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IN HER 1989  BIOGRAPHY  of Mary Shelley, Emily W.  Sunstein  attributes to
her an  unsigned  Athena'eum  review of  Caroline Halsted’s  Richard  III as  Duke
of Gloucester  and  King of England.  The attribution is  based  on a letter from
Mary’s step-sister Claire Clairmont, in  which  she refers to Mary’s  ‘criticism’ in
The  Athenaeum.  '

There are nevertheless some  doubts  as to whether the review is  actually
by Mary Shelley. The  issue of The  Athenaeum  which  featured the  first  part of
the double  notice  of- Halsted’s  book also included  a review of  Mary Shelley's
own  travel  book, Rambles  in  Germany and  Italy 1840,  1842,  and 1843.2 It is
therefore possible  that  Claire  Clairmont’s  letter  referred to  this  review, rather
than a  review  written  _by Mary.  Her  exact  wording ‘I got the Athenacum and
will  tell  you  what  _I think  of your  criticismin  it’ is ambiguous; it appears to be
a throwaway remark at the end of a letter, and  there  is no other reference to
the subject in correspondence around  'this  date.3 It  should also  be
remembered  that  Mary Shelley did not ordinarily write  reviews  for The
Athenaeum  and  that  in 1844 she was nearing thg end of her career as a
professional writer..  Rambles  in  Germany and  Italy_was  her last  published
book, and, having finally reached a  state  of some financial security on the
succession  of her  son, Percy, to his grandfatherfs  estates, she no  longer
needed to write  articles  for  money.  The review of Halsted’s book, if  hers,
would  be the  last work  of any kind  she published in her  lifetime“  --

In favour of  Sunstein’s  attribution  the style of the  writing is comparable.
with  Mary Shelley’s  other review work, and fihe  opinions  expressed are
revisionist, and remarkably similar  to  those  in her novel The  Fortunes  of
Perkin  Warbeck.  Even if Mary no longer made  a  habit  of  reviewing regularly,
the  subject  of the  book  would  have  been guaranteed to  catch  her interest. It is
possible, particularly in  view  of the  reviewer’s  enthusiasm and the great
length of the  notice, that  she roused  herself  from semi-retirement  specifically
to write it. Also in favour of Mary Shelley’s authorship is the  fact  that  the
reviewer shows a confident grasp of both fifteenth-centuryhistory, and the
controversy surrounding Richard  III’s  reputation. If Mary did  write  the
articles, this  authorial  familiarity can be attributed to the extensive research
she conducted at the  time  of  Perkin Warbeck’s  composition.
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Regardless of  authorship.  the  Athenaeum  notices must surely have  been
some of the  most substantial  and  favourable  contemporary reviews  of
Halsted’s book  to  appear.  They were the  lead  reviews  in The  Athenaeum  for  3
and 10 August, and are  remarkable  for their  length  — two, and two and a  half
pages  respectively of the magazine, or approximately 4,500 and 6,000 words.
(Indeed  at the  beginning of the  second notice  the  author  excuses herself for
having been  ‘rather  minute  in  following Richard  through  the details of his
early years‘.) Other  reviews  in The  Athenaeum  at  this  time  ranged  anywhere
up to to two pages  (4,500  words), seldom  more. The review of Mary’s own
new  book  in the  issue of 10  August  is  only two pages.

The  first  review  covers  Richard’s  early life  and his  political  career  until
Edward  lV‘s death  in  1483.  It  stresses  Richard’s  loyalty to his  brother,
particularly during his  period  of  exile,  and his  bravery in  fighting for him at
Barnet  and  Tewkesbury; it  also absolves  him of the murders of Edward of
Lancaster  and  Henry VI.  Miss  Halsted’s  pet  theory, that Richard  and  Anne
Neville  were  childhood sweethearts  and  that  their  marriage was  a  great  love
match.  is  examined  in  some  detail  and  with  evident  approval  by the reviewer.
The  book  is quoted  from  extensively.  With  regards  to  Richard's  posthumous
reputation.  the review  begins  thus —

No  monarch  in our own  annals  — we  might  say the  annals  of  Europe  -  has been,
by popular  tradition.  so  ‘damncd  to  ever-lasting fame‘ as  Richard  [11.  Yet,  even
allowing as  true.  the  truditionary catalogue  of his  crimes.  we  think that  some  of
our  monarchs  might well  share  with  him the  public  cxecration  .  .  .  It is not
surprising that  .  .  .  many students  in  English  history should have sought  to
ascertain  the  causes which have contributed  to fix so  melo-dramatic  a  character
of  wickedness  upon  him.  and  endeavoured  also  to  disprove  that character  . . .4

The  second  review is  devoted  to  Richard’s  protectorate, and his two
years as king. After an  intelligent  summary of the various court factions in
existence  at  Edward's death. the  reviewer  discusses Richard‘s conduct  as
protector. 'Up until  this  period of his  history we can see  nothing censurable in
his  private  or  public  conduct,‘ she writes; and  while  she  believes  that  from the
time  of his  execution  of  Rivers. Grey and  Hastings  Richard was ‘determincd
to  seize  the  crown‘.  the  executions themselves  were ‘sparcely to be wondered
at’_ in ‘an age of  such  ferocity and low  moral  sense’.D Halstead’s  rebuttal of
Richard’s  supposed murder  of his  nephews  is quoted at great  length; the
reviewer agrees  with  her  that  More‘s  account  is  ‘unlikely enough, and too
minute  in its  details’, although  she  points  out  that  the  princes  were a  potential
threat  to Richard, and  that  he did  have  something to gain from their deaths.
The charge of  illegitimacy she  seems  to  think  of  little account, an  opinion
which  is  firmly in  line  with those  expressed  in The  Fortunes  of Perkin
Warbeck.  (In the  novel, Perkin Warbeck  is the  true. legitimate Richard,
Duke  or York, while  Richard  III is seen  paradoxically as  both  a usurper and a
good  king“)

As  a  monarch, Richard  III’s conduct  was ‘exemplary’. It is in the
discussion  of  Richard‘s  government and  legislation  that  the  reviewer’s
opinions most  closely resemble Mary Shelley‘s, and even more bizarrely,
those  of her father  Wiliam  Godwin. According to the review, following his
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accession  to the throne,

[Richard‘s] attention  was  unccasingly directed  to one  point  —  that  of
emancipating the  great  body of the  people  from  the  many oppressions under
which  they had so  long and so  painfully laboured,  and  diffusing a  noblcr  and
better  spirit  among all  ranks  by the  soundness  of his  edicts,  and the  high
principles  of  justice, religion  and  morality,  on  which  they were based.7

That  the ‘actions and  disposition  of  men’ are  dependent  on  their
circumstances and environment is  a basic  Godwinian tenet." Similarly, human
beings’ behaviour depends on their  opinions  and  understanding of the  world,
which  in  turn  are ‘for the  most part  under  the  absolute  control  of  political
institution’.9 Richard’s attempts  to  lift  the  moral  and  physical  condition of his
people  through legislation  thus establish  him in the pages of the  review  as
ruling according to  benevolent  Godwinian  principles. As  a  king he was
necessarily a ‘despot’ (Godwin  believed  all monarchies were  inherently evil
and  that  kings  were  ‘the  enemy of the  human  race""), but his despotism
nevertheless afforded the  English  people ‘freedom compared  with  the
crushing tyranny of the  Tudors‘.  '  A strong current of  Godwinian  philosophy
runs  through all  Mary Shelley’s  writing.  It is  this  passage, above  all  others  in
the two  reviews, which  makes  her  authorship of them likely.

Unfortunately for Richard  III, who ‘merited better treatment  from  his
subjects’, the  English  people failed to appreciate his efforts.  Following his
hero’s  death at Bosworth, his crown was  taken  by a man ‘who has  quite  as
much  to answer for . . .  [and who] was  a  much  greater usurper’. (This  view  of
Henry VII  exactly matches the  authorial  position  in  Perkin Warbeck.)
Richard  III, the reviewer  concludes, was  maligned  and  treated  with indignity
by both  by the Tudor record, and the  historians who  followed  it.

Miss  Halstead  deserves  great  credit  for her  laborious attempt  to  vindicate
Richard‘s  character, and for the  patient  care  with which  she has  sought  out, and
marshalled  her  authorities.  Although  we may not  believe  Richard  to  have  been
quite  so  blameless  as she attempts to  prove  him, we  willingly allow that  his  real
character was  widely different from  that  which tradition  and  Tudor  history have
assigned to  him. '2

Although Mary Shelley’s authorship of the two  reviews  cannot positively
be fixed, it seems at least likely that  she may have  written  them.  They are  thus
important not only because  they are her last  published work, but because  they
establish as firmly revisionist  the opinions of one of- the  most  significant
English novelists of the  early nineteenth  century.
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RICHARD  III AND  YORKIST HISTORY  TRUST

YORK HOUSE BOOKS
1461- 1490

Edited  by Lorraine Attreed
,The  York House Books  are  some  of the  most  important documents  found  in English town
archives. This  new edition is the first  ever complete  transcript of  books  1-6 of this valuable

-  source, together with  a  full introduction and  much  additional material from the  York archives.

All  aspects  of medieval town life are  illpstrated, royal visits,  proclamations, political
events  in the  Wars  of the Roses, local bye-laws and craft regulations, and arrangements for the
perfonnances of the  York  mystery plays.

The- House Books also present  an  unparalleled  view of  Richard Duke  of  Gloucester,
York’s  greatest  patron, both before and after his  accession to the  throne.

Two  volumes.  Illustrated. 800  pages.

Special price to Members of the Richard [11  Society.  £40 the set, £25 the volume, including
p. &p from  Miss  A. Smith, 14  Lincoln  Rd.  Guildford, Surrey GU2  6T1. Cheques  to be
payable  to Richard III  Society. Overseas Members  to add 10% for  postage.
£75 the set  only,  including p.&p.  to Non-members,  from  Alan Sutton Publishing Ltd.,  Phoenix
Mill, Far Thrupp, Stroud,  Glos.  GL5  ZBU. Cheques  to be  payable  to Alan Sutton Publishing
Limited.

392


