Frankenstein: Making monsters 1: Gothic and Revolutions

1757 Edmund Burke A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and the Beautiful:

‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger … whatever is in any sort terrible … is a source of the sublime … No passion so effectively robs the mind of  all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear … To make any thing very terrible obscurity seems in general to be necessary … A clear idea is another name for a little idea’
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John Martin The Bard (1817)
1765 Horace Walpole Castle of Otranto --- the first gothic novel
‘Gothic signified an over-abundance of imaginative frenzy, untamed by reason and unrestrained by conventional eighteenth-century demands for simplicity, realism or probability.’

(Fred Botting Gothic (London : Routledge, 1996) p3) 



Henry Fuseli The Nightmare (1781)
1790s spate of gothic novels --- including Ann Radcliffe The Mysteries of Udolpho 1794 --- ‘female’ gothic in which much of the apparent mystery is explained; ‘Monk’ Lewis The Monk 1795 --- the ‘School of Terror’, no rational explanation, interest in [sexual] perversity, suffering.

Recognisably modern ideas about the materiality of the human body developed in post-Revolution clinics in France and adopted in England by radical medical practitioners and teachers:
‘Life … is merely … the sate of the animal structure. It includes the notions which are obvious to common observation. It denotes what is apparent to our senses; and cannot be applied to the off spring of metaphysical subtlety, or immaterial abstractions without obscuring what is clear and intelligible. [William Lawrence Professor of Anatomy and Physiology at the Royal College,  Lectures on Physiology  (1816) (W.H Cox, 1834) 6th ed. p.39]

1795 Mary Wollstonecraft Progress of the French Revolution [on aristocracy]:

‘But, by the habitual slothfulness of rust intellects, or the depravity of the heart, lulled into hardness on the lascivious couch of pleasure, those heavenly beams are obscured, and man either appears as an hideous monster, a devouring beast; or a spiritless reptile, without dignity or humanity.’

And on inevitably destructive societies:

‘whilst despotism and superstition exist, the convulsions which the regeneration of man occasions will always bring forward the vices they have engendered to devour their parents’ (ibid)

1796 Edmund Burke Letters Addressed to A Member of the Present Parliament, on the Proposals for Peace with the Regicide Directory of France: 

‘Deprived of the old Government, deprived in a manner of all Government, France, fallen as a Monarchy, to common speculators might have appeared more likely to be an object of pity or insult, according to the disposition of the circumjacent powers, than to be the scourge and terror of them all. But out of the tomb of the murdered Monarchy in France, has arisen a vast, tremendous, unformed spectre, in a far more terrific guise than any which ever yet have overpowered the imagination and subdued the fortitude of man. Going straight forward to its end, unappalled by peril, unchecked by remorse, despising all common maxims and all common means, that hideous phantom overpowered those who could not believe it was possible she could at all exist, except on the principles, which habit rather than nature had persuaded them were necessary to their own particular welfare and to their own ordinary modes of action.’

‘The 1790s can be called the decade of gothic fiction … In Gothic images of violence … there is 
a significant overlap in literary and political metaphors of fear and anxiety…’

(Botting Gothic pp. 62-3)
1797 Birth of Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin; death of Mary Wollstonecraft

1814 Elopes with Percy Shelley ---- Romantic poet, follower of Godwinian ideas. They visit parts of Europe which had suffered following Napoleon’s defeat by Russia --- seen by some as vindication of criticism of revolution(s).

‘Nothing could be more entire than the ruin which these barbarians had spread as they advanced.’ (MS History of a Six Week Tour (1817))

1815 Death of Mary Shelley’s first daughter:

‘Dreamt that my baby had come to life again; that it had only been cold and that we rubbed iit before the fire and it lived. Awake and find no baby’ (from MS’s Journal March)

1818 Mary Shelley Frankenstein 

1800 De Sade Idees sur les romans:

‘This genre [gothic] was the inevitable fruit of the revolutionary shocks which could be felt throughout Europe … hell had to be called upon in order to create an interest and to find in the fantastic what was common knowledge from historical observation.’

1823 The first dramatic version of F --- the ‘monster’ has become the familiar cliché

1822 Death of Percy Shelley

1824 Mary Shelley ‘On Ghosts’ [F is called a ‘ghost story’]:

‘What has become of enchantresses with their palaces of crystal and dungeons of palpable darkness? … and what of ghosts with beckoning hands and fleeting shapes … These … were realities to our forefathers … Yet is it true that I do not believe in ghosts?’

1831 Revised version of F

1839 Mary Shelley writes Preface to Percy Shelley’s Poetical Works:

‘the eagerness and ardour with which he was attracted to the cause of human happiness and improvement. To defecate life of its misery and its evil, was the ruling passion of his soul; he dedicated to it every power of his mind and every pulsation of his heart’

[autobiographical readings ?]

1931 Karloff’s Frankenstein

