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‘Transformation’ by Mary Shelley appeared in the fashionable and 
highly ornate literary annual, The Keepsake, in 1831. In this quirky 
Gothic tale, a demonic creature tricks a nobleman into loaning him his 
body. The vain nobleman, Guido, is surely based on the late Lord 
Byron, or at least his legendary reputation built up in the newspapers 
and among gossips. More certainly, the story itself was influenced by 
Byron’s unfinished play, The Deformed Transformed, which Shelley had 
transcribed for him. In Byron’s story a deformed young man named 
Arnold takes up a Faustian deal with a stranger in exchange for a heroic 
physique. Shelley’s protagonist instead begins as handsome and 
becomes ugly through greed. 
 
Beyond the period’s media-driven Byromania, Shelley’s Keepsake 
readership would have had in mind three equally familiar Christian 
frameworks: the fall of Lucifer, the Faust legend, and Christ’s parable of 
the returning Prodigal Son. Ironically, it is the false Guido – the dwarf 
masquerading as the Prodigal Son – that successfully woos Juliet, the 
love interest who had earlier spurned the arrogant youth. In other 
words, Shelley understood her immediate readership and tailored the 
tale accordingly. 
 
The adaptation presented here, with artwork by Norrie, emphasises the 
Gothic aspects of the story. The bodies of Guido and the demon warp 
and melt into one another, and Guido as the demon stalks unseen 
through country and town, desperate to stop the demon who is wearing 
his body from seducing his beloved and stealing all that is his. Norrie 
perfectly captures the eerie, desperate mood of Shelley’s story, and its 
creeping sense of paranoia and dread. 
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By creatively engaging with ‘Transformation’ we hope to encourage 
wider interest in Shelley’s complex and highly rewarding body of 
works. Of course, Shelley remains best known for her masterpiece, 
Frankenstein (1818), which appeared when the author was barely out 
of her teens. Fewer novels, if any, have had such a profound impact 
on global culture, including but extending well beyond novels, films, 
comics, plays, among other media, as well as virtually all branches of 
the arts and sciences. 
 
Shelley’s other works include The Last Man (1826), a postapocalyptic 
novel set in the late twenty-first century, and in which the Tayside she 
knew and loved provides the only plausible haven. Then there’s her 
historical fiction, a much-fancied genre today, travel writing, poetry, 
biographies and essays. In addition to ‘Transformation’, her short fiction 
includes ‘The Mortal Immortal’, a whimsical tale about accidental 
immortality and unrequited love. There are tales of superstition and 
abduction (‘The Evil Eye’), maritime disaster (‘The Mourner’), ghosts 
(‘The Invisible Girl’), a seventeenth-century man frozen in ice (‘Roger 
Dodsworth: The Reanimated Englishman’), and many more curiosities 
from the doyenne of devilish prose. 
 
 
 
Daniel Cook and Chris Murray 
Dundee, Scotland, 2026 
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Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (née Godwin; 1797-1851) was an 
English writer best known for her gothic novel Frankenstein: or, The 
Modern Prometheus (1818), which many scholars view as the first 
major work of modern science fiction. Her mother was the pioneering 
feminist Mary Wollstonecraft, who died giving birth to her, and her 
father was the radical philosopher William Godwin. Concerned about 
his daughter’s wayward nature, Godwin arranged for Mary to spend 
time with the Baxter family near Dundee in the summer of 1812 (and 
intermittently after that).  
 
In the summer of 1814, Mary returned to London, where she entered 
into a scandalous relationship with the young radical poet Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, by whom she got pregnant. Effectively outcast to 
continental Europe, in 1816 the Shelleys stayed at the Villa Diodati, a 
manor close to Lake Geneva, along with Claire Clairmont, Lord Byron 
and his physician John Polidori. The weather was unseasonably 
wretched as a major volcanic eruption had caused the “Year without 
Summer”, so the group spent their time competing in story writing 
competitions.  
 
Tortured by nightmares and ill-health, and spurred by creative rivalry, 
she revisited a literary work that had first stirred in her mind while living 
in Dundee, Frankenstein. In 1818, the year in which her novel was first 
published, the Shelleys relocated to Italy.  
 
In 1822, her husband drowned when his sailing boat sank during a 
storm near Viareggio. He was 29 years old. Mary eventually returned 
to England to develop her own career as a professional author. While 
her writing covered a wide range of genres and forms, above all she 
continued to excel in fiction, with such works as the apocalyptic The 
Last Man (1826), the historical Valperga (1823) and Perkin Warbeck 
(1830), and her final two novels, Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837). 
Despite—or perhaps as a result of—her immense productivity, her 
health deteriorated markedly until she eventually died at the relatively 
young age of 53.  
 
Today Mary Shelley is recognised as a prominent figure in the British 
gothic tradition, and her wider body of works, including her short 
stories, have begun to receive the attention they deserve.  
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Chris Murray is Professor of Comics Studies and 
English in the Division of Humanities, University of 
Dundee. He is programme director of the MLitt in Writing 
for the Creative Economies, director of the Comics 
Studies Creative Research Hub and co-editor of Studies 
in Comics (Intellect) and UniVerse Comics. He has 
collaborated with comics artists to produce several 
comics for research and engagement purposes. This 
includes writing scripts for a number of educational 
comics, a series of comics about British superheroes, 
and several adaptations of science fiction literature, 
including Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Karel Čapek’s 
R.U.R., Olaf Stapledon's Odd John, and several stories 
by Robert Duncan Milne.  
 
 
Daniel Cook is a Professor of English at the University 
of Dundee, where he teaches eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century literature, as well as the Gothic 
tradition. He is the author of Frankenstein 
Retold, Gulliver's Afterlives, Walter Scott and Short 
Fiction, Reading Swift's Poetry, and Thomas Chatterton 
and Neglected Genius, 1760-1830. His edited and co-
edited books include The Cambridge Companion to 
Gulliver's Travels, Austen After 200, and The Afterlives 
of Eighteenth-Century Fiction. With Sharon Ruston he is 
a General Editor of The Oxford Complete Works of Mary 
Shelley (15 volumes) and co-editor of The Oxford 
Handbook of Mary Shelley. With Nick Groom and 
Maisha Wester he is a series editor of Gothic 
Legacies for Bloomsbury. 
 
 
Norrie Millar is a comics creator based in Dundee, 
Scotland. Working with Chris Murray and Daniel Cook 
he has drawn several comics based on Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein as well as comics based on stories by Sir 
Walter Scott and Robert Duncan Milne. When he is not 
drawing comics, he is colouring, reading, writing or 
thinking about them. 
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