Mary Shelly – A Brief Biography


Mary Shelley’s mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, was a feminist of some renown as well as a writer. Her father, William Godwin, also a writer as well as a philosopher, married in London five months before her birth. Both of her parents were known as radical thinkers, supporting the revolution that was happening in the decade of Mary’s birth. Mary Wollstonecraft had had one child before the birth of Mary Shelley, an illegitimate daughter with Gilbert Imlay, named Fanny, who was later adopted by William Godwin, shortly after her mother’s death.

Mary Wollstonecraft died several days after her daughter’s birth in 1797. Her death is attributed to surgery given after Mary’s birth to remove the placenta. It is believed that if Godwin, and the doctors he had hired, had not intervened, that she would have survived the birth.


Four years after the death of her mother, Mary’s father remarried to Mary Jane Clairmont, a woman to whom Mary Shelley was never close. She loved her father, and idolized her mother, spending time reading her mothers writings whilst sitting on her mother’s grave (anytime spent reading your mother’s writings while sitting on your mother’s grave is too much) and apparently learned to spell her name by tracing the letters carved into her mother’s headstone.

Godwin believed that every child needs nothing more than inspiration and intellectual nourishment to flourish to their fullest potential. In tune with this, he surrounded his daughter with poets and philosophers of note, beginning so early on that Shelley must have no memory of the earliest of the visits.

As one of Godwin’s disciples, who ardently believed Godwin’s political and governmental views, Percy Shelley’s relationship with his mentor was placed under considerable strain, when at the age of 21, the young, unhappily married aristocrat ran off with Mary Shelley, then 16. Their relationship was plagued by many hardships. Their first child, Clara, born in 1815, lived only three days. Their second child, William, born in the same year (1816) as the suicides of Mary Shelley’s half sister Fanny and Percy’s estranged wife, lasted only three years, before dying in 1819. When she miscarried a third child in 1822, she fell into a depression that put her relationship with Percy in jeopardy, which lasted until Percy drowned later that year in a boating accident. Mary did in fact marry Percy, several weeks after his wife’s suicide (note: she was pregnant by another man at the time she drowned herself).


During the troubled time when the suicides occurred, Mary, Percy and Lord Byron, with whom they had been visiting, decided upon a contest. They would each write a horror story, and see who had written the best one. After some time of not having the foggiest clue as to what to write, Mary Shelly had a nightmare, and the feelings of helpless horror that she experienced were what she decided to portray. She was nineteen at the time, and when the book was finally published, in her twenty first year, many critics did not believe that she herself was the author, because of her young age. She may never have finished the story, had it not been for Percy’s encouragement.


Several other of Shelley’s published works include History of a Six Week Tour, which is the story of her elopement with Percy, and The Last Man, a tale in which a plague wipes out the entire human race except for one lone survivor. The latter story was inspired by Lord Byron, and the feelings of isolation he experienced in his exile.


After Percy’s death, Mary and her one surviving child, Percy Florence, moved back to England, where they struggled financially, and socially, of the ostracism that she suffered because of her unaccepted relationship with Percy, as well as the custody battle that she fought with Sir Timothy Shelley over young Percy Florence. 


Sir Timothy for some time would not allow her publish any of Percy’s poetry or allow her to publish his biography. He relented eventually allowing her to publish Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1839.
A brain tumor ended Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s life 1851. 
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