ENGLISH 274: MARY SHELLEY IN CONTEXT

Guide to Using the Appendices to The Last Man:
Appendix A:  Lord Byron, “Darkness”

·  Byron’s portrayal of the end of the world in “Darkness”  suggests an apocalyptic devastation by the forces of nature without apparent reason. What is the role of Nature in Shelley’s story? (Cf. Nature in Frankenstein.) Does Shelley suggest a reason for the destruction of the human race?

· In Byron’s poem, a dog remains loyal to his dead master in the midst of widespread famine and desolation. The Last Man includes several faithful dogs, and a number of characters (e.g., Perdita, Evadne) with similar passionate fealty to men. Is such loyalty a noble quality, or a mark of animal-like unreason?

· Byron contrasts scenes of famine and gorging (and even hints at cannibalism) in “Darkness.” How do extreme reactions to the plague (e.g. masquerades, scenes of ribaldry, mass fear, heroism) figure in The Last Man?

Appendix B:  The Sibyl’s Cave:

· Whereas in the introduction to The Last Man, the narrator posits herself as an interpreter of the prophetic “Leaves of the Sibyl,” Percy Shelley’s poem, “Ode to the West Wind,” positions the poet as prophet. How does Shelley’s frame narrative (the author’s visit to the Cave of the Sibyl) affect the story? 

· How does Shelley’s  novel make use of prophecy in The Last Man? Do prophecy and history contend as narrative modes? Alternately, can Evadne be compared to Beatrice in Valperga – how?

Appendix C:  Versions of The Plague:

· Daniel Defoe’s History of the Great Plague narrates the superstition of the afflicted Londoners and their readiness to interpret “signs” in nature. How does superstition operate in Shelley’s novel (e.g., Evadne’s deathbed prophecy, the English exiles’ visions of the opera dancer and black specter in France, the false tyrant-prophet, etc.)?

· Charles Brockden Brown’s novel Arthur Mervyn considers the possibility of recovering from exposure to the “fatal influence.” What kinds of recovery are possible in The Last Man? Why is Lionel Verney not just the sole survivor of the human race, but the sole survivor of the plague?

Appendix D:  The Web of Mind:

· Volney observes that the “dust of the proudest kings” eventually mixes with “that of the meanest slaves.” How does this motif operate in The Last Man?  
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· Percy Shelley discusses astronomy in his notes to Queen Mab. What role does Merrival the astronomer serve in The Last Man?

· In the Preface to The Revolt of Islam, Percy Shelley speaks of “an education peculiarly fitted for a Poet,” which entails travel and extensive experience of the world; in his Defence of Poetry, he suggests that Poets are simply “men” of great genius and endeavor. Who are the Poets in The Last Man?  Does male ambition differ from female ambition?

·  “The Choice” is Shelley’s poem regretting the “cold neglect” of the speaker for a loved one. How does this theme influence the narrative of The Last Man?  

Appendix E:  Reviews of The Last Man:

· The reviewer of the Monthly Review complains of Mary Shelley’s “ambition … to portray monsters.” Who or what are the monsters in The Last Man?  

· The reviewer of The Literary Gazette asks, “Why not the last Woman”? Why not? How would this gender reversal affect the story?

· Volney discusses the beauty of the “stupendous works” of humankind, a similar concern of Lionel Verney. Is the view of human nature within the novel in general generally optimistic or pessimistic?

· William Godwin discusses the “perfectibility” of the human species, which spurs us to active self-improvement – as well as the “doctrine of necessity,” which renders us passive. How does Shelley’s novel employ these contrary themes?

· In her poem, “The Choice,” which laments the death of Percy Shelley, Mary Shelley contemplates the question of human identity: a material body? A spirit covered with an “earthly dress”? How does she develop this concern in The Last Man?

