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CAVES OF FANCY was written for MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT AND MARY SHELLEY: WRITING 

LIVES an international conference presented by the Calgary Institute for the Humanities at the 

University of Calgary in August 1997. 

 

The play was completed during a residency at the university made possible by the Markin -

Flanagan Distinguished Writers Program. During the residency it was workshopped by the 

Department of Drama in collaboration with the Department of English under the direction of 

Brian Smith, Head of Drama. Participating in the workshop discussions and generously 

consulting on many aspects of the play were Helen Buss, Lorne Macdonald, and Anne McWhir 

of the English Department and Roberta Bramwell of Drama. 

 

In May 1997, a production of the play was directed by Brian Smith with students from the 

department. The production was reprised for the August conference. The play was published 

with the rest of the conference papers in Mary Wollstonecraft and Mary Shelley: Writing Lives, 

Editors Helen M. Buss, D.L. Macdonald and Anne McWhir, Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 

Waterloo, 2001. 

 

Performing in the production were  

 Anne Marie Herberts  as Mary Shelley,  

 Iam Coulter   as Claire Clairemont,  

 Vicki Stroich   as Fanny Imlay,  

 Curt McKinstry  as the Creature, Wollstonecraft, Byron, Hunt, Mrs. Mason,   

 

Brian Smith was Director. Erin Sara Flasch was stage manager. David Clark was assistant 

director. Lighting sets and costumes were by Gavin Semple.  
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Being a Playwright in Canada with Caroline Russell-King for the Playwrights Union of Canada. 

In June of 2003, 15 of her plays were included in North American Women's Drama an electronic 
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Her play Firebird was translated into German by Ute Scharfenberg, chief dramaturge of 

Freie Kammerspiele of Magdeburg, Germany. Feuervogel received its German premiere in 

December of 2003. Firebird was published in TYA 5 (Playwrights Canada Press 1998), a 
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Cast of Characters 

 

Mary Shelley,  

 Claire Clairemont,  

 Fanny Imlay,  

 Creature, Wollstonecraft, Byron, Hunt, Mrs. Mason,  

 

 

Synopsis of Play: 

 

Young Mary Shelly attempts, with the aid of  half-sister Fanny and step sister Claire, to conjure 

up her dead mother Mary Wollstonecraft. Instead she call up an enigmatic and ugly Creature who 

shifts from role to role as she faces the monstrous elements in her life —  the cruelty of lovers, 

the repressions of society, illness, loneliness and death, especially death, who claims one after 

the other the loved ones in her life:  mother, sister, husband, and her beloved children. In spite of 

all her tragedy, Mary persists in her commitment to her art and to her family and finds 

equilibrium and the strength to push forward into the unknown,  ready to take on all the future 

has to offer.  

 

The play is freeform in structure and, although the scenes have been defined and named, the 

action flows from one to another without a break. The first act is separated from the second by a 

musical passage and the second from the third by an intermission.    
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Caves of Fancy 
 

 

Act One 
 

(The stage is draped over with gray, filmy material. The effect is abstract and dreamy, the 

furniture under the drapery making unidentifiable but provocative shapes. Laughter off. Then 

MARY runs on followed by her half-sister FANNY and her step-sister CLAIRE. They enter 

exuberantly but quickly assume a solemn demeanor. There is a quality of ceremony to their 

speech and movements as MARY draws them into her fantasy.) 

 

 

The First Resurrection 
 

MARY      It's a descent, that's how I think of it, a tunnelling down to that sweet treasure dome. I 

find nourishment there. No matter what misfortune may strike there will be consolation and 

strength, I'm sure of that. My mother is the key —  my way down.  

 

FANNY     Mother.  

 

MARY     The torch of self knowledge by which I route my demons.  

 

CLAIRE     Mother. 

 

MARY     My phantasmagoria. 

  

CLAIRE     She said, " I love man as my fellow, but his sceptre does not extend to me."    

 

FANNY     She said, " Strengthen the female mind and there will be an end to blind obedience."  

 

MARY     She said, "It is time for a revolution in female manners — time to restore their lost 

dignity and make them a part of the human species."  

 

MARY     Because of her, we will never be slaves or sexual playthings 

 

CLAIRE     Because of her, we will never give up freedom and independence for the sake of 

reputation 

 

MARY     In the name of Romance, 
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FANNY     Adventure, 

 

CLAIRE     Passion, 

 

(They appear by their gestures to be conjuring something or someone. Nothing happens.)  

 

FANNY     It didn't work. 

 

CLAIRE     It's been too long. 

  

MARY     No!  Wait!  She said, "Imagination is the true fire, stolen from heaven, to animate this 

cold creature of clay." 

 

CLAIRE     In the name of imagination! 

 

MARY     Imagination! 

 

FANNY     Imagination!  

 

(As they murmur repeatedly the word "imagination" there is a stirring, and the drapery covering 

the set begins to rise.  

(It forms a tent-like canopy over the stage and creates for the audience the effect of being in a 

tent or airy cavern. The stage area is a simple rectangle surrounded on three sides by the 

audience. The fourth recedes off into the darkness of the backstage area. The furnishings are 

simple: a chaise longue at the front; two chairs; a clothes rack holding costume changes at the 

back; a large trunk beside the rack; a small make-up table with mirror, also at the back. There is 

a large, gray table centre stage and as the canopy rises we discover stretched out on it the figure 

of the CREATURE. The young women warily approach this figure.)   

 

FANNY     (Pause) Is it? 

 

MARY      I'm not sure. 

 

CLAIRE     Then who?   

 

MARY    I don't know.  

 

(The CREATURE groans, struggles, and lurches to a half sitting position. The women retreat a 

little as the CREATURE sits up. He is wearing a ragged military redcoat over corsets and blue 

trousers. He tries to catch the flickering images. He groans again. )   

 

FANNY     It's her. I know it is.   
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CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Half revived, half rotting away 

 

FANNY     Mother? 

 

CLAIRE     It's gone wrong, hasn't it.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     This is your father's fault.  He made a monster of me.  

 

FANNY     He made you an angel in our midst.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     A cadaver in your midst.  

 

CLAIRE     We learned everything from you.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Yes. I showed you how to be good little corpses. The 

cadaverously silent little Godwins.  

 

FANNY     Are you really our mother? 

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Don't I look motherly? 

 

FANNY     You're too raggedy. 

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     As if she wasn't raggedy. Stitched together out of 

decaying memories, little scraps of writing, furtive hopes. Your first fabrication. A raggedy lie. 

 

MARY     Come away from him, Fanny!  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     And you were counterfeit as well (overrides their 

objections), put-together little girls in the image of a dead mother — a pastiche of little 

temptations, little weaknesses, things that hardly matter. Little desires. (Touches MARY's hair)   

 

MARY     Don't!   

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Your mother knew all about desires. Your father was a 

monk until he met her. A celibate, naive fool. He wore a yellow waistcoat and blushed when a 

woman came into the room. But she awakened his appetites.  

 

(MARY draws back in distaste.)  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Yes. He loved it so much he kept a record of it. Mary 

knows. Don't you, Mary? You figured out all those mysterious ciphers in his journals.  Every last 

pinch and tweak. That's why he churned out his memoir. To revive those juicy feelings.  
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MARY     He wrote it to inform the public about a great woman.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     He wrote it to get an erection. And the public knew it. 

They saw that what he had brought to life was a monster, a whore in blue stockings.  

 

FANNY     You're making my head ache! 

 

MARY     We don't need that disgusting kind of talk.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     And you're such a little nun, I suppose?  All that 

gallivanting in St. Pancras church yard. Chasing Shelley round my headstone. 

 

MARY    Your headstone!  You're not my mother! 

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     I'm not? 

 

MARY     (Uncertain)  Well, if you are, I wasn't gallivanting. I went there to read your books and 

honour your memory.  

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     And fuck Shelley. 

 

MARY     No!   

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     He seduced you on my grave, didn't he.  

 

MARY     Shelley adored you. 

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     Of course he did. It was really me he was trying to fuck. 

And I wanted it. I reached up from the grave and held you while he did it to you.  

   

MARY     Don't!   

 

CREATURE/WOLLSTONECRAFT     And to complete the picture — your Papa riding his 

back. A rampant eight legged beast, the four of us panting together. Panting and writhing, and 

panting and...  

 

MARY     You're disgusting!   

  

CLAIRE     Imposter! 

 

(The CREATURE notices the audience.) 
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CREATURE Ah!  I knew you couldn't stay away. You heard the word phantasmagoria and 

your minds immediately dipped into horrid and delicious suppositions.  Am I right?  You came to 

see what I  would be like, made up from all those horrid bits and pieces. Those charnel house 

scraps resurrected.  

   

MARY     And for your information I am not a counterfeit. I'm real and  up to the minute!  

Shelley chose me, didn't he? All the lovers he could have had and he chose me!  

 

I remember the exact moment he asked me to go away with him. I was wearing a new dress, 

green and red tartan, and I felt so alive underneath it, just shivering with life, as if my skin had 

eyes, my skin seeing the soft honeyed marble and the green dancing grass and Shelley looking at 

me. I shivered and there was a hot rushing sound in my ears. It was my destiny.  

 

CREATURE     And you acted out your destiny right there on your mother's grave. 

 

MARY     Get out of here!  Leave us alone! 

 

CREATURE      Scrappy little thing, isn't she?  It's true — Shelley fell for her the minute he set 

eyes on her. But it wasn't for her sleek head and saucy manner. It was her incandescent parents 

—Godwin and Wollstonecraft, the Philosopher and the Feminist.  To an up-and-coming young 

poet, like Shelley, in-laws like that were an irresistible dowry.  

 

MARY     Shelley loved me for myself.  

 

FANNY     It was me he came to see those first visits.  

 

CLAIRE     He wrote a poem about me. "Thy voice slow rising like a Spirit lingers./ 

O'ershadowing it with soft and lulling wings."  

 

FANNY     I had special things to tell him. Going to Sweden with my mother. 

 

CLAIRE     That's in her book. Shelley can read.  

 

FANNY     But I remember it. Standing with my mother on that lonely shore.  

 

CLAIRE     All in the book. Nobody needs you to picture it, Fanny. The romantic mother with 

child in a wild landscape. The wind disarranging her hair. 

 

CREATURE     Ah yes they all want to be that mother. To claim her glory 

 

CLAIRE     To claim her strength.     
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CREATURE     But Fanny was Wollstonecraft's love child, her pedigree stained. And Claire was 

no relation at all to the great woman. Except in her mind — a sort of  self declared, posthumous 

stepchild.  

 

CLAIRE     She taught me to love the word woman.  

 

FANNY     She taught me to love the word mother.  

 

MARY     (Gathering them in)  She taught me that anything is possible. We will resurrect her in 

our hearts and we will dare to claim everything we can imagine.  

 

CREATURE     Dreamers every one. No money, no power, too studious and outspoken for their 

own good, and yet they still hope to achieve all those things young women long for.  

 

(Forgetting the CREATURE, MARY, CLAIRE and FANNY fling themselves on the chaise longue 

and imagine their futures.  

 

(While they speculate the CREATURE takes a white cloak from the costume rack and folds it into 

a small baby-like bundle.) 

 

FANNY     Romance. 

 

CLAIRE     Adventure. 

 

FANNY     Children.  

 

MARY      Fame. 

 

CLAIRE     And sex. 

 

MARY     All of it. Adventure, children, fame,  

 

CLAIRE     Adventure, children, fame, and sex. 

 

FANNY     You can't have it all, though. 

 

MARY     Why not? 

 

FANNY     Well... because. 

 

MARY     I will. By the time I'm twenty at the latest. I already have Shelley, Europe, our book 

nearly finished...   
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CREATURE     (Moving closer) A paltry little travelogue 

 

MARY     My baby almost here (Pats her stomach). 

 

FANNY     Mother died having you. 

 

MARY     Well I don't mean to die.  Adventure, children, fame,  

 

CLAIRE     Sex 

 

FANNY     (Looking at the CREATURE who has moved very close.)  and... death.  

 

(The CREATURE steps forwards with the bundle and, reaching over MARY's head, places it in 

her arms. ) 

 

 

Death of an Unnamed Daughter 
 

(FANNY and CLAIRE are conversing. MARY has moved away and sits apart, holding her little 

bundle, lost in grief and introspection.) 

 

MARY     Death 

 

CREATURE     Her first baby.   

 

MARY     She was perfectly well when I went to bed.  

 

CREATURE     They think it was convulsions 

 

MARY     I dreamt it came to life again. We rubbed it by the fire and it lived.  

 

CREATURE     The reversal of death — a dizzying thought. "To renew life where death has 

consigned the body to corruption."  (Takes the bundle from MARY's arms.)  

 

MARY     I keep thinking if there was some little thing you could put into it, some little 

functioning part, my baby would turn over and smile up at me.  

 

(Creature shakes out the bundle with a flourish. It's empty. Mary moves OFF.)   

 

FANNY     How is she? 

 

CLAIRE     Brooding in her room. Filling her journal with gloomy thoughts.  
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FANNY     I brought a cake, (Keeping it from CLAIRE) for Shelley.  

 

CLAIRE     Fanny! You're not wearing corsets!  

 

FANNY     I found them in Mother's trunk. They're exactly my size. Everyone says I'm just like 

her. 

 

CLAIRE     So be like her. Ride horses! Row boats. Impress your intellect on strangers. But 

corsets!  

 

FANNY     There's nothing wrong with being neat and trim. You could tidy yourself up a bit.  

 

CLAIRE     Freedom. It's about freedom, Fanny.  

 

FANNY     It's not respectable going about half dressed.  

 

CLAIRE     It's not respectable to be such a stick in the mud either. Oh I don't blame you. How 

can anyone be romantic in London. How can anyone be remotely romantic. Debts and riots and 

unrest and the wretched weather. Well, I'm going to escape it all, thank God.  

 

FANNY     What are you talking about?   

 

CLAIRE     Didn't they tell you? I'm going to Linley for a while?   

 

FANNY     We don't know anyone in Linley. Who are you staying with? 

 

CLAIRE     No one. I'm to live in a seaside cottage with Jessamin and Honeysuckle twining over 

the window, and a little downhill garden full of roses.  

 

FANNY     You're making it up. 

 

CLAIRE     The moon will shine in at my solitary window and I shall devote myself to 

philosophy and write my book.  

 

FANNY     You're not writing a book.  

 

CLAIRE     It's about a woman who commits every violence against received opinion. 

 

FANNY     Sounds like you. 

 

CLAIRE     Shelley thinks it's a wonderful idea.  

 

FANNY     I'm sure. 
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CLAIRE     Why else would he arrange my retreat?   

 

FANNY     Shelley's arranging it?   

 

CLAIRE     He chose the cottage himself.  

 

FANNY     But... (takes CLAIRE's news in, slowly and painfully) It's not fair. Well it isn't!  I have 

to be responsible for everything while you get cottages and roses and Shelley watching out for 

you.  

 

CLAIRE     He only wants me to be happy.  

 

FANNY     I'm twenty years old and all the doors are closing. Not that they ever opened. 

 

CLAIRE     Oh Fanny. Always so melancholy.  

 

FANNY     It's not fair. (Flings down her parcel and rushes out) 

 

(CLAIRE picks up parcel as MARY enters.) 

 

MARY I thought I heard Fanny. 

 

CLAIRE     She's just run off in one of her fits. (Opens cake)  

 

MARY      Poor Fanny. 

 

CLAIRE     She thrives on gloom. (Breaks off a piece of cake, pops it in her mouth.)  

 

MARY     (Sharing the cake) Don't be so hard on her. She's taken on all the burdens we've 

abandoned. All of father's financial woes, the household tasks. And your mother isn't the kindest 

person in the world to her.   

 

CLAIRE     And Shelley doesn't love her. (Takes more cake.)  That's the real cause of her woe.  

 

MARY     Oh I hardly think so.   

 

CLAIRE     She's obsessed with him. "I'm cross with Shelley for not mentioning his health."  

"What does Shelley think of the weather?" She's like a lovesick goose, running about, bringing 

him little sweets and cups of tea, hanging on every word just because he encourages her.  

 

MARY     And how are you so different? Always clinging, always whispering.   
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CLAIRE     We joke with each other. I'm ruled by the Comic muse. We can't all be sad sacks.  

 

MARY     You go out with him every day. You walk to heaps of places while I have to stay here 

alone.  Even today. This morning.  

 

CLAIRE     (Gently) We were arranging the burial.  

 

MARY     You have no idea what I'm going through.  

 

CLAIRE     I do. I know what a loss you've had. I do know.  

 

MARY     I can't wait till Friday. 

 

CLAIRE     Friday. . . No.... you need me to take care of you, Mary.  

 

MARY     Shelley will take care of me.   

 

CLAIRE     How can you send me off like this?  I wouldn't do it to you.  

  

MARY     We've talked about it, Shelley and I 

 

CLAIRE     Ad nauseam. I hear you up there in your room. Your little whining voice. "She's got 

to go! I can't bear it. Give me a garden and the absence of Claire or I will die!"  

 

MARY     It will be good for you. You might meet someone or get a position.  

  

CLAIRE     I don't want a position. I want life. And I'm not going to find it in some rain-soaked, 

gloomy town.  

 

MARY     What happened to the honeysuckle and roses?  And the little downhill garden?  

 

CLAIRE     You were eavesdropping!  

 

MARY     Honestly, the way you tormented poor Fanny.  

 

CLAIRE     I didn't notice you coming in to take her part. Self righteous prig. I don't know how 

Shelley puts up with you!   

 

MARY     Shelley and I are soulmates, we dream together, we write together.  

 

CLAIRE     You don't realize that Shelley can't be bound to just one woman. He is a creature of 

the air. Of the universe. He's a spirit of the ether.  
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MARY     I am perfectly aware of Shelley's nature 

 

CLAIRE     Then you know he'd be just as happy with twenty women gathered about him as one.    

 

MARY     But we've never actually tested out the one, have we?  You've been with us ever since 

we eloped together. You're always there. You never leave us alone for a minute.  

 

CLAIRE     I just hope you'll find out one day how cruel it is to be without anyone. 

 

MARY     I don't want you to be without anyone. I just want you to be without Shelley. Why 

don't you get your own poet. (Sweeps out)   

 

CLAIRE     I intend to!  

 

CREATURE     Poor Mary. Launched on her life of destiny and already things are going very 

wrong — a baby dead, her romantic lover writing poems to other women, her stepsister always in 

the way. Claire will be disposed of for a while but she won't stay disposed of.  

 

 

Assignation 
 

(CREATURE assumes a Byronic pose. CLAIRE is writing a letter.) 

 

CLAIRE     Claire Clairmont to Lord Byron, Sunday morning April 1816, London.  

Lord Byron is requested to state whether seven o'clock this Evening will be convenient to receive 

a lady on business of peculiar importance. She desires to be admitted alone and with the utmost 

privacy.  

 

CREATURE/BYRON     Lord Byron is not aware of any importance which can be attached by 

any person to an interview with him - and more particularly by one with whom he is not 

acquainted …. He will, however, be at home at the hour mentioned.   

 

(FANNY enters and CLAIRE shows her the letter.)   

 

CLAIRE     Byron. Only the most romantic poet in all of England. I just bombarded him with 

fascinating letters till he gave in.  

 

FANNY     You make it sound so easy. 

 

CREATURE/BYRON      That odd headed girl?  I wasn't really in love with her.  

 

CLAIRE     (Looks only at FANNY during the scene) At first he... might have been. 
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CREATURE/BYRON     No. I never loved nor pretended to love her — but a man is a man and 

if a girl of eighteen comes prancing to you at all hours, there is but one way. 

 

CLAIRE     He always was a liar.  

 

CREATURE/BYRON       It was simple lust. Nothing else.  

 

CLAIRE     I didn't enjoy that part of it much, to tell you the truth.  

 

CREATURE/BYRON     Now who's lying.  

 

CLAIRE     He got me pregnant  

 

FANNY     Claire! Have you told him?  

 

CLAIRE     I can't, can I? He's in Switzerland.  

 

FANNY     And Shelley? 

 

CLAIRE     Shelley is scared to death that people will think it's his.  

 

FANNY     What are you going to do?   

 

CLAIRE     We're going to Switzerland. Shelley's going to try to talk to him.  

 

FANNY     Switzerland. Can I come with you? 

 

CLAIRE     Not this time Fanny. Oooh! (Clutches her stomach and runs off)   

 

FANNY     Not fair!  It isn't. Mary has another baby. Claire is pregnant. And now they're going 

off again. When will it be my turn? (Runs off in despair)   

 

 

Inspiration 
 

CREATURE     And now we come to the relevant part of this story. How many of you here can 

name the moment of your own conception? I can, to the exact minute. I still shudder with ecstasy 

to think how simply it happened. Picture it, if you will. Europe is having the darkest, wettest 

summer in all history and our young adventurers, (sets out a couple of chairs with the trunk as 

though round a fire) Shelley, Byron or, as they nicknamed him, Albé, Mary and Claire and 

Byron's physician Polidori, holed in by the weather, have been huddled round the fire reading 

each other ghost stories. The general mood, to say the least, is volatile. Hysteria, nightmares and 

visions, shrieks and thumps in the night.  Shelley is the most affected. He jumps up in one of 
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their fireside sessions pointing with horror at Mary. The White Witch, he cries. That's not a witch, 

they assure him. Just your own Mary. No, A witch, unbound to the waist!  Look! Look at her 

breasts — she has eyes where her nipples should be.   

That was two days ago. They've settled down a bit, now. Found themselves a task. They're 

having a contest as to who can write the most hair-raising story. 

 

(CLAIRE enters, very pregnant, wrapped in a shawl.) 

 

CLAIRE     Albé has a lot to answer for. We will each of us write a ghost story, he declares and 

ever since there's been no rest. It's depressing. Every morning to be taxed with the same question 

— Have you thought of a story? I always get so anxious and then find that everyone else is as 

blank as I am.  

 

(MARY enters, lost in thought.) 

 

CLAIRE     Mary. (Strokes stomach) Do you think I'm starting to show?  We missed you at 

breakfast.  

 

MARY     What happened? 

 

CLAIRE     Nothing. Well, Polidori produced his skull-headed woman again. But no. Everyone's 

at a stalemate.  

      A ghost story. It should be the easiest thing in the world. In this weather. This incessant rain. 

Just looking out the window is pure horror. Look down there. The lake is writhing about like a 

beast hungry for flesh. (Turns to MARY who's been very quiet) Mary? Are you all right?   

 

MARY     I had a... restless night.  

 

 CLAIRE     You're shivering! Here take this. (Wraps her own shawl round MARY)   

 

MARY     (Draws shawl close)  I couldn't sleep for the  images flooding my brain. Image after 

image after image. It went on all night. And then,  I saw. . . 

 

CLAIRE     What?  What did you see? 

 

MARY     A young man. A student. Very pale. Tired.  Kneeling over a thing stretched out beside 

him.  

 

(The CREATURE moves to the table and stretches out like a corpse.) 

 

CLAIRE     A thing.  

 

MARY     A hideous man, made out of bits and pieces of corpses.  
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CLAIRE     Oh Mary! 

 

MARY     The student brings it to life. But it's so horrible, so unspeakably repulsive, that he runs 

away, praying that the spark of life will fade and that the thing will subside again into dead 

matter.  

 

CLAIRE     It's terrifying! You're a  genius!  

 

CREATURE     Solitary and detested.  

 

MARY     (Very softly) Solitary and detested.  

 

CLAIRE     What? 

 

MARY     Someone walking on my grave.  

 

CLAIRE     I should think so! I wouldn't write that story after dark if I were you. (Exits) 

 

MARY     (To herself or to some imagined audience) I set out to tell a story that would speak to 

the mysterious fears of our nature and awaken thrilling horror. I wanted to curdle the blood and 

quicken the beatings of the heart. I wanted to make the reader dread to look around.  

 

CREATURE     (Comes slowly to life) My first memories are a confusion of light, hunger, thirst 

and darkness. But by degrees I began to distinguish one sensation from another. I savoured the 

taste of berries, the songs of birds. I rejoiced in the moon. But I did not know what manner of 

creature I was.  

 

MARY     I had my plans. But sometimes, descending into that subterranean gloom, plans can 

take unexpected turns. 

 

CREATURE     I did not know what manner of creature I was. Then, one day, bending over a 

pond to quench my thirst... I saw myself. At first I could not believe that it was I who was 

reflected there. I was...unspeakable.  

 

MARY     You can never predict. You haul something hideous out of the shadows but, instead of 

recoiling from it in horror, you find something.  

 

CREATURE     She should never have given me the power of speech. But her little William was 

lisping his first words and it just seemed natural to allow me to do the same. She just couldn't 

deny me. (Moves over to MARY and crouches before her) 

 

MARY     Fire,  
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CREATURE     Fire 

 

MARY     Milk 

 

CREATURE     Milk 

 

MARY     Bread 

 

CREATURE     Bread 

 

MARY     Wood. 

 

CREATURE     Wood. (Goes on by himself)  Good,  dearest,  unhappy.  

 

MARY     You find something that interrogates you and calls you to account.  

 

CREATURE     Saying words made me feel powerful. I felt if I could become master of their 

language people might overlook the deformity of my figure. Sister, brother... father. 

 

MARY     Mother. 

 

CREATURE     She allowed me reading, too. (He savours each name) Goethe. Plutarch. Milton. 

There never was such an educated monster. 

    I read of the rise and fall of empires. I read of love and honour, of vice and bloodshed, how 

man could perform the most saintly acts and then go forth to murder his fellow.  

    I read of the difference of the sexes, of the birth and growth of children, and all the various 

relationships which bind one human being to another .  

    But where were my friends and relations? No father had watched my infant days; no mother 

had blessed me with smiles and caresses. What was I? Where I had come from?  

 

MARY     What's that on your hands?  

 

CREATURE     And then I found the journal of my accursed origin.  

 

MARY     It's blood isn't it.  

 

CREATURE     Every detail of the disgusting circumstances which produced me was carefully 

recorded. 

 

MARY     Whose blood?  Whose blood is it?   
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CREATURE     I sickened as I read of the hateful day when I received life. Cursed creator! Why 

did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust? Why did you leave 

me solitary and detested?" 

 

(He grasps her hands. She looks at his hands in horror.)  

 

MARY     Whose blood! 

 

(The CREATURE's mood changes, his anger dissipates, he smiles up at her and she pulls away. 

She moves off in distress and in the background of he next scene meets CLAIRE carrying William 

wrapped in a shawl. The sight of the baby soothes her. She moves to the chest where she takes 

pen and paper and works on her book. ) 

 

 

Fanny's Prenuptial 
 

(FANNY enters dressed for travel, carrying a small portmanteau.) 

 

FANNY     Solitary and detested. 

 

CREATURE     Ah Fanny. Poor Fanny. She has at last taken matters into her own hands and has 

set out on her dark honeymoon. All she lacks is a bridegroom.  

 

(The CREATURE takes her portmanteau and sets it down and helps her remove her pelisse. She 

is wearing her mother's stays. He leads FANNY in a courtly manner back to the make-up table 

and chair where he unbinds and brushes her hair. 

 

(CLAIRE moves forward to the central table where she sets William down while she writes a 

letter to Byron.) 

 

CLAIRE     My dearest Albé, I'm writing this to you to cheer myself up. Fanny has written a 

stupid letter to Shelley and frightened us all to death.  

    It's such a cozy evening. I'm taking care of Willmouse while Mary writes her book. I just 

stooped down to ask itty babe if I should send his love to you and he replied by putting his heel 

with great composure into my eye. 

    I expect it's because we've been using your portrait to frighten him when he's naughty. You'd 

better be good, we say, for the great poet is coming. Now he's lying in his cradle like a little 

angel. I hope my little girl will be half as pretty. Now don't frown. It's going to be a girl — it's all 

settled. I don't plan to have anything but daughters.  

    I'm not supposed to be writing letters at this moment. (Holds up a misshapen little shirt.) 

I'm supposed to be sewing little garments. Thank God, you can't see my handiwork or you'd 

never take me seriously again. I was given the makings of six bodies all cut out and I've ended up 
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with four and a half.  Somehow, I've got the legs attached to the shoulder holes and the back is 

upside down altogether. Mary's going to murder me.  

    I know you don't want to hear this, but I've been so lonely since we came back from 

Switzerland. I've missed you so much. If you would write me to say how you are, if you will say 

that you think of me sometimes without anger and that you will love and take care of our baby I 

would be so happy. 

 

(MARY cries out, crushes the page in her hand. CLAIRE rushes to her.) 

 

CLAIRE     What is it? You're deathly white. 

 

MARY     It was so real.  

 

(CLAIRE pulls the paper from MARY's hand and smoothes it out.)  

 

CLAIRE     Give me that. It's a page of your story. Why have you crumpled it? 

 

MARY     It frightened me. 

 

(The CREATURE bends down, pulls FANNY close and  takes a long deep kiss. She pulls away.)  

 

CLAIRE     (reads) "I thought I saw my beloved walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. I embraced 

her but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they became livid with the hue of death; her 

features changed and I beheld the corpse of my dead mother in my arms, and I saw the grave 

worms crawling in the folds of her shroud." Oh God!   

 

MARY     It's too horrible!  What have I unleashed?   

 

CLAIRE     Come and look at Willmouse. That will cheer you up.  

 

MARY     I fear for him.  

 

CLAIRE     It was that stupid letter from Fanny. That's what's upset you. Shelley will fix it. He'll 

talk some sense into her 

 

MARY     Fanny will come and live with us when we get a house. It will be much better for her. 

 

CLAIRE     Yes. It will. 

 

(CREATURE leads FANNY down stage to a chair where he continues arranging her hair.) 

 

FANNY     It's all so distressing. There they are, writing books, having babies, travelling. Their 

lives are like the pages of a romance. It's the babies mostly. Holding them, bathing them, sewing 
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little things for them. All those things you do. I can't look at a baby, any more, without wanting to 

cry.... I've tried everything. I educate myself. I make myself pleasing and agreeable and I don't 

complain. And yet no one ever says, Bring Fanny along. Let's ask Fanny what she thinks. How 

can we conceive of doing anything without our beloved Fanny.   

 

CREATURE     (Gathering up her hair and piling it in a crown) How's this? 

 

FANNY     (Shaking it out with pleasure) It's lovely. How clever you are. All in all, I'm quite 

satisfied. It's all come together so well. The coach ride here was an adventure. And this is such a 

charming place, everyone so concerned for my comfort.  

(Strokes her stays)  Something old.  

 

CREATURE     (Touches her watch )   Something new? 

 

FANNY     My watch? It's pure gold. Shelley and Mary bought it for me in Geneva. They were 

feeling guilty about me. The blue is in my skirt. I always liked this blue. I chose everything I'm 

wearing with great care.  

 

CREATURE     Like a trousseau. Something borrowed?  (Pulls a scarlet handkerchief out of his 

pocket)  

 

FANNY     Thank you. This is silk, isn't it. Such a glorious red. (Holds it to her face) If I could  

see ahead. If I could imagine something more. But I look into the future and I can't see myself. 

All I can see is... you.  

 

(Frightened, she moves away from the CREATURE.) 

 

FANNY     I . . I meant to be like my mother. I had all these pictures in my head of her. So many 

pictures. But now I can't seem to see any of them. Just the last. That cold dreadful room that will 

never be blotted out. It's as if I am that room and everything in that room. The bed my mother lay 

in,  I am that bed stained with her blood and pain. I am the cool sheets they wrapped her in, linen 

with a hint of lavender. And I am Mrs. Fenwick's gentle hands shifting her up in the bed and 

setting the pillows under her. I am the cold sweat on her face and I am the thin cold hands of the 

doctor, I am unwashed hands with dirt under the nails.  

    I was there, wasn't I? The bed, the walls, the little green winged fly that buzzed in the window. 

The fever that gripped her and the chill that rattled her bones. And I heard that rattle and I heard 

my father's collapsing breath, and the little baby in the next room crying, my sister crying, 

because the puppies had pushed her away from my mother's breast and taken her place.  

 

(The light is harsh, glaring — she stands, staring into endless space.)   

 

CREATURE.....(Opening a drawer and taking out a clipping)  Something from my scrapbook.   
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CLAIRE     Is that the paper? What does it say? 

 

MARY     I'm sure it isn't her. 

 

CLAIRE     (Reads) "A melancholy discovery was made in Swansea yesterday: A most 

respectable looking female arrived at the Mackworth Arms inn on Wednesday night by the 

Cambrian Coach from Bristol. Much agitation was created in the house by her non appearance 

Friday morning and, in forcing her chamber door, she was found a corpse, with the remains of a 

bottle of laudanum on the table and the following note:   

 

MARY     (Taking the paper from CLAIRE) "I have long determined that the best thing I could do 

was to put an end to the existence of a being whose birth was so unfortunate. Perhaps to hear of 

my death will give you pain, but you will soon have the blessing of forgetting that such a creature 

ever existed as... "    There's no name. It isn't her. I'm sure it isn't.  

 

CREATURE     (From memory of the clipping)  the name appears to be torn off and burnt, but 

her stockings are marked with the letter "G". . .  

 

MARY (Fearfully) Godwin.  

 

CREATURE     ". . . and on her stays the letters "M.W." are visible. She had long red hair and a 

fair complexion and seemed to be about 24 years of age. Her reticule contained a red silk 

handkerchief, a brown berry necklace and eight shillings and sixpence."  

 

(MARY picks up William and holds him tightly. The two women exit.)   

 

CREATURE     "We hope our description of this unhappy catastrophe will lead to the discovery 

of the wretched object who has thus prematurely closed her existence." 

    "Wretched object" — a pleasant turn of phrase. The family never claimed the body. Her 

suicide was considered a scandal and kept a secret. 

 

(CREATURE closes the drawer of the desk with a sharp crack and exits. 

 

 Lights dim as FANNY exits. There is transitional music —  gentle Chopinesque piano — which 

continues for several minutes until the lights rise again. )  
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Act Two 
 

(Several years have passed. MARY, in her mid twenties now, is lost in reverie. )  

 

 

The Sibyl's Cave 
 

(MARY removes a sheaf of manuscript pages from the desk drawer. Clutching them to her in 

pleasure she sits on the desk. Much of the paper escapes her as she dreams and is scattered on 

the floor about the desk.  

(As she speaks a ghostly FANNY plays with three little bundles.) 

 

MARY     The descent.... . I think of it as sacred, yes, a sacred task. It's dangerous, frightening, a 

plunge into loneliness and yet  the downward spin, the intricate spiral of mind, soul, memory 

weaving down into purifying depths. . .  

    If you were to descend. If you were to take this dark journey down with me, you would come 

suddenly upon a cabinet of wonders. Memories spread out like engravings clipped from books, 

thoughts iridescent and shimmering like butterflies, hopes like infants dreaming in glass jars, 

dressed in beads and old lace — life and death in their little dried out faces.   

 

FANNY     Babies in glass jars. Where does she get those thoughts?   

 

MARY     If you were to come down with me, skeletal beings would beckon you, craniums 

polished white by time, eye sockets raised in adoration, they would show you such marvels, such 

antiquities, you would be lost in wonder — curios draped in dust and cobwebs, leaves with old 

script on them, indecipherable fragments in forgotten languages, to be toiled over, the streams of 

the mind gathering them up, pondering over them, piecing them together in monstrous and 

wonderful fabrications that would bring you to the brink of the world. 

 

FANNY     It's Italy that's doing it to her.   

 

MARY     Oh my Italy. The mountains of Italy and the caves and mossy ruins and fireflies in the 

gloom. Naples, Leghorn, Milano, Lucca 

 

FANNY     It's turning her into something strange. She pretends it's adventure but it's really 

death. A funeral procession.  

 

MARY     (Trying not to hear) Florence, Pisa, Venice, Rome. The cities of Italy bask like princes 

in the evening light while the Madonnas in the dark churches keep their thoughts to themselves.  

 

FANNY     (Indicates the bundles) This is what Italy has done for her.  
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MARY     Yes Italy takes away. Italy is the graveyard of all my hopes. Why do you torment me, 

Fanny? In the one place I seek freedom from torment? 

 

FANNY     Because I can't understand.  You seem to be the perfect mother.  

 

MARY     I do my best. 

 

FANNY     And in all your letters you contrive to show that perfection, how domestic everything 

is how idyllic. (Picks up a paper)  Listen to this. "I am surrounded by babes." And this. "William 

is cutting his teeth and is fretful." Here's another. "Send flannel for petticoats and a quantity of 

White Chapel needles, balls of cotton of all sizes." 

 

MARY     I was forever running out of those things. (Taking up a leaf FANNY has dropped) "I 

am just now surrounded by babes." I wrote that. What happy days those were. Surrounded by 

babes.  

 

FANNY     And you let them all slip away. That was so careless of you, Mary.  

 

MARY     Careless! How can you say that?  

 

FANNY     (Sets a bundle on one of the chairs)  The first baby, that could happen to anyone. She 

was born too soon.  But that beautiful little Clara — you just let her die. (Places a bundle on a 

second chair) 

 

MARY     No! There was nothing I could do. I tried to get her to the doctor in Venice. I sat in the 

carriage with her fevered little body in my arms, feeling her life ebbing away.    

 

FANNY     And William.   

 

MARY     I thought he was safe. He was so blooming, so healthy, and then...  

 

FANNY     (Picking up the third bundle)... so dead.  

 

MARY     You don't know what it's like  

 

FANNY     Shelley must be desolated.  

 

MARY     Shelley! We came to Italy for Shelley's health and yet that's what destroyed my 

children.  

 

FANNY     You're surely not blaming Shelley!.  
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MARY     If we didn't move about so much. If we could stay in one place for more than ten 

minutes. If he would consider his own family instead of every other living soul in the world!   

 

FANNY     You just don't know when you're well off. You have a wonderful husband, another 

dear little baby,  

 

MARY     Yes If it wasn't for my little Percy I don't know how I'd keep going.  

 

FANNY     You're famous. You have brilliant friends. And you're still not happy. Poor Shelley. 

(Lays her little bundle down on the desk)   He deserves so much better.  

 

MARY     What are you doing?  

 

FANNY     Three. You've lost three. (Moves off)  

 

MARY     Fanny!  Where are you going? 

 

FANNY     Beware for the fourth.  

 

MARY     No, Percy is fine!  He's as healthy as a little horse. 

 

FANNY     (Drifting off)  Not Percy.  

 

 

La Mer de Glace.  
 

CLAIRE     (Enters from front)  The getting and losing of children. It's a common theme in the 

Shelley household.  

 

(Mary gathers up the little bundles and moves to the trunk where she sadly packs them away)   

 

MARY     When I look back on all I've suffered,  I sicken with horror.    

 

CLAIRE     Mary thinks some evil fate is pursuing her.  

 

MARY     Well isn't it? I dip my pen into the creative ooze and never know what evil spirit will 

get loose. My mother unleashed ideas upon the world. I unleashed something monstrous. I knew 

from the very beginning, from that very first vision at Lake Leman. I felt such a premonition of 

evil.  

 

CLAIRE     Shelley's the same. He sees everything as an ill omen. Or a conspiracy. He's 

convinced that his father is trying to kidnap him and have him put away.  
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MARY     Remember those strange visions he had at Lake Leman? And that dog that attacked 

him. And then in Chamounix I was bitten by a squirrel.  

 

CLAIRE     The phantasmagoria of life with the Shelleys. 

 

MARY     And Shelley fell on one of our hikes — remember? — and had to be carried back to 

the hotel. (Sits disconsolately on the desk) 

 

CLAIRE     I remember. And I remember the man at the post office who attacked him with his 

cane. Are you that damned atheist?  No wonder Shelley thinks calamity is pursuing him. It would 

be laughable, except. . .  

 

MARY     (Stretches out on the desk like a corpse)  It was the ice. All that ice.   

 

CLAIRE     La Mer de Glace.   

 

MARY     Trapped in caves of ice.   

 

CLAIRE     Shelley says a new ice age is coming.  

 

MARY     Irrevocable ice.  

 

CLAIRE     I, on the other hand, say it will all be melted by a great surge of love.  

 

MARY     That ice got into my deepest soul. 

 

CLAIRE     (Gesturing comically at MARY's heart) Even now there's a sliver of it, unmelted, in 

her heart. (Moves to the chaise longue where she stretches out and dreams)  

 

CREATURE     (Jumps through the clothes rack, snaps down the lid of the trunk and leaps on 

top of it)   I have to step in here and say a word about Shelley. He does have this, how would you 

put it, volatile side to his character. An almost hysterical fear of conspiracy and doom. And, 

aided by certain hallucinatory substances, he has pulled off some pretty spectacular visions. But, 

the fact is, he is a man of exquisite reason and considerable science.     

 

(Engravings appear projected on the overhead canopy. CREATURE leaves the trunk and 

crossing the room leaps up on the desk where MARY is lying, to inspect the images.)  

 

CREATURE     Look at this: A balloon that can move by heated air. Shelley and his first wife 

Harriet filled one of these with pamphlets arguing his atheistic theories and sent them off to spill 

their contents on his neighbours' estates.  
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    And then there's steam locomotion:  Shelley and a friend are currently building a steamship 

that will run a passenger line between Leghorn and Pisa. They expect to make their fortunes 

doing this.    

    Shelley's microscope. 

    A shaft of sunlight feeds into the scope and is projected into a darkened room. All manner of 

things can be placed within and be magnified a hundred fold. There are charlatans who exploit 

these mechanics and create ghost shows, projecting images from people placed in another room 

into a cloud of smoke — so that the dead seemed to be revived.  

    The revival of the dead. I of course have some special insights into that, (removes something 

from his pocket and strokes it gently. One of my little resurrections. My own design. Nice 

streamlining of the skeletal structure, I think. I've done a rather good job on the teeth. (It bites 

him) Ahh!  Bastard! (Crushes it in his fist) Haven't yet worked out the psychology. Disposition 

erratic. (Drops it on the floor, steps on it) 

 

CREATURE     Just a little improv, a little practice piece you might say. (Dismounts and circles 

MARY) You see eventually I want to. . . once I've improved my skills and my knowledge. I want 

to. . . But that's in the future. It's a task that at present is beyond my capabilities. (Leaves MARY 

and considers CLAIRE)   Well think of it, all the intricacies of fibre, muscle and vein. The 

materials alone. Bones from charnel houses. Gory little samplings from the dissecting room and 

the slaughter house.  

 

CLAIRE     Mrs. Mason,  you're missing everything.  

 

CREATURE     But I'm not giving up. Oh no. I have as much right as you do to companionship. 

No one will stop me.  

 

CLAIRE     Mrs. Mason! 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Coming! (Wraps himself in a skirt and shawl) Mrs. Mason? Yes 

I'm Mrs. Mason now. You're finding these transformations of mine confusing, no doubt. But if 

you think I'm going to interpret this shape shifting habit of mine you're out of luck. It's for Mary's 

benefit and Claire's, not yours. And besides, you weren't invited here to put your feet up and let 

me do all the work. I will give you a hint about Mrs. Mason though. She's the daughter of Lord 

and Lady Kingsborough of Ireland and she's run away from her wealthy husband to live an 

expatriate's life in Italy. And, long ago, in her formative years, her governess was Mary 

Wollstonecraft.  

 

Gabinetto di Fisica 
 

CLAIRE     This is the most incredible place.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     A museum of physical parts.  
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CLAIRE     The Gabinetto di Fisica. I never thought plaster and wax could be so instructive. 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     There was a woman in Paris in the last century who  reproduced 

every part of the body in wax. Her masterpiece was an entire human being that could be opened 

up and the parts removed. 

 

CLAIRE     But what was her reference for building the parts? 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Cadavers. She kept them at the bottom of the garden in glass 

cases. 

 

CLAIRE     A lady Frankenstein, Mary!  In a place like this you can see how close you could 

actually come to building a body.  

 

MARY     Resurrection almost at our fingertips. Look, here's a torso of a man. if I could only 

look in here and see what causes Shelley's aches and pains.  

 

(The CREATURE/MRS. MASON has wandered to another level.) 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Here's an entire room devoted to women.  

 

CLAIRE     Come Mary.  

 

MARY     (Lingering before the torso) I'll just be a minute. His worst pain is here in his side — 

the kidney — if we could just remove it and smooth it out and get it all in working order. And his 

heart. (Strokes it tenderly) How I would love to wash away all those palpitations and 

disappointments.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Yes. Here we are. "Ladies Only". 

 

CLAIRE     This is wonderful!   It's like a chapel. No, a cathedral. What a place for 

contemplation, among the organs and mysteries of women. The womb, the breasts, all the gentle, 

rounded, soothing and creative forms. I imagine all my dreams here would be natural and kind.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Do you have unkind dreams, my dear?  

 

CLAIRE     Frequently. I'm not a magnanimous person.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     That will change when you fashion a life for yourself.  

 

CLAIRE     There is no fabric for the life I would fashion.  

 



Caves of Fancy – Page  31 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Now you must be sensible. You can save yourself years of pain 

if you accept that Lord Byron is out of reach.  

 

CLAIRE     I don't care a prune for Byron. It's Allegra. It's nearly two years since I gave her up to 

that felon. He never lets me see her. He never writes. And now, my worst fears have come to 

pass. He's putting her in a convent.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     A convent! My dear! I didn't know this.  

 

CLAIRE     At Bagnacavallo. Miles from anywhere.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     But this is too bad of him. A four- year-old in a convent. Those 

places are rife with fever and damp. She'd be much better off with you.  

 

CLAIRE     Or at least somewhere of my choosing, where I could be sure she's cared for and 

happy. I could support her with my teaching, keep her with a family where I'd be free to visit.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     If he puts her in a convent I'll help you get her out.  

 

CLAIRE     But how? 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     There are lots of ways. I could pose as Byron. And you could be 

what's her name —  his mistress.  

 

CLAIRE     The Giucciola.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     We'd roll up in the latest in carriages, he's famous for his 

carriages. Perhaps I could even borrow one from him. Wouldn't that be a lark?   

    We'd say I'd come to visit my daughter for the day,  take her for a picnic, and off we'd go all 

the way over the border into Switzerland. We would need money for this, though. I don't suppose 

we could ask Shelley? 

 

(MARY enters. )  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Mary. I was just proposing that I pose as Lord Byron. What do 

you think? An open necked shirt, my hair in short curls?   

 

MARY     You're much too tall to be Byron. And, my dear Mrs. Mason, who would ever believe 

you were a man?   

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     I once posed as a man for over a year.  

 

MARY     When?    
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CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Studying medicine at Jena. I slipped on a pair of trousers and cut 

my hair, and no one was any the wiser. Especially since I held forth in my usual opinionated way. 

Now, wouldn't this have been a great thing when I was a student. To have the anatomy of the 

body displayed in this way.  

 

CLAIRE     Here's a whole woman assembled. You can see right into the womb. Look how 

perfect it is, a perfect little cave. (Looks in) No one home.  

 

MARY     I've heard that women spend so much time in this room that their men get quite 

worried, as if it were a clandestine act. 

 

CLAIRE     Well I know how it makes me feel. It makes me want to rip off all my clothes and 

make comparisons — have a good look at everything! 

 

MARY     Claire! This is a dangerous place.  

 

CLAIRE     Well think of it. All our lives we're been scolded if we look too closely at the outside 

of the body let alone consider its internal landscapes.  

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     Such is the stuff of revolution. We overthrow kings, give 

commoners their freedom and let women know what their bodies are like. 

 

CLAIRE     Liberation! 

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     It was your mother, Mary, who unleashed my revolutionary 

heart. She took me out of the nursery and set me galloping, mane and tail to the wind, across the 

far flung fields of politics, science, philosophy. Everything in my heart that's poetic, everything 

strong, every small bit of wisdom I modestly claim was first discovered and set free by her.  

 

MARY     And what did your mother say to this?   

 

CREATURE/MRS. MASON     She said that I loved my governess more than I loved her. Which 

was true. But what she really meant was my being tall, having ideas and feelings and sexuality 

and muscle and demonstrating and writing pamphlets and running off with Mr. Mason and 

leaving 8 children behind. That's what my mother feared, and it was all your mother's doing. She 

fanned the flames of my calamitous soul and I must say I've been very, very happy.  

 

CLAIRE     How strong you are. When Allegra was inside me, growing here, I felt strong. No 

one could take care of her but me. I poured love into this little cave and imagined her into 

existence. It was so amazing that I, always totally useless with my hands, could form a perfect 

little being — down to the last little toenail, a perfect piece of work.   



Caves of Fancy – Page  33 

 

    But now. How can I tell if she's getting what she needs? I see your little Percy doing this, 

discovering that. I think, did Allegra do this? Did she learn how to count? Does she know all her 

colours?  Does she know she's loved?  

    I want her back so badly. I want to pour love into her. I want to tell her every day, every 

minute, how beautiful she is… and I can't.  

 

MARY     Oh Claire. (Puts her arm about her) You will.  

 

CLAIRE     I'm never going to see her again! (Pulls away and runs off)  

 

MARY     That's not so! (Follows her)  

 

CLAIRE She will slip from my grasp! (They exit) 

 

 

Allegra 
 

 (FANNY enters with a fourth little bundle rocking it and talking to it.  

 

FANNY     The Italians have such beautiful names for winds. Tramontano. Libeccio. Sirrocco. 

Mistral. But the winds themselves are not beautiful.    

 

Mistral, the master wind, come from the north and is violent and cold. Sirocco is an oppressively 

hot and blighting wind from the north coast of Africa. Tramontano is rough and barbarous and 

because it originates across the Alps and not in Italy the Italians call it the stranger.  

 

Your uncle Shelley told me all about these winds and their names. But he didn't tell me what 

wind it is that creeps about old convents, breathing typhoid and malaria and stealing away 

innocent little souls. You would never leave a child in the path of that wind.  

 

(CLAIRE enters full of cheer and bustle. MARY follows, holding a letter. She looks depressed 

and despairing. ) 

 

CLAIRE     Oh that Percy. What a delicious child. Allegra will kill him with love. She'll be a 

perfect little mother to him. Now Mary, before you start, I'm not going to let you sway me on 

this. A duel! It's the stupidest thing I ever heard. Byron is not going to challenge Shelley to a duel 

just because I take my child, my own child. He'd be the laughing stock of Italy.  

 

MARY     Claire. .. .  

 

CLAIRE     No!  I know what you're going to say. It's springtime and spring has never been lucky 

for us. But I'm past waiting for the best time. I have waited and waited and meanwhile Allegra 

gets older and sadder. And what if she gets ill? No, don't tell me about the healthy weather in 
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Bagnacavallo. I don't want to hear that the sea's only a mile away. What good is the sea to 

convent dwellers if you never get outside the walls? And the sweetness of the air — in a cold 

dungeon what does the air matter? It probably never reaches her.  

    Why are you so quiet? (Suddenly wary, suspicious) You're conspiring with him. With Albé. 

He's hidden her away, hasn't he? You said he might if I annoyed him. . . Mary?   

 

MARY     No, it's not that. Listen, Claire I...  

 

CLAIRE     No! I don't want to listen to you. All your blessed obstacles. Obstacles, obstacles. 

You will never have done casting them in front of me. Wait till we have money. Wait till we have 

a better place to stay. Think of the convent she's enclosed in —  high walls and bolted doors. 

What are high walls and bolted doors to me? I could scale those walls in an instant, tear open 

doors with my bare hands.... Mary?    

 

(MARY is unable to speak. CLAIRE looks at her for a long time) 

 

CLAIRE     It's bad news, isn't it.    

 

(MARY is silent.) 

 

CLAIRE     Tell me she's not dead.  

 

MARY     (Hesitates) It was typhus. I wanted Shelley to tell you.   

 

CLAIRE     (A long silence) We could have all been so happy. For the briefest time we were, 

weren't we?. Our heads in the stars and yet so au courant, so up on everything. Bathing in 

mountain pools. Riding horses. Fascinating ourselves to death with opera and the latest books. 

Ruling our lives with philosophy and science. And she was going to be like that, a child of all 

that boldness and daring and intelligence, moving fearlessly through the world.  

 

MARY     Claire 

 

CLAIRE     And you. Yes. It comes flooding back. I will never forget that time  

 

MARY     What time?   

 

CLAIRE     It makes me ill to look at you. The instant I see you, I feel as if I had not blood in my 

veins but the sickening crawling motion of the death worm.  

 

MARY     Claire. What are you talking about? 
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CLAIRE     What can one say of a woman who could gaze upon the spectacle of a child led to the 

scaffold and after all was over, could claim acquaintance with the executioner and shake hands 

with him.  

 

MARY     That's a hideous thing to say. I know the way you are sometimes. You make up things 

as a metaphor for what you're feeling. But all the same. .  

 

(CLAIRE keeps a stony silence.)   

 

MARY     …that I would ever condone the death of a child. And shaking hands with the 

executioner? What a fantasy. It makes anything I've ever written seem like a bedtime story. 

 

CLAIRE     Are you telling me that if Albé came into this room right now that you would cut 

him? That you would order him out of your house?   

 

MARY     Well, that's entirely different.  

 

CLAIRE     I thought not. No, you'll go on cozying up to him, treating him like the "great man", 

fluttering about him like a little golden butterfly. You won't say one word amiss to him.  

 

MARY     Claire,  you must see that…  

 

CLAIRE     Don't! Leave me be!  

 

(CLAIRE moves out and away from MARY.) 

 

MARY     This is your way of expressing pain. Nothing like that ever happened, nothing 

remotely like it.  

 

CLAIRE     It just happened. 

 

MARY     Allegra meant so much to me. 

 

CLAIRE     You have a very cold way about you, Mary.  

 

(Fraught with grief Claire moves to the trunk.) 

 

CLAIRE     The death of a child is like an interrupted revel. You prepare yourself a long 

pleasure, reaching out for years ahead, but the cup of enjoyment is dashed from your lips.  

 

(She sinks down in despair, arms and head resting on the trunk, withdrawing into her grief.) 
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Death by Tempest 
 

MARY     (Moves to the chaise and remembers her own sorrows) "Surrounded by children." 

How difficult. How impossible. We just can't seem to keep them. Even this last one ripped from 

my womb. Washed away in a torrent of blood. I'm not afraid of pain. Or even death. But losing...  

Fanny? What are you doing there?   

 

(She turns to see FANNY moving into view. FANNY looks at her blindly.)  

 

MARY     Fanny? 

 

FANNY     It's Shelley. 

 

MARY     No. Not Shelley. Shelley is… I just… 

 

FANNY     Dead. 

 

MARY     No. Please! 

 

FANNY     He died at sea with his friend Edward... don't you remember? 

 

(MARY clutches her stomach with remembered pain.)  

 

FANNY     Death by tempest. Byron and Trelawny gave them a poet's funeral, casting oil and 

wine and frankincense on the fire. Hunt was there too. It was a high flying day — the water and 

sky were baby blue and white birds drifted like poemless pages overhead. Shelley's heart, his 

everlasting heart, would not burn. Trelawny snatched it from the fire. And Hunt took it as a 

keepsake of his dear lost friend. (Moves to the chair at the makeup desk and sits facing back into 

the dark, lost in her own dreams)  

 

MARY     (Goes to her desk and picks up a pen; after a moment's reverie she puts it down again) 

My heart is too full to write tonight. Oh Shelley. My dearest Elf. Sometimes I seem to be in a 

place where life weighs itself and hosts of memories and imaginations thrust into one scale 

makes the other kick the beam. You remember what you have felt — what you have dreamt — 

yet you dwell on the shadowy side and lost hopes cover everything with a funeral pall. The time 

that was, is, will be, presses upon you and, standing in the centre of a moving circle, you slide 

giddily as the world reels. (Rises and looks out) 

 

MARY     The lanes are filled with fireflies. They dart between the trunks of the trees and people 

the land with Earth stars. I walked among them tonight and, descending towards the sea, I passed 

through the church yard and stood on the platform that overlooks the beach. The black rocks 

were stretched out before me, and beyond them I saw the dark boats with their white sails, and  I 

stood for a long time looking for your boat. Looking for you.  
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(The CREATURE as HUNT bursts in on MARY who retreats to her desk. He is clutching a small 

linen-wrapped object that he is very aware of.) 

 

MARY     My dear Hunt!    

 

CREATURE/HUNT     I can't believe you bothered Lord Byron about this.  

 

MARY     Someone had to take my part in the matter. I'm sorry if your pride was hurt.  

 

CREATURE/HUNT     It is not my pride. My self love is nothing to me. This is about my love 

for Shelley, and to give it up for the claims of any other love, man's or woman's, I must have 

great reasons indeed brought me. 

 

MARY     And you think I have no reason? 

 

CREATURE/HUNT     I'm not saying it's impossible for such reasons to be brought, but, when it 

comes to Shelley, no ordinary appearance of rights, even yours, can affect me. (Waving her quiet) 

I begged it at the funeral pile; I had it; and his lordship who happened to be at a distance at the 

moment knew nothing of the matter till it was in my possession.  

 

MARY     It belongs to me.  

 

CREATURE/HUNT     You didn't earn it.  

 

MARY     Earn it! 

 

CREATURE/HUNT     You weren't there. You didn't see how it was.  

 

MARY     Trelawny begged me not to come. Jane as well. He made us both stay here.  

 

CREATURE/HUNT     We found Edward first, in that hasty pit where they'd flung him. Seven 

days in the water had done it's work.. He was dreadfully mangled; his hands and one foot had 

been entirely eaten away by fish. And his face…  It was impossible to recognize him.  

 

MARY     Beautiful Edward.  

 

CREATURE/HUNT     When we attempted to remove him, his legs separated from his body. We 

gathered round him, tried to make a poet's funeral of it, casting incense and salt and wine on the 

flames. It took hours and hours.  

    We found Shelley the next day. Shelley was...  
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MARY     Shelley… (Not wanting to hear)   will suffer a sea change into something rich and 

strange!   

 

CREATURE/HUNT     I'm sorry 

 

MARY     How can you deny me what is rightfully mine? 

 

CREATURE/HUNT     It should be with someone who truly loved him.  

 

MARY/HUNT     I didn't love him? 

 

CREATURE     He told me, you know, the day before he died, how cold you'd been to him.  

 

MARY/HUNT     We were very troubled. We've been through so much the past few years. 

Fanny. Three children lost, a fourth miscarried, how can you with your six healthy little animals 

possibly understand what that's like? And then Allegra... But I loved him passionately.  

 

CREATURE/HUNT     I don't think it's in your nature to love passionately. I mean look at you 

now. You're supposed to be a woman in mourning. Yet you write every day as though nothing 

was amiss. Churning out your sixpenny fantasies.   

 

MARY/HUNT     How can you grudge me my writing!  Do you think I want to go on living 

without Shelley? If it weren't for my boy... It is not true that I was cold! Did I not in the deepest 

solitude of thought repeat to myself my good fortune in possessing him? I could unveil myself to 

him. He understood me. I was united to a glorious being. I was the mother of beautiful children. 

And now, I am reduced to these white pages which I am to blot with dark imagery. 

 

(CREATURE/HUNT, relenting at last, places  bundle on the desk beside her.) 

 

MARY     (Lost in her mood) Am I cold? God knows. At least the tears are hot.  

  

(CREATURE/HUNT leaves. MARY turns to the parcel and picks it up, cradling it against her 

shoulder.)  

 

MARY     How dark, how very dark the future seems. I shrink in fear from the mere imagination 

of coming time. Hold! (Looks about, frightened by something.) 

Is any evil about to approach me. . . ? 

Have I not suffered enough?  

 

(Gentle piano music. The lights fade on the three women, CLAIRE still mourning at the trunk,  

FANNY lost in her reverie, and MARY clasping her sad memento of Shelley.) 
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Act Three 
 

 

Pestilence.  
 

(Abstract music and shadows. MARY lies, feverish and ill, on a couch. Two faceless figures — 

one in white (played by CLAIRE), one in black (played by FANNY) — move slowly into view. As 

they speak they stalk each other warily.) 

 

CLAIRE     Keep away.  

 

FANNY     She's dying.  

 

CLAIRE     No! She'll pull through.  

 

FANNY     It's smallpox, though. She's been in a fever for days.  

 

CLAIRE     She was up this morning.  

 

FANNY     For ten minutes.  

 

CREATURE     She's strong.     

 

FANNY     Pestilence.  

 

CLAIRE     Purity. 

 

FANNY     Darkness.  

 

CLAIRE     Clarity. 

 

FANNY     Death 

 

CLAIRE     Resurrection.  

 

(The dark cloaked figure moves off and the white cloaked figure follows. 

 

(With great difficulty MARY rises and we see that she is pockmarked and her hair is straggly and 

thin. There is a small bandage on her finger.)  
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MARY     I broke a glass this morning. (Pulls herself to a standing position)  A small red bubble 

formed on my finger tip, and then ballooned out till time seemed arrested — a moment transfixed 

in blood.  

 

CREATURE     (Lurking in the background)  Let's see now. This is how it goes. A glass breaks. 

Then the room shatters too, a kaleidoscope of glassy fragments clicking into bright, delirious 

patterns.  

 

(Faint sounds off — merry voices and dance music) 

 

MARY     A cave of spinning light — bits of my life thrown on the walls — shifting, breaking, 

shifting again. . .  

 

CREATURE     A million little glistening resurrections — mother, sister,  babies, 

 

MARY     My beloved Shelley.  

 

CREATURE     Fragments of all her dead and of all her lost desires. All those youthful ambitions 

that twisted and soured and came to nothing.  

 

MARY     We were all so young. We traveled post haste into our lives without a thought of how 

we would make do, no money, no skills, nothing at all but our teeming imagination. Imagination 

was everything to us. But I soon found its gifts are double edged. I wrote of death and death stole 

my loved ones, I wrote of plague and pestilence struck. I wrote of monsters and from my mirror 

an exquisitely ugly woman, pockmarked and scabbed, peers out at me, eyes bleary, hair patchy 

and falling out, as if I were already dead and deteriorating.  

 

 

Prospero 
 

(The CREATURE puts on a dark coat and top hat and moves forward. He has donned the 

persona of Prosper Merimee.) 

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Are you deteriorating Madame?   

 

MARY     M. Merimee!  Was I speaking aloud?  I came in here for a little solitude. Ridiculous 

isn't it? Solitude is the one thing I have in excess.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE    It's not fair to deprive us of your company. To hide yourself away 

like this.  

 

MARY     I'm doing everyone a favour. Look at me. Poverty stricken, deformed, squinting, lame, 

bald. 
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CREATURE/MERIMEE     Is that all? Your face is not your fortune Madame.  

 

MARY     And what is my fortune? 

   

CREATURE/MERIMEE     (Bends over her hand) It's a certain delectable odour of self 

sufficiency. A whiff of such perfume is enough to excite all the men of Paris.  

 

MARY     Hardly.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     M. Payne is mad about you.  

 

MARY     John is a good friend.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE       I think he would not be happy to hear this description of himself: "a 

good friend". I think he fancies himself as something more. General  Lafayette was also 

fascinated with you. Judging from the way he lingered over your hand.  

 

MARY     (Pulls her hand away but he retains his hold) I didn't notice.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I think you noticed very well. I think you like to flirt. (Mary pulls 

away successfully) In fact I think you love to flirt. Didn't I hear you telling Madame Douglas that 

a gathering is not worth a centime if there aren't several good men to flirt with.  

 

(She smiles but says nothing.)  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I hope you see me as one of the several good men.  

 

MARY     You are much too young and besides you're wrong about me. I am not a flirt. Quite the 

contrary. I am a gloomy soul. My moods are subterranean at best. 

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Then I am just the fellow for you. Doesn't my name dictate it?  I will 

be the Prospero to your cavernous moods.  

 

MARY     The name fits, Prosper Merimee. But you would find me a rather aging Miranda. 

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE      Ah, the ancient crone of thirty-one shrinks from the dashing young 

blade of twenty five. But I assure you Madame, I may be a green horn on the outside, but inside I 

am a very old man. If I could turn myself inside out you'd find hopeless decay. You will find this 

out for yourself as our friendship deepens.  

 

MARY     It won't get a chance to deepen I'm afraid, I'm returning to England the day after 

tomorrow. 
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CREATURE/MERIMEE     You shatter me! How can you think of abandoning me? 

 

MARY     You know I'm just here on holiday. I must return to my child and my work.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     And what about us?  

 

MARY     Us? We've known each other, how long? Two or three days?   

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Four.  How can you think of leaving me when there is such potential 

between us, such possibility. I am desolated. I hope you weren't hoping for marriage.  

 

MARY     Hardly.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I myself don't believe in the institution. But from your success in 

Paris alone I should think you'd have a whole lineup of prospective husbands with one little snap 

of your finger.  

 

MARY     I am definitely not looking for a husband. I like the name Mary Shelley too much. I've 

always found it very pretty and I mean to have it engraved on my tombstone.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Well now. You don't want a Prospero. You don't want a husband. 

That leaves only one role that I can see. And I'm not rich enough for that.  But if I had 6000 

francs salary and if I were strong and handsome, I would be a  professional Don Juan. It is an 

interesting career and doesn't have all the disagreeable side effects of honest love.  

 

MARY     I can't believe there are no other women in your life. 

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     There are a few. 

 

MARY     A few.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Well of course it would be wonderful to find one woman who 

encompassed all the virtues but it's impossible. So the practical solution is to have lots of women.  

 

MARY     And did you never come across that one woman?   

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I have indeed met such a woman. (Lingers over his words to give the 

impression that it might be her)  And let me say she would be satisfaction enough for any man. 

Unfortunately she is the mistress of my best friend. And unfortunately I promised I would have 

nothing to do with her and, unfortunately, I am a man of my word.  

 

MARY     I'm glad to hear it. 
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CREATURE/MERIMEE     Thank God, I didn't promise not to think about her. The things I do 

to that woman in my mind.  

 

MARY     For shame.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     But now we are talking about us and how I am to survive this trauma 

of separation.  

 

MARY     There's nothing to stop us from writing to each other.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     That's true, and what an embarrassment of letters I will send you. 

You will have to get a bigger house to accommodate them all. But no, writing is not enough. I 

must have a keepsake, a lock of your hair.  

 

MARY     No, no. I can't spare any hair  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE      Then what? 

 

MARY     I don't know. Wait. (Pulls a purse from her pocket) I made it myself.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     A little purse. (Pokes an exploring finger inside it) I am delighted 

that you have the art of embroidery under such control. Such fine stitching, such delicate work. 

Such ghastly colours.   

 

MARY     You are cruel. 

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Lovers should be cruel to each other. So much more invigorating 

than the usual sentimental trip trap. I have an unending store of cruelty.  

  

MARY     You are mad.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Lovers should be mad. Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to 

stay?   

 

MARY     Even if wanted to, I cannot afford to stay.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I am bastilled by despair.  

 

MARY     I am bastilled by poverty. It seems indelicate to mention it.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     I adore indelicacy. Was Shelley a pauper then?   
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MARY     No, but his father is still alive.  

 

CREATURE/MERIMEE     Ah! So you must wait till his death to inherit.  

 

MARY     Something like that. My step sister and I both have legacies. But as long as Sir 

Timothy is alive, (shrugs) we remain poor.  

 

CLAIRE     (Sweeping on) And Sir Timothy absolutely and with malice aforethought refuses 

outright to die. 

 

MARY     (Turns her attention unwillingly to CLAIRE) Claire?   

 

(CREATURE drifts off to his table where as the women converse he applies blue makeup to his 

face.) 

 

 

London Drizzle 
 

MARY     Claire! I don't believe it!   

 

CLAIRE     Here I am, ready to bask in the drizzle and fogs of good old London. You were 

expecting me, I hope.   

 

MARY     It's wonderful to see you again Claire.  

 

CLAIRE     And you. You can't know what a treat it is to see you all disheveled and spotty.  

 

MARY     That's very unkind.  

 

CLAIRE     I know. But I can't help myself. This image of you will warm up my Russian winter 

nights. I can't believe you actually went into society like that.  

 

MARY     I was worse than this, too. And the crazy thing is I feel so cheerful. I seem to have 

passed through some long shadowy eclipse and come out again into sunshine. I feel my powers 

again. But what about you? Your letters from Russia were so wonderful.  

 

CLAIRE     Russia!  

 

MARY     Riding by troika through the moonlit snow.  

 

CLAIRE     Yes!   

 

MARY     Sunlight bouncing off the towers and minarets of Moscow.  
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CLAIRE     A glorious city, with one caveat: Never be a governess in Moscow.  

 

MARY     But I thought you were thriving there.  

 

CLAIRE     In Moscow, a governess is given about as much respect as a beetle. In fact if you 

listen to the ladies of Moscow, you would think governesses were a swarm of locusts that had 

arrived and settled upon that unhappy territory  and destroyed every vestige of fertility. 

Governesses are capricious, impertinent, they eat and drink up all that is in the house, they 

corrupt the children, they ride the horses to death, they break all the furniture, and cost more in 

doctors bills than all the other inhabitants of Moscow put together. 

 

MARY     A formidable reputation.  

 

CLAIRE     But that's not all. Governesses are above all lecherous and lustful.  

 

MARY     Oh surely not!   

 

CLAIRE     According to the ladies of Moscow. They never give less than a thousand lovers to 

each governess. If some man speaks to you, or he lends you a book, or he praises you when he 

quits the room - then that's the proof. He, and every other man within your reach, is your lover. 

 

MARY     Tell me about your German.  

 

CLAIRE     Tell me about your Frenchman.  

 

MARY     I've told you all there is to tell. But yours. Is there any chance of... marriage?  

 

CLAIRE     Marriage! You know how I feel about marriage.  Besides he's much too poor to 

marry. Like yours, a poet.   

 

MARY     You should have married Peacock all those years ago. Or Trelawny. He's been 

desperate to marry you for years now. Really, Claire. You'd be settled and happy and not 

dependent on the bread of strangers.  

 

CLAIRE     It's not that bad, you know. I do have useful and productive life.  

 

MARY     I know.  I didn't mean to hurt you.   

 

CREATURE     There are battles to be fought Mary, in Russia as much as anywhere. All those 

little girls in a perpetual state of etiquette.  Boys may jump and play but girls are made to sit still 

and be docile little... Allegra. . . Remember what a little tomboy she was?   
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MARY     Yes. Imperious and wild. Full of spirit.  

 

CLAIRE     And they knocked that out of her, all right, at that convent.  

 

MARY     Oh now, Claire. 

 

CLAIRE     They did. You remember the time that Shelley went to see her. He said she sat like a 

little owl for a full twenty minutes — a little owl in a black frock and white pinafore and no 

expression on her face — and then all of a sudden it sank in that Shelley was there to see her. 

She jumped up and grabbed his hand and pulled him all about the place, like a boisterous little 

puppy, demanding that he play with her. A whole hour of play... and then he was gone, her lovely 

uncle gone, dooming her again to cadaverous silence.  

  

MARY     It's unbearable to think about.  

 

CLAIRE     Yes. Well. In the education of girls I may safely say the Russians and I are always at 

cross purposes. They educate a child by making the external work upon the internal which is in 

fact nothing but an education fit for monkeys. I want the internal to work upon the external, that 

is to say that the pupil should be left at liberty as much as possible and that her own reason 

should be the prompter of her actions.  

 

MARY     I think I hear my mother in those sentiments.  

 

CLAIRE     Most definitely. Oh your mother! Your mother made me love the word "woman".  

 

MARY     And every day with those young pupils of yours you plant those little Wollstonecraft 

seeds.  

 

CLAIRE     I think I can with certainty affirm that all the pupils I ever had will be violent 

defenders of the Rights of Women.  

 

 

On the Boards 
 

(CREATURE throws down his makeup brush impatiently.) 

 

CREATURE     Well yes they do go on, don't they? As if their lives mattered a whit. But the truth 

is, it's my life that's important here. Long after those two are forgotten, I will live on in the 

literary gene pool, that emanation of darkness that is in every soul. . .  

 

(The Ghost of FANNY comes on looking lost.)   
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CREATURE     Who let you in here?  This is strictly off limits. If you want an autograph you 

must see my dresser.  

 

FANNY     I just wanted to… 

 

CREATURE     You can't come barging in like this. The preparation time for the stage is very 

important, not just for makeup but a few moments of meditation, of emotional and mental 

recharging.  

 

FANNY     Don't you know me, Mother?  It's Fanny.  

 

CREATURE     Dear girl, I'm not your mother.  

 

FANNY     I know. All the same you could help me. I want to be alive again. I know you know 

how to do it. I've seen you.  

 

CREATURE     Seen what?   

 

FANNY     Those little things you bring to life.  

 

CREATURE     Well they are very little. Nothing of substance.  

 

FANNY     But why should that matter? Big or little, the spark of life is the same. And you have 

the secret in that notebook of yours.  

 

CREATURE     The accursed notebook. Do you know what it's like to be always alone with no 

companion to assuage your suffering? 

 

FANNY     Yes I do. I thought it would be different here. Especially when Shelley died. I thought 

we would be together. But he never came.  

   

CREATURE     I'm not indiscriminate in my... experiments. I consider what I do an art.  

 

FANNY     Well it is.  

 

CREATURE     There is a purpose to what I do. And I find myself constantly questioned.  

 

FANNY     What does that mean?   

 

CREATURE     You see? (Walks around her, considering her, unnerving her)  The problem is 

you want to come back as you were.  
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FANNY     Well yes. I know now that I didn't make the most of things. Now I can see I would 

have done at least as well as Mary and Claire, perhaps even better.  

 

CREATURE     That's just what I mean. You want to come back as you were.  

 

FANNY     How else would I come back? 

 

CREATURE     (Looking at her speculatively) It wouldn't be as you were.  

 

FANNY     What would I be?  

 

CREATURE     (Coming very close) Something rich and strange. 

 

(He kisses her; she backs away. He is upset. He was taken with her.)  

 

CREATURE     But you would be free!  

 

(FANNY resists his embrace) 

 

CREATURE     You would be alive.  

 

(She wrenches away and runs off. He clutches at his heart, upset by her rejection. )   

 

CREATURE     I am not well made!....      If a little more care had been taken, a little more 

thought. I was conceived as a beautiful creature, but somehow along the way I accumulated 

ugliness. I was meant to be an exemplary man. But the skin just couldn't be managed and the 

eyes. (Averts his eyes)  I filled my maker with horror.  

I must calm myself.  

Yes.  

 

(He puts on a ragged coat, unlooses his hair. There is thunder and lightning off as he exits in a 

limping, erratic fashion.)  

 

 

The Sortes Virgilianae 
 

CLAIRE     It's strange to think of you ending up in England. I always thought it would be Italy.  

 

MARY     I stay in England to please Sir Tim, not myself.  

 

CLAIRE     Ah the everlasting Sir Tim. My Adonis. 

 

MARY     He's more like a Volpone, I assure you, skinny and bent and scrofulous.  
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CLAIRE     But he does give you support?  

 

MARY     He gives me nothing. He merely allows me to borrow on the future inheritance. Even 

that's a mere a pittance. It pays for Percy's school. But it's never quite enough and it's always late. 

As it is, I'm going to have to move to Harrow.  

 

CREATURE     Leave London? 

 

MARY     I can't afford to board Percy at school, but if I move there he can be a day student. It 

will be much more affordable.  

 

CLAIRE     But you will die there. You have no friends there. And what will you do with 

yourself?   

 

MARY     There's always my writing.  

 

CLAIRE     Why don't you write the book that everyone wants, the definitive work on Shelley.  

 

MARY     Sir Tim would cut me off in an instant.  

 

CLAIRE     He's not that much of a demon is he? 

 

MARY     When I published the Posthumous Poems he stopped the allowance for months. And 

again when The Last Man came out Percy's school money was delayed for ages.  

 

CLAIRE     Do it anyway. It will make your fortune. 

 

MARY     I earn enough to supplement Sir Tim's allowance not to replace it. I hate to wish death 

on the fellow but I will be truly glad to be in charge of my own destiny.  

 

CLAIRE     He's not going to die. 

 

MARY     He has to die eventually. He's nearly eighty, after all. And his father died at eighty 

two. We won't have that long to wait. Another three years or so.  

 

CLAIRE     Oh you poor, trusting, optimistic fool. His father died at ninety two, not eighty two.  

 

MARY     Ninety two! No you can't be right! Another thirteen years? Another thirteen years of 

dependency! I don't think I can bear it.  
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CLAIRE     Oh the everlasting Sir Tim. His jumps towards the grave and then his quick returns to 

life are too comical. He has ruined you and he has ruined me. But he has entertained us well and 

I give him permission to live to all Eternity. 

 

MARY     It's not funny. I don't know how you can joke about that miser. And don't tell me how 

you're ruled by the comic muse. I suppose I should get your bed ready.  

 

CLAIRE     It's much too early. Besides I can make my own bed. You weren't expecting me, were 

you. I know I get on your nerves. Don't deny it. But you're all the family I have.  

 

MARY     You have your brother, your nieces and nephews.  

 

CLAIRE     I know. But you represent my real life. The one beyond duty and resignation. You 

are my one hope in an ocean of destruction.  

 

MARY     I was swept away by that same ocean  

 

CLAIRE     Yes. But you have wreckage to cling to. Your child, your books. And powerful 

ghosts standing guard.  

 

MARY     You always think it's easier for me.  

 

CLAIRE     I don't think it’s easier. I think you have the same pain, more perhaps. But if people 

snub you for asserting your freedom they still buy your books. I'm economically bound by my 

reputation. My mother gossips in London, a week or two later there are reproving frowns in 

Moscow, and all my chances for advancement vanish.  

 

MARY     Fanny too. She used to say I had all the advantages.  

 

CLAIRE       Well what advantages did poor Fanny have? 

 

MARY     Three years with my mother. I had four days. She was too ill to nurse me so they took 

me away and put puppies at her breast to draw off the milk. Seven days later she died. You could 

almost say I killed her... When I was little, I lived in terror that my father would sell me or give 

me away. Fanny never had those doubts.  

 

CLAIRE     She had a great many other doubts, though.  

 

MARY     I'm not saying she didn't. It's just that we always think life is a progression from good 

to better or from bad to worse. I think it's a jumble. We can never say if it will get better or 

worse. We just have to keep hold of the bright moments and keep on as though there may be 

more. Fanny was unhappy. But was she doomed to a whole life of unhappiness?     
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(FANNY, who has been listening, opens a little trunk where she finds books, stays, a bundle or 

two, the red military jacket worn by the CREATURE at the beginning of the play. She casts the 

stays aside and picks up the jacket. Listens again.)   

 

CLAIRE     Maybe she did give up too soon. Yes, you're right. Life is only chronological while 

you're living it. You for instance will keep on writing books as though each one will be more of a 

masterpiece than the last, and yet Posterity may see your life as a little heap of obscure moments 

with one great book resting on the top.  

 

MARY     So I've made no progress in my work since I was eighteen? That's comforting to hear.  

 

CLAIRE     I didn't mean that and you know it. Come let's not spoil our visit. Let's dwell on 

happy things.  

 

MARY     What happy things? I'm made to live in this wretched country. I can barely afford to 

feed and clothe my child. My work is trivial. And I'm doomed to love only the dead.  

 

CLAIRE     Oh Lord. When I arrived you were saying how cheerful you felt, as thought your life 

had come from an eclipse into the sunshine.  

 

MARY     Well, that was. . . 

 

CLAIRE     I know, before I arrived. It was a mistake to come, wasn't it.  

 

MARY     No. That's not what I meant at all. You're right. You've come all this way and I'm 

pouring misery on you. I really am glad to see you.  

 

CLAIRE     I know. It's poverty that's depressing us. If only we knew when that bastard was 

going to die. (Glowers a minute and then is inspired) I know! Why don't we cast our fortunes? 

Where's your Virgil.  

 

MARY     The Sortes Virgilianae. I haven't done that in years. Virgil. I hope I can find it.   

 

(FANNY has unloosened her hair. She studies the jacket in her hands.) 

 

FANNY     My mother was a born warrior. She leapt into battle, never thinking of the 

consequences. Then she went to Paris and for the first time she started to doubt herself. Her 

friends were being imprisoned and tortured and executed. For the first time in her life she was 

afraid to be alone in the house. Afraid of the dark. Afraid to put out her candle. 

    And yet. . . (Slips on jacket) And yet it was in that time of despair and fear that she pushed 

through to something different. She was broken down and remade. She took a lover. She had a 

child. Her ideas shifted into new patterns. (Pulls the jacket about her and buttons it up) Seen 
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through a glass coloured with love and passion and motherhood,  those ideas, salvaged from the 

lips of her dying friends, had real blood in them.  

 

(FANNY picks up a book from the trunk and, going to the desk, sits holding it open in her hands. 

 

(Tumultuous applause off. The CREATURE comes rushing in, bedraggled and perspiring and 

euphoric. ) 

   

CREATURE     They love me. I'm brilliant on stage. A natural! 

 

(Laughter from the two women. He looks round, irritated. MARY has found the book sitting in 

FANNY's hands. While they cast their fortunes the CREATURE removes his makeup and puts on 

a leather patched sports jacket. ) 

 

MARY     Here it is.  

 

CLAIRE     The Virgil? 

 

MARY     With this portrait of Mother. How young she looks.  

 

CLAIRE     (Takes the book)  So, question number one: When is Sir Tim going to kick the 

bucket?  

 

MARY     No! Leave Sir Tim out of this. Who knows what misfortune we could unleash. No, 

we'll do it for us. We find three lines. One for you, one for me, and one for us both. So, let's see, 

we start with a question. What messages, images or inspirations do you have  for Claire 

Clairmont?  Here. I'll flip and you point.  

 

CLAIRE     No wait! You first.  

 

MARY     Me? You're usually anxious to put yourself first.  

 

CLAIRE     Don't pout.  

 

MARY     All right. 

 

CLAIRE     What messages, images or inspirations does the oracle have for the talented and 

impressive Mary Shelley?   

 

(CLAIRE riffles the book in FANNY's hands and Mary thrusts her finger into the pages. ) 

 

CLAIRE     Hold the place steady.  
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FANNY     (Reads the line where MARY's finger has fallen) Having said this she was silent, 

while pallor spread across her face.  

 

MARY     I don't know if I like that. What does it mean?  

 

CLAIRE     It's your muse Mary. I feel it so strongly.  

 

MARY     My muse? 

 

CLAIRE     Pallor spread across her face. The pale lady. Remember in Switzerland. How 

Shelley looked at you and had that vision. The ghost like woman with eyes where her nipples 

should have been.  

 

MARY     You still go on about him, don't you. You're still in love with him.  

 

CLAIRE     Shelley loved you Mary. We both know that.  

 

MARY     No thanks to you. Do you know how much I hated you? Always there, always on the 

spot, colourful, impulsive, passionate, with a voice that inspired sonnets. I always felt pale beside 

you.  

 

CLAIRE     You see?  She is your muse — the pale lady.  

 

MARY     You're evading the question.  

 

CLAIRE     I'm not sure what  the question is. Of course I loved him. I loved Shelley as you 

would love a violent storm or a rainbow.  

 

MARY     Shelley was mine. My husband, my lover. You could never accept that.  

 

CLAIRE     He was very kind to me. Don't  take that away from me. I have little enough in my 

life to cling to.  Let me cling to those few kind words and deeds.  

 

MARY     Oh don't turn all pathetic You're no more pathetic than I am. You just don't understand 

it, do you. The harm you've done to me. The evil you've caused.  

 

CLAIRE     I was never evil, Mary.  

 

MARY     It was always you. You, you, you. So many of our decisions were made because of 

you. Well think of it. We took that villa at Lerici to keep you away from Byron.  

 

CLAIRE     Ridiculous.  
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MARY     It was such a hole of a place. Ugly, cramped, uncomfortable. My last weeks with 

Shelley were hell, and all because of you. If we'd been at Leghorn or Pisa it would have been so 

much better. My miscarriage might not have happened and... Shelley... could have met with 

Byron without... without having to… to sail across the water. He might still be here today.   

 

CLAIRE     You're saying I killed Shelley now? He would have drowned sooner or later in that 

rickety boat. Everyone said it was an eggshell of a thing. You can't impute it to some evil act on 

my part. I won't have it!  

 

MARY     What about Clara? 

 

CLAIRE     Clara?   

 

MARY     She might still be living if you hadn't dragged Shelley off to Venice.  

 

CLAIRE     Mary. How can you say this? 

 

MARY     Once you got an idea in your head. When you wanted something. You couldn't wait 

one day, not an hour.  

 

CLAIRE     I wanted to see Allegra.  

 

MARY     Not a minute. You dragged Shelley off to Venice to intercede with Byron, and I had to 

follow with my sick baby. You took him to Venice. It was such a simple plan. You were to stay 

in Venice at the hotel while he drove out to Byron's villa to ask for Allegra. But you couldn't stay 

with the plan. As always you followed your own whim.  

 

CLAIRE     It was not a whim. I hadn't seen my child in months.  

 

MARY     When you turned up together, of course Byron thought the obvious, everyone thought 

the obvious: you and Shelley were traveling alone together. And Shelley, not wanting a scandal 

said, "Oh no, Mary is with us. She stayed in Venice with the children."   

So I had to travel to Venice, post haste, to back up the lie.  

 

CLAIRE     You didn't have to come.  

 

MARY     I was as anxious as Shelley to avoid scandal. We were always poised on the brink of 

ruin with you. You just followed your passions at every turn and we all had to pay the 

consequences. I had to travel with her burning up in my arms. Dying in my arms.  

 

CLAIRE     That's the difference between us. I would never have let reputation stand in the way 

of my child's welfare. You were always too worried about your honour, your important  name. 

That's why Clara died. And that's why Allegra died, too. You were afraid of what people would 
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think. You were so afraid that everyone would think she was Shelly's child, you let her stay in 

that convent and die.  

 

MARY     That's monstrous! I loved Allegra.  

 

CLAIRE     Oh spare me.  

 

MARY     I loved having children about me. There were never enough children. It was you I 

couldn't stand.  

 

CLAIRE     Oh Mary. Let's not do this. We're much too close. We're sisters and friends.  

 

MARY     You were never my friend. Always pulling at Shelley — come with me, do this, save 

me from that. Always the jolly companion, the alluring woman, the passionate, irresistible 

woman in need.  

 

CLAIRE     I was a silly young girl.  

 

MARY     Answer the question.  

 

CLAIRE     (Silence) I never slept with him.  

 

MARY     But you let everyone think it.  

 

CLAIRE     They would have thought it anyway. I was a foolish girl, flaunting my passions and 

postures. I allowed rumours to flourish because they made me seem romantic.  

 

MARY     No matter who you hurt.  

 

CLAIRE     I hurt myself.  

 

MARY     And you never…  

 

CLAIRE     I told you. I never slept with Shelley. He was my dear, dear friend and the only man 

I've ever really loved. You can't fault me for loving him.  

 

MARY     And when you lived apart from us. He wrote letters to you all the time. When you 

were in Florence, your first position… 

 

CLAIRE     God! How miserable I was. Holed up with that stupid family.  

 

MARY     He wrote letters to you. 
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CLAIRE     He wrote letters to everyone.  

 

MARY     He... asked you to go away with him. On a boat voyage. 

 

CLAIRE     It never happened. Well, you know that. 

 

MARY     I saw the letter. It said,  "Don't tell Mary."   

 

CLAIRE     He was flirting. There was nothing to it. He would have died if I'd accepted.  

 

MARY     It broke my heart reading that letter.  

 

CLAIRE     Shelley was promiscuous only on paper. That was his favourite way to flirt. Poems. 

Letters. He seduced only with words. A paper Don Juan.  

 

MARY     Yes. You're right. Paper. 

 

CLAIRE     Do you feel better?  Now that you've taken my one last little scrap of mystery 

plucked its feathers and torn out its little heart.  

 

MARY     I don't understand you. You cling to posthumous dreams of Shelley when you could 

have any number of men.  

 

CLAIRE     Any number. Yes. (silence) I did finally accept Trelawny's offer, you know.  

 

MARY     You did? When? This is good news.  

 

CLAIRE     I was too late. He'd already taken up with someone else.  

 

MARY     Oh Claire. I'm so sorry.  

 

CLAIRE     My own fault.  

 

MARY     I always thought  Trelawny was for you.  

 

CLAIRE     After Shelley died, before I went of to Vienna, Trelawny and I...  

 

MARY     Yes I really did think something would happen then.  

 

CLAIRE     We had a week of purest joy. It was incredible. So incredible I took fright. Ran off to 

Vienna to join my brother.  

It was the right thing to do, I'm sure of that. Our destinies were different. His was to adventure, 

mine was to eat the bread of strangers.  
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MARY     Don't say that. You make me feel rotten.  

 

CLAIRE     Do you ever think of that first year with Shelley? 

 

MARY     Of course. 

 

CLAIRE     Our first trip to Europe. France. Italy. Totally bumbling innocents. And yet how 

powerful we were. How enormously strong and daring. Did you feel that way? 

 

MARY     As though a great door had suddenly opened. 

 

CLAIRE     You with your bag of notebooks, me with my lofty ideas. What a pair we were. The 

door opened and we leapt into the future.  

 

MARY     Yes… and ever since we've been trying to get back home.  

 

CLAIRE     No. No!  No retreat for me. I still mean to go on. The future is ahead of us and we 

will conquer it.  

 

MARY     And this oracle of mine is supposed to help?   

 

FANNY     Having said this she was silent, while pallor spread across her face.  

 

MARY     It arouses nothing but terror in me.  

 

CLAIRE     Your muse is Terror. You make the world tremble with your tales.  

  

MARY     But this bit, "Having said this" Having said what?   

 

CLAIRE     It's your task to find out. Just another little fragment to decipher. 

 

MARY     All right. Let's do yours. What treasures lie in store for Claire?  What omens for the 

future? 

 

(FANNY riffles the pages. CLAIRE stabs) 

 

MARY     Claire. 

 

CLAIRE     Yes.  

 

MARY     I watch out for you. You may not think it but I do.  
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CLAIRE     It's all right, Mary.  

 

MARY     And I know it's harder for you. And I know what the gossip does to you. You're much 

more vulnerable.  

 

CLAIRE     Oh it's something in my nature. Something abrasive that arouses the devil in people. 

You've always been the sympathetic one. The good daughter.  

 

MARY     No really 

 

CLAIRE     Pearls and flowers always dropped from your mouth. Whereas I dribbled out toad 

and frogs.  

 

MARY     Claire! 

 

CLAIRE     I know you do your best to edit all the memoirs that are springing up. Trelawny told 

me.  

 

MARY     Memoirs of Shelley. Everyone who ever met him on the street is dashing them off. I 

do what I can to keep you out of them. When they have the grace to show them to me.  

 

CLAIRE     I'm tougher than you think.  

 

MARY     Yes I know.  

 

(They embrace) 

 

FANNY    Has kept the place where Claire stabbed the book) While all the land lies still, the 

flocks of painted birds.  

 

MARY     Your fortune.  

 

CLAIRE     While all the land lies still. It's very lonely, isn't it. I suppose that's my destiny the 

lonely traveler 

 

MARY     Lonely perhaps, but destined also to report back to the rest of us. Long witty letters.    

 

CLAIRE     I do write a good letter.  

 

MARY     You write the most amusing and clever letters in the world.  

 

CLAIRE     Hmm. Your letters, on the other hand, are very curious. 
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MARY     Oh? 

 

CLAIRE     They always seem written as if mine to you have never been received. 

 

FANNY     While all the land lies still, the flocks of painted birds.  

 

CLAIRE     This curious prophecy. What can it mean? 

 

MARY     Regeneration. A serene land with regenerative birds.  

 

CLAIRE     Yes!  Those beautiful birds in Russian embroidery, orderly but vivid and 

imaginative. 

 

MARY     A creative release. 

 

CLAIRE     Oh, I like that! Don't you love doing this? It’s the gap between the meaning of the 

words and the meaning you try to settle on it. Neither meaning is as important as the leap 

between the two.  

 

MARY     The third is for both of us.  

 

CLAIRE     We must be very careful in our wording   

 

MARY     What are two young women. . .  

 

CLAIRE    ... in their prime of life. . .  

 

MARY    ... miserably poor. . .  

 

CLAIRE    ... but armed with wit and intelligence and just plain stubbornness. . .  

 

MARY    ... what do two such women do in the face of unconquerable odds? 

 

(FANNY flips and they stab together.) 

 

FANNY     They advance and expose their lives to obvious danger.  

 

MARY     That's a bit scary. 

 

CLAIRE     But positive. They advance.  

 

MARY     Obvious dangers  though.  
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FANNY     They advance and expose their lives to obvious danger.  

 

CLAIRE     Take on the world! You have nothing to lose. It sounds like your mother to me.  

 

MARY     Yes it does, doesn't it.  

 

CREATURE     (Moving into view) I know you want to know how it all turns out but let's leave 

them here on the cusp of hope and terror. I mean what does it matter, after all? As Claire said, 

Mary's life will be seen by posterity as a little heap of obscure moments with one great book 

resting on the top.  

    Some of you will try to reach round me and haul her into the future. But I will be there, 

standing between you, the extraordinary creation of a young mind at the beginning of an 

otherwise dreary life.  

    I am, after all, unique. There never was anyone like me before or since. There have been 

imitators. Dickens, Poe and countless others who have attempted to capture and use my 

particular essence in their stories.  I believe there' s a young writer in America who has some 

kind of aquatic version of me in mind.  

    And interpretations. I have been and will be interpreted from every possible point of view —  

Political, Social, Moral, Poetic. I am a virtual Frankenstein's monster of Interpretation and I 

imagine there are a number among you guilty of adding to the patchwork. 

    But you don't need a doctorate in psychology to understand what I'm all about. Do you? I am 

Mary's monster. A million little glistening resurrections of all her dead and all her lost desires. 

But I could be yours. Couldn't I?  

    Nothing really specific — an accumulation, a pastiche of little sins, little weaknesses, things 

that hardly matter. And yet there might be consequences to deal with. If I have my way.  

 

(Sinks onto the chaise. Laughter from the two women interrupts him.) 

 

CREATURE     Look at them. Doomed to disappointment and mediocrity. You think I'm unkind? 

Would Iago have sympathy for Shakespeare? Would Satan revere Milton? And look at you, still 

wanting to pull them forward. To reclaim their pain and their despair and their trivial solutions. 

I'm telling you there's nothing there to be learned and yet you persist in thinking there might be 

something? Ah, the human heart is a strange jungle.  

 

MARY     (Moves over to the CREATURE)  Take on the world and hang the consequences. I like 

that. I like it very much.  

 

(Strokes the CREATURE's face and runs back to join her sisters.)  

 

(The lights fade to black then  

glaring lights flash, then loud raucous music  

from the canon of songs based on Frankenstein  

for example Feed my Frankenstein 



Caves of Fancy – Page  61 

 

blares out as they all  

joyfully take their bows. ) 

 

THE END 


