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The New York Public Library’s Stephen A. Schwarzman building is proud to 

exhibit Shelley’s Ghost: The Afterlife of a Poet from February 24th – June 24th, 2012. This 
guide is intended to help you, as an educator, navigate this fantastic exhibit and give you 
tools to utilize its message and content in the classroom as well as background 
information on one of the NYPL’s most renowned special collections, the NYPL’s Carl 
H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle. 

 
Let’s get started! 

 
The Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle 

 
The Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle is one of the 

world's leading repositories for the study of English Romanticism. Its holdings consist of 
some 25,000 books, manuscripts, letters, and other objects, chiefly from the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

 
The Collection was the creation of the financier Carl H. Pforzheimer, Sr. (1879-

1957), who took a special interest in the lives and works of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley 
and his contemporaries, including his second wife, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, her 
parents, William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, and such friends and fellow writers 
as Lord Byron, Claire Clairmont, Teresa Guiccioli, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, Leigh Hunt, 
Thomas Love Peacock, Horace Smith, and Edward John Trelawny.1 
 
Shelley’s Ghost: The Afterlife of a Poet 
 

Using manuscripts, books and relics, the exhibition will tell the truly remarkable – 
and sometimes salacious – tale of this extraordinary circle of people, complete with wild 
romances, tragic deaths, exile, revolution and landmark literary accomplishments. The 
artifacts being shown come from both The New York Public Library’s Pforzheimer 
Collection of Shelley and His Circle and The Bodleian Library at Oxford University. The 
collections of the two institutions encompass close to 90 percent of all known surviving 
Shelley manuscripts, and much of the material being shown has never been seen by the 
general public in the United States before. Materials from the Bodleian haven’t traveled 
to the United States for over 50 years, so this exhibition will truly be a rare opportunity to 
see collections that embody a history of literary Romanticism in Britain and the United 
States. The exhibition will offer a lens through which to see that history. 2 
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Mary Wollstonecraft 

 
Biographical Background  

English writer Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) and her most famous work, A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, both achieved a great deal of notoriety during the 

English Enlightenment. The book is considered the first written document of the modern 

feminist movement, and in it Wollstonecraft argued in favor of full legal, social, and 

economic rights for women. Her achievements and renown, however, could not save her 

from the most dangerous of all social ills for women in her day-that of childbirth and its 

attendant medical risks. She died several days after giving birth to her daughter, the 

novelist Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein.3 

Lesson Idea! “A Press Conference with Mary Wollstonecraft” 
 
During the European Enlightenment Curriculum Unit, set aside a lesson for Mary 

Wollstonecraft and her groundbreaking publication A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman. For homework, assign portions of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman to your 

class as a reading and ask them to write 5 follow up questions they would like to ask the 

author, Mary Wollstonecraft. On the day of the lesson, set up the classroom with rows of 

chairs facing a table at the front, like a press conference. When your students arrive for 

class, be in character. Tell them that you are Mary Wollstonecraft and you will be taking 

their prepared questions. At the end of the period, ask them to write down 2-3 important 

concepts from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and 2-3 things they learned from the 

press conference. 
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William Godwin 
 
Biographical Background 

The English political theorist and writer William Godwin (1756-1836) was one of the 

most celebrated intellectuals of his day. In his work he proposed the concept of a rational 

and secular society. Godwin’s most important work, An Enquiry Concerning the 

Principles of Political Justice and Its Influence on General Virtue and Happiness (1793) 

rejected property and power as just foundations for political society. Living in a time of 

rapid industrial development, Godwin longed for a simple communal economy in which 

individuals would progress indefinitely toward increasing rationality and equity. In 1797, 

Godwin married Mary Wollstonecraft and soon thereafter she gave birth to their 

daughter, novelist Mary Shelley.4 Mary Wollstonecraft did not survive long after the 

childbirth and four years later, Godwin remarried Mary Jane Clairmont. Godwin took on 

the responsibility of educating his daughter and encouraged her to write from an early 

age. 5 

 

Lesson Idea! “Vote for Godwin!” 
 
During the European Enlightenment Curriculum Unit, set aside a lesson for William 

Godwin and his contribution to modern political theory. After assigning your students 

key passages from William Godwin’s An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Political 

Justice and Its Influence on General Virtue and Happiness for homework, divide the 

class in 3 groups. Using the content they have learned, each group will be in charge of 

creating elements for William Godwin’s 2012 Presidential campaign: one group will 

write a speech for Godwin, one group will create “on message” campaign materials, one 

group will write a campaign ad highlighting Godwin’s ideas and goals. When the work is 

complete, ask your students to share their work with the class. At the end of the period, 

ask students to write 4-5 sentences explaining why or why not they believe Godwin 

would actually be a good president. 
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Mary Shelley 

 
Biographical Background  

Mary Shelley (1797-1851) is best known for her novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern 

Prometheus (1818), which has transcended the Gothic and horror genres and is now 

recognized as a work of philosophical and psychological resonance. She was the daughter 

of Mary Wollstonecraft, the early feminist and author of A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, and William Godwin, the political philosopher and novelist.  An admirer of 

Godwin, the poet Percy Shelley visited the family’s home and met Mary when she was 

fourteen, but their attraction did not take hold until a subsequent meeting two years later. 

In July 1814, one month before her seventeenth birthday, Mary eloped with Percy to the 

European continent, where they spent the next few years traveling in Switzerland, 

Germany, and Italy. 6 

 

Lesson Idea! “The Award for Best Adapted Screenplay”  
 
During the European Enlightenment Curriculum Unit, set aside a lesson for Mary Shelley 

and Frankenstein. Choose a classic scene from the book and read it aloud to your class. 

Together watch the scene as portrayed in a film adaptation of the novel (for example: 

Frankenstein from 1931 or Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein from1994). Compare and 

contrast the two using a graphic organizer on the board or overhead projector. Which 

concepts and themes seem most important to the novel, which seem most important to the 

film. Ask the students what they believe Mary Shelley would think of the film – is it in 

line with her vision. At the end of the lesson, ask students to write 5-6 sentences on how 

they could really make Frankenstein come alive on screen in a way that would make 

Mary Shelley proud! 
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Percy Shelley 
 

Biographical Background 
 
The English romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) ranks as one of the greatest 

lyric poets in the history of English literature. He was the first son of a wealthy country 

squire. As a boy, Shelley felt persecuted by his hardheaded and practical-minded father, 

and this abuse sparked the flame of protest, which carried over to his time at Oxford 

University, before being expelled, and the remainder of his short life.7 After being 

expelled, he eloped twice, was ostracized for his radical political beliefs, was often in 

heavy debt and was forced to spend his final years in exile. In the face of these upheavals, 

Shelley steadily developed his unique literary gifts, and in the space of a few years 

composed some of the finest poetry and prose of the Romantic period.8 

 

Lesson Idea! “Percy Shelley Poetry Club” 
 

During the European Enlightenment Curriculum Unit, set aside a lesson for the work of 

Percy Shelley’s. Divide your students into 4 groups. Assign each group one of Percy 

Shelley’s iconic poems (for example: Mont Blanc, Ozymandias, etc.). Ask the group to 

read through the poems and circle words they believe to very important or recurring. 

Have each group share out to the entire class. Compare and contrast the findings. Are 

there words that appear often? Why? What does the language tell us about Percy 

Shelley’s beliefs and life? 
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Lord Byron 
 
Biographical Background 
 
The most flamboyant and notorious of the major Romantics, George Gordon, Lord 

Byron, was likewise the most fashionable poet of the day. He created an immensely 

popular Romantic hero--defiant, melancholy, haunted by secret guilt--for which, to many, 

he seemed the model. He championed liberty in his works and deeds, giving money, time, 

energy, and finally his life to the Greek war of independence. Byron captivated the 

Western mind and heart as few writers have, stamping upon nineteenth-century letters, 

arts, politics, even clothing styles, his image and name as the embodiment of 

Romanticism.9 Lord Byron was introduced to Percy Shelley by Claire Clairmont, Mary 

Shelley’s stepsister, and the two poets immediately became friends. Lord Bryon and 

Claire Clairmont’s tumultuous and fractured relationship, and the tragic death of their 

only child Allegra, complicated the friendship but did not end it. In fact, both Shelley and 

Bryon were impressed by the other’s work and ideas, and drawn together as outsiders in 

their time.10 

 

Lesson Idea! “Byros’s Profile” 
 
During the European Enlightenment Curriculum Unit, set aside a lesson for the work of 

Lord Byron. In many ways, Lord Byron was an early version of a “celebrity.” He was 

loved and hated for his personal life and career choices, just like many of the actors, 

musicians and celebrities your students follow! After assigning a reading on Lord Byron 

for homework, divide your class in 4 groups. Supply each group with chart paper, 

markers and a hardcopy template for a “Facebook” page. The template could include 

such sections as Name, Birthdate, Friends, Favorite Quote, Likes, Dislikes. Ask your 

students to work off the template and design a “page” for Lord Byron. When the work is 

complete, ask the students to share out to the rest of the class, giving them a chance to 

show off their creative abilities and content understanding! 
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