Mary Wilson Carpenter

Introduction

Where to start speaking of the end? Bur on the other hand, isn'*t it
always from the end that one starts?

Barbara Johnson

The quotation above is taken from “The Last Man,” an essay originally
written in French for a 1980 colloquium held in Cerisy, France, and orga-
nized as a response to Jacques Derrida’s worls, Especial[}' his essay “Les fins
de 'homme.”™ In 1980 Johnson was an Assistant Professor of French and
the Literature Major (an undergraduate program taught by faculty from
Comparative Literature and other departments) at Yale, and already inter-
nationally known for her work in deconstructionist theory. Her disserta-
tion, Dc_fﬁgﬂrﬂﬁam i fﬂmga‘gf poétiquer La seconde révolution baudelairienne
(Paris: Flammarion), had been published in 1979, and her first English
collection of essays, The Critical D.eﬁ%rfncf: Essays in the Contemporary
Rhetoric af Rf.;zdfug (Johns Hopkins University Press) was published in the
same year as ' Le dernier homme,” 1980. Her translation of Derrida’s 1972
work, La dissémination, would be pub[ished as Dissemznation in 1981. But
her essay on Mary Shelley’s novel The Last Man (1826), reprinted in this
volume, was the beginning of her published writings on Mary Shelley.
It marked her first pub[ication in the field of “women’s studies,” one of
whose areas was the rediscovery and critical analysis of works by women
writers previously excluded from the academic canon. The last book man-
uscript she completed before her death in August 2009 was “Mary Shelley
and Her Circle,” published here for the first time. Mary Shelley was thus
the subject for Johnson’s beginning in feminist theory and criticism and
also for her end.

In “The Last Man,” she questions, “Why couldn’t such a story be en-
titled The Last Woman? . .. Would the idea that humanity could not end
with a woman have something to do with the ends of man?"* The idea
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that a woman’s story, unless it was written for the “ends” of man, was
somehow monstrous, unthinkable, had already emerged in her teaching
at Yale. There, in a 1978 course titled “Man and His Fictions: Narrarive
Forms,” and ream—taughr with Peter Brooks, Barbara Guerti, and Joseph
Halpern, Johnson had lectured in a course section titled “Life Stories” on
Rousseau’s Confessions. The course included no texts by women writers in
this year or the next, in which Johnson did not teach. In the fall of 1980,
the course had been retitled as the gender-neutral “Narrative Forms.”
Now team—taught by Johnson, David Marshall, and J. Hillis Miller, the
section “Life Stories” included Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, and Johnson
was the lecturer for this text. Seminar discussion compared Frankenstein
and Rousseau’s C'o;.eﬁﬁ.éom as “life stories.” In her essay “The Last Man,”
Johnson begins with Frankenstein, proposing that “to speak of Mary
Shelley's Frankenstern is immediately to approach the question of man
indirectly through what has always been at once excluded and compre-
hended by its definition, namely, the woman and the monster” (p. 259).
Citing Rousseau’s statement that “the most useful and least advanced of
all human knowledge seems to me to be that of man,” Johnson suggests
that Mary Shelley’s novel demonstrates on the contrary that “if one trans-
lates in this way the command to know oneself as a command to know
man, one risks losing contact monstrously with what one doesn’t know”
(p. 261). Johnson thus begins her first essay on Mary Shelley’s work with a
comparison between Frankenstein and Rousseau’s writing as writing about
“man and his fictions,” a project that seems to both critique and antici-
pate the teaching of the Yale course.

She characterizes The Last Man as Mary Shelley’s “story of the one who
remains’ (p. 262). The narrator—the last survivor of a universal plague—
is witness, survivor, scribe, or the same role Mary Shel[ey pla}'s at the
moment she writes her novel. Commenting that Mary Shelley’s life was
also a series of survivals at the time of her writing of The Last Man (her
mother had died in giving her birth, three of her own four children had
died, Percy had drowned, and Byron had just died in Greece), Johnson
suggests that “at the age of twenty-six, she considered herself the last relic
of an extinct race” (p. 263). Mary Shelley paints her own mourning on “a
universal scale” (p. 263). But since that universal scale was the one which
characterized the writings of the Romantic poets, she “does more than
give a universal vision of her mourning; she mourns for a certain type of

universal vision” (p. 263). Beyond mourning, however, “the image of a
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certain conception of man . . . will be progressively demystified through-
out the novel that follows . . . The story of The Last Man is in the last
analysis the story of modern Western man torn between mourning and
deconstruction” (p. 265).

With this insightf:ul reading of Mary Shelfey’s apocalyptic novel, John-
son leads the way in the then emerging field of Mary Shelley studies by
proposing that her work mounts a deconstructive critique of Romanti-
cism. Anne K. Mellor, in her introduction to the 1993 edition of The
Last Man, which includes Johnson’s essay in its bibliography, comments
that Mary Shelley articulates “a critique so total that the novel becomes
the first literary example of what we now call deconstruction.”™ Esther
Schor, in her introduction to The Cambﬂdge Companion to Mary Sﬁf:’f@a
(2003), describes Frankenstein as “the century’s most blistering critique of
Romantic egotism.™

At the time of Johnson's essay on The Last Man, this and Frankenstein
were the only two of Mary Shelley’s novels in print. The Last Man had
been published by the University of Nebraska Press, edited b}' Hugh I
Luke, Jr., in 1965. In the same year the Signet Classic paperback edition of
Frankenstein, an edition widely used for teac.hing purposes, was first pu]:)—
lished. This edition reprints the 1831 third edition of the novel, published
some thirteen years after the first edition and nine years after Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s death. It was for the 1831 edition that Shelley wrote her now
famous “Author’s Introduction” characterizing the novel as “my hideous
progeny.” The 1965 Signet Classic edition—the only edition ever cited
by Johnson—also contains an “Afterword” by Harold Bloom. Bloom’s
explanation of what makes Frankenstesn an important bool, “though it is
on[y a strong, fawed novel with frequent clumsiness in its narrative and
characterization” is thar “it contains one of the most vivid versions we
have of the Romantic mythology of the self, one that resembles Blake’s
Book .::-f Urizen, Shelley’s Promethens Unbound, and Byron’s Mm.eﬁm',” and
that it was precisely because Mary Shelley’s novel “lacks the sophistication
and imaginative complexity of such works, [that] Frankenstein affords a
unique introduction to the archetypal world of the Romantics™ (p. 215).

Bloom’s 1965 statement was only a pithy summary of the general view of
most Frankenstein critics at the time. In her 1988 critical biography, Mary
Sb.r.'f.:’cjf: Her Lf;%, Her Fiction, Her Monsters, Mellor notes that “before Ellen
Moers's ground-breaking discussion of Frankenstein in The New York Review
of Books in 1973, literary scholars and critics had for the most part discussed
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Mary Shelley’s career merely as an appendage to her husband’s, dismissing
Frankenstern as a badly written children’s book even though far more people
were familiar with her novel than with Percy Shelley’s poetry.™ By the time
of Johnson’s writing of “Le dernier homme,” however, some revc-lutic-nary
feminist readings of Frankenstein had appeared. In addition to Moerss Lit-
erary Women (1976), which included her reading of the novel as an instance
of “Female Gothic,” a “phanmsmagoria of the nursery,” Marc A. Ruben-
stein's ““My Accursed Origin': The Search for the Mother in Frankenstein”
had appeared in Studtes in Romanticism (Spring 1976).° Sandra Gilbert and
Susan Gubar had published The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), whose
chapter “Horror's Twin: Mary Shelley's Monstrous Eve” identifies the mon-
ster, though created male, as “a female in disguise,” a Eg‘ure for the author’s
sense of namelessness and deformity.” George Levine and U. C. Knoepfl-
macher’s critical anthology The Endurance of Frankenstein (1979) included
Knoepflmacher’s much-cited essay “Thoughts on the Aggression of Daugh-
ters,” as well as other feminist critical essays on the novel.? In 1980, the
same year in which Johnson published “Le dernier homme,” her colleague
at Yale Mary Poovey published “My Hideous Progeny: Mary Shelley and
the Feminization of Romanticism” in PMLA.”

Johnson’s position at Yale when she wrote “Le dernier homme™ was
probably central to her decision to both teach and write on Mary Shelley.
As described in the Foreword to this volume, she and some of her
Yale feminist colleagues tossed around the notion of writing a female
counter-manifesto to the Yale Schools entirely male-centered Deconstricc-
tion and Criticism, centered on Frankenstein rather than Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s “The Triumph of Life.” Though that idea never quite got off
the ground, Johnson refers to it in “Le dernier homme,” commenting
that “perhaps it was not Framkenstein but rather The Last Man, Mary
Shelley’s grim depicrion of the gradual extinction of humaniry altogerher,
that would have made a fit counterpart to “The Triumph of Life.” Percy
Bysshe Shelley is entombed in both, along with a certain male fantasy of
Romantic universality. The only universality that remains in Mary Shel-
ley’s last novel is the plague” (p. 33)."

Johnson was also active at Yale in the Women's Studies Program. After
the admission of women as undergraduates in 1969, momentum gathered
to include women’s studies in the curriculum. By 1976 the Women's Stud-
ies Task Force was formed, and in May 1979 the Yale faculty approved
the institution of the Women’s Studies Program. Johnson was included
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as one of the “Core Faculty” along with Silvia Arrom, Nancy Cott (who
became program chair in 1980), Faye Crosby, Margaret Homans, Lydia
Kung, Catherine MacKinnon, Susan Olzak, and Mary Poovey.” Janet
Todd was later to describe Yale as one of two institutions (the other was
Princeton) that could boast more than one major feminist critic, naming
Barbara Johnson, Shoshana Felman, and Margaret Homans, rhough Todd
did not feel that either Yale or Princeton could be described as a “femi-
nist establishment.”"? Felman’s foundational feminist essay, “Women and
Madness: The Critical Phallacy,” was first published in 1975." Homans
published her groundbreaking Women Writers and Poetic Identity: Dorothy
Waordsworth, .Emi.z}' Bronté, and Emify Dickinson in 1980.'4

Johnson’s now classic essay on Frankenstein, “M}' MonsterfM}' Self,”
was published in a feminist issue of diacrities, “Cherchez La Femnme: Fem-
inist CritiquefFeminine Text,” edited ]:)y Cyﬂthia Chase, NEHy Furman,
and Mary Jacobus, in 1982." Burt this was not the first time Johnson had
appeared as a feminist critic in an American academic journal. Critical
Inquiry had published a feminist issue the preceding year, Winter 1981,
and the “Editor’s Introduction” begins with a quotation from Johnson’s
The Critical Difference:

If human beings were not divided into two biological sexes, there would
probably be no need for lirerarure. And if literature could truly say whar the
relations berween the sexes are, we would doubtless not need much of it then,
either . .. It is nort the life of sexuality thart literature cannot caprure; it is lit-
erature thart inhabirs the very heart of what makes sexuality problemaric for
us speaking animals. Literature is not only a thwarred investigaror bur also an
incorrigible perpetrator of the problem of sexualiry.'®

For Elizabeth Abel, Johnson's thesis here represents the turn in decon-
structive criticism from “notions of textual difference” to “the complexi-
ties of sexual difference,” which, though “more permivel}r engmined in
our culture, have largely been confined to the edges of critical debate”
(Writing and Sexual Daféwme, p-1). Johnson herself, however, h;wing dis-
sected the Yale School’s gender politics in “Gender Theory and the Yale
School,” gleeﬁlﬂy apph'es her critical scalpel to her own work:

In order to end with a meditation on a possible female version of the Yale
School, I would like now o turn ro the work of a Yale daughrer. For this
purpose I have chosen to focus on The Crivical Diffévence by Barbara Johnson.
What happens when one raises Mary Jacobus’s question: ‘Ts there a woman in
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this text?’ The answer is rather surprising. For no book produced by the Yale
School seems to have excluded women as effectively as The Crirical Difference.
No women authors are studied. Almost no women critics are cited. And,
what is even more surprising, there are almost no female characters in any of
the stories analyzed. Billy Budd, however triangulated, is a rale of three men in
a boar. . .. Ina book that announces itself as a study of difference, the place
of the woman is constantly being erased. (Warld of Difference, p. 39)

Nevertheless, she acknowledges that “this does not mean, however, that
the question of sexual difference does not haunt the book from the begin-
ning” (p. 39). Quoting the same passage quoted in Abel’s introduction,
Johnson sees The Critical Difference as able only to describe “the escape of
the difference it attempts to analyze” (p. 40).

Johnson, according to Diane Long Hoeveler, was “one of the first
American critics to link feminism and deconstruction.” What Hoeveler
finds most interesting in Johnson’s reading of Frankenstein is “her recogni-
tion of the novel as dominated by its ‘description of a primal scene of cre-
ation . . . where do babies come from? And where do stories come from?
In both cases, the scene of creation is described, but the answer to these
questions is still withheld.”™'” She quotes Johnson’s generative perception
that “Frankenstein, in other words, can be read as the story of the experi-
ence of writing Frankenstern” (World of Difference, p. 49).

Perhaps even more interesting, however, is the fact that Johnson both
begins and ends her essay with the question of autobiography, specifi-
cally the monstrosity of female autobiography. She begins with the state-
ment that “to judge from recent trends in scholarly as well as popular
literature, three crucial questions can be seen to stand at the forefront of
today’s preoccupations: the question of mothering, the question of the
woman writer, and the question of aurobiography” ( World 0f ijfﬁ'wm'f,
p. 144). Tellingly, her reflection begins with a comment on popular as
well as scholarly literature: the essay—which is actually composed as a
review essay of Nancy Friday’s My Mother/My Self (1977) and Dorothy
Dinnerstein’s The Mermaid and the Minotawr (1976), against which Mary
Shelley's Frankenstein is juxtaposed—demonstrates her grounding in the
“real world,” or that ﬁg‘urarive term which, as she comments in her intro-
duction to A Warld afDaféwnm. denotes nothing other than upEI'CEPtiOﬂS
of the boundaries of institutions” (p. 3). Reading all three books together
from her position in view of those boundaries, she works out her stunning
analysis of Frankenstein as Mary Shelley's monstrous autobiography, the
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woman writer's story of giving birth to her “hideous progeny.” The mon-
strousness of female autobiography, she concludes, is due to “the fact of
self-contradiction that is so vigorously repressed in women” (p. 153). In all
three of the books discussed, “the monstrousness of selfhood is intimatef}'
embedded within the question of female autobiography™ (p. 154). And
how could it be otherwise, she ponders, since the very shape of human
life stories has always been modeled on the man? “Rousseau’s—or any
mans—autobiography consists in the story of the difficulty of conform-
ing to the standard of what a man should be. The problem for the female
autobiogmpher is, on the one hand, to resist the pressure of masculine au-
robiography as the only literary genre available for her enterprise, and, on
the other, to describe a difﬁcu[ry in conforming to a female ideal which is
largely a fantasy of the masculine, not the feminine, imagination” (p. 154).
It seems clear, in other words, that “My Monster/My Self” was gestated
in the Yale course that was originally conceived as “Man and His Fictions:
Narrative Forms.”

In 198283, Johnson was a Fellow at the Mary 1. Bunting Institute at
Radcliffe College in Harvard University. Feminist theory was electrifying
the academic world at this point, and the Cambridge—BostDn area was
particularly explosive. So many feminist talks, lectures, meetings, films,
conferences, and other events were being held in the numerous academic
institutions in the metro Boston area that Ruth Perry, founding direc-
tor of the Women’s Studies Program at MIT, ]::-E:gan cc-mpiling and pu[:w
lishing a monthly newsletter titled “Women's Studies Around Boston™ in
1984. The Boston Area Colloquium on Feminist Theory was first held at
Northeastern University in the spring of 1982. By 198384, when Johnsen
began her career as a Professor of Romance Languages and Literatures
and Comparative Literature at Harvard, the third colloquium series was
being held, now cosponsored by Harvard and Wellesley.

The battle to establish women's studies programs and to include
women writers in such already established departments as Afro-American
studies, as well as English and other modern language departments, was
beiﬂg fought on multiple academic fronts, including that of Harvard.
Dean Henry Rosovsky established the Committee on Women's Stud-
ies in 1978, inirial[y chaired by Edward Keenan, Dean of the Graduate
School of Arts and Sciences. In late 1983, Dean Keenan appointed Profes-
sor Susan Suleiman of the Department of Romance Languages and Lit-
eratures as Chair of the Committee, to take office in 1985. In September
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1984, Johnson was Acting Chair of the Committee, and she and Suleiman
worked together to plan a degree-granting program, coordinating courses
throughout the Faculty of Arts and Sciences that included a “gender
componenr,” and also ﬁnding funding for lectures and ,Sj,rml:;c-s'm..'ﬂ In
1985, the Commirttee on Women’s Studies at Harvard and the Women’s
Studies Program at MIT jointly sponsored a conference on pornography
that occasioned intense debate from feminists “of different viewpoints,”
most notably Women Against Pornography and the Feminists Against
Censorship Task Force."” From 1991 to 1993, Johnson was Chair of the
Committee on Women’s Studies at Harvard, in which she was succeeded
by Suleiman in 1993 and in 1995 by Alice Jardine of the Department of
Romance Languages and Literatures.

This era also saw the beginning of Johnsons work on African Ameri-
can women writers. In the fall of 1983 she taught her first course, “Black
Women Writers.” There were no women faculty in the Afro-American
Studies Department at that point, and Johnsons course pioneered the
teaching of black women writers at Harvard. She offered a course with
this title again in 1985 and one titled “African American Women Writers~
in 1990, as well as a course titled “The Slave Narrative™ in 1995. From
1990 to 1991, she was Chair of the Department of Afro-American Studies,
where she vigorously promoted the hiring of new faculty members. In 1984
she published c‘I‘\.'IE1:;1[_:)1'1-::-r, Metonymy and Voice in Zora Neale Hurstons
Their Eyes Were %mﬁfug God ™ in Black Literature and Litevary Tﬁfary, ed-
ited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and in 1985 a second essay on Hurston,
“Thresholds of Difference: Structures of Address in Zora Neale Hurston,”
was published in Critical Trecury and reprinted in Race, Writing, and Dif;
ﬁ‘rfm'c', also edited by Gares.™

In the fall of 1995, Johnson taught an undergraduate seminar at Har-
vard titled “Mary Shelfey and Her Circle.” By this time, critical interest
in Mary Shelley had mushroomed. More than half of all students of Ro-
manticism now read Framkenstein; the novel was a staple in such courses
as “The Gothic,” “Women's Literature,” and “The Post-Human"; and it
was included in both The Norton Anthology of English Literature and The
Longman Amtbafag}l af British Literature, the leading undergmduate an-
thologies.”! MILA Approaches to Teaching Shelleys “Frankenstein” had been
published in 1990.% Both scholarly and paperback editions of Mary Shel-
ley's other novels and short fictions had become available (Schor, pp. 1-2).
Complete editions of Mary Shelley’s letters and journals had also been
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published. Johnson’s essay “Le dernier homme,” now published in English
translation as “The Last Man” in The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond Franken-
stein (1993), had begun to surface in the fertile field of Mary Shelley studies.
Johnson’s second essay on Mary Shelley, “My Monster/My Self,” had been
reprinted in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1987), edited by Harold Bloom,
and was widely quoted.” It was to be reprinted the following year in the
Norton Critical Edition of Frankenstein.** The syllabus for Johnson’s course
(reproduced below) included readings in the work of Mary Wollstonecraft
Godwin and William Godwin, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron, and
“poor Polidori,” Byron’s physician who later committed suicide.

The course was designed to present Mary Shelley not as an appendage
to the “great Romantics,” but as a major writer whose work deserved to
be studied in itself, as well as in its intersections with that of her illustri-
ous parents, husband, and other members of the famous literary “circle”
among whom she lived and wrote—and all of whom she long survived.

In 2009, Johnson, now disabled b}' a progressive neuro[c-gical condi-
tion which had forced her retirement from reaching, worked on ttI‘\.{;lry
Shelley and Her Circle” (she had already completed several other books
post-retirement, including a translation of Mallarmé’s Divagations (2007),
Persons and Things (2008), and Moses and Multiculturalism (published
posthumously in 2010). Mary Shelley and Her Circle is in essence a long
reflective essay on this other “last woman,” this other woman surviving
beyond or outside her literary circle. Johnson explores Mary Shelley’s rela-
tions to the mother who died giving her birth and to her radical feminist
works, to her philosopher—ﬂove[ist father and his ambivalent treatment of
his feminist wife’s daughter, and most Especiaﬂy to Mary Shelley’s com-
plex and difficult relation to her narcissistic husband, who centinually
sought and received all kinds of adoration and celebration that inevita-
bly relegated Mary to the margins. Byron and his short-lived physician
Polidori also figure in this strange circle that surrounded Mary Shelley
at the point at which she produced her “hideous progeny.” The bool,
like so much of Johnson's work, seems to emerge directly from her teach-
ing. At times it displays an almost conspiratorial tone, as if initiating stu-
dents into the hitherto unknown realm of the haunted woman writer
and her haunring producrions. At other moments, Johnson presents with
deadpan humor the unvarnished truths of both sexual and textual inter-
sections in Mary She[ley’s circle. Ultimately, Johnson proposes, Mary
Shelley desired to become what Percy Bysshe Shelley had been, a god-like
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sole creator, “someone capable of having progeny alone” (Epilogue, p. 8).
Although Johnson did not intend this book to be her last work, the book
ties together a continuing thread in her work that began in 1980, while
she was still an assistant professor at Yale, and that continued to engage
her thought throughout her life. It is a fitting subject for the final work of
Barbara Johnson, famed scholar and beloved teacher who eagerly joined
in the crucial work of lifting other women writers out of obscurity and
into those literary circles where still other students of women'’s lives and
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