
Mary Shelley, the  
teenage writer

T      he year 1816 was a particularly strange year. It 
was known as “the year without a summer”. 

Mount Tambora in Indonesia had erupted in April 
1815 and particles from the eruption spread around 
the globe, blocking out the sunlight. There was 
strange weather all over the world. It snowed in New 
York, in the US, in June, and in Ireland it rained 
constantly for eight weeks. It was against this eerie 
backdrop that one of the most famous stories about  
a monster was dreamt up, Frankenstein, which 
celebrates its 200th anniversary this year. 

A writing holiday 
Frankenstein was not the only 
famous story made up on 
that holiday. Byron’s doctor, 
Dr John Polidori, was on the same 
holiday. He wrote a story called The Vampyre, 
which influenced Bram Stoker’s famous 
vampire novel Dracula. Lord Byron also wrote 
a poem during this holiday, called Darkness, 
no doubt inspired by the gloomy skies.

The most famous monster in the world 
The famous novel Frankenstein was written by a teenage girl 200 years ago.
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. Frankenstein in the movies
Frankenstein continues to fascinate us to this 
day. It was first made into a play in 1823, five 
years after it was published, and there have 
now been more than 150 film versions of 
Mary Shelley’s strange story. The most 
famous is from 1931 and starred Boris Karloff 
as Frankenstein’s monster. It’s from this film 
that we get our idea of what the monster 
looked like: tall, with a flat-topped head, a 
pale face and bolts in his neck. 
Versions of the monster have 
also appeared in The Simpsons 
and on postage stamps. 

The story of FrankensteinFrankenstein tells the story of  a Swiss scientist, Dr Victor Frankenstein. He carries out experiments and constructs the body of a large man-like creature. The creature comes to life and Dr Frankenstein is shocked by what he 

has done. The creature learns to speak by watching other people  but he is very lonely. The scientist has mixed feelings and he regrets creating the monster. You’ll have t o read the story for yourself to find out how it ends...

DID YOU  KNOW?Mary Shelley’s mother, Mary 
Wollstonecraft, was a famous 

campaigner for women’s  
rights, at a time when  
women couldn’t vote.

Boris Karloff as 
the monster. 

Christopher Lee 
as Dracula in 

the 1958 film. 

A scene from one of 
the many films made 
about the monster. 

The monster was actually 
the invention of an 
18-year-old girl called 
Mary Wollstonecraft 
Godwin, who would 
become known as Mary 
Shelley. She made up a 
story about him while 
she was on a rainy 
holiday in Switzerland 
in 1816. She had gone away with a 
famous poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, who later 
became her husband. In Switzerland, they met 
another famous poet, Lord Byron. While they 
were there, the weather was unexpectedly 
bad. The sky was dark over Lake Geneva, 
where they were holidaying. In order to pass  
the time inside while it rained, Lord Byron 
suggested they make up spooky stories to tell 
each other. At first, Shelley couldn’t think of  
a story but the tale that she eventually devised 
was based on a nightmare she’d had on the 
holiday, and it became Frankenstein. 
Shelley turned the story into a book and 
it was published anonymously – which 
means readers didn’t know who wrote 
it – on New Year’s Day in 1818. 

Villa Diodati in Switzerland, 
where the writers made up 

their spooky stories. 

THUMBS  
DOWN

Frankenst
ein had mixed reviews 

when it was first published. 

One writer called it “the foulest 

Toadstool that has yet sprung  

from the reeking dunghill  

of present times”.

Mary Shelley
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