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Mary Godwin: ‘bold, somewhat imperious, and active of mind’

< Mary Godwin: ‘bold, somewhat
imperious, and active of mind’

€ Y tis notsingular,” says Mary Shelley in her 1831 introduction to Frankenstein,
I‘that, as the daughter of two persons of distinguished literary celebrity, I should
very early have thought of writing’. The ‘distinguished’ parents in question, William
Godwin (1756-1836) and Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), not only wrote books but
believed that they could, gradually at least, change the world by doing so.

Godwin and Wollstonecraft lived in a society where power, wealth and
tradition still largely controlled nominally democratic politics and nominally
equitable justice. In the book that made him famous - or, in conservative circles,
notorious — An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), Godwin argues for the
removal of such inequalities. This was to be achieved through reason, education, and
individual improvement. A series of novels beginning with Caleb Williams (1794)
make the same points in a form and style adapted to a wider readership, and were a
stronger influence on his daughter, who also became a novelist of ideas.

Mary Wollstonecraft, like Godwin, hoped to reform society by the power of
reasoned argument. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) she makes the case
that male ‘superiority’ is purely physical and that any apparent inferiority is
mainly the result of a ‘false system of education’ which considers ‘females rather
as women than as human creatures’ and encourages ignorance and superficiality.
Wollstonecraft’s experience of men tended to confirm her faith in women. She had
defended her compliant mother against her bullying and improvident father, and her
lover, the American businessman Gilbert Imlay, abandoned her and their infant
daughter, Fanny, for another woman.

Wollstonecraft and Godwin first met briefly, and disliked each other, in 1791.
But when they met again in 1796 they rapidly, and to the considerable surprise
of people who knew them, became close friends and then lovers. Both were
highly critical of the institution of marriage, but when she became pregnant she
persuaded him that, in the present state of society, it was necessary to marry. Their

daughter, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, was born at Somers Town, near London, on
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Left:

William Godwin by
James Northcote.

His daughter; Mary,
says in ber introduction
to his novel Caleb
Williams that the
portrait ‘is strikingly
like and characteristic,
with an air of mildness
and contemplation yet
fervour’.

National Portrait Gallery,
London

Right:

Mary Wollstonecraft
by Fobn Opie. Her
writings, apart from
A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman,
include a novel —
Mary - and a
sequence of letters
concerning her
Scandinavian journey
of 1795. Her daughter,
Mary, was a keen
reader of her work.

National Portrait Gallery,
London

30th August 1797. Only twelve days later Wollstonecraft died of puerperal fever —a
common occurrence at a time when the medical profession was unaware that
infection was introduced by the hands of doctors and midwives. Soon after her death
Godwin combated his grief by writing a moving and honest account of her life,
Memoirs of the Author of “The Rights of Woman’ (1798). He included accounts of
Wollstonecraft’s liaisons with Imlay and himself and her suicidal attempts prompted
by Imlay’s disloyalty. The unintended consequence of such honesty was a scandal
which took many years to die away. Many commentators decided that she was simply
a ‘prostitute’, and that her views on female emancipation confirmed this. Godwin’s
own reputation had already suffered as part of a more general change in the English
political climate. There had been a movement away from widespread sympathy with
the ideals of the early phases of the French Revolution. The reformist views of
writers like Godwin and Wollstonecraft met with increasing distrust or neglect once
the Revolution had descended into bloodshed and England had embarked on twenty
years of almost non-stop war with France.

Wollstonecraft’s death left Godwin to look after his stepdaughter, Fanny, and
his new daughter, Mary. Female friends and servants took over the practical side of
caring for them, but Mary in particular developed for her father, from early
childhood on, what she later described as ‘an excessive and romantic attachment’. A
less welcome influence came into Mary Godwin’s life in 1801 when her father met
and married their next-door neighbour, Mary Jane Clairmont. She already had two
children; she described herself as a widow but in fact had not been married to either
of the men who fathered her son Charles, born in 1795, and her daughter Jane, born
in 1798. The marriage to Godwin took place because Clairmont, like Wollstonecraft
before her, found herself pregnant. The child, named William, died at or soon after
birth in April 1802. A second William was born in March 1803.

The marriage was, on the whole, a happy one for the couple involved. But the
second Mrs Godwin had a habit of telling untruths which sometimes exasperated her
husband and contributed to the distaste which many of his friends felt for her.
Succeeding the venerated Wollstonecraft was not, of course, easy; her portrait by
John Opie, on show in the study where Godwin received his visitors, perpetually

invited comparisons. But the greatest tension appears to have been with her
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stepdaughter, Mary Godwin. Fanny was more
docile, more easily dominated by the often
forceful Mrs Godwin, and her own children
did not suffer Mary’s sense of displacement.
From infancy Mary was evidently intelligent,
spirited, and keenly aware of her own mother’s
superior intellectual status. Above all,
stepmother and step-siblings came between
Mary and her adored father. Conversely Mary
Jane was still, many years later, accusing him of
loving the adult Mary more than he loved her.

Mary Godwin later exaggerated how
difficult life with her stepmother had been. It
is clearly not true, as she gave the impression,
that other members of the family were
carefully educated while she and Fanny were
left to do domestic chores. We know that all
the girls learned French, Italian, and drawing,
among other subjects, from the Godwins and
a governess. Wollstonecraft might have laid
more stress on the equality of the sexes, but
the children were not kept in ignorance of such ideas; by their teens Mary and Jane
were well versed in her work, and in 1812 or 1813 vigorously took the feminist side
in a family discussion on whether ‘women’s vocation’ should be ‘purely domestic, or
whether they should engage in outside interests’.

Godwin in particular encouraged the children to read and enquire widely, to
learn where possible for themselves, and to use their imaginations. They were helped
in these aims by some of his own books for children. Many of these were written for
the Juvenile Library series, published by the bookselling business set up by the
Godwins in 1805 to enable the family, with Godwin’s books now unfashionable or
politically suspect, to stay afloat financially. (When writing for children he used such

pseudonyms as Edward Baldwin and Theophilus Marcliffe.) Instead of overloading

Mary Whollstonecraft
Shelley as a child,
engraved by Robert
Hartley Cromek, 1850.

Private collection/Bridgeman
Art Library
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Skinner Street, where
the Godwin family
lived, and ran their
publishing company and
bookshop, from 1807.

Guildball Library,

Corporation of London

young minds with such inessential facts as ‘from what part of the globe you receive
every article of your furniture’, he says in the introduction to his Bible Stories (1802),
books for children should attend to ‘those things which open the heart, which
insensibly initiate the learner in the relations and generous offices of society, and
enable him to put himself in imagination into the place of his neighbour, to feel his
feelings, and to wish his wishes’.

Among the childrens books published by the Godwins were Tales from
Shakespeare, written by Mary Lamb with some assistance from her brother Charles, and
Charles’s Adventures of Ulysses. The Lambs were frequent visitors to Somers Town and
then to 41 Skinner Street, where both the bookshop (on the ground floor) and the
Godwins (on the upper floors) moved in 1807. Contact with them and Godwin’s many
other notable friends was probably at least as educative as reading the books. The
composer Muzio Clementi, the painters James Northcote and Thomas Lawrence, the
young radical essayist William Hazlitt, the scientist and poet Humphry Davy, and the
surgeon and chemist Anthony Carlisle were among those who visited most often.

One visitor who made a particularly deep impression on the family was

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, poet, philosopher and brilliant talker. If Godwin had an
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intellectual belief in the joys and the usefulness
of imagination, Coleridge had a visionary sense
of its transforming power. Godwin, not easily
impressed as a rule, felt, when he first knew
him, that in his charismatic company he was ‘a
purer, a more unreserved and natural being’
than with anyone else. One evening — it may
have been as early as 1804, since Coleridge was
abroad between then and 1806 — he recited his
poem ‘The Ancient Mariner’. Jane and Mary
(both aged only six or seven if the date was
1804) hid under the sofa and were discovered
but allowed, at the poet’s entreaty, to stay and
listen. Long after Coleridge had, as far as
Godwin and others were concerned, dissipated
his youthful promise, the icy, eerie world of
“The Ancient Mariner’ and its themes of
responsibility and love stayed with Mary
Shelley as an influence on Frankenstein.

It is not surprising that, in such a setting,

Mary wrote: ‘As a child I scribbled; and my

favourite pastime during the hours given me for recreation was to “write stories”.”  Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
. . . , aged thirty-two, in an
I, o
When she was fourteen and newly inspired by attending four of Coleridge’s popular engraving from James
lectures on Shakespeare and Milton, she wrote weekly lectures of her own for her ]}"”’-’50“’ s portrait
of 1804.

little brother to deliver; Aaron Burr, the disgraced former Vice-President of the

The British Library, London,

United States, who had been drawn to Godwin’s house in Skinner Street by his books op54592

and drawn back by the family’s hospitality, heard William on “The Influence of
Government on the Character of the People’. After tea, Burr records, ‘the girls’” —
Mary, Jane and possibly Fanny — ‘sung and danced an hour’. No doubt they were
keen to show their guest that their talents were not solely intellectual; a month
earlier he had presented the three girls with silk stockings when they were about to

go to a ball and had judged them, in their ballgowns, ‘extremely neat, and with taste’.
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Nevertheless Claire Clairmont (as Jane later called herself) could maintain with only
some exaggeration — but much envy of her stepsister’s achievements — that ‘in our
family if you cannot write an epic poem or a novel that by its originality knocks all
other novels on the head, you are a despicable creature not worth acknowledging’.

Godwin was aware of the considerable potential of the daughter he described
to an unknown correspondent as ‘singularly bold, somewhat imperious, and active of
mind’, greatly desirous of knowledge, and almost invincibly persevering. But he
seems often to have been somewhat distant as a father, at times ponderous and
theoretical rather than spontaneously affectionate. One rather harsh comment
survives: “Tell Mary,” he says in a letter of May 1811 to his wife, ‘that, in spite of
unfavourable appearances, I have still faith that she will become a good and wise
woman’. The thirteen-year-old girl had just gone with her stepmother to Ramsgate,
on the Kent coast, because her hand had erupted with eczema or a similar condition
and sea-bathing had been prescribed as part of her cure; it seems probable that the
eruption was psychosomatic in origin.

Mary Godwin remained in Ramsgate for several months as a boarder at
Miss Pettman’s School. When she came back in December Burr noted that ‘Mary
has come home, and looks very lovely, but has not the air of strong health’. By
March 1812, for whatever reason, her skin condition had flared up again, and this
time the infection spread along one of her arms. Her doctor examined her again
and recommended more salt-water bathing. This cannot, however, have been the
only reason for Godwin’s decision to send her on a long visit to stay with the
family of his acquaintance William Baxter on the eastern Scottish coast.
Presumably he thought that an extended time away from Skinner Street would
help to dissipate family tension.

Mary Godwin sailed to Dundee. The journey took a week, during which the
inexperienced traveller was sick, knew no one, and somehow was robbed of the
money concealed in her corset. Life with the Baxters, however, turned out to be a
fulfilling experience. Although they belonged to the Glassite church - a strict
Protestant sect — family relationships were, especially when compared with those at
Skinner Street, stable and relaxed. Isabella Baxter, four years older than Mary and a

keen reader of Wollstonecraft, rapidly became her closest friend. A new landscape



