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THAT MARY  WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY was considering a work on the
subject of  Perkin  Warbeck from at  least  the beginning of  1827  can be seen from
the following letter, dated January, which she wrote to her American admirer, the
actor and playwright John Howard  Payne.

Can you guess how far Murray would  choose  to be purchaser of a romance from me
— the subject is  a good  one  —  an English Historical  one, a  little before the
Reformation — true it is not begun because  I have been  so harassed  that  my
thoughts  have not been  free  and besides I want encouragement.‘

Today, Mary Shelley is  best known as the  author  of  Frankenstein, and as the
wife, widow and editor of  a  famous Romantic  poet. A  few people, if pressed,
might  summon  up the title of an obscure novel, The  Last Man, or recall reading
about  her in literary histories as the  ‘mother  of science fiction’. Hardly anyone
now remembers  that  Mary Shelley also  wrote historical fiction. And yet, her
finished novel, The  Fortunes  of Perkin Warbeck  (1830),2 is remarkable, not only
as the  sole  historical novel of an author otherwise known for her Gothic
romances. For the Ricardian, it is equally interesting as ‘an engaging [theory]
which occupies an important place in the development of literature on the
theme’.3 In the following article, I hope  to remedy the obscurity in which  this
novel has languished, to detail the personal background against which it was
written, discuss its treatment of Ricardian themes, and summarize its on-going
critical heritage.

As Mary Shelley’s letter  to Payne  suggests, The  Fortunes  of Perkin  Warbeck
was begun under intense emotional stress.  Despite  the  death  of  Shelley’s  eldest
son Charles“ from tuberculosis in September 1826, which left her own son Percy
Florence  heir  to the baronetcy, Mary Shelley was experiencing severe money
problems, with her father-in-law, Sir Timothy Shelley, failing to pay her
promised allowance of £250 per annum.‘ On  a  personal front, her close friend
Jane Williams, whose  husband  Edward had  been drowned  with Shelley in Italy
(and who is  suspected  by some biographers of being Shelley’s mistress) had been
spreading malicious rumours about her marriage  amongst  their  mutual  friends.‘
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The  unexpected  treachery threw Mary into a  deep, and black depression. Her
only solution to her problems was to write. By July, 1827  she was hard at work on
what appears to have been  Perkin  Warbeck, with ‘Writing — study — quiet’
proving somewhat inadequate solace for her many woes."

Precisely where Mary found the idea for  Perkin Warbeck  is not recorded.  A
pure  historical romance with no supernatural or Gothic trappings, it is unlike
anything she had written to that date, and the vigorous programme of research
which she was to embark on over the  next  few years certainly suggest  a strong
interest in the  topic.  It may also  be  true, as Muriel Spark has suggested, that in
Perkin  Warbeck  Mary Shelley was deliberately writing a work she thought would
sell.“ The fashionable Gothic of Mrs. Radclyffe and  ‘Monk’ Lewis had expended
itself in  a  surfeit of curses and ruined  castles, and Mary’s science-fictional novel
The  Last  Man (1826) had been a commercial disappointment.

Nevertheless, her decision to write an historical novel in the style made
popular by Walter  Scott  need not be regarded as an entirely commercial
proposition. Her  Valperga  (1823), whilst still influenced by the Gothic tradition
and not an historical novel in the strictest sense, had as its setting the political
intrigues of Guelfs and Ghibellines in mediaeval Italy, and her admiration of
Scott’s  Waverley novels (especially Ivanhoe) was profound. She had first
corresponded with Scott in 1818, to thank him for a favourable review of
Frankenstein  and correct his speculation that Shelley, and not herself was its
author.” Whilst working on  Perkin Warbeck, she wrote to him again, expressing
her admiration for his novels  and, inevitably, fishing for patronage.lo Despite
Mary’s  past  successes as  a  writer she did not have a publisher for this novel, which
was to be so different from her previous work. In February 1828, she was to write
to John Murray, Byron’s  publisher, about her latest novel, expressing hopes  that
he would  publish  it, and assuring him that it was uncontroversial in subject  —
‘offering no  scope for  opinions’.“

Murray refused to commit himself, and finally rejected  Perkin Warbeck  in
November  1829  (he was to reject all Mary’s novels, including Frankenstein).lz
Mary was bitterly disappointed, but within twenty-four  hours  of her letter to
Murray was writing a brisk, businesslike missive to Henry Colbum, who had
published  her previous novel The  Last  Man.'3 A contract was signed on 21
January, 1830 and, after some minor  hitches  in completing the book, and  a  near-
disaster when forty-four  pages  were lost at the printers,” The  Fortunes  of Perkin
Warbeck  was published by Colbum and his partner Richard Bentley in May,
1830.  Most  of the reviews were favourable, though the  Edinburgh Literary
Journal  complained that ‘it does not blend  together  with sufficient skill what is
fictitious and what is true."5 ‘In spite of our objection to historical  romances,’
wrote the  Athenaeum  reviewer somewhat loftily, ‘we are bound to confess  that  the
volumes before us are the productions of no ordinary pen’ls Nevertheless, the
novel was far from a financial success for its author. Part of this may be due to the
inopportune appearance of another novel on the same subject, Alexander
Campbell’s  Perkin  Warbeck;  or, the  Court  of James  the  Fourth  of Scotland,  which
was simultaneously published by a rival firm. That Campbell’s novel  caused
great concern is evident from the fact that Colbum and Bentley wanted to change
the name of Mary Shelley’s  book  when it was already in the proof stage.” Mary,
in a letter to her publishers, staunchly refused to believe that Campbell’s novel
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could compete with one ‘by the author of Frankenstein;’ nevertheless, with
money problems  pressing, she had already decided against a proposed division of
the profits." The  copyright  was sold outright to Henry Colburn for the
‘disappointing' sum of £1 50, and over the  next  few  months, the harassed author
was to write  a  string of letters chasing up payment. After three  year’s  labour, it is
not surprising that she had hoped for better. Her son, Percy Florence was
growing up and, despite the continued hostility of the Shelley family, the heir to
the baronetcy had to be suitably —  and expensively educated. The experiment of
the historical romance was not repeated; her  next, and more commercially
successful novel, Lodore,  was to have a contemporary setting.

Mary Shelley and  Richard  III
Mary Shelley went to great pains to preserve historical accuracy whilst

writing Perkin  Warbeck, and, the occasional error and her own imaginative
embroiderings notwithstanding, there is strong evidence of the thoroughness of
her reading throughout  the novel. Sources acknowledged in her Preface include
the Chronicles of Hall and Holinshed, Bacon’s  Historie  of the  Reigne  of King
Henry VII and Pinkerton’s  History of Scotland, in which she found the letters of
Sir James Ramsey to Henry VII; as well as a variety of ballads and unpublished
documents. Jean de Palacio, in his study of her sources identifies material from
Fabian, Grafton and possibly Polydore Vergil; and finds evidence to suggest that
she had  also  read More, Buchanan, Lindsay of  Pitscottie, Leland, and the
rhymed chronicles of Jean Molinet.‘9 Philippe  de  Commynes’ Memoirs  she
requested from John Murray in a letter dated  August, 1828,20 and she also wrote
to Sir Walter  Scott, asking for advice on sources." Other influences, not
acknowledged in her preface, though  evident from  a  close reading of the  text,
were  literary, and include Schiller’s  Warbeck, Scott’s  own novels, the political
writings of her father, William Godwin, and John Ford’s play Perkin Warbeck,
which influenced her characterization of the hero, and from which the character
of Richard’s servant  Frion  is largely derived.zz

Of the secondary sources  consulted, the  most  important was Horace
Walpole’s  Historic Doubts  on the  Life  and  Reign  of King Richard III, from which
she probably took  her central premise that Perkin Warbeck was indeed, Richard
of York.23 That  Mary Shelley was firmly convinced of Perkin  Warbeck’s  identity
as thle missing Duke of York is expressed beyond doubt in her Preface to the
nove .

It is not singular  [she  wrote] that  I should entertain a belief  that  Perkin was, in
reality, the  lost  duke of York.  . . .  no person who has at all studied the  subject  but
arrives at the same conclusion. Records  exist  in the Tower, some  well  known, others
with which  those  who have  access to  those  interesting papers are alone acquainted,
which put the  question  almost beyond  a  doubt.
.  .  .  The principal thing that  I should wish to be impressed on my reader’s  mind is,
that  whether my hero was or was not an imposter, he was believed to be the  true
man by his contemporaries . . .
No one can  believe that  [James IV of Scotland] would  have  bestowed his near
kinswoman . . . in marriage to one who did not bear evident signs of being of royal
blood.“

Mary Shelley’s conviction on  this  subject is particularly interesting, when it
is  realized that  of the works of fiction and drama written about Perkin Warbeck
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to  that  date, berg  alone  took  the stance  that  Perkin was the true Duke of York?-5
(Alexander  Campbell, whose rival novel  Perkin Warbeck  caused Colbum and
Bentley so  much  anxiety followed the traditional view that Warbeck was an
imposter of Yorkist blood.) 0f the historical works available to her, almost  all
regarded the historical Perkin Warbeck as an imposter  (though  postulating, m
some instances, his relationship to the  house  of York). Only two, Horace
Walpole’ 5  Historic  Doubts,  and John Bayley’ sThe  History and  Antiquity of the
Tower  of London  (1825) accepted  Warbeck’s  claims at face value, whilst many
sources  she worked from were undeniably hostile. Her support for Warbeck, and
reciprocal hostility towards the character of Henry VII is made even more
remarkable by the fact that Mary Shelley preferred, when possible, to work from
the original pro-Tudor chronicles.

Her solution to the Warbeck  puzzle  may be briefly summarized as follows.
After the death, from natural  causes  of his sickly elder brother Edward V, the
young Richard of York is removed from the Tower at the orders of his uncle.
Richard III, for reasons never satisfactorily explained by the novelist, causes a
rumour to be circulated  that  both  boys are dead. In  reality, the Duke of York has
been secreted in the  home  of Jahn Warbeck, a Flemish merchant resident in
London. He is found here after Bosworth by Francis  Love], and Richard  III’s
illegitimate son Edmund Plantagenet,26 and smuggled abroad in the  care  of
Warbeck’s  sister Madeline. The story of the Princes’ ‘murder’ in the Tower is
subsequently spread by a nervous Henry VII from scraps of rumour and hearsay.
In the words of the novel’s narrator, ‘there never was concocted so ill-fangled, so
incongruous, and so contradictory a fable’ (p. 153).

Whilst Mary Shelley is adamant that Richard III did not kill his nephews,
she is less certain as to his character, and the other accusations levelled at him,
notably the projected marriage to Elizabeth of York (accepted in the novel as
historical fact). Her attitudes towards him are indeed, tantalizingly ambivalent.
Richard III does not actually appear in  Perkin Warbeck, as the novel opens
immediately after his death at Bosworth Field; but he is frequently referred to by
other characters, and in  sometimes  rather unexpected ways. Francis Love], for
example, is highly critical of his friend’s usurpation of his  nephew’s  throne, but
‘wc submitted; for  a  child like Edward the Fifth could scarcely be supported
against  an experienced warrior, a man of talent, a  sage and just king, but at the
expense of  much  blood’ (p. 10). Edmund Plantagenet is similarly torn between ‘
love for his father and hatred of his treatment of  young Richard, and he devotes
his life to the latter’s cause in order to  expiate  his father’s crime. The_Earl of
Lincoln  also  expresses objections to Richard’s usurpation of the thro'ne, but
oddly enough is equally convinced  that  his grounds for disinheriting his nephews
(i. e. the pre-contract) are legitimate, a contradiction which seems to have escaped
the  author.

Perhaps Mary Shelley’s own  attitude  is best expressed by her hero, who
admits  that  his uncle  ‘though  an usurper, was a munificent sovereign’ (p. 61). It is
as if she is unable to rationalize what she has reasoned, with what she has read in
traditionalist histories, for the figure of Richard III in  Perkin  Warbeck  is an neasy
combination of the stereotypical  ‘wicked uncle’ and her own more liberal
interpretation of the facts. In this, Shakespeare’s  play is necessarily an influence.
Mary Shelley was certainly familiar with  Richard  III,  which appears on the
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Shelleys’ reading list twice, in  1814, and 1818,27 and which she records in letters as
having seen with both Edmund Kean and Tom Kent in the title role.” (The
history plays also feature heavily in epigraphs to various chapters of  Perkin
Warbeck.) It is impossible not to see Shakespeare’s influence in her references to
the character of Richard, as indeed, it is evident in her first description of Richard
of York as ‘a sprightly, ingenuous  boy, whose lively spirit wore out his frame’
(p. 13).

To be fair to Mary as a novelist, her  antagonism  towards Richard III is
largely the result of dramatic necessity. Since he had stripped her hero of the rank
and privileges to which the remainder of her novel maintains he is entitled, it
would be difficult for her to present an unambiguously favourable portrait.
Henry VII, in his opposition to Perkin Warbeck, is similarly cast as an
unequivocal villain, ‘totally devoid of generosity, and .  .  . actuated all his life by
base and bad passions’ (p. 20). Henry’s actions are characterized throughout by
unnatural artifice and cunning, and his behaviour towards the female characters
in particular is notably oppressive. Interestingly, he is seen as no less a usurper
than the man whose throne he has come to occupy.

The  Critical Heritage
Modern opinion on The  Fortunes  of Perkin Warbeck  is divided. The novel

was republished for the first time since the nineteenth century in  1975  in an
academic press edition; however, despite  a  great resurgence in Mary Shelley
studies over the  past  few decades, particularly by feminist critics, the novel tends
to be glossed over, or ignored in most studies of her life and work. Mary Shelley’s
best  works are  today generally regarded as being Frankenstein  and The  Last
Man; Perkin  Warbeck, as  a  purely historical novel, is not typical of most of her
work. The novel has its admirers — ‘a thoroughly researched and well-told
adventure story’” —  and also its critics, including Muriel Spark. ‘Her style
fluctuates . .  .  between the heavy and the light, between the platitudinous and the
original . .  .  the fact that she expresses herself somewhat rigidly .  . . must have lost
Perkin Warbeck  many readers.”° ‘Although  so well researched,’ writes Jane
Dunn, ‘and  with the advantage of  a  strong story line, Mary’s telling was tedious
and lack-lustre. Her characters lacked dimension and vitality. . . .  [the  novel] was
both a financial, and to some  extent, a  critical disappointment?“

The fullest modern critical  coverage  of  Perkin Warbeck  remains Jean de
Palacio’s  Mary Shelley dans  son  Oeuvre  (1969), which, in discussing ‘Les  interets
profonds de Mary Shelley’ devotes a chapter to  ‘L’interet  pour l’histoire’. De
Palacio’s  work is scholarly and comprehensive, particularly in its coverage of the
sources; however, with no translation available, it is inaccessible to the majority
of English-speaking students.  For those who are interested Muriel Spark, in her
revised biography Mary Shelley (1987) summarizes the  novel’s  plot and the
historical  events behind it, and supplies a brief critique. This is the extent of the
criticism available to the modern student. For further  information, it is necessary
to go back to Mary’s own diary and letters.
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