selflessly rehnqmshes her prior claim on
the man in order to let the sister' of her heart ﬁnd what happmess she may with him.
'The Parvenue plots a sister's devotion to her family — mainly to her mother and twin K
sister — agalnst her duty to her aristocratic husband, and again the heroine forfelts her

marriage relationship in order to fulfil what she sees as her duty to her family. In

3 'The Sisters of Albano', in The Keepsake for MDCCCXXLX, ed. by Frederic Mansel Reyholds
(London: Hurst, Chance, and Co., [1828], pp 80-100. ["I'he Author of "Frankenstein™). Reprinted in
Tales 51-64.
* 4+The Trial of Love', in The Keepsake for MDCCCXXXYV, ed by Frederic Mansel Reynolds (London
Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman [1834]), pp. 70-86. ['The Author of
Frankenstein™]. Reprinted in Tales 70-86. .
5 *The Parvenue', in The Keepsake for MDCCCXXXVII, ed. by The Lady Emmeline Stuart Wonley

(London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman [1836]), pp. 209-21. [Mrs Shel]e)"]
Reprinted in Tales 209-21. .
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1835, already planning her novel Falkner, Mary Shelley wrote to Maria Gisborne of
her ooinion that "as I grow older I look upon fidelity as the first of human virtues'
L 260). The relationship between Elizabeth Raby and Rupert Falkner in that
1837 novel is characterised by Elizabeth's immense and unshakeable loyalty to her
adopted father, but the virtue of fidelity was something Mary had been exploring in
the context of sister relations for several years before coming to write Falkner. Mary |
Shelley's years of silent self-sacrifice where her stepsister was concemed clearly
influenced these tales of female connection and representations of 'sisterhood'; but she
alters the situations and does not frame her stories around any particular event. Yet
what remains of her personal experiences m these stories is a strong sense of the
oonﬂict a woman feels over the duty towards her sister and her own happiness.

| When Clalre Clamnont finally dedlcated herself to wntmg ﬁctron, she
| embraced the opportumty to create a pau' of stepmsters that mrrrored her own
relationship with Mary Shelley more dxrectly than any of Mary Shelle)f's 51sterv
representatlons. Initially, however, her msplratlon for wntmg was her desrre to earn
sorﬁe 'moheylfro‘m her pen as Mary had been doing. Séndiné an unfinished draft 'about
" aPolé' to her stepsister in 1832, Claire wrote: T should never think of writing |
knowing :well rrty incapacit); for’it, but Iwant to gain nlorley. What would ohe not do |
for that since it is the only ‘keyto ﬁeedom[?]l (CCi 287). At this time in her l\ife Claire
was living with 'Mrs. Mason', Lady Moantcashell, Mary Wollstonecraft's former oOpil
and friend of the Shelleys and Claire from 1819, The familiar surroundings in Pisa ™~
and the good friends who knew her history'would have allowed Claire to speak s
openly of her past connectlons a subject about which she had had to remain silent

i during her years in Russia. On 5 March 1832 Claxre wrote a letter of introduction for

ﬁ-iends to Mary, descnbmg her acquamtance w1th Mr. and Mrs. Gaskell, who brought
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back memories of happier times: 'l thought myself restored to old tirnes and could .
almost have fancied Shelley was alive again, they thought and spoke so much in his
own style (CC i284). Just under three weeks later, Claire sent the draft of the story
'The Pole' to Mary, askmg her to finish it and promising, 'if it should get any money,
half w111 naturally belong to you' (CCi 287), and it appeared in two parts in the Court
‘Magazine and Belle Ensemblée in August (pp. 64-7k1) and September (pp. 129-36).6 i
-~ With the farniliar surroundings and the sympathetic company around her, it is not
surprlsmg that Claire's mind would be turned towards her life with the Shelleys; and |
vshe too, resorted to a representation of sisters that also suggests though less overtly,

the struggles that she experienced in her relationship with Mary Shelley.

L S i TheFactthatls 1nF1ctron ey e BT 3T
Autoblography, Antagomsm, and Slsters in 'The Pole

you wrll soon see me in Pans for how can I exlst apart from my srster? (PoIe
365) ' - : : .

Claire Clairmont's representation of the stepsisters in 'The Pole' recounts the reu'nion N
of two stepsisters, Marietta and Idalie, the love story between one of the sisters and a
| Polish soldler, and a planned assassrnanon that plots the glrls brother Glorgro |
agamst the Pole, Ladislas The blographical aspects of th1s story are unmrstakable, the ; :
main characters obvrous representatlons of the author Mary Shelley, Percy Bysshe

Shelley, and Byron Consequently, the subtext of sororophobia, the drfﬁculty of the

relatlonshlp between the two steps1sters underhes this ﬁctional tale By both pomtmg

out the brographlcal detarls of Clarre Clamnont's only pubhshed story and allowmg :

for some re-empha51s on the representatlon of the srsters relatxonship tlns drscussron :

"6 vThe Pole', in The Court Magazine and Belle Assemblée lr(uAugust and September 1.8325, pp 76;1;71;
* " 129-36 ['the Author of "Frankenstein™]. Claire Clairmont's story is reprinted in Tales 347-72, along -
~ with an editorial note explaining her certain authorship and the reason for its inclusion in the edition.
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acknowledges Georgee Gusvdorfs proposal for a kind of dual interpretation of - ,‘
autobiography: ‘there are two gulses or two versions of autobiography: ou the one
- hand, that which is properly called confession; on the other hand, the artist's entire
work, which takes up the same material in complete freedom and under the protection
of a hidden identity'.” This is not to say that 'The Pole' recounts any specific incident -
in Claire's life with Mary and Shelley - it is not an autobiography — but the
autobiographical elements of the story reveal how Claire chose to remember her - -
relationships with Mary and Sbelley when they lived together. As Gusdorf comn'lents
about the art of autobiography, it shows the person 'not as he was, not as he is, but as .
he believes and wishes himself to be and to have been'.® |
- The hero of 'The Pole' is an obvious rep&senta’tion of Shelley. Ladislas is -
twenty-two years old, the age Shelley turned vduring the elopement tour in 1814. He is
described as 'sufficiently tall to giye an idea of eupeﬁority to his fellow mortals', and
his 'form presented a rare combination of youthful lightness and manly strength'. Even
more like Shelley:
| - His countenance, had you taken from it its deep thoughtfulness and its
expression of calm intrepid bravery, might have belonged to the most lovely
- woman, so transparently blooming was his complexion, so regular his
features, SO blond and luxurlant his hair. (Pole 347)
ThlS representatlon annclpates what Sllsbee recorded of Clalre S desenptlons of
Shelley which ﬁgure h1m in femlmne terms Sllsbee notes Clau'e s mentlon of
Shelley s 'marble forehead' h1s beauty, and hxs colounng, wh1ch she clalmed waé so

hke arose'. lesbee also outlmes an anecdote whxch Clalre told about Shelley once

bemg mlstaken for a woman: 'Once a vetturmo bargammg w1th [Shelley] as he w1th

7 Georges Gusdorf, 'Condmons et limites de l'autobiographie', Formen der Selbstarstellung (Berlin:
Duncker and Humbolt, 1956), p. 121. Reprinted as 'Conditions and Limits of Autobiography', trans. by

James Olney, in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. by James Olney (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 46. .

8 Gusdorf, p. 45.
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h1m replied 51gnora & once Si ggorm Shelley sa1d why do you address me so?
Don't you see I am a man or [satd] sometlung of the sort'? |
Thls representatlon of Shelley in the character of Ladislas his distinct

sensitivity and almost femimne charactenstlcs resembles the characters whom Mary
Shelley also modelled on Shelley. Most like Ladislas is Adrian from The Last Man: 'a
tall, slim, fair 'boy, with a physiognomy expressive of the excess of sensihility and -
\reﬁnement [...]; the morning sunbeams tinged with gold his silken hair, and spread |
light and glory over hlS beaming countenance'.lo Gerard Neyille, also a Shelley
portrait, is described W1th attention to details that are more typically highlighted when
delineating a woman's characteristics, with 'long dark lashes', a 'brow of extreme
beauty, over which clustered a profusion of chestnut-coloured hair', and a physical
presence 'light and graceful as a sculptnred image’.!! But although the physical
description of Ladislas echoes Mary's portraits of Shelley, there is more in his actions
that show how much Claire was indebted to the poet for her main character
| . When Ladislas first hears the unseen Marietta smglng beneath his balcony, his
reflections on the source of the song emphasise his likeness to Shelley. The
" description of the effect of Marietta's patriotic Polish song on Ladislas echoes . .
Shelley s tribute to Claire s voice in 'To Constantia'. Both texts assert the permeatmg |
quality of the voice. Claire writes '[Ladislas] could almost have beheved that the spmt
' of that divine scene had assumed a human voxce and human words, to soothe his
melancholy, SO ﬂoatmg and airy had been the strain' (Pole 349); likewise Shelley s :
lyric emphasises how the voice seems to emanate from the beautiful surroundings:

Whilst, like the world-surroundmg air, thy song
Flows on, and fills all things with melody

9 gjlsbee MSS Box 7, File 3; Box 8, File 4; Box 8, File 4.
19 The Last Man, MSWorks iv 23 (Book I chapter ii).
1 Faulkner, MSWorks vii 45 (Book I chapter vii).
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~ On which, as one in trance upbofne, e
Secure o'er woods and waves I sweep
Rejoicing, like a cloud of morn:
Now 'tis the breath of summer's night
* ‘Which, where the starry waters sleep
Round western isles with incense blossoms bnght,
Lingering, suspends my soul in its voluptuous flight. ('To Constantia', 13-22)
The song coming from the surroundings permeates the emotional depths of the -
listeners; the poet of 'To Constantia' and Ladislas, who hears a voice yet cannot find
the source, are alike enraptured by the spectral songs they hear. Like the visionary
woman in Alastor, whose voice 'was like the voice of [the poet's] own soul' (153),
Marietta's song in 'The Pole' conveys 'the thoughts of [Ladislas's] own mind' (Pole
349). |
- The comparison between the song heard by Ladislas and its effect on him with
-the poem 'To Constantia' reveals deeoer afﬁmtxes between Shelley and Clalre
Clairmont's portralt of him as Ladislas. As Judith Chernaik demonstrates, To -
Constantla is more than just a compliment to Claire's singing; it is a 'free lync ﬂlght
from its occas:on '}2 The poet, first lulled into a trance-like state, is released from his
physical form as he joins with the source of the trance-like symptoms. He grows
* wings so that he can follow the song beyond the heavens which have opened due to -
the power of the song, but in the end fear compels him to bid the singer to cease; he is
afraid the ecstasy that is the consequence of hearing the song will lead him to death.
Chernaik describes the poem as 'an anatomy and an imitation of the experience of

romantic inspiration, as Shelley conceived it: the dissolution of self, the spirit's flight

into vision, and its terrifying descent'.!® In line with this experience, Ladislas displays

2 Chernaik, p. 53.
13 Chernaik, p. 54. -
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~ some of the same symptoms as the poet of 'To Constantia' in response to the songs
that Marietta sings for him while he cats.
| .Having been saved from her bullying brother by Ladislas, Marietta offers a
s’erenade;}s'he. strategically places herselfin a dark corner of the room which allows
_ the illusion of the ihcorporeal song that emanated from the 'divine scene' to continue.
The source unseen, Marietta's voice can be perceived as disembodied, again likethe
.voice in 'To Constantia', which 'slow rising like a Spirit, lingers / O'ershadowing [the
: poet] with soft and lulling wings' (1-2). Marietta's voice is praised for its 'natural
beauty’ and it is idistinguished by a 'profound melancholy in its intense sweetness' :
(Pole 351). Like the poet, who is 'dissolved in these consuming extacies' (To + .
Constantia', 11), so too does Ladislas lose himself in thesong, though not from joy; |
Marietta's voice 'dissolved the soul of the traveller in grief (Pole 351). By the povver |
“of song, Ladislas is transported to scenes of his past, 'the joys of home and childhood,
the tenderness and truth of hrs ﬁrst fnendshrps the glow of patrrotlsm (PoIe 35 1) W
Manetta's vorce, and her songs have the power to transport Ladrslas from hlS ‘
present melancholy to the Joys of the past and as the poet in 'To Constantla notrces,
voices w1th such power can both raise one to the helghts of ecstasy as well as lower
one : to the depths of despatr For Ladrslas every chenshed hour every endeared spot
all that he had loved and all that he had lost upon earth seemed agam to hve and
again to fade as he hstened to her strarns (Pole 351) Through Manetta's songs
Ladrslas must rehve agam and again the possessron and loss of all that was dear to :
him in his homeland of Poland. The poet of 'To Constantia' recognises the dependence
of the ecstasy upon the perslstence of the voice; fearing the ‘fading of the euphoria, he

“bids the singer to stop her song to end his flight of fancy, for 'such wild lessons

1 See chapter 1 and 2 for more on Shelley's emphasis on the power of a woman's voice.
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madmen learn: / Long thus to sink, — thus to be lost and die / Perhaps is death indeed'
(343 6). Ladislas does not fear the fluctuation of his transport as does the poet, so he
listens to Marietta singing throughout the evening as if the repeated sense of loss of -
allhe loved, with the fading of each song, was vindicated by the sense of
remembrance sustained during each song's endurance
-One final similarity between Shelley's poem 'To Constantia' and this scene
from 'The Pole' is the power attributed to the singer as well as to the song. As Judith -
Chernaik states, 'in "To Constantia" Shelley endows the physical reality [ .~ . ] with
divine and magic possibilities’.”® Similarly in 'The Pole' Marietta is invested with a
magic of her own. In the poem the 'blood and llfe in the smger s snowy fmgers /
Teach w1tchcraﬁ to the mstrumental stnngs ('To Constantna 3-4) 1t lS the mvxslble |
prmclple of hfe w1thm the wsxble flesh' wh1ch is belng commumcated from smger to
mstrument 16 lee Constantla, Manetta also has a power:
| Wlthout paylng any attentlon to [Ladlslas], and apparently w1thout any effort .
~ to herself, she breathed forth melody after melody for her own pleasure, like -
some lone nightingale, that, in a home of green leaves, smgs to cheer its
- solitude with sweet sounds (Pole 351) *. s : : :
This description of the power of Marietta's voice is taken almost verbatim from
Shelley's Defence of Poetry in a passage which clarifies the power that Claire means
to convey: |
~ A Poet is a nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own
solitude with sweet sounds; his auditors are as men entranced by the melody
of an unseen musrc1an who feel that they are moved and soﬁened yet know
not whence or why.! :

Manetta s hldden posntxon allows her song to be heard as Just such a melody of an

unseen musician'; she has the power to brmg back the past to Ladxslas through her

15 Chernaik, p. 56.
16 Chernaik, p. 56.
17 Defence, Poetry and Prose, p. 486. ,
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song just as Constantia transports the poet to beyond the heavens. All of these echoes
of Shelley's poetry and prose reveal the extent to which Claire Clairmont's story was
influenced by her memories of the Shelley cornmunity; but even in her representation
of Ladislas's behaviour Claire aligns the Pole with Shelley.

Ladislas shares with Shelley an inherent violence of passion that is at times -
staggering. The passion with which Ladislas recognises and declares his love for
Idalie is overwhelming and potentially destructive. Sitting alone in the Villa Reale the

- day after he has seen, and yet still not spoken yvith, her, Ladlslas declares that he will
accept nothing less than death if he cannot have Idalie. He raves wildly: - :

- Isought her not! I had renounced life and all its train of raptures, hopes and
joys. Cold, and void of every wish, the shadow of death lay upon my heart;
suddenly she stood before me, lovely as an angel that heralds departed spirits
to the kingdom of eternal bliss. Fearless, but mild, she poured the magic of her
gaze upon my soul. I speak the word of the hour. She shall be mine — or I will
dle' (PoIe 354) ‘

ThlS vehement assertion of desrre and self-destructron echoes the oﬂen-repeated and
yet unrehable tale of Mary Jane Godwm s of the pressure that Shelley put on Mary to
elope w1th h1m in 1814 Accordmg to Mrs Godwm S account to Lady Mountcashell
ina letter wh1ch survives in a copy in Clatre Clarrmont's hand overcome by hrs "
paSSIOn for Mary, Shelley one day burst mto the schoolroom where Mary and Clatre
were srttrng He approached Mary and sa1d accordmg to Mrs Godwm -
, "They wish to separate us, my beloved but Death shall unite us, and offered
her a bottle of laudanum. By this you can escape from tyranny; and this,'

taking a small pistol from his pocket, ‘shall reunite me to you.' Poor Mary

_turned as pale as a ghost, and my poor silly [Clalre] . filled the room with
her shrieks.'®

e}
( .

These and other comments made by Mary Jane Godwm are generally drsparaged by |

scholars today, although Wllllam St Claxr suggests that her letters undoubtedly

. Mary Jane Godwin to Lady Mountcashell, August or September 1814; in Dowden ii 544.
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contain genuine material'.'® But the truth or fiction of this anecdote does not change -

the fact that Claire's copy of her mother's letter répresénts Shelley's passionate
intensity in ‘a way thaf coincides with the Pole's vehement passion for Idalfe. A fnore
substantiai likeness in this declaration of Ladislas's that alignsAhim Wim Shelley is hisv
suggestion that sée&ng Idalie has re-awakened Ladislas's will to live. He stateé that 'the
shadow of dea_th lay upon my heart' and he makes it clear that seeing Idalie has
‘-restoAred him to life. His claim that 'She shall be mine — or I will die' betraysa -
dependence upon I@ie that‘ Shelley similarly asserts in botil his lyrics to sister-
figures and his representaiibn of sil'alings.which I have already discussed. Idalie has
inspired Ladislas to life, but thé result is pargdoxicalz if ‘hé cannot have her, he will
die.

"+ 1 One final instance ihat aligns Lédislés with Shelley is the Pole's desire to -
convince Marietta ﬁrst to live with Idalie, and later, to join him and I&alie after their
elopement. After hearing Idalie's repeatéd requests for Marietta to Stﬁy with her and
Marietta's ﬁrm rebuttals, Ladislas enters into the conversation 'with the affection and
 unreserve of a brother’ (Pole 357). Not only does this call to mind Shelley's initial *

" relationship with Claire, which was described by her mother as a 'brother and sistéi' ‘
friendship'.’ As chapiér ohe illustrates, Shelley was constantly surrounded by sisters.
In his childhood,\he.had four sisters; after his mar;iage to Harﬁet, they weré‘joined by
Harriet's sister Eliza; when he eloped with Mary, her stepsister Claire carhé along; and
for his entire life he searched for, and often thought he found, a 'sisfer of his soul' in -
various other women. Ladislas is eager to have Idalie's stepsistef livihg with ihem aﬁd

with his power Qf persuasion and financial strength he is able to have his way.

19 Gt Clair, p. 549.- =~
20 White ii p. xii, n. 5.
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Just as Ladislas is obv1ously taken from Shelley, likewise there is no doubt of
the foundation of the character of GlOl‘gIO When the Princess Dashkoff explains -
Idalie's fa:mly, the brother qurglo is described as 'a complete ruffian’, 'brave as a
Pole an'd‘u‘nprincipled as an Italian'. He is 'a villaiﬁ quite varnished in picturesque, like |
one of your Lord‘Byron's corsairs and giaours' (Pole 354). In another context;
Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore have 6bserved that 'naming [ ... ] is never a neutral
.éct'.u By naming Byron, Claire insists upon an association between Giorgio and-
Byron's well-known villainous heroes from The Gfaour (18 1‘3) and The Corsair
(1813-14). Both pf these characters have committed crimes in the past. that remain .-
unrevealed, but mentioned, in the poems. The giaour recélls a 'life of pain, [and] an
age of crime’, ‘and his evil aspect is described in definite terms: 'If ever evil anécl bore
/ The form of mortal, such he wore".2? And Conrad, in The Corsair, admits 'Well haQe
I earned — nor here alone — the meid / Of Seyd's revenge, by many a laness deed',
and after his disappearance, the narrator states that Conrad left a Cofsair's name to
other times,./ Linked with one virtue and a thousand crimes".> DeSpite their crirr'xes, ~

‘however, these men are not completely evil. The giaour's and the corséir's abil%ty to-
love draws sympathy for them as Byron urges the reader to forgive these men for the
villainy. By speciﬁcally.naming these two poems, Claire Clairmont calls into her text,
and into the character of Giorgio, the secret crimes alluded to both in Byron's poe;ns o
and, by association, in his life.

Claire coﬁld not have been unaware of the gossip that circulated about Byron, -

" both before and after her connection with him. But a letter that she wrote to Trelawny

. 21 Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, 'Introduction: The Story so Far', in The Feminist Reader: Essays
in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism, 2nd edn, ed. by Catherme Belsey and Jane Moore
(1989; London: MacMillan, 1997), p. 13. o
22 The Giaour, 264; 912-13, BCW iii 48; 68. : ST
2 The Corsair 111.viii.286-87; II1.xxiv.695-96, BCW iii 199; 214

oo ey X
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in1870 suggests that shc may have been told by Byron himself of his relationship

wit_hAhis half-sister, Augusta-Leigh. Claire reveals that once Byron asked Claire if she

: thooght he was bad, and her reply was no: 'Shelley says your imagination is over
.excited, 0 you see visions and have hallucinations and cannot help romancing'. In an

‘ atter'nptvto show Ciaire that Shelley 'is a goose‘, Byron showed her several letters he
had from Augusta; she saw that after several paragraphs of only common news, ‘then
ucame long spaces written in cyphers of which he said, only he and she had the key. He
asked me, if I believed now [that he was a bad person]'. Then, thinking that a letter
was missing and accusing Claire of teking it, Byron discovered the missing letter and
spoke only once more, Claire reveals, 'on the subject of his sister and then it was to
make me promise never to mention to anyohe what he'. had»revealed' (CC 607-08). -

GlOl‘glO is meant to be menacing, and Cla1re s possible knowledge of Byron s

'secret crimes' — as well as the evocatlon of the giaour and the corsair and theu'
unspecified crimes — informs her characterisation of him. Although Giorgio is an
officer, he ie also the head of a group of bandits, and he seems to be forever tryihg to
lead his younger sister, Marietta, astray into his criminal life. After Ladislas seves her
from being dragged away by her brother, Man'etta says, 'what is-it to him if [ like my

| liberty, and orefer wandering about, singing here e.hd there, to being his unhapoy par-'
(Pole 350). But here Giorgio interrupts her, threateningly warning her not to speak ill |
of him, and his interruption leaves Marietta's word unfinished. Latef she details his
pursuit of her, watching her from the pit of the orchestra, and’ causing her to spend
nights ‘in the great wide Maremma, beset by robbers, buffaloes, and wild boars (Pole
356). Knowing the dubious reputation that a travellmg opera smger has, Manetta ’

" nevertheless asserts that her present mode of life i is innocence ltself compared with

the crimes [ Giorgio and Princess Dashkoff] were leading me into' (Pole 357). The ‘
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fact that Marietta would rather risk her safety amid uuhealthy marshes and wild .
animals and robbers than return to Giorglo's care only hints at the severity of his
treatment of her. The unfinished word which would define Marietta's relationship to
her brother hangs there, enticing the reader to complete it in order to understand this
relationship and the lcrimes that Giorgio was trying to encourage Marietta to commit.
"Partner’ is only the rnost blameless of the loptions; words such as 'parvenue’ and, still
nlore corrupt, 'paramour’ also come to mind, especially with the later reference to the
secret crimes of Byron and his poetic oreatious. |

Although Shelley, Mary and Claire all used Byron as a model for characters in
" their works, it is predictable that Clare’s Byron-character differs substantially from
the Byron-msplred characters in both Shelley S poetry and Mary's novels. It is widely
accepted that Count Maddalo in Shelley s poem Julian and Maddalo is basedon
Byron, and the charactenstrcs attributed to the Count reveal Shelley s fnendly
relationship wrth Byron in 18 18.In the Preface to the poem Count Maddalo is -
descnbed by the narrator as 'a person of the most consummate gemus and he states -
'no human l)eing can be more gentle oatient and unassuming [ . . ] He is cheerful,
frank, and thty' Maddalo does have some faults, however and the narrator points
them out delicately. He is proud ambmous and apprehensrve 'of the nothlngness of
human life'. Maddalo, who is 'capable, if he would direct hrs energies to such an end,

of becoming the redeemer of his degraded country',* i

is more akm to the eventual
Lord Protectorate Lord Raymond in Mary Shelley's The Last Man than to Giorgio in
Claire's short story.

Mary Shelley s oprmon of Byron remained n more or less favourable from the

 day Claire took her to meet him in Apnl 1816 to Mary s death in 1851, desprte her

2 Jylian and Maddalo, Poetry and Prose, p. 112-13. |
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brief frustration with Byron's unwillingness to settle any money on Claire in 1823 -
~ when her health was particularly bad. Shortly after their first meeting, Claire wrote to
Byron, 'Mary is delighted with you as I knew she would be;' [..:] She perpetually
exclaims "How mild he is! How gentle! So different from what I expected™ (CC i 40).
Byron appears in almost all of Mary's novels in some veiled form, perhaps most - |
notably as Lord Raymond in The Last Man and as the title character of Lodore. - -
Lodore and Lord Raymond are not faultless Byrons by any means; but Mary does *
create them as admrrable despite thelr flaws — smnlar to the giaour and the corsair —
quite the opposite to Claire's Giorgio. Claire strongly criticised Mary for her continual
use of Byron in her novels: - -
~ Mrs. Hare admired Lodore amazingly — so do I or should I, if it were not for ;
that modification of the beastly character of Lord Byron of which you have
composed Lodore. I stick to Frankenstein merely because that vile spirit does
not haunt its pages as it does in all your other novels, now as Castruccio, now
as Raymond, now as Lodore. Good God to think a person of your genius, -
whose moral tact ought to be proportionably exalted, should think it a task
~ befitting its powers to gild and embellish and pass off as beautiful what was
the merest compound of Vanity, folly, and every miserable weakness that ever
" met together in one human Being. [ ... ] I shall be curious to see if the hero of
your new novel wrll be another Beautrfied Byron (CC ii 341)
When Cla1re came to represent Byron in her own ﬁctlon then, it is not surpnsmg that
he is in all ways drfferent from the Byromc characters in Mary s novels Although
w1th the fond patronage of an elder brother [Glorgro] had procured [Manetta] the |
only mdulgences her orphaned chlldhood had ever known (PoIe 362) thereby
drawmg Manetta's love and a sense of devotlon to her brother ~in the end he is N
betrayed by both of hrs srsters and eventually killed by Ladislas.
In creating Giorgio, Clalre painted a portrait of her own version of 'Byron that
contrasts sharply wrthMary's and Shelley's Byrons: Giorgio is evil, he is physically
rough, he is a liar, and he is an assassin. These are all charges that Claire levelled at

Byron at one time or another. He grabbed her armroughly when he thought she had
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taken a letter of Augusta's (Claire revealed to Trelawny that Byron 'grasp[ed] me by

the arm so fiercely it had given me great pain' (CC ii 607)). He lied when he told her
that he would make sure she could see her daughter, Allegra, at regular intervals if
AC.laire surrendered the girl to his care. And, with his decision to place Allegra in the
convent at Bagnacavallo against their verbal agreement that the child 'should never be |
away from one of its parents' (CC i 163), he indirectly caused her death; in a passage

in her joumal Claire would figure him as an 'executioner' who 'led [their child] to the
scaﬂ'old' (CCI 433 432) Manetta, based on Clalre herself had a heart exqursxtely
alive to the suffenngs of others (Pole 362) Though once devoted to and under the
power of, her brother in the story Marletta is now free from h1m and able to assert her
mdependence At one pomt, Manetta must choose between her 'fraternal love for T
GlOI‘gIO, who had played w1th and caressed her in mfancy' and her gratltude to =
Ladlslas for enabhng her to escape from Glorgto Hesrtatmg an mstant to cons1der the
secret wh1ch mvolved the hfe of two persons (Pole 362), Manetta decxdes to tell
Ladlslas about GIOI‘glO S plot to klll hnn even though she is aware that by savmg the |
Pole she is destroymg her brother Marletta chooses to take the sxde of Ladtslas and
'warns h1m of the plot blographlcally, 1t is Clatre choosmg Shelley over Byron
Although Gtorgro is based on Lord Byron Clarre is careful not to glonfy lus character
in the way that Mary does in her novcls and ina symbohc act of revenge agamst her |
former lover, Clatre has GlOI‘gIO mjured at the end of the story by Manetta's and her .

own — champton the Shelleyan Ladlslas

. 25 Claire sent an unfinished draft of thts story to Mary, and lt is uncertaln how much of the endtng is
Mary's addition. Marion Kingston Stocking points out that 'the last scene [in which Giorgio finally
dies] is brief and bloody, somewhat out of keeping with the rest of the tale' (CC i 289n). This might
mean that although Claire wrote the story up to the point of Ladislas injuring Giorgio as he tried to
ass:iasasmat]e him, Grorgno s ﬁnal death was rendered by Mary in the brief two paragraphs she wrote to
end the tale. g



244

Without a doubt, Idahe is Claxre s representatlon of her stepsnster Mary In
descnbmg Idalle physncally, Clatre focuses on her 'halr, of a golden and burmshed
brown (the colour of the autumnal follage rllummated by the settmg sun), [which] fell

" in gauzy wavings round her face, throat, and shoulders' (Pole 353). In a passage
written sometime between 1828 and 1830 in a collection of pages entitled 'Anecdotes,
Remembrances, &c. &', Claire worked on this image of Mary's hair several times
Zover:

- Mary's hair is light brown, of a sunny and burnished brightness like the °
autumnal foliage when played upon by the rays of the setting sun; / it sets in
round her face and falls upon her shoulders in gauzy wavings and is so fine it
looks as if the wind had tangled it together into golden network / she wore it in
its natural state, ﬂowmg in gauzy wavmgs round her face and throat, and upon
her shoulders as had-been-tan ind i ork. and

. it was so fine the shghtest wmd or motlon tangled it tnto a golden network /it
was rather short and she were-it let it fall into its natural state like golden
network abeut round her face and throat, and half way down her shoulders and
it was so fine, one feared / to disturb the beauty of its gauzy wavings with a
breath / lest the slightest breath should disturb the beauty of its gauzy wavings.
(CCI 431 -3 2)%

Itis p0531ble that Claxre worked on thls descnptron of Mary s hair specrﬁcally for the
descnptlon of Idalie, but it is more likely that she turned to her Journal, where she
knew she had carefully ‘perfected the imagery of her descrintion, yvhen she was |
wntmg the story. Also hke Mary, Idalie is noted for her small clear forehead
gleammg with gentle thought' (PoIe 353) reminiscent of the 'hght thine ample |
forehead wears' that Shelley notes in the mtroductory stanzas of Laon and Cythna
which are dedrcated to Mary (L&C 94). These echoes of descnptlons of Mary Shelley
in Claire's story suggest that Idahe isindeed a charactensatron of Claxre s stepsxster

| There can be no doubt that Marletta is based on Clan'e There 1s never any

. physwal description of Manetta, and apart from her beautxful smgmg voice — s1mllar '

to Claire's — she receives praise only for the potential of her beauty:

%6 The slash marks are Claire's.
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-~ "Her counténancé and figure would have bec;n Beauiiful, had they been more .
~ fully developed. They resembled those sketches of a great artist in which there
.. are only a few lightly-traced lines, but those are so full of spirit and meaning,
that you easily imagine what a masterpiece it would have been when finished.
(Pole351) . e e AR
Iﬂ contrast to Idalie, who in similar artistic references is described as 'lovely as one of
Raphaél's Madonnas; [...]like them, there was a silent beauty in her presence that
‘ struck the most superﬁéial beholder with astonishment and satisf#ction' (Pole 353),
Marietta is portrayed as an incomplete painting. But ‘this half-preéence, her beauty :-
- underdeveloped and incomplete, does not hide the fact that Marietta resembles her
éreator, although all the tale reveals about Marietta directly is that She is the child of a
| Polish man by ‘a secdnd wife, an Italian' (Pole 354). This suggests that Marietta mﬁy
have had Italian features, and in this she resembles Claire Clairmpnt who, according
to Tbm Medwin, 'might ﬁave been mjstaken for an‘ Italian, for she was a bmeﬁe with
very darl; hair and eyes'.2” But it is not just physically that Marietta resembles thé
author, for M#ﬁetta's actioﬁs, and others' opinions of her, highlight the similarities
, i)etween character and author. = | ‘
Twice in the stoi'y characters make judgements on Marietta's behaviour that -
_ reveal this likeness. The Princess Dashkoff deécribes Marietta as a 'most
* uncontrollable little creature, who chose to pretend my house was inSupportablé, and
ran away into Calabria or Campagna, énd sct up as a prima donna' (Pole 354).
Ladislas, although he has known Marietta not more than a fe§v Aayé, assures Idaiie ;
that the letter revealing Giorgio's intention to murder the Pole cannot be as serious as
it sounds. He suggests that‘,i’_t is from 'the vivacity of Marietta's imagination, WMch

had made her attach a monstrous import to some angry expressions of her brother’, or

7" Thomas Medwin, Memoir of Percy Bysshe Shelley (London: Whittaker, Treacher & Co., 1833),p. |
281. . . . RN . . - . . Vo : R Siow ;



246

else it is 'some méfr_y device which she had contn'?ed, in order to frighten them'. And,

to calm Idalie, he assures her that he expects 'they’should shortly see her wild sister

_ return laughing, and full of glee at the success of her plot' (Pole 360). Biographers of

‘Shelley, Mary, and.Clairc unite in their opinions of Claire's temperament being .

opposite to Mary's more serious demeanour. With various words ancl phrases, not all
of them flattering, Claire appears in these bicgraphies as liyely, (over)excitable, and
in the case of the Byrcn affair, bold. In 1828 Claire wrote to Mary pleading, 'Do not
reproach nie, as you used formerly to do for my mysteries, for involuntarily your . .

_ ‘letters and Jane's too are filled with mysteries for me' (CCi250-5 ‘l"), suggesting that
Mary thought that Claire had a teridency to play mysterious i;icks for fun, just as
Ladislas suspects of Marietta in Claire's story. These characten‘stics also describe
Marietta, who is labelled 'wild' more than once iﬁ the story. Ladislas's suspicion of her
letter as a joke, and her impetuosity in following Giorgic to the meeting place of the
Bgnditti, the catacoinbs, in order 'to find out what [she] can' (Pole 359), present a |
character no less jovial and audacious than the biographefs, and Claire Clainﬂont's
own letters, reveal her to be. It is clear that as Claire wrote this story, she drewonthe
people with whom she had lived for so long,’ Mary aﬁd Shelley, to form the characters
of her story; ihe triangle of stepsisters Marietta and Idalie and Idalie's lover Ladislas
couldn't be more clearly based on Claire, Mary, ahd Shelley. :

. But the sisters in "The Pole' are fnore than just physicai embodiments of Claire
and Mary, Marietta the energetic, impulsive, dark, and gypsy-like girl with a beautii;ul ',
singing voice, and Idalie the sweet, sombre girl with a light complection who is the |
object of Ladislas's love. This relationship between fictional sisters isi further -

'V complicated by Claire's feelings towards her own stepsister and by her idealised

vision of what the Shelley commuhity could heve been like, or what she wiehed ithad
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: been like. The antbiguousness of the sister representation often echoes the
complicated triangular relationships between Claire, Mary, and Shelley. For instance,
the short-lived but idyllic day of togetherness, before the assassination plot is ‘.
discovered, suggests the position that Claire had on the elopement tour. At Idalie's
henmtage on the Bay of Baia, the trio meet, 'affectlonate asold friends (Pole 357
though they have only known each other a few days Yet almost nnmediately they ;
separate: Ladislas sits with Idalie while she draws, telling her about Poland's |
resistance to Russian occupation, and Marietta goes to the beach to 'join some fisher :
boys who were dancing the tarantella' (Pole 357). Probably included to suggest, .
Marietta's youth, there is a sexual dimension to her disappeanng with a group of
'fisher boys' who are dancmg on the beach Idalie s1ts with her lover, Manetta goes to
find companions to substitute for her own lack of a lover. Although Claire could not
have anticipated that the posthumous characterisations of her and Mary by -
biographers would pit her as the wicked stepsister against Mary's unblemished
Cinderella, there is a subtext of soroi'ophobia, of antagonism and strife, between the :
two sisters in Claire's only published work, = . - |

The story does not reveal how long the stepsisters haye been apart, but when
they are first reunited there is almost imniediately a sense of friction between them.
As Amy K. Levin suggests, the silence in regard to information about the sisters' - .
childhood prevents the reader from understanding the nature 'of the sisters'
relationship as well as from witnessing the development of their opposite qualities.
The tale of Marietta's and Idalie's childhood is glossed over, disclosing nothing of
their life together before Marietta ran away to join a travelling opera company.,

" However, their communication resulting from their reunion hints strongly at the
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difﬁculties they may have had in the past, and suggests that there is still some
lingering antagonism in their feelings towards one another.

- Hearing Marietta's voice, although Idalie 'fold[s] the speaker to her bosom',
Idalie's first words are actually to scold Marietta:

Marietta,' \my dear little‘Marietta' at last you are come back again. Cattxvella'

now promise to stay with me. You know not how miserable I have been about

you. (Pole 355; final emphasis added) : SRR
The choice of the word about, instead of the expected without, is significant.
Reprimanding her like a wayward child, Idalie intimates that Marietta's absence has
‘cvaused her few feclingé of entotional loss (as m Thave been miserable without you').
Rather, Idalie implies that her stei)sistefs absence has been a source of worry and
trouble to her. But to this reproach Marietta quickly refuses her stepsister's request to
stay at home and be good; her unhesitating reply asset'ts her independence from her -
step51ster "No, I cannot promise any thing of the kind[...]Ichoose to have my
liberty' (Pole 355) '

* - Idalie's response to this refusal is sisterly enough; her 'arms sunk, and her eyes
were cast upon the ground when ’she heard the cold and decidéd. tone m which this
refusal was pronounced' (Pole 355). But when Idalie auddenly notices that Marietta'

companion is Ladlslas who Idalie had ﬁrst seen and fallen in love with the prevxous
evening, she is overcome with an emotion that is unnamed, but that can be identified :
as jealousy. Idalie's eyes fill with unconquet'able emotion' as Ladislas, 'partaking her
feelings'; begins to stammer an ekplanation asto why lte is walkiné alone with .-
. Marietta. Again, Marietta's youth may be meant to remove any suggestlon of
impropriety of her and Ladlslas bemg together unchaperoned, but Manetta'

" independence - as s well as the potentlal of her beauty — all contribute to Idalie's T

suspicions. Ladislas's excuses begixi feebly and are not calculated to be entirely
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convincing: 'I met your sister here a few minutes ago [ ...]and having been so
fortunate the other day as to render her a slight service — (Pole 355) Manetta,
interrupting Ladislas's excuses with a detaxled account of her encounter wrth Giorgio,
Ladislas's assistance, and her impromptu concert during his evening meal, realises by
the looks on their faces that Idalie and Ladislas are in love. But instead of simply - -
reassuring her stepsister quickly and clearly that there is no attachment between
herself and Ladislas, Marietta delays her explanation just long enough to continue
Idalie's agony.

In her response Marietta teases her stepsister. She speaks ‘with an arch smile’
and she says, 'but don't be frightened, Idalie [ . . . ] not a word of praise did the
Sarmatian bestow on me' (Pole 356). This coy srmle is not Just a result of Manetta' ‘
recogmtron of the love between Idahe and Ladlslas combmed w1th her admxssnon that
despite their long evemng together Ladlslas showed absolutely no mterest in her
Manetta is teasmg Idahe w1th the knowledge that 1t would not have been 1mplausrble -
for Ladlslas to have found Idalle s younger stepsrster attractlve Idalle s response to
Manetta's coy assurance — 'Then come and hve thh me, dear Manetta, and I w111
pralse you as much and more than you desne (Pole 356 emphasrs added) dlsgulses
the condrtrons 1rnp11c1t in the 1nv1tat10n The 1f that accompames the 'then of Idahe s
statement reveals tenswn between the stepsrsters that must, and does, remam unstated ‘
and therefore unnamed What Idalxe s sﬂence as to the condrtlons of her mvrtatron
1mp11es is zf the Pole really drd not prarse you, then come and lrve thh me'. She wrll
only accept her stepsxster mto her house once she is sure there is not any mrnanuc ) ,-
attractlon between Manetta and Ladlslas As Anthony Wall states snlence is [ | .]

' the dlscursxve tactlc adopted for covenng up everythmg that is elther undesrrable or
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| strange, everything whrch does not fit into the homogenous mould of predlctabrhty'28

Like the sﬂences in the Journals, the strategic reluctance to speak her thoughts allows
Idalie to deny her own feelings even as sherecognises that there is something in the ° |
situation thatv is undesirable. ,
Idalie's silences are not the only ones that speak loudly of difficulties between
the two stepsisters. The words of Marietta, too, are interspersed with gaps that are
* charged with meaning. After spending the night in the catacombs listening to
‘Glorglo s plot to assassinate the Pole, Marietta returns to Idalie's cottage to find that
“her stepsister has dlsregarded her letter urging her to convince Ladislas to leave the
country immediately. Marietta's reproach, when read in the context of an earlier -
statement by Idalie, also reveals a subtext of antagonism between the stepsisters:
L "Why is he yet here?" said [Marietta] to her sister. ."You foolish blind Idalie,
why did you not mind my letter — too proud I suppose to obey any but
.+ yourself; but mark, you would not hear my warnings — we shall lose him, and
you w111 feel them in your heart's core. (Pole 361)
The central part of thls speech set off by dashes, is the core ot‘ Manetta's cnt1c1sm
what she says to Idahe, in effect, is that the older glrl is selﬁsh and doesn't llsten to
her younger srster when she wans her of trouble 'Ihere does seem to be some
| foundatton to the charge that Idahe does not always beheve her stepsxster 's warmngs |
Prev1ously, when Manetta explalned that her reluctance to hve agam w1th Idahe was
because of the attempts of Prmcess Dashkoﬁ‘ and GlOl'glO to lead her 1nto a hfe of |
.cnme, Idalie's response was, 'some suspxcron of thrs dxd once cross my mmd [ ]
but I reJected 1t as too homble (Pole 356) Dlstrustful of her susplclons and unwﬂlmg
to Jeopardrse her o own posmon in the Prmcess s household by questlomng Marletta' |

treatment, Idahe apathetlcally d1d nothmg to help her stepsrster What is behmd

Manetta S repnmand is a more personal attack Manetta's accusatxon of Idahe ) pnde

#* Anthony Wall, 'Silence as Weapon of Authoritarian Discourse', Critical Studies 1 (1989), p. 216.
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and determinaﬁon to do only what she wants, like Idalie's charge that she has been
miserable about Marietta, has an alternative reading. In effect, Mar_ietta is accusing © -
Idalie of selfishly ignoring her stepsister's suffering under the care of the Princess and
their brother so that she could remain a part of the household.

. Equally notable in this passage is Marietta's shift in pronoun use. Although
Idalie and Ladislas are the lovers, Marietta asserts that ‘we shall lose him', Her
assertion that she will suffer from the loss of Ladislas as equally as her stepsister is an
assertion of her own place in the relational triangle, equal to that of her stepsister.
This may be a coded comment on Claxre s perceptron of her place in the Shelley
commumty that she had as much cla1m on Shelley as Mary drd and that she has
suffered from the loss of Shelley as much as Mary Manetta's further comment to her
 stepsister is a cruel remmder that Idalle s reluctance to hsten to Manetta's warnmg

will be the sole cause of hlS death She places the blame on her stepsrster w1th the
curse-hke statement, you wﬂl feel [the truth of my words] in your heart's core
Towards the end of the story, when 1t becomes necessary for Ladlslas to leave
the country, he devises a plan for himself and Idalie to marry and escape to France.
But then he \immediately thinl‘(sof Marietta and says to Idalie, '"We seem to have
forgotten the future destiny of our dear Marietta, all this tirne. The friendless
ccndition in which we shall leave her fills me with an)riety' (Pole 365). Butin - |
response Marietta, 'the wild girl', replies, 'Fearnot forme ... ]; it is necessary I ;.
should remain behind to arrange those things which Idalie's sudden _departure will
leave in sad disorder; but you will see me soon in Paris, for how can I exist apart from
my sister? (Pole 3Y65). For all its expressed dedic‘ation,» this last assertion 'how can I
 exist apél't from my sister" has a hcllow ring. Previously, before Idalie could respond |

to Ladislas's proposal of their marriage and flight — and it is worth noting that she
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hever does consent for herself — Marietta interrupts by accepting Ladislas's offer for
her sister, insisting, 'She consents! she consents! Do not ask anymore, she has already
yielded' (Pole 364). Marietta is obviously accepting the Pole's proposal for her sister,
but there is a sense in which she is also accepting it for herself. Marietta conducts all
the business necessary to arrange the marriage with the enérgy and eagerhess ofan .-
excited bride, contrasting sharply with the 'bashful conscious Idalie’ who could not :
have done without her stepsister's help. In this last scene in which Marietta appears in
the tale, it becomes increasingly unclear as to who is getting married: .~ ‘=
Merietta busied herself about all; won over the priest to the sudden marriage,
contrived to put up articles of dress for the fair bride's journey, and thinking of
every thing, with far more watchfulness and care than if her own fate had
depended on the passing hour, seemed the guardian angel of the lovers.

.. Ladislas arrived at the convent; he had been successful with the master of the
steam-packet, and all was prepared. Marietta heard this from his own lips, and
carried the happy news to Idalie. He did not see her till they met at the altar,
where, kneeling before the venerable priest, they were united for ever. And

- now time, as it sped on, gave them no moment to 1ndulge their various and
overpowering feehngs Idalie embraced her sister again and agam, and
. entreating her to join them speedily in Paris, made her promise to write, and

then, escorted by her husband, proceeded to the Sully [ . ]- (Pole 365,
. emphasis added) . A o L

Marietta is conducting all the business for her sister to be rharried to Ladislas. But itis

~ interesting that at the moment of the marriage, the pronouns become ambiguous |
enough to mbmentarily confuse the understandihg of s:vho is being married to
Ladislas. The emphasised sentence states that 'he', clearls' Ladislas,'did notr see 'her' *

' until they met at the altar; in this scene there are two Women, SO the 'her’ could refer fo
either of them. It is only later in the f)assage when Idalie is 'escorted by her husband'
does the text make unambiguously clear that it is Idalie who has married. The story -

has made the marriage clear enough, but at the moment of representation the B

 ambiguity of whyo_iis 'umted for ever' with Ladislas is significant.
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- It is important to understand that Claire Clamnont did not write 'The Pole' as
an episode of her autoblography Fundamentally, the story is a work of fiction. But .
the fiction does have roots in Claire's past, and in the story she presents the
: atmosphere, if not the specific events, of the triangular community in which she lived
with Mary and Shelley; 'The Pole' is autobiographical in its representation of the three
charaeters based on this triangle and in the subtext of ambiguous affection that exists
‘between the two stepsisters in the story. In discussing the art of autobiography,
“Georges Gusdorf mamtams that expenence is the basis for all creatlon and not just for
life stories. He asserts: 'one can exercise unagmatlon only by startmg from what one
is, from what one has tried either in fact or in wish'?® So in creating a story 'about a
- Pole' (CC i287) Claire begarl with what she knew best: the machinations ofa
community of young peeple, two of whom are lovers and the third being and
becomlng a sister to them both. As Patricia Meyer Spacks has discussed, the
'conversion of hfe into story reﬂects the human need to declare not only the 1dent1ty
but the larger-than-life significance of the self.*® In her representations of the Shelley
community in 'The Pole' Claire figures herself as part of the leve between Shelley and
" Mary and she creates a world in which the three of them exist in a harmony that is
free from the antagonism that existed for her in real life.

But Clalre s representatlon of the commumty relations i in 'The Pole' dlsregards
the comphcatlons that Claire well knew existed when a pass1onate young man llves
with his beautxful reserved lover and her potentially beaunful energetic, and forward
steps1ster The dlfﬁculnes that Claire witnessed, experienced, and caused whlle hvmg

with Shelley and Mary seem to disappear in the 1deallst1c portrayal of Manetta,

2 Gusdorf, p. 45.
30 patricia Meyer Spacks, Imagining a Self Autobiography and NoveI in Elghteemh-Cemwy England
(Cambndge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 18.
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B Ladiélas, and Idalie in the same way that these same pfoblems disappear in Shelley's |
Prometheus Unbound3! 1t is only by scrutinising thé communication betweenthe "+~
stepsistgrs that the subtext of tension is revealed. But this altered representation, based

-on her memories of living with Mary and Shelley, is not a lapse in Claire's -
recollection, and this reading of the subtext of sororophobia in 'The Pole' reveals that,
consciously or not, Claire was revealing the tensions that existed in her experience of
\living with Mary and Shelley. But this selective and fictionaliseﬁ representatibh of the |
Shelley community in 'The Pole' reveals how the memory presents the past to the
bresent. ' )

“ In a study of the theories of what is characteristic of autobiographical writing,
James”Olney states simply his view that the categorising of ;1 text as 'autobioéraphical'
is unstable, asserting that 'few things [ . } . ] are more impure than memory'.*? Olney
asserts that the present moment in which a person begins to reflect on their past with a |
view towards recor;ling that past has a determininé effect upon both what is
remembered and how it is remembered. Essentially, in attcmiating to write about the
self, the autobiographer draws from the im;gination a picture of a person who no -
longer exists, and these memories are both fanciful and inaécurate, although based on
experience:

Mémory diétorts and it transforms; [ . . . ] it apologizes and it justifies, it
accuses and it excuses; it fails to recall anything and then recalls much more

than was ever there — indeed, memory does virtually everything but what it is

supposed to do: that is, to look back ona past event and to see that event as it
really was. 3 ~ : w

- 31 Gee chapter 2.iii of the present study :
32 James Olney, 'Some Versions of Memory/Some Versions of Bios: The Ontology of Autoblography A

in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. by James Olney (Pnnceton Pnnceton
University Press, 1980), p. 254. ) _ ,

33 * Olney, p. 254. !
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| ~ Olney criticises our reliance on memory' to bring back to us an objective rendition of
our past. He dis&usts memory; in essence, according to Olney, memory is just another
fofm of imagination. - - |

~ So for Claire to ‘remember’ her life with the Shelleys and to portray itasa

- peaceful and happy triangle of two lovers and a sister that live toéether in harmony, as
it appears to do in "The Pole’, she is neither forgetting the tension that existed between
herself and Mary, nor misrepresenting the past by eclipsing tﬁoée diﬂiculﬁes. The :
autobiographical elements of the community in 'The Pole' is actuaily a wighful RN
nieinory. Itisa memory of the nature of the relationéhips within tﬁe community and
the shadow of anxiety that existed projected intd a narrative of how she wished the
communit& with the Shelleys could have been: pleasant, with each pair of

. reiationships independent of the othgf, and all living togetht;r as siblings and as B
friénds. In this Claire rﬁay have been picking uﬁ on Sheliey’s projection at the end of
Prometheus Unbound of the happy community of Prometheus, his lover, Asia, ahd
her two sisters, bold Panthea and shy Io_ne. By attempting to conceal the. difficulties .
inherent in the relationship between stepsisfers, betwéen young lovers, and betweeﬁ a

- man and a wife's blossoming younger sibling, Claire is able to conjure for herself a

world in which she, Mary, and Shelley could live 'happily ever after’,

ii. The meaning of sisterhood in Mary Shelley's short fiction -
I would endure any misery [for my sister]. (Trial 232)
Mary Shelley's short fiction also exhibits symptoms of sorbrophobia inthe few
representatiohs of sisters that she created. In mémyr ways, Mary's fictional sisters
highlight the differences between the two predominant significations of the term

'sister'. This word is used to refer to either a member of a sisterhood - a sister by
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~ choice — or a biological sister. Yet many litemfy critics end up erasing the‘ important
~ differences between these two meanings. One such exémple of this erasure is Nina
| Auerbach's Comrhunities of Women. Although Auerbach begins her study promisingly
- by evoking the Graie in Greek mythoiogy and pointing out their biolbgical connection
as sisters, she quickly cites this gréup of biologigial Sisters as an example of
sisterhood. By thé time Auerbach turns to the Bennett family in Pride and Prejudice,
"with‘ its group of very different sisters who exhibit both antagoni;«sm (Elizabeth and
Lydia) and affection (Elizabeth and Jane), and where she inclﬁdes women outside of
the Bennet family as ekamples_ of sisters‘ (Elizabeth and Charlotfe Lucas), Avuerbach
. has‘elided the differences between a sisterhood that is enfort:éd and one thatis -~ -
elected. - | £
The primary meahing of the 'WOrd 'sister’ is a blood tie between two women -

who share the.same biblogical pérents. However, Women also fefef to friends as
si;v,ters, and in religious communities the womer; aré called sisters. These last two
types of sisters, representing relationships that are chosen rather than predet’errr‘lined,’
are more properly‘referred to as siéte_rhoods: the state of being related like blood
sisters. But even this connotation overlooks the poSsibiiiﬁeé of difficulties among
biological sisters. As Arhy Levin has ciaimed, ﬂﬁs is the kind of denial in the strife
that exists between sisters that studies of female relationships in literature favours; it
'allows critics to avoid discussing the ﬁ'equent friction ém-ong-b‘iological sisters that is
so much at odds with ideals of sisterhood' 3

‘ In 'The Sisters of Al?ano' Mary Shelley holds the blood relationship between
women up against the bond of sisterhood created wheri a woman commits herself

" through faith to a feligiou§ order. On the surface the sisters have an uncomplicated,

 Levin, The Suppressed Sister,p. 16, =~ .o o
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mutually loving relatronshrp, yet the spectre of sororophobxa lurks beneath the
representatron of therr actlons asit lurked in the communication between the sisters
m 'The Pole The tale of 'The Slsters of Albano suggests that the only true sister is a
nun who has comnntted herself by cholce to the rehglous sisterhood — for blood
51sters more oﬁen than not put thelr lover before thelr 51ster to the penl of all.”

Marxa, the older of the two sxsters in the t1tle, joins the sxsterhood of the
convent of Santa Chrara, tradmg her blood sister Anma for a group of nuns who
respected and admned Maria for her attention to her dying mother. Maria visits her
father and 51ster in Albano once or tw10e a year, at whrch txme she gave sage and kind
adv1ce to Amna, and sometlmes wept to part from her but she has chosen hernew
srsters and her prety and her active employments for the swk reconclled her to her o
fate' (stters 54) On the other hand, Amna s life is further complrcated by her sister's
perrnanent absence She 'was more sorry to lose her sister's soclety The other girls of
the vﬂlage d1d not please her she was a good chrld and worked hard for her father
and her sweetest recompense was the report he made of her to Mana, and the fond
pralses and caresses the latter bestowed on her when they met (stters 54) So whxle
B Mana was S0 occupled with her chanty work that she only sometzmes wept to part
from [Amna]' (Ststers 54 emphasns added), Amna s affectlon for her srster was |
strengthened by the lack of a substrtute to take the place of the s1ster she o once had

Although it would appear that Amna s love for Domemco is the 1mmed1ate
cause for the nsmg dlfﬁcultles between the s1sters, a close readmg of the ﬁrst mention
of Amna s passron for h1m oﬁ”ers an alternatrve explanatron The growmg gap
between the s1sters is presented as follows ' |
| It was not Euhttl she was ﬁﬁeen that Anina 'shofwedv anydlmlnotlon of affectron

. for her sister. Yet I cannot call it diminution, for she loved her perhaps more

than ever, though her holy calling and sage lectures prevented her from :
reposing confidence, and made her tremble lest the nun, devoted to heaven and .
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good works, should read in her eyes, and drsapprove of the earthly passron that
ccupred her (stters 54 emphasrs added)

Although 1mt1ally referred to as 'her srster' by the end of the passage Mana is
neutrally referred to as 'the nun'; in effect, the church has come between them Amna
| is afraid that her secret w111 draw drsapproval and cntlcal lectures from Marla, and she
reahses the extent to whrch she has lost her only srblmg Mana wrll act as a nun
before she w111 actasa s1ster, the srsterhood of the church has become morebrmportant
toherthanfarmly “ o | “ 7
Desprte thrs separatron, throughout the story Amna depends on Marra to nght :

all of her wrongs the fact that Mana attempts to do S0 reveals her selﬂessness, but it
does not reveal any overbearmg devotlon to Amna. Amna ls forever conﬁdent that her
srster Marla can and wﬂl solve all her problems Dunng one of Domemco ] frequent
absences,y Amna becomes uneasy as much trme passes wrthout a word from lnm, she
does not reahse that he isa robber, and hrs plausrble eXCUses for the extent of hlS free
trme and his frequent absences 'bhnd[ed] the mnocent grrl to 1ts obwous cause o
(stters 55) Whrle her concern for Domemco s extended absence grows Armna learns
also that Mana is to come home for arest to‘ recover from the malana she had
contracted at the convent Ready to bear the brunt of a holy lecture in her desparr
Amna resolves 'to dlsclose every thrng to her srster and durmg her long visit she
doubted not but that she [Mana] would contnve her happmess (Srsters 5 7) |

’ Before she has a chance to speak to Mana about her drlemma, in the festtvmes
of welcommg Mana home a few of the vrllagers dlSCUSS a band of robbers who have
. bamcaded themselves in the nearby Rocca Glovane surrounded by F rench soldlers
Amna is hornﬁed to hear that Domemco is one of them The v1llagers exchange three
tales relatmg to the s1tuatron one of the suffenng of the bandtts who are 'hterally

starving'; one of the bandrts plan of takmg hostages in the hope that they w111 be able
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1

to exchange them for leniency from the French goverrtment; and one ‘of a man who o
was found within the area the French had cordoned off, with food under his jacket for
' the starving bahdits, who was 'shot on the spot' for disobeying the French orders -
(Sisters 57). All this is too much for Anina, who faints and is put to bed by Maria.
Early in the morning, without consulting Maria as she had vowed, Amna gathers a
basket of food and determines to deliver it to her starving lover. She had barely
crossed the French military line when she is discovered by a soldier. -

* After Anina has been taken prisoner, Maria suggests to her father that she :
should go to plead for Anina's release. Although this is a chance to reveal a deep S
affectionate bond for her younger sister, through her thoughts and words Maria
. instead reveals that it is nothing more than a duty to save her sister, mﬂeetiné Mary

Shelley's own sense of duty towards Claire Clairmont that manifested itself in offers
of support and a home with Mary and Shelley. But despite this sense of obligation to
her sister, not once does Maria exhibit any distress ut Anina's fate. Their father suffers
'frantic desperation' at the news of Anina's forthcormng executlon, but Maria remams
calm: ‘Maria heard [the] tale with horror; but an hospital is a school in which to leam
selfpossession and presence of mmd' (stters 38, 59). Hearing of her sister's - - |
impending death has no more effect on Maria than tendmg to ill patients in hospxtal
Assuming that her 'holy character' will sway the men (despite her later thoughts that
'the French »had shown small respect for the monastic character’), she begs the French
captain to have mercy ort her sister. 'She knelt; she vowed she would not depart | ~
without her sister; she appealed to Heaven and to the saints;; but to no avail (Sisters
59; 60; 59). She is allowed only a short visit with Anina before her execution in two :
'. hours time. But Mana ) entreatles do not sxgmfy love for Amna, rather, they are .

ev1dence of Mana s feelmg of obhgatlon to her younger snblmg ‘Mana had felt
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herself since therr mother s death the natural protectress and support of her sister, and
| she never deemed herself SO ca.lled on to fulﬁl thrs character as now' (Srsters 60) Th1s

T not sororal attachment rather it 1s a role, a part she took on at the death of thelr

| mother and whlch she was now called upon to play Marla does not expect her

: attempts to save her srster to be a self-sacnﬁce, as she says to her father my holy

character W111 awe [the SOldlCl’S] my tears move them (stters 59) She belleves she

wﬂl be able to free her srster Even her response to the appearance of the confessor,

aﬁer she has changed costumes w1th Amna, reveals no love or strong feelmgs for her

s1ster, except in reference to her ex1stence as anun: she thmks perhaps I am ﬁttcr to

d1e than my s1ster is' (stters 60) | | | | o |

| In the end the sw1tch backﬁres on the 51sters The French take no prty on the ‘

Cathohc nun; as the narrator of the tale explams, they 'drd not venerate her holy

‘ 'vocatlon, one peasant g1rl to them was the same as another’ (stters 63)

Fundamentally, for all thelr dlfferences, Mana and Amna are mdrstmgurshable when

it really matters. Amna is saved by donmng the nun s hablt, and Mana is shot in her ‘\

place Iromcally, Mary Shelley turns some sympathy towards Amna now that she isin

the costume of a 'true srster Dlsobeylng Manas orders to go to thelr father who w111 ‘
devrse her escape Amna decldes mstead to go to her confessor fearmg the lecture

that she wrll get from her parent On the way to the confessor however, Amna is

mlstaken for a nun and taken captlve by the bandrts in the hope that w1th anun in N

thelr hands; they mlght obtaln any terms' (Ststers 61) Heanng of the swrtch between _

Amna and Mana, Domemco ralhes hrs comrades wrth a more conscrence-ndden

battle cry than they are probably accustomed to heanng

"You hear her story She was to have been shot for bnngmg food to us: hcr
sister has substituted herself in her place. We know the French; one victim is °
to them as good as another: Maria dies in their hands. Let us save her. Qur

+ .- time is up; we must fall like men, or starve like dogs: we have still
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ammunition, still some strength left. To arms! let us rush on the poltroons, free
thelr pnsoner, and escape or dre"' (stters 62)

ThankﬁJI for Amna s efforts to brmg them food all the robbers agree to help free her
srster Here Mary Shelley subverts the 1dea of the power of rehglon as she contrasts
each sister's attempt to save the other Marla s plan depended upon the antlclpated
respect of a dlsrespectful French army for an Itallan rehglon, Amna S efforts
1nst1gated by her lover, are backed by the power of weapons |

| Wlth this endmg Mary Shelley oﬁ'ers her ongmal oplmon of snsters and
sxsterhood Rehgron deﬁnes the srster relatlon, and Amna remams true to her words
that 'God has saved me in tlns dress [1 e., Mana s nun s hablt] 1t were sacnlege to ‘
change it: I shall never qu1t Santa Chrara (Ststers 62) Through her ordeal and the |
loss of her blood srster, tt appears that Amna becomes her s1ster she becomes a 'true
sister: a nun. Yet even as a nun she cannot reach the level of dedlcatlon to the | |
SISterhood aCthVCd by Mana As the narrator of the tale reveals, although constant
acts of benevolence and plety have msplred her wrth calm and res1gnatlon (an almost
1dent1cal descnptlon of Mana s plety and her actlve employments for the srck [whxch]
reconcﬂed her to her fate (stters 54)), she is more llke Eloxsa in her rehgxous
WOl‘Shlp 'Her prayers are daxly put up for Domemco s soul and she hopes, through
the 1ntercess1on of the Vlrgm, to rejom h1m in the other world‘ (Ststers 63- 64)
o Amna has reahsed the letter of S1sterhood but not the spmt she has become a
nun, but the only prayers mentloned are for her lover She has become her s15ter, yet
she has mamtamed her 1nd1v1duahty, she is stlll the younger srster Anma. No mentton
is made of Amna s regret over the loss of her sxster w1th tlus s1lence Mary Shelley
: reveals the mablhty of Amna s rehglous vows to penetrate her heart and she cnttclses

'the younger s s1ster s lack of devotlon fo her blood sxster and to the rehgxous srsterhood

In contrast is Mana s ﬁdehty to sxsterhood her plety and rehglous commxtment which
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were authentic, and her willingness to giile her life ih order to save her younger sister.

At the same time, Mary Shelley implies the futility of offering up oneself to one's
sister; in her eyes, the result is only a pseudo-piety that hides both ingl;atitude and
irreverence. It}could be read that the fundamental message in "The Sisters of Albano’
is that it is unrewardmg to try to help your blood sister. - . -

* Butif helpmg a younger sister becomes, literally, a self-sacrifice in 'The :
Sisters of Albano', in 'The Trial of Love' the sacrifice that Angeline makes for - -
Faustina in the end turns out to be for the best. The two girls in this story are not - |
sisters, nor are they stepsisters; but by the death of Faustina's mother, Angeline's
mother moves into the villa to help care for the motherless childfen of the aristocratic
Count Moncenigo. Angeline and Faustina, therefore, grew up together, and when
Ahgeline's mother died the 4two girls were senttoa nearby convent to be educated.
After a year, however, Feueﬁna was sent to a 'veryv celebrated convent in Venice,
whose aristocratic doors were closed againSt her ignoble companion' (Trial 232).:.
After a year in Venice Faustina's education was complete, and she returned to her ;
father's villa outside of Este to live until a mmﬁage could be arranged for her. Her ,
return to her father's house marks the begmmng of the story |
-During her separation from Faustina, Angeline and Ippolito met and fell in - |

love. The nature of their feelings helps to contrast their sensibilities; Angeline's -
feelings were 'earnest and passionate; and yet, she could regulate their effects’, while
Ippoli.to"s affection was 'ﬁery and impetuous' and he was unwilling to allow anything
from preventing him from obtaihling his desireé (Triol 233). His father requested that
if the lovers could endure a trial of eeparation for one year, he would consent to their

" marriage even though Angeline.was not of a noble family; he believed that in this - |

year his son would find another, more suitable, attachment. Angeline and Ippolito
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made their vow of 'silence and separation’ in front of the cross, and Ippolito
immedi_ately set off for Paris (Trial 234). By the time Faustina and Angeline are'
reunited, there is just one month until the end of their trial.

" In this story the two girls are presented conventionally as opposites. Angeline
is 'of humble birth' (Trial 231), while Faustina is the daughter of a nobleman.
Angeline's subdued demcanour encourages hcr pﬁference for contemplation and -
thoughtfulness, _and she has 'an intelligent and thoughtful expression of countenance'
(Trial 231). Faustina, on the other hand, is 'vivacious, and self-willed' (Trial 231).
Physically, .the girls contrast with one another, but in an unexpected manner. '
Although conventionally the 'good' girl is usually light and the 'bad’ girl dark, Mary
Shelley subverts these pairings and creates Angeline with dark features and Faustina
with light ones. Angeline has 'large blacl( eyes'; 'dark silken hair', and a ‘Clear,
delicate, though brunette complexion' (Trial 231); her Italian looks _contrast sharply
with Faustina's 'laughing blue eyes', 'brilliant complexion', and her ‘auburn hair' (Trial
231). Faustina is described in detail; she has a 'sylph-like form, slender, round, and :
springy’, and she is described as 'the loveliest little thing in the world!, 'very pretty [ . .

.]witha thousand vuinrting ways that rendered it delightfulto yield to ‘her' (Trial 23 1-
32) As Angelmc approaches the vrlla, her recollectlon of Faustma s 'sweet arch smile'
also hmts at Faustlna s ﬂlrtatlousness Angeline, on the other hand, is not so clearly
dellneated Her clothes are mentioned ('shc was dressed with s1mpllclty and taste'
(Trial 231)) and the fact that her 'faziola covered her head and shoulders as she
, walked up to the v111a suggests that she is as modest as the nuns arnong whom she

hves at the convent But these descnptxons only further obscure her form Fmally,
therr names suggest somethmg more of their charactenstrcs Angeline is obvnously an

angehc fi igure, which is made more obvious by her name. The name Faustina may



264

suggest lVlarlowe's Faustus or Goethe's Faust, both ot' which Mary Shelley - -
undoubtedly knew. But the Italian word fausto/fa_itsta complicates the dichotomy‘ R
which Mary is exploiting, for the word means ‘happy". Still, the descriptions of . .A
Angeline emphasises her angelic attributes - kindness, purity, beauty — and her
decorum; Faustina comes across as carefree, playful, and flirtatious m comparison.

Although clearly not biological or even step sisters, there is a strong sororal
attachment on Angeline's part for the younger Faustina, which reinforces Mary's o
paradoxical praise for and criticism of Angeline. It is stated plainly that 'Angeline was
like an elder sister' (7rial ."7.32). As she contemplates Faustina's llfe at the Venetian
convent, Angeline reveals rnore of how she behaves around her youngeri'sister‘, which\
contributes to an understanding of the behaviour of a dedicated sister which Mary -
Shelley wished to suggest ahd, in the end, criticise. Angeline tlnnks to herself, 'I
wonder if she found anyone at her Venetian convent to humour and spoil her, as I did -
here — to take the blame for all her faults, and indulge her in her capr'iees' (Trial 232).
Angeline is completely and selflessly dedicated to Faustina:

- [Angeline] waited on Faustina; she yielded to her in every thing; a word or
smile of hers was all powerful. "I love her too much," she would sometimes
say; "but I would endure any misery rather than see a tear in her eye." (Trial
232) _

ThlS observatrorr of Angelme s of the extent of her own love for Faustma proves n
prophetrc, for when by a tw15t of fate F austina falls in love with Ippolrto Angelmev
cannot brmg herself to tell Faustina about her own connectron to lppolrto and then‘ |
mutual comrmtment Angelme s determrnatron to selﬂessly put her s1ster' before

‘ herself in the end becomes a sort of tragrc ﬂaw as her srlence allows Faustina to

_ culttvate her attractlon to Ippollto untll her father arranges for the two to be marned

However, by the end of the tale Mary turns the tables on thrs tragedy, showmg that ‘

although the dedrcatron Wthh Angelme shows towards both her vow to avoid all
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" contact with her loVe.I' and towards her 'sister' leads toAdisappo‘intment for Angeline, it
.is in fact for the best. Ippolito prqvés himself unworthy by his 'light, inc;onsfant nature'
which 'inflicted a thousgnd wounds in [Faustina's] young bosom' (Trial 243), and in
the end, it is reported, they lived the 'usual life' of an Italian couple: he 'gay,” @ :
inconstant, careless', she 'consol[ing] herself with a cavaliere servente' (Trial 243).
The tragedy of losing both her lover and her 'sistér' to one another transforms into a
blessing for Angeline. As the narrative states, Angeline, 'with her deep feelings, and
exalted ideas of honour, [ . . . ] should have been even more dissatisﬁed than Faustina'
with the inconstancy that"Ippolito showed, in his marriage to Faustina, lwas a.
dominant elemenf of hisnature. - = @
. There are several instances when Angeline's willingness to put Faustina before
‘ ail else is quite literal, and it serves to emphasise both Angeline's dedication to -
Faustina and the eventual tragedy tflat this both causes and yet'in the end saves © .
Angeline from experiéncing. As she walks up the hill to see Faustina for the first time
since her return home, Angeline's musings on whether Faustina has experienced love

\

leads her tq think ébout her own iove for Ippolito, of the vow they have made, an;i of
the termination of their year of 'trial' in only a month. Angeline wonders if Ippolito
has been true tq her, but thén she consciously turns hér foéué back to Faustina; 'T will
not think of that, I will only think of Fausfina — sweet, beloved Faustina' (Trial 232).
Then, after herr reunion with Faustina Angeline focusés her thoughts on Faﬁstina; on
her wa}; back to fhe copvent, she 'thought of [Faustina), at first, to the exclusion of

_ every other idea’ (Trial 233). AJ;hough a turn in the road 'recalled ixer thoughts to .
herself' (Trial 233) — which implies that her thoughts of F austina are self-less, not

" concerned with herself in any way — the self-possessed thoughts brought on by the

turn in the road are still in part focused on Faustina; Angeline tﬁinks, 'O, how too
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| happy I shall be[...]if he prove true! — with Faustina and Ippolito, life will be
Paradise!' (Trial 233). Again prophetic, Angeline's desires purport to envision a
' tnangle of two 'sisters' and one lover But in an ironic tw1st, the statement could be
read that Angehne w111 be happy 1f Ippollto proves true fo Faustzna, for then thelr llfe
together w111 be Paradlse )
Faustma has a drfferent rdea of the future Reumted again, she explams to
Angehne that she istobe marned as soon as a smtable husband can be found Yet
there seems to be no place for Angelme in Faustma s prOJectlon of her mamage, and
she reveals that the husband w111 in etfect be a replacement for Angehne Faustlna |
tells Angelme that her father w15hes her husband to be nch and ofa noble fanuly, but
Faustma has other demands '1 say he must be very young and very good-tempered
and glve me my own way, as you have always done, Angelma carina' (Trzal 233) In
other words, Faustma wants a man who w111 treat her Just hke Angelxne always has
By the end of the tale she has found someone to doj Just that Angellne s lover,
Ippohto Injunng hlmSle by sav1ng Angelme and Faustma from a stampedlng
buffalo, Ippohto is taken to Faustma s vdla where he spends the remaining month of
hlS tnal of separanon and s1lence from Angehne Thls creates the condmons for
~ Faustina to fall in love w1th Angelme s lover, and Angelme, assured of hlS dedlcatlon
to her, is worhed only for her young 'sister's' feelmgs When Faustma tells Angehne
that her father has proposed Ippohto as a suitable husband for her, she questions
whether he loves her and asserts: 'if he does not love me, I would not have a word said
[of the proposed marriage] [ ... . ]I would not marry him for the world!' (Trial 239),
But although Faustina feels sure that Ippolito does love her, Angeline ‘feels s
" differently; yet characteristically her thoughts are only for her 'sister': 'She did not - -

doubt her lover's fidelity, but she feared for her friend's happiness, and every idea -
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gave way to that' (Trial 239). Yet when she went to visit Faustina at the villa again,
. she noticed that Ippolito avoided her, and she almost began to doubt his love:
"He would keep his vow," thought Angeline; but she was cruelly disturbed on
her friend's account, and she knew not what to do. Faustina could only talk of
- . her cavalier. Angeline felt conscience-stricken; and totally at loss how to act.
Should she reveal her situation to her friend? That, perhaps, were best, and yet
she felt it most difficult of all; besides, sometimes she almost suspected that -
Ippolito had become unfaithful. The thought came with a spasm of agony, and
~ went again; still it unhinged her, and she was unable to command her voice.
(Trzal 239)
As she v151ts the v1lla agaln and agam, notlcmg Ippollto s avordance of her and
hstemng to Faustma s tales of hlS affectlon for her, Angelme wonders what she should
' do The stram of her conﬂlctmg loyalt1es undermmes her health and an 1llness
develops wh1ch prevents her from v1sxt1ng the v1lla, convemently removmg her frorn B
the confrontatron of her desires and her fears about Ippohto, herself and her 51ster
Faustina. Finally she determines that she must write to Ippohto to warn him of © .
Faustina's growing love for him so that he might change his conduct in order not to -
encourage the young girl.
- Yet her decision to break her vow of silence and separation is not for her own
interests; it is her love for her 'sister’ that encourages her to act: -
- [....] miserable at the thought of Faustina's fate, she came to a resolve to -
_ wnte to Ippolito. [ . .. ] Her vow forbade the act; but that was already broken
in so many ways; and now she acted without a thought of self; for her dear .
friend's sake only (Trtal 241) L
Itis 51gmﬁcant that worry over Faustma causes Angelme s 1llness, and that the
breakmg of her (' regams her her health The very next day she determmes to go up -
) to the vrlla to ’dlscover what eﬁ'ect her letter had created' (TrtaI 241) Feelmg an
mexphcable mtsery, she w1shes she could see Ippohto to hear hlS explanatron

; Although Ippohto had endeavoured to speak to her both when she returned from her

ﬁrst v1sn to Faustma (before the mcrdent thh the buffalo) as well as whlle Angelme
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watched over him in his illness, she had remained true to her vow and would not
allow anything more than greetings and enquiries of health to be spoken between
them. But now she actively wishes to break her vow — only a day before the end of
their trial — so that she can assure herself of Ippolito's ﬁdelity. o
- Predictably, the effect of her letter 1s not what she intends. When she arrives at
“the villa she finds Faustina, whose 'eyes flashed fire' (Trial 241), reading her letter.
h‘orgetﬁrl of the dedicated care which Angeline had always shown towards her, .
Faustina reacts thoughtlessly and strongly to the letter which Angeline had written to
~ Ippolito:
* Why you wrote it — vyhat it means — I do not ask: it was at least indelicate, and,
I assure you, useless —I am not one to give my heart unasked, nor to be
- refused when proposed by my father. Take up your letter, Angeline. O, I could
not believe that you would have acted thus by me! (Trial 241) ‘
In the face of Faustma s accusatrons and the news that 'Ippohto has wntten to hls .'
father for hrs consent to marry me (Trtal 242) Angelme retreats from the vrlla and
returns to the convent The followmg day Ippohto comes to see her yet she refuses to
come down, so he resorts to wntmg a letter to explam all that happened at the vrlla.
Ippohto s letter to Angehne maklng excuses for himself attempts to shrﬁ the
responsrblhty of hrs engagement to Faustrna onto Faustina. Yet by 1mphcat10n 1t also
places the blame on Angehne Ippohto suggests that Angehne s own letter played a
large part in cementrng lus unmtentlonal engagement to Faustina. He writes: '1
recerved your letter in Faustlna s presence — she recogmzed your handwntmg You
know her wﬂfulness her 1mpetuos1ty, she took it from me, and I could not prevent
' her (T rlal 242) Angellne s dedrcatron to her vow of s1lence and separatlon from
. Ippollto, comblned w1th her dedrcatron to and mdulgence of Faustma, can be seen as

} the sources of her own tragedy Deterrmned not to break her vow early in the tale, she

would not assure Ippohto of her own fidelity in order to give him the strength to
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endﬁre tﬁe last rponth of their trial. And, by obliging Fauétina in all her wishes,
Angeline has created Faustina intp the wilful gir‘l‘ that in the end intercgpts the letter.
and forces the quick engagement. Ahgeline states early in the story, 'I would endure |
any misery rather than see a tear in her eye' (Trial 232). In a sense, Faustina is . - :
Angeline's creature; like Victor Frankenstein, Angeline has created something which’ |
she can no longervcontrol and whicﬁ causes her suffering and the loss of her loved -

ones. RN

- Inthe end, however, Angeline's loss of Ippolito is fortunate, Ippolito is not

true to either Angeline or f‘austina, and the story con.cludes. with Angeline's own
thoughtsi 'Angeline, dedicated to heaven, wondered at all these things; and how any
could so easily make transfer of affections, which with her, were sacredand = .
immutable' (Trial 243). Théugh ostensibly about her feelings for Ippolito, this
comment applies equally as well to the affection between the 'sisieré' Angeline and
/Féustina. Angeline had sacrificed her own ldve for Ippolifo and put her 'siéfer' before
herself. Angeline's dedication to Faustina is not reciprocated By the flighty younger
girl, but the selfless Angeline never .appears to ﬁonsider that throughout the story. She 7
will only act in the way that will cause the least harm to her 'sister'. Early in the story
is a statement delineating Angeline's greatest virtue which can also be read’ as her . .
greatest fault: 'It was Angclihe's charac;ter to concentr;zte her feelings, and to ﬁurse o
~ them till they becam§ passions; while excellent princibles, and the sincerest piety,
preventéd her from being led astréy by them' (Trial 232). Her passion for both -~ |
_ Ippolito and Faustiné'#re superszéded only by her dedicatibn, both to her 'éiste;' and to

her vow to have no communicétion with her lover for one trial year. By the end of the
" story, as in 'The Sisters of Albano, Angeline has become a nun - the visible .

| expression of becoming a 'true' sister, which Angeline has been all along. Yet the -
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*'trial’ of ﬁe story is more than the trial separation which she and Ippolito endure at the

behest ef his father. Mary Shelley reveals in this story, as she did more extremely in

'The Sisters of Albaho', that caring for a sister is unrewarding and, indeed, a tnal

In a final story which contains a pair of sisters, Mary Sﬁelley continues the

* undercurrent of suffering that‘eomesto a woman who puts her family before herself,
'The Parvenue', one of the shortest of Mary Shelley's short stories, was writteﬁ in 1836
and published in The Keepsake for 1837. Fanny, the woman to whom the title refers,
and her twin sister Susan are the daughters ef aman and his -secbnd wife; his ’ﬁrst wife
had several other childreh,:so the twins had a large and loving group of half-siblings.
There is none of the conventional discord between half-siblings; Fanny recalls that -
'My elder sisters were kind; we were all linked by strong affection’ (Parvenue 266).

~Susan and Fanny are complete opposites in temperament; Susan is 'robust, chubby,‘ '
full of life and spirits', and Fanny is 'tall, slim, fair, and even pale', and she would tire
quickly and retreat to her mother's side (Parvenue 267). The relationship between %
Fanny and her mother is emphasmed strongly at the begmmng of the story, one of the
few instances of a posmve mother-daughter relationship in all of Mary Shelley's
works.
| But this loving family, and Fanny"s dedication to if, is revealed to be le}ss than
ideal when she marries the lord of the local esfate. Lord 'Reginald,. who has admired
Fanpy for many years, offers her family a'cettage on his own estate after their own
burns down, and he provides them with fOOd, and flowers to brighten up their home. -

_ When her mother eXpresses her concern to Lord Reginald that he will 'make [F enny] |
miserable for life, by implanting an attachment'that could only} be producﬁve of

; unhappmess his response is to marry the peasant girl (Parvenue 268) The dlﬁ'erence

in their socxal class seems to make no dlfference to Lord Regmald he is satlsﬁed Wlth
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| all, is 'tender, assrduous, and kind' and seemed to adore [Fanny's] mother'.
Addltronally, he 'became a brother to Fanny s twin s1ster Susan and convmced her
parents to allow her to marry the local carpenter w1th whom she was in lovev R
(Parvenue 268). His attention to her family brings them all happiness, and Fanny is
-proud of his attentiveness. As Fanny leaves with her new husband for their two year, .
honeymoon abroad, she glances back at her family and feels joy in the happiness she
-was able to bring them through her husband. She thinks to herself, 'I loved them all. I
thought, I make them happy - they are prosperous through me! And my heart warmed
with gratitude towards my husband at the idea’ (Parvenue 269). Fanny only feels that
she has benefited her family once she has married a lord; her gratitude to her hushand
is instigated only by his service to her family. Like Mary Shelley's other sister-
protagonists, Fanny is completely selfless and concerned only for others. Although
Emily Sunstein emphasises that in this story 'Mary condemned both father &
husband',** Mary Shelley also criticises her main character. Fanny never once gives a
thought to herself and her own desires, and again, Mary shows that this selflessness is
the source of her ruin. It is irnportant to remember 'that when Mary wrotev'The
Parvenue' she was also working on Faulkner, in which she explores the virtues of
fidelity; it seems that while viewing Elizabeth Raby's ﬁdelity to her father-figure as |
the ultimate vntue, Mary srmultaneously, 'The Parvenue', viewed Fanny s .. |
dedication to her famlly with a more crrtical eye.
Telhng her tale in retrospect F anny recogmses that her devotron to her famrly
and her sense of duty to them is. the cause of her downfall She mtexjects thrs R
Judgement in the midst of her story |
Was [ nght? I ﬁrmly beheve that thcre is not one among the rich who will not

affirm that I did wrong; that to please my husband and do honour to his rank,
was my first duty. Yet, shall I confess it? even now, rendered miserable by this

33 Emily Sunstein, p. 334.
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fault — I cannot give it that name — I can call it'a misfortune ~ it is such to be
consumed at the stake a martyr for one's faith. Do not think me presumptuous

“in this simile; for many years I have wasted at the slow fire of knowing that [ -

lost my husband's affections because I performed what I beheved to be a duty.

(Parvenue 269-70) ' : REEE
Fanny rightly identifies her dedication to her family as the cause of her separation
from her husband; again, Mary Shelley suggests that putting family before self results
in a great sacrifice. But it is significant that she compares herself to a martyr burned
for her faith. Fanny sees herself as being punished for her devotion to her family, and
- indeed, her sense of duty to her family amounts to religious dedication. But it is the
lack of real faith — the absence of the sisterhood of nuns prevalent in Mary Shelley's
other stories discussed here — that renders Fanny unable to conceive of any escape
from her self-inflicted martyrdom apart from suicide.

- Fanny's marriage to a wealthy man encourages her family to consider her a
source of money, and during the honeymoon several of her siblings, as Well as her
father, asked Lord Reginald for money. Not troubling his bride with the knowledge
that her family was soliciting him for support, he supplied them with almost - -

* everything they need without telling Fanny about their 'exorbitant demands' . -
(Parvenue 270). Yet upon their return to England, when Fanny expresses her wish to
see her mother, Lord Reginald tells her of the gifts of money he had made to her
~ family in order to forewarn her that she might be petitioned for more. And, he makes
his decision to stop giving money to her family clcar to Fanny:
~ He told me that he had no wish to raise my relatives from their station in -
society; and that, indeed, there were only two among them whom he
conceived had any claims upon me — my mother and my twin sister: that the -
former was incapable of any improper request, and the latter, by marrying -

Cooper, had fixed her own position, and could in no way be raised from the
rank of her chosen husband (Parvenue 270)

1 F anny agrees w1th her husband and answers hxs concerns w1th complxance 'I had no

wmh, and would never consent to supply any extravagant demands on the part of
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’ pefsons, however dear to me, whose circumstances he had rendered easy' (Parvenue
270). With this assurance, Fanny reveals that she will put her husband's wishes before
her family, again showing herself to be selfless, and, more importantly, submissive. -

* But upon arriving af Margate, where her family is residing for her mother's ©
health, Fanny's shock at her mbthef’s condition weakens the strength of her |
acquigscence to her husband's decision. Although the rest of the family 'talked and -
léugheci around her', only Fanny seems to be close enough to her motherto .~
understand that 'she had not long to live' (Parvenue 270). Whiie in Margate, as Lord |
Reginald suspected, Fanhy is beset by requests by her family for money; her father
'had embarked in a speculation which required a large capital' and 'many families - :
would bé ruined, and himself dishonoured, if a few hundreds were not advanced' - -
(Parvenue 270). Likewise, a;ll her half-éiblings had married and 'trusted to their
success in life to Lord Reginald's assistance [ . . . ] thgy v?ere all in difﬁciﬂty -all
‘needed large assistanéé — all depended on [Fanny]' (Parvenue 270-71). Susém, also,
asks for money; but her request is so small that Fanny gives her twe;nty pounds from '
her own purse. But when Fanny héars from her mother the truth of the family's

 situation she recognises the conflict she faceé as well as her own inability to keep hér J

promise to her husband. Fanny's mother counsels her to 'summon courage and resist

these demands' of her half-siblings and her father. But Fanny is unablé to do as her _ ‘
mother Suggests: ' listened w1th grief — I saw the torments in store for me I felt iﬁy
own weakness, and knew that I could not meet the ;apacity bf those about me with

. any courage or ﬁrmnéss' (Parve‘\r’me 27 1). Learning that an Argﬁment bétweeﬁ her -
mother and father, in which she had said Fanny must not be asked for méney and he

" returned that Fanny was iundutiful', had bmught on a serious attack of convuisions L

that seriously endapgered her mother's life, Fanny, true to hei' self-suspicions, is
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* unable to withstand the requests for money. Confronted with the knowiedge that: . :

* denying her father monéy would bring about her mother's death, Fanny writes to her
husband asking for money to aid her family. Her determination tn show her devotion
to her nusband by refusing her family is irtesolutc; she cannot )put anything before her
family.

" Predictably, the answer he returns to her request to help her family is a refusal.

" But Fanny's father works on her sense of duty and in an underhanded way appeals to
her devotion to her mother in order to pressure her to try again; he says, 'Do you
m Fannyf ... ]VthatA your mother will survive the knowledge of my miserable end?'
(Parvenue 271-73). Learning that the sum needed — one thousand pounds — is due in
two days, Fanny returns to London to beg hgr husband to provide the money that sne
feels will save her mother. Putting her family before her duty to her husband and all \
that they had agreed upon concerning her family's financial needs, she k'extorted' the
money from him and 'saw his'veryk heart closed on [her] as he }wrote the cheque' . -~

- (Parvenue273). .~ .- |

- As Fanny remembers the events that led up to her sepanation ﬁom her -
husband, she reveals that during ner visit to Margate, Susan had used the twenty
pounds Fanny had given her from her own money to travel to London and 'throw
herself at [Lord Reginald's] feet, and implore his compassion’ (Parveﬁue 273). Susan's
husband, 'rendered absolutely insane ‘by the idea of haVing alord fora kbro‘ther-in-lav.v,:

[...]had launchgd into a system of extravagance, incredible as it was Wicked' -

_ (Parvenue 273). True to his opinion that only Fanny's mother and twin sister nad any
claims upon Fanny, Lord Reginald suppligd Susan with two hundred poundsto =

'. 'preserve [Susan's husband] from an ignominious end' after having committed forgery

‘when Lord Reginald had previously denied him more money; and five hundred -
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pounds more were provided to pay the cost of their reiocation to America to settle ‘out
of the way of te;nptatidn' (Parvenue' 273). So Fénny is separated from her twin sister,
whose parting words may have struck a chord in Fanny's ears: " Ah! had we remained
. in virtuous poverty," cﬁed my broken-hearted sister, "I had not been forced to leave
my dying mother" (Parvenue 273).

Appéaled to.again' by her father for more money, Fanny once more recognises
that her moi:her's life is dependenf upon her providing the means to get her father out
of debt. Yet whgn'she asks her husband again for money, he consents - but with an
ultimatum. He demands, 'either give up your parents and your family, whose rapacity
and crimes deserve no mercy, or we part for gver' (Parvenue 2173). Pror‘nisi.ng to give
her an ample allowance with which she can maintain he whole family, he insists that
either their names are never mentioned to him again or else he ana Fanny must part
forever. Fanny's reaction v'to this ultimatum shows that she considers that her dutyto -
her mother takes priority to her duty to her husband. Calling his demands 'selfishness',
Fanny recallé: T rushed to my room, and that night in a sort of delirium of griefand
horror, at my being asked neQer again to see rﬁy mother, I Set out for Margate' without
a word to her husband (Parvenué 273). Soon after, both her parents die, and after - ’
receiving a letter from Susan explaining her husband's reformed nature and their |
’happixlmes.s in America, Fanny determines ‘to g0 to her and — ultimately — to kill her;elﬁ |

-+ The missing ingredient in this story of familj loyalty, compared to .Mary
Shelléy"'s other stories discussed here, is religion. In 'The Parvenue' there is no contrast
. between the chosen sisterhooc}fof nuns and the sororal bond. Iﬁstead, Mary Shelley

- has her heré)ine struggle with cc;nﬂicting duties —to family and to husband —and the
" choice she makes en'ds’up causing, as she explains in the tale, 'misery frightful,

' endless; unredeemed' (Parvenue 273). Fanny is loyal to the people who mean the -
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. | most to her — her mother and sister — and when they are gone she attempts to initiate a
reconciliation w1th her husband. His rejectlon of this proposal places the blame of -

* their separation on the choice she made to stay with her family; his letter of refusal
reminds Fanny that '[she] had [herself] torn asunder the ties that united [them], they
never could be knit togethef again' (Parvenue 274). Instead of being rewarded for her
fidelity, as Elizabeth Raby is at the end of Faufkner, Fannyi is punished through the
lo\ss of all her loved ones: mother, sister, and husband. And without the comfort of b
faith in the face of this rejection, Fanny can see no other option but suicide. If Fanny
was an Italian woman, as in 'The Sisters of Albano' and 'The Trial of Love she might
7have turned to the religious s1sterhood asa place in which to fulfil her sense of
dedlcatlon and duty. But she is English, and has no such automatic source of comfort.
But even in her determination to kill herself, she is not acting for herself; it is also for
Lord Reginald that she acts. He has fallen in love W1th a 'highbom girl', Fanny has - -
heard, and he 'openly curses our uoion as the obstacle to his happiness; (Parvenue |
274). She ends her narrative with the assertion that she acts to attain his happiness as
much as to end her own suffering: He will be;free. Soon will the hand he once so
fondly took in his and made his own, which, now, flung away, trembles with misery
as it traces these lines, moulder in its last decay' (Parvenue 274). In this story, the - |
selﬂess, duti‘ﬁxl sister whose devotion to her family caused her to sacrifice her
husband and her happiness for no reward, can see no other end to her suffering than to
end her life. - |

In all three of these sto{'ies Mary Shelley emphasises the duty felt by one sister |
to serve or help another, certainly at least in part areflection of the duty she felt

"towards Claire Clairmont throughout her life. It may also allude to Mary's sense of

‘ fmlmg in her duty to care for her sister Fanny, of whom she wrote in 1816 after her
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marriage legitimised her connection with Shelley, 'Poor dear vFanny if she had lived +~
until this moment she would have been saved for my house would then have been a
proper assylﬁm [sic] for her' (MSL i 24). Yet in these stories she criticises the duty
 that sisters feel towards sisters by revealiﬁg its often extreme and ultimately & - -
destructive consequences. "The Sisters of Albano' contains echoés of the sororophobia
that Mary felt iﬁteﬁsely both during her life with Claire and Shelley and again in the
decade after Shelley's death. Yet although 'The Trial of Love' is empty of any . - ..
underlying antagonism between the 'sisters' (until, of course, the scene when Faustiha
reads Angeline's letter to Ippolito) it is not free from criticism of the sister bond, for in
dﬁs story Mary both criticises the selfless dedicatioﬁ of the older 'sister' tb the
younger and reveals that sisterhood can indeed become a trial. 'The Parvenue' traces
the effects of Fanny's extrenie devotion to her family, which in the ’end leaves her - .
alone and intent on suicidé. Without a hint of trouble between the Fanny and her twin
| sister Susan, this tale nevertheless suggests that too much dedication can have |

catastrophic consequences.

- iii, Conclusion
'The Pole', 'The ‘Sisters of Albano', 'Thé Trial of Love', and 'The Parvenue' all :

have roots in their author'é pésts; Claire Clairmont's aﬁd Mary Shelley's lives were -
. clearly shadowed by a struggle for indépendence and Separatidn from a sister. Yet the

representation of the sister relations in these ston'eé attempts to erase the
~complications of sisterhood._ The cdmplications that arose from‘ Claire Claixmont's
- presence in the Shelley household seem to ‘disappear in the romantic portrayal of

" Ladislas, Idalic, _and hér stepgistér Maﬁetta; yet Claire Clairmont's representatién of

the girlsf_ communication suggests that thére} is friction between them. The antagonism
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that existed between Mary Shelley and Claire Clairmont is not acknowledged outright
by either Maria or Anina, and it is entirely‘ absent in the sisterly connection between
both Angellne‘ and Faustinal and Fanny and Susan; yet Mary Shelley clearly shows

| ‘ that overt and excesslye dedication to the sister bond causes much hardship. These
stories, and their silences,'sug.gest that the contradictory emotions of love and
antagoni'smy that exist hetWeen s1sters do not hlend easily‘ 1na sinéle text But by
reading the subtext of Claire Clairmont's and Mary Shelley's stories in the context of
the facts’l of the authors' liyes; the conﬂictiné emotrons of Sisterhood arerevealed As
Patricia Meyers Spacks asserts, puttmg a life into words rescues it from confusron,
even when the words declare the ommpresence of confusron since the act of
declaring irnplies dominance' 36 Mary Shelley‘and Clarre Clairmont attempt to exert
control over the confusron of conﬂlctmg emotlons whrch they experrenced as sisters
first hvmg in commumty wrth Shelley and later negotlatrng the srster bond whrch they ‘ |
could neither embrace whole-heartedly nor sunder completely. These altered
representatrons of srster relatrons are - not srmply lapses in recollectron and the
dlfﬁcultres in the relatronshrp between the two authors shows that unconscrously'
Claire Clarrmont and Mary Shelley were revealmg, in these stories, the tensions that
existed between themselves and therr srsters In examrmng Charlotte Bronté's method
of recountrng her personal experlences through the history of Lucy Snow' in ViIIette, ‘
Gilbert and Gubar declare that Bronté 'alters her past in order to reveal it'. 37 In these
short stories Claire Clamnont and Mary Shelley do the same, reveahng the tensrons
that exrsted between them in therr models of srsters and the behavrour that | o

charactenses women connected by the often-difficult sororal bond

36 Spacks, p. 21.
37 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the

Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979), p.
416.
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