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From Villa Diodati to Villa Gabrielli: A Manuscript Appendix to Fantasmagoriana 

 

Abstract: The role played by Fantasmagoriana in the genesis of Frankenstein and The Vampyre has 

largely prevented the full critical appreciation of this work in its original context of production, i.e. 

the French market of supernatural anthologies in the early nineteenth century, paving the way to the 

so-called frénétique vogue. By analysing a manuscript appendix to Fantasmagoriana, drafted 

between the mid-1820s and the mid-1830s and bound within a copy formerly belonging to the 

Roman family Gabrielli-Bonaparte, this article reinstates Fantasmagoriana within the environment 

of Napoleonic and post-Napoleonic culture and its renewed interest in the supernatural. Whereas 

English-speaking criticism has normally approached Fantasmagoriana through Tales of the Dead, 

i.e. Sarah Utterson’s Gothicizing and partial translation of 1813, an analysis of Fantasmagoriana 

from the point of view of its original readership will enable us to rethink the specificities of the 

French Gothic beyond Anglo-centric perspectives. 

 

Keywords: Fantasmagoriana, littérature frénétique, Collin de Plancy, phantasmagoria 

 

Nowadays, the French-German anthology Fantasmagoriana owes its critical fame to its largely 

fortuitous presence at Villa Diodati in 1816, and to the role it was credited to play – it is irrelevant, 

here, whether groundedly or not – in the genesis of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and John 

Polidori’s The Vampyre (1819).1 Fantasmagoriana, however, would deserve a certain degree of 

attention even if it had not crossed such powerful moment in literary history, and perhaps 

independently from it. This French collection of German supernatural stories was influenced by 

British models (principally those of Walpole, Radcliffe, and Lewis) and later enjoyed a relatively 

lively afterlife across Western Europe. Fantasmagoriana enables us to challenge ‘the tyranny of 

Anglo-American narratives of the Gothic’ and even to re-think pre-made perspectives, including the 

very definition of ‘Gothic’ as a polyvalent umbrella-term.2 

In this article, I examine a specific copy of Fantasmagoriana once belonging to the Gabrielli-

Bonaparte family in Rome, and currently held within the Rare Book Collection at the University of 

North Carolina. In 1815 prince Mario Gabrielli married Charlotte Bonaparte, Napoleon’s niece, and 

their house at Janiculum quickly became a regular haunt for the French community in Rome. At 

some point between the late 1820s and the mid-1830s, a member of the family or one of their guests 

had the two original tomes of Fantasmagoriana bound into one. Moreover, a 130-page manuscript 

appendix of sixteen further stories was added, so that the work could be presented, in the new 

binding, as Fantasmagoriana avec Appendix. By so doing, this anonymous collector evidently 
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aimed to enrich the original work with material s/he felt to be homogeneous, in both cultural and 

narrative terms, with Fantasmagoriana. Reconstructing the sources of these stories – all excerpted, 

as we will see, from the second edition of Jacques Collin de Plancy’s Dictionnaire infernal (1825-

26) – will offer us, thus, invaluable insight into the genre in which such texts were categorized. At 

the same time, as a testimony of reading and writing practices related to the enjoyment of 

supernatural fiction, this copy will allow us to re-think Gothic-related imaginaries of reading from a 

European viewpoint. 

The paucity of critical attention paid to Fantasmagoriana over the years is doubtlessly, albeit 

paradoxically, a result of its reiterated centrality, on the part of Byron’s guests, while reconstructing 

the geneses of their masterpieces. The Shelleys’ and Polidori’s testimonies have monopolized (and 

often replaced) the study of Fantasmagoriana per se, and William Michael Rossetti’s quick 

liquidation of it as ‘a poor sort of book’, when editing Polidori’s Diary, did not encourage further 

research.3 Whereas Fantasmagoriana is cursorily mentioned when reconstructing the gestation of 

Shelley’s and Polidori’s works, dedicated contributions tend to focus uniquely on its role at Diodati, 

consequently marginalizing the actual book, its context of production, and its envisaged readership.4 

Fantasmagoriana was published anonymously, in Paris, in 1812. It included ten tales, collected 

and translated by Jean-Baptiste Benoît Eyriès. Eyriès was a geographer, and Fantasmagoriana was 

a divertissement from his main activity: still, the book was a well-planned editorial operation, aimed 

at presenting a fashionable literary corpus to the French public of the Napoleonic age. Five tales out 

of ten had been published just one year before in the first two volumes of Gespensterbuch, an 

anthology edited by Johann August Apel and Friedrich August Schulze; one of them had been 

conceived as the sequel to a tale by Heinrich Clauren originally appearing in 1810 in the newspaper 

Der Freimüthige which was also included in Fantasmagoriana. Finally, the collection was 

complemented by one more tale by Apel, excerpted from the 1810 volume Cicaden, and by a long 

piece from Johann Karl August Musäus’s fairy-tale anthology Volksmärchen der Deutschen (1782-

86). A varied, albeit geographically consistent corpus (all authors came from Saxony-Thuringia) 

thus crossed the Rhine, as well as, almost immediately afterwards, the Channel: the Diodati 

company would read the French text, but as early as 1813 Sarah Elizabeth Utterson translated a 

large part of Eyriès’s anthology into English under the title Tales of the Dead.5 

Fantasmagoriana belongs, thus, to a fluid and relatively neglected zone of literary history, 

namely the wide world of ‘fiction writing, reading, and publishing during the late 1700s and early 

1800s […] that still’, Julia Douthwaite claims, ‘proves challenging to research’.6 Tended between 

the eighteenth century and the Romantic age, the literary market of Napoleonic Europe and its 

trans-national exchanges are still underdeveloped fields, especially from the viewpoint of Gothic 
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literary history and the unavoidably Anglo-centric bias underlying such notion. As a consequence, it 

is no surprise that Fantasmagoriana has been overall ignored by Gothic studies, notwithstanding 

some notable exceptions.7 No fully reliable edition exists in English: Terry Hale’s edition of 1992 

reproduces Tales of the Dead, and A. J. Day’s complete edition of 2005, while including the tales 

eliminated by Utterson, inexplicably omits Eyriès’s French preface, moreover leaving the remaining 

tales in the partial translation of 1813.8 In scholarly terms, it is generally absent from chronologies,9 

and only marginally or not referenced at all, even in works aimed at reassessing the Gothic from 

European or global perspectives.10 

In translating part of Fantasmagoriana for the British public – ‘the amusement of an idle hour’11 

– Sarah Utterson did something more than rendering a French-German text into English. Tales of 

the Dead is a powerful operation in cultural appropriation, domesticizing Fantasmagoriana into the 

boundaries of the British Gothic tradition. Among the ten stories of the French anthology, Utterson 

omitted those in which supernatural events are explained by rational means and/or in humorous 

tones, considering them not ‘equally interesting’ to the others; she shortened Musäus’s L’Amour 

muet/Stumme Liebe (literally, ‘silent love’) and re-titled it The Spectre-Barber, forcibly stressing 

the supernatural element in the tale and arguing that all matter extraneous to it might ‘appea[r] 

rather misplaced’ in a collection ‘of this kind’.12 She added a tale of her own, as well as epigraphs 

from British authors (graveyard poets and Shakespeare) in the tradition of Radcliffe and Lewis; and 

gave the entire book a Gothicizing title, thereby eliding all reference to phantasmagoria shows and 

to their playful oscillation between illusion and disenchantment.13 Telling, in this respect, is the 

epigraph: whereas Fantasmagoriana opened with a quotation from Ovid, speaking of the poet’s 

power to fill the heart with deceitful terrors (‘falsis terroribus implet’), Utterson chose instead 

Prospero’s far more literal magic from The Tempest, and the ‘potent art’ that makes graves ‘wak[e] 

their sleepers’. 

Approaching Fantasmagoriana through Tales of the Dead may risk reading the text through 

Utterson’s Gothicizing lenses, thereby missing the specificities of the French text – the most 

important of which is its title, which was in many ways an experimental one. Eyriès joined the 

neologism fantasmagorie14 – denoting a kind of show performed in Paris at least since the early 

1790s15 – with the suffix –ana, which had characterized a vast corpus of books appearing since the 

late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The so-called ‘-ana books’ were either collections of 

unpublished writings from some recently dead author (as was the case with Lutherana, published in 

1571) or miscellanies of texts of various kinds and provenances, gathered under a common label. 

Such collections were quite common in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century France, as testified 
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by an erudite notice on the subject published by bibliographer Gabriel Peignot in 1810 and by an 

erudite booklet of 1821, by bibliophile Gabriel Hécart.16  

Peignot proposed two meanings for the suffix, which could either be a Latin neuter plural (as 

was the case with Miscellanea Naudeana, ‘miscellany of Naudé’) or an abbreviation of anecdota, a 

term derived, in turn, from the Greek (privative α + ἒκδοτος, ‘given out’) and meaning 

‘unpublished’.17 In both cases, ‘-ana’ titles emphasized the collective and plural nature of books 

they referred to, stressing their composite and hybrid structure, and presenting their editors as the 

mere assemblers of pre-existing and otherwise unavailable materials, now offered to the taste of 

unpretentious readers. Peignot’s notice testifies well to the bad reputation ‘-ana books’ had acquired 

for scholars: generally characterized by a certain poorness in terms of editorial care and philological 

rigour, Peignot acknowledged, they still appealed to many people, because of the variety (variété) 

of sources they offered to the readers’ curiosity and of the relatively unknown anecdotes (anecdotes 

peu connues) they included.18 Such is also the case with Fantasmagoriana, the first ‘-ana book’ 

explicitly related to supernatural matters, which generated at least three imitations in the following 

ten years, trying to capitalize on its popularity: J. P. R. Cuisin’s Spectriana, published in 181719; 

Gabrielle de Paban’s Démoniana, of 182020; and Charles Nodier’s Infernaliana, appearing in 

1822.21 

Two external sources allow us to make preliminary observations on the way Fantasmagoriana 

was received in the French literary environment, as well as to speculate on its envisaged readership. 

The first one is Cuisin’s preface to Spectriana, in which the editor is cautious in differentiating his 

work from the 

 

foule de rapsodies connues sous le nom de manuel des sorciers, fantasmagoriana, etc., qui ne 

méritent pas plus de créance que d’estime. On nous pardonnera sans doute d’avoir pris un titre 

aussi futile que celui de spectriana; c’est un tribut que nous avons payé à la manie de 

l’époque où nous vivions.22 

 

[crowd of rhapsodies known under the names of Manuel des sorciers, Fantasmagoriana, etc., 

which do not deserve more credit than they deserve appreciation. It shall doubtlessly be 

pardoned to us if we have chosen such a frivolous title as Spectriana: it is the tribute we paid 

to the mania of the age we are living in] 

 

This consideration is telling, in that the ‘mania’ of the age Cuisin is referring to is not exactly the 

one we might expect. Indeed, Cuisin is not complaining about the flood of Gothic and supernatural 
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fiction, but rather about the vogue of scientific entertainment that had been proliferating in 

revolutionary France, and which had resulted in the massive publication of amateur works aimed at 

disseminating scientific and pseudoscientific knowledge to the broader public. Most of these works 

discussed issues that were very popular at the time – including electricity, ventriloquism, automata, 

animal magnetism/mesmerism, and occultism – and proposed entertaining ways to make 

experiments with science, without establishing a dividing line between science and the 

marvellous.23 Such is the case of the Manuel des sorciers Cuisin mentions, which is in fact a 

compilation of mathematical and arithmetic curiosities, enriched with a great number of magic 

tricks and parlour games involving numbers; in the subtitle, the anonymous author specifies how 

the book belongs to the genre inaugurated by Henri Decremps’s claimed La Magie blanche dévoilée 

(1783 and 1784), namely one of the most famous eighteenth-century handbooks of illusionism.24 

The second one is a book published in 1820, Gabrielle de Paban’s Histoire des vampires et des 

spectres malfaisans, including a bibliographical appendix on recent publications dealing with 

supernatural matters and including Fantasmagoriana.25 The book meant to capitalize on the recent 

success of The Vampyre (which Paban thought to be Byron’s work), and it is therefore not 

surprising that, alongside Polidori’s novella and Ann Radcliffe’s novels – popular in France since 

179726 – five entries out of twenty-eight concerned works of fiction inspired by British sources. 

Equally present are explicitly non-fiction books, comprising histories of magic or exoteric-

apocalyptic treatises devoted to the ‘occult’ connections between Enlightenment philosophers, the 

Revolution, and Satanism. The most interesting group, however, is the last and most conspicuous 

one: ten books of the list – about 34 per cent of the total; one of them is Fantasmagoriana – present 

definitely homogeneous traits, the most prominent of which is their ambiguity regarding their 

fictional nature.27 

In examining this sub-genre, four elements need to be stressed. First, these books generally 

present themselves as collections (recueil, choix, galerie) and/or as encyclopaedic compilations 

(dictionnaire), displaying forms of authorship that are deliberately weak: editors are often 

anonymous, and their operation is normally defined by terms relating to the semantic spheres of 

research, selection, assemblage, and translation (recueillir, publier, trouver, puiser, extraire, 

traduire). Second, they stress the variety of forms they aim to include, covering all kinds of short-

story narratives: histoires, aventures, faits, évènements, nouvelles, contes, anecdotes, recherches, 

petits romans, terms that are often coupled with colourful adjectives (merveilleux, remarquable, 

bizarre, prodigieux, surprenant, extraordinaire) and/or validated through different strategies of 

authentication (rapportés par des personnes dignes de foi, extrait et traduit … des diverses 

chroniques du sombre empire, puisés dans des sources réelles). Third, they openly overemphasize 
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their supernatural content, indulging in long enumerations of supernatural figures (spectres, 

revenans, esprits, fantômes, apparitions, diables, demons, loups-garoux, vampires) and phenomena 

(visions, songes, prodiges, magie), as well as of uncustomary and/or murderous events (gens crus 

morts et rappelés à la vie et sortis de leur tombeaux, événemens merveilleux, délits mystérieux, 

vengeances atroces, combinaisons du crime). Fourth, and finally, paratexts more or less explicitly 

stress these books’ entertaining or even educational nature: the epigraph of Fantasmagoriana 

speaks, as we have seen, of ‘deceitful terrors’; Dictionnaire infernal is opened by an engraving 

representing an allegory of superstition and by a quotation from Plutarch condemning superstitious 

terrors; a poetic quatrain in the frontispiece of Histoire des fantômes hopes for readers to ‘have fun’ 

and ‘open their eyes’ (Que le lecteur s’amuse, et qu’il ouvre les yeux); and Démoniana declares 

itself as a ‘work fit to reassure the fearful imagination against superstitious terrors’ (ouvrage proper 

à rassurer les imaginations timorées, contre les frayeurs superstitieuses). Products, in Hale’s terms, 

of the ‘intellectual chaos’ following the Revolution, these works were ‘hastily assembled 

compendiums drawing on sources as diverse as the French fairy tale, German romantic poetry, the 

Gothic novel, and folklore’, in which ‘one might find, thrown together […], a collection of short 

anecdotes concerning imps, demons, gremlins, alchemists and vampires. […] such compendiums 

proliferated … and were still thriving as late as 1820’.28 

On the one hand, Fantasmagoriana could therefore be approached to books – such as Le Manuel 

des sorciers – dedicated to conjuring and illusionism, as well as to mixing popularised science with 

entertainment. On the other, it could be assimilated to the sub-genre of collections of ‘contes 

horrifiants’, a marginal market that would nonetheless prove itself to be crucial in the development 

of the French Gothic, in bridging the roman noir of the eighteenth century, the literature frénétique 

of the 1820s and 1830s, and the later, more refined French ‘fantastic’ influenced by E. T. A. 

Hoffmann.29 Although doubtlessly inspired by the popularity of Radcliffe and Lewis after 1797 (Le 

Livre des prodiges, the first example of this genre, appears not incidentally in 1802, explicitly 

inserting itself in the wave of the ‘new English novels’),30 these collections emerged from the 

intersection of several strains of traditions that were well settled in French-speaking culture: the 

taste for gore of popular press (the so-called canard);31 the theatre of excess displayed by Old 

Regime collections of ‘tragic stories’ (such as Rosset’s Histoires mémorables et tragiques de notre 

temps, of 1614);32 the many anthologies of anecdotes of various kinds – entertaining, bizarre, erotic, 

spicy – published throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and the treatises on 

supernatural matters of the eighteenth century, such as those of Augustin Calmet and Nicolas 

Lenglet Du Fresnoy, which these books predate.33 
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Published immediately before the peak of 1817-20, Fantasmagoriana was not only part of this 

sub-market, but actually gave a substantial input to its development. Eyriès omitted all authors’ 

names and gave no indication about the original publication of tales; his preface focused on the 

problem of the existence of ghosts, making no reference to British novels and rather addressing the 

reader to Calmet and Lenglet Du Fresnoy.34 As a consequence – with the exception of Ovid’s 

knowing epigraph, however accessible only to those who could read Latin – the literary nature of 

the book remained undeclared, with the result of presenting Fantasmagoriana as an ambiguous 

textual object: a hybrid of fiction and ‘real supernatural’, of folklore and anecdotage, but by no 

means a ‘literary’ book as Radcliffe’s novels or the supposedly-Byron’s The Vampyre. Whereas 

Gespensterbuch had already been marketed by Apel and Schulze as a repertoire of popular 

traditions,35 Fantasmagoriana could be and was actually read as a repertoire of folktales and 

anecdotes, enriched and subtly Gothicized by their ‘German’ birthmark: and, as such, some of its 

stories would reappear in the second and vaster edition of Plancy’s Dictionnaire infernal (1825-

26).36 

At some point, which we can approximately date between 1826 and the mid-1830s – when the 

vogue of frénétique undergoes deep changes, particularly in the sphere of short fiction37 – someone 

drafted a fair copy of sixteen stories, binding them as the appendix to a copy of Fantasmagoriana. 

These stories – as much as those of Fantasmagoriana – had arguably been retold in salons and 

private parties; attaching them to the book corresponds, therefore, to the desire of gathering a 

repertoire of supernatural fait divers, plausibly for the entertainment of the lively salon held by 

Charlotte Bonaparte in Villa Gabrielli al Gianicolo.  

The first terminus is certain, as the appendix bound in the Gabrielli copy reverses the 

relationship of dependence between Dictionnaire infernal and Fantasmagoriana: all sixteen stories 

actually appear in the four volumes of which the Dictionnaire of 1825-26 is composed, and which 

can be considered, therefore, as the appendix’s main source. Although it is true that Plancy had, in 

turn, copied the majority of his stories from other collections – so that they could theoretically be 

available elsewhere38 – the Dictionnaire is the only repertoire in which they are all present, 

moreover in the same order (table 1). The compiler, at all evidence, selected stories by perusing the 

Dictionnaire from cover to cover and by focusing on such entries as ‘Apparitions’ and ‘Diable’. 

Stories are mostly copied verbatim, with very minor interventions on the part of the transcriber. 

Two exceptions, in this respect, are noteworthy. First, the copier gives stories a title when one is not 

present in Plancy (as is the case with 4, 5, 8, 9, 11, 12, 15, and 16); story 3 is a case in itself, as it 

was titled Les diables ramoneurs in Plancy’s source, but bore no title in Dictionnaire infernal. 

Second, the transcriber takes a large degree of freedom with story 12, devising an entirely new 
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preamble and changing the name of the heroine from Philinnion to Phylis. Both cases seem to 

confirm a short circuit between oral transmission and printed sources: probably, the compiler 

wished to transcribe stories s/he had already heard in oral form, but used the titles and names by 

which they were known in society (hence, for example, the confusion between Les diables 

ramoneurs and Le Diable ramoneur, which are homophonous in French, or the preference for a 

more memorable name as ‘Phylis’). 

Criteria of selection and excerption are particularly telling. Notwithstanding the perception we 

nowadays have of Fantasmagoriana – which is mostly rooted in the Shelleys’ accounts of Diodati 

and their speaking of ‘ghost stories’  –, when it came to producing the appendix, the compiler of the 

Gabrielli copy selected tales of various kinds, of which ghost stories are only a small part (10, 11, 

13, and 16). Half of the selection, instead, concerns devils and demons in different forms (2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, 7, 8, and 9). This choice bears particular significance in a context, such as the French one, in 

which Satan-related themes had played a central role, from the eighteenth century onwards, for 

allegorizing unruliness and insubordination, epitomizing freethinking, voicing forbidden desires, 

and exploring the hidden corners of human nature.39 The title Fantasmagoriana, after all, was not – 

despite what Polidori could think, when misspelling the title as ‘phantasmagoriana’ – a reference to 

ghosts (fantôme), but rather to the visual creations of imagination (fantasme). At the same time, of 

course, it was an allusion to Robertson’s phantasmagoria shows, in which ghosts were only part of a 

broader sequence of images: the programme of a typical phantasmagoria show, as transcribed in 

Robertson’s memoirs, includes well-known ghost stories and anecdotes related to ghosts – such as 

the tale of the ‘Bleeding Nun’ from Lewis’s The Monk, or the infamous story of Lord Lyttelton’s 

death – but also episodes from Classical mythology, literary history, or the Bible, scenes taken from 

Dante’s Inferno or from Shakespeare’s Macbeth, as well as images of witchcraft (including a dance 

of witches).40 

The association between Fantasmagoriana and Robertson’s illusions is not only, thus, a way to 

exploit thematically ‘the dominant medium of visual entertainment’ at the time.41 ‘Lanternicity’, I 

believe, fully underlies the book both as a modality of visualization – by which supernatural scenes 

can be interpreted by making reference to the visual codes of magic lantern shows – and as a 

structural element, endowing the anthology with the variety that characterized Robertson’s 

phantasmagorias. Not incidentally, Eyriès mixed fully Gothic stories with sentimental and 

humorous tones, all elements tellingly silenced by Utterson. Fantasmagoriana terminates with a 

funny twist of plot, by which an ‘authenticated’ apparition reveals itself to be a complete 

fabrication. Robertson played the same game on stage: all the public had seen, he told the audience 

in the closure, was only the product of highly refined technology and of the self-deceptive powers 
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of imagination.42 And so does the appendix, whose last story, bearing the revealing title of Les 

revenants, couples two anecdotes occurred in an Italian hotel on the way to Rome: a spectre whose 

icy touch was probably an impression created by ‘the good Italian wine’ (le bon vin d’Italie) and a 

monkey mistaken for the ghost of its deceased owner, whose gestural habits the animal had learned 

to imitate. On such trifles, the appendix concludes, most ghost stories are grounded: a way of 

closing the book in a light tone, moreover by evoking a setting – an Italian hotel in the Roman 

countryside – with which Grand Tour travellers, and particularly the guests of Villa Gabrielli, were 

definitely familiar. 

From this viewpoint, the Gabrielli-Bonaparte copy of Fantasmagoriana invites us to rethink the 

consumption of Gothic and supernatural fiction beyond the spheres of silent reading and writing. If, 

according to Emma Clery, users of Gothic texts perceive themselves as caught in a cyclic process, 

in which ‘voracious consumption breeds further production’ and ‘readers become writers in turn’,43 

hybrid textual objects as the Gabrielli copy invite us to reflect on the role played by orality, 

storytelling, and social rituals in the circulation and re-elaboration of supernatural-related 

narratives. 
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