


Percy Bysshe Shelley 



Other Paperbacks in the Griffin Authors Series 

GEOFFREY CHAUCER Edwin]. Howard 
ANDRE GIDE Thomas Cordle 
THOMAS HARDY Richard Carpenter 
HAROLD PINTER Arnold P. Hinchliffe 
D. H. LAWRENCE RonaldP. Draper 



Percy Bysshe Shelley 

By DONALD H. REIMAN 
The Carl H. Pforzheimer Library 

M 



© Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1969 

Reprint of the original edition 1969 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced or transmitted, in any form or by 

any means, without permission 

First published 1976 by 
THE MACMILLAN PRESS L TO 

London and Basingstoke 
Associated companies in New York Dublin 

Melbourne Johannesburg and Madras 

This book is sold subject to the standard conditions of 
the Net Book Agreement. 

The paperback edition of this book is sold subject to 
the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or 
otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise cir­
culated without the publisher's prior consent, in any 
form of binding or cover other than that in which it is 
published and without a similar condition including 
this condition being imposed on the subsequent 

purchaser. 

ISBN 978-0-333-19653-3 ISBN 978-1-349-02954-9 (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-1-349-02954-9

SBN 333 19653 8



For My Parents, 

Mildred and Henry W. Reiman 



Preface 

In this book I have tried to give a brief, clear, and accurate ac­
count of Shelley's life, freshly examining existing accounts in the 
light of the primary evidence upon which they are based. I have 
studied Shelley's writings anew and have given inclusive readings 
of as many of them as space permits-especially those poems and 
essays that are, in my opinion, most important for a compre­
hension of his thought and art. One wishing to understand Shelley 
should read at least these works: Alastor, "Mont Blanc," "Hymn 
to Intellectual Beauty," "Lines written among the Euganean 
Hills," "Julian and Maddalo," Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci, 
"A Defence of Poetry," Epipsychidion, Adonais, and "The Triumph 
of Life." I have outlined the structure of each of them in detail, 
hoping to guide the reader's understanding of the whole work 
(and the relation of individual parts to the whole) by charting 
its thematic development. In treating such less-read works as The 
Revolt of Islam, "Peter Bell the Third," "The Witch of Atlas," and 
Hellas, I have condensed the thematic analysis but have quoted 
key passages to give the reader the flavor of poems for which he 
may not find time during his initial study of Shelley. 

The chronological plan of the book is not only the most con­
venient for the reader wishing to review a phase of Shelley's 
career; it is, I believe, truest to the essential growth of Shelley 
as an artist. Some have denied that his thought developed, but 
an examination of his changing conception of the roles of love 
and poetry in human life shows how fallacious this denial is. 
Shelley's goals remained essentially unaltered, but his views on 
how and to what extent men might achieve these ideals were 
tempered through an eventful lifetime of testing ideas in the fires 
of experience. Thus, although Shelley is not essentially an auto­
biographical poet, an understanding of his life aids one in ac­
counting for certain shifts of emphasis in his poetry. 
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I accept, of course, full responsibility for the interpretations 
presented here (a number of which depart from previous read­
ings), but I am greatly indebted to numerous scholars and critics 
who have written on Shelley. Allusions in the text, as well as in 
the notes and bibliography, both acknowledge my specific debts 
and, hopefully, will guide the interested reader from this neces­
sarily brief introduction to more detailed secondary studies and 
to the primary materials on which they are based. I have usually 
quoted (and cited locations) of Shelley's published writings from 
the following editions: poetry from the Oxford Standard Authors 
edition, ed. Thomas Hutchinson (cited as "OSA"); prose from The 
Complete Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen and 
Walter E. Peck (Julian Edition; cited as "Julian"); letters from 
The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Frederick L. Jones (cited 
as "Letters"). 

I am grateful to Indiana University Press for permission to 
quote from Dante, La Vita Nuova, A New Translation by Mark 
Musa (Bloomington, 1962). I wish to thank Duke University 
and the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee for generously sup­
porting my research; Miss Evelyn Johnson for faithful work as 
my student assistant at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee; 
my students at Duke, University of Illinois, and University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee for giving their best and demanding mine; 
The Carl and Lily Pforzheimer Foundation, Inc., and its president, 
Mr. Carl H. Pforzheimer, Jr., for a three-month fellowship in the 
summer of 1965; Miss Doucet Devin for typing early drafts of 
several chapters; Professor Kenneth Neill Cameron for sharing 
with me his unsurpassed knowledge of the materials of research 
in Shelley's life and times; Professor Jack Stillinger for giving the 
manuscript the benefit of his exceptional critical intelligence; and 
Mary Warner Reiman for her partnership in every stage of this 
work. 

DoNALD H. REIMAN 
New York 
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Chronology 

1792 Percy Bysshe Shelley born August 4 at Field Place, near 
Horsham, Sussex. 

1798 Studies with his clergyman, the Reverend Evan Edwards. 
1802- Attends Syon House Academy at Isleworth, near London. 
1804 
1804- At Eton. 
1810 
1808 Begins corresponding with his cousin Harriet Grove (their 

"engagement" ends in 1810). 
1810 Zastrozzi published (spring). Original Poetry by Victor 

and Cazire published and withdrawn (autumn). Enters 
University College, Oxford, and meets Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg (Oct.). Posthumous Fragments of Margaret Nichol­
son published (Nov.). St. Irvyne published (Dec.). 

1811 Meets Harriet Westbrook (Jan.). The Necessity of Atheism 
published (Feb.). Expelled with Hogg from Oxford 
(March 25). Elopes with Harriet Westbrook; married in 
Edinburgh on Aug. 29. At York, Hogg tries to seduce Har­
riet; the Shelleys move to Keswick. 

1812 Political activities in Dublin. Address to the Irish People 
and Proposals for an Association ... published (Feb.). 
Declaration of Rights printed. Returns to Wales (April6); 
moves to Lynmouth, Devon; writes Letter to Lord Ellen­
borough. Joined by Elizabeth Hitchener in July (she leaves 
in Nov.). Goes to North Wales (Sept.). Meets Godwin in 
London (Oct.). 

1813 Flees Tremadoc, Wales (Feb. 27); goes to Ireland. Returns 
to London (April 5). Queen Mab issued (May). Ianthe 
Shelley born (June 23). Settles at Bracknell (July). 

1814 A Refutation of Deism printed. Elopes with Mary Woll­
stonecraft Godwin (July 27). They (with Jane "Claire" 



1815 

1816 

1817 

1818 

1819 

1820 
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Clairmont) tour the Continent, returning Sept. 13. First 
son, Charles, born to Harriet (Nov. 30). 
Sir Bysshe Shelley dies (Jan. 5). :Mary's first child born 
(Feb. 22; dies two weeks later). In Jur.e, Shelley begins to 
receive annual income £1000 ( £200 paid directly to Har­
riet). Moves to cottage near Bishops gate (Aug.). 
William Shelley born (Jan. 24). Alastor published (Feb.). 
Visits the Continent; lives near Byron; writes "Hymn to 
Intellectual Beauty" and "Mont Blanc" (May-Aug.). Re­
turns to England (Sept. 8). Fanny Imlay's suicide (Oct. 9). 
Harriet Shelley drowns herself (Nov. 9; discovered Dec. 
10). Marries Mary (Dec. 30). 
Allegra, Claire's daughter by Byron, born (Jan. 12). De­
nied custody of Ianthe and Charles (March 27). Settles 
at Marlow (March). Proposal for Putting Reform to the 
Vote published (March). Finishes Loon and Cythna and 
begins Rosalind and Helen (Sept. ) . Clara Shelley born 
(Sept. 2). History of a Six Weeks Tour published. Writes 
Address ... on the Death of the Princess Charlotte 
(Nov.). Laon and Cythna published and withdrawn 
(Dec.); reissued as The Revolt of Islam (Jan., 1818). 
Sails to Continent (March 11). Sends Alle~ra to Byron 
(April 28). At Baths of Lucca completes Rosalind and 
Helen (July; published spring 1819). Goes to Venice with 
Claire; Mary follows with children (Aug.-Sept.). Clara 
Shelley dies (Sept. 24). At Este, composes most of "Julian 
and Maddalo," "Euganean Hills," Prometheus Unbound, 
Act I. Visits Rome; settles at Naples (Dec.). 
Leaves Naples (Feb. 28). Writes Acts II-III of P1'ometheus 
in Rome (March-April). William Shelley dies (June 7). 
Moves to Leghorn; writes The Cenci (summer; published 
spring 1820) and Mask of Anarchy (Sept.). Moves to 
Florence (Oct. 2); son Percy Florence born (Nov. 12). 
Writes "Peter Bell the Third," "West Wind," and "Philo­
sophical View of Reform"; finishes Prometheus Unbound 
(published Aug., 1820). 
Moves to Pis a (Jan. 26); writes "Sensitive Plant" (March). 
At Leghorn (June-Aug.) writes "Ode to Liberty," "Sky­
lark," "Letter to Maria Gisborne." At Baths at San Giuliano 
(Aug.-Oct.) writes "Witch of Atlas," "Ode to Naples," 



1821 

1822 

Chronology 

Swell foot the Tyrant (published and suppressed, Dec.). 
Returns to Pisa (Oct. 31). 
Visits Teresa Viviani; writes Epipsychidion (Jan.-Feb.; 
published anonymously, May). Meets Edward and Jane 
Williams (Jan. 13). Writes "A Defence of Poetry" (Feb.­
March). News of Keats's death (Rome, Feb. 23) arrives 
from Horace Smith on April 11. Writes Adonais (May­
June; printed July). Visits Byron at Ravenna (Aug.) and 
persuades him to live at Pisa (arrives Nov. 1). Writes 
Hellas (Oct.; published Feb., 1822). 
Works on "Charles the First." Trelawny arrives (Jan. 14). 
Writes poems to Jane (Jan. ff.). Allegra Byron dies (April 
20). Shelleys and Williamses move to San Terenzo (April 
30). Receives the Don ]uan, his boat (May 12). Writes 
"Triumph of Life" (May-June). Sails to Leghorn (July 1) 
and drowns on return voyage (July 8). 



CHAPTER 1 

A World to Reform 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, born August 4, 1792, near Hor­
sham, Sussex, was the eldest child of Timothy Shelley, Member 

of Parliament, and the grandson of Bysshe Shelley, who in 1806 
was to be made Sir Bysshe Shelley, Baronet. Grandfather Bysshe 
(pronounced "Bish") had been born at Newark, New Jersey; but 
his father, another Timothy-apparently a merchant-had re­
turned to England, inheriting the family estate of Fen Place, Sus­
sex, when one of his elder brothers died and the other was de­
clared insane in 1743. On the death of an uncle in 1748, Timothy 
inherited Field Place. Bysshe Shelley came into very little of his 
father's modest property until1790, when his elder brother John 
died without issue; and by that time Bysshe had established his 
own fortune with two successful marriages (both elopements) 
that made him one of the wealthiest men in Sussex. 

Timothy Shelley, the poet's father, was the eldest of Bysshe's 
ten legitimate children (three by the first marriage; seven by the 
second); after attending University College, Oxford, and taking 
the "grand tour" of the Continent, he entered Parliament. In Oc­
tober, 1791, he married Elizabeth Pilfold; they established resi­
dence at Field Place, his father's newly inherited estate. There 
followed a succession of children: Percy Bysshe; Elizabeth (May 
10, 1794); Hellen (January 29, 1796; died four months later); 
Mary (June 9, 1797); a second Hellen (September 26, 1799); 
Margaret (January 20, 1801); and John (March 15, 1806). The 
young poet thus grew up the eldest in a family of girls, seeing his 
baby brother only on school holidays. "Bysshe," as he was called 
at home, seems to have been the apple of his parents' eye, the 
beloved guide and protector of his sisters, and a favorite among 
the servants.1 

The most important influences that shaped the character of 
Percy Bysshe Shelley lie hidden in his early relationships with his 

15 
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family, servants, neighbors, teachers, and schoolmates. Compared 
with Wordsworth and Byron, Shelley was relatively unautobio­
graphical in his poetry and characteristically so in his letters. Dis­
cussions of ideas, descriptions of scenes viewed or books read, di­
rections concerning financial or household affairs-these objective 
topics provide the staple of Shelley's correspondence. In the pe­
riod of intellectual and psychological ferment during his short 
stay in Oxford and following his expulsion, Shelley wrote some 
revealing letters to Thomas Jefferson Hogg, Elizabeth Hitchener, 
and William Godwin; but these contain few references to his ear­
lier years at Field Place, Syon House Academy, and Eton. From 
these scattered comments and from later reminiscences of his sis­
ter Hellen, his cousins Charles Grove and Thomas Medwin, and 
such confidants as Hogg, Leigh Hunt, Thomas Love Peacock, and 
Mary Shelley, there emerges a picture of a boy increasingly un­
easy in the position of privilege to which he had been born and 
increasingly unwilling to submit to the system which fostered that 
privilege. 

Four ironic juxtapositions seem to have contributed to Shelley's 
revolt against the conventions of his era. The first was the contrast 
between his grandfather, the vulgar founder of the family for­
tunes, and the poet's father Timothy, who attempted to live down 
the stigma of old Bysshe's peculiarities by conforming rigorously 
to the stereotyped patterns of behavior expected of a country gen­
tleman and member of parliament. Second, the contrast between 
the indulgence Shelley enjoyed as the willful favorite at the family 
estate and his later experience of the petty tyranny of English 
school life at <lyon House Academy ( 1802-04) and, more seri­
ously, at Eton affected him. Third, he observed the contrast be­
tween the social realities of England during the Napoleonic wars 
and the ideals of human virtue and social justice in the Bible, the 
Classical school texts, and eighteenth-century humanitarian writ­
ers. Finally, he noted a sharp discrepancy between England's tra­
ditional role as the defender of individual liberty and constitu­
tional government (a role historically championed by the Whig 
party of his father and grandfather) and England's hostility to­
ward those same ideals following the French Revolution. Shelley 
-too young to have been disillusioned by the Reign of Terror, the 
subjugation of Switzerland, and the earliest and gravest threats of 
French invasion-saw only that England was allied with reaction-
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ary Austria, Prussia, and Russia in an effort to restore the hated 
Bourbons to the throne and to do so against the will of the French 
people. To one who had been nurtured on admiration of Milton 
and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, no course could have seemed 
more incongruous. 

About those individuals who were probably strong influences 
on Shelley's character during his formative years, we know only 
the scantiest details. His grandfather, Bysshe, was, according to 
Shelley, in religion "a complete Atheist" and in politics a Whig 
supporter of the Duke of Norfolk, a peer who continually sought 
parliamentary reform and the abolition of the slave trade and who 
in 1798 lost his military appointments for toasting "our Sovereign's 
health-the Majesty of the People." Shelley's father, Timothy, less 
outspoken than Sir Bysshe (who used to argue politics with farm­
ers in a local pub), served the Duke of Norfolk's interests in Par­
liament, though he is on record as having made only a single 
speech in his· long career.2 

Of Shelley's mother we know that she was an excellent letter 
writer, that she was no bigot in religion, and that she and Shelley 
had a genuine affection for each other. Peacock records that Shel­
ley retained great respect for "the Reverend Mr. Edwards of 
Horsham" from whom "he received his first instructions." 3 Dr. 
Greenlaw, the Scottish master of Syon House Academy, was a 
stern disciplinarian but a "man of rather liberal opinions." 4 Adam 
·walker, a popularizer of the sciences, came to lecture at Syon 
House and at Eton during Shelley's time in those schools, and his 
demonstrations in chemistry and astronomy may have first stimu­
lated Shelley's life-long interest in the sciences. 

In the patrician confines of Eton, Shelley's active resistance to 
the system of fagging imposed on the younger bovs earned him 
some admiration, as well as considerable bullying. His later years, 
when he was one of the upper boys. seem to have been happier. 
His letters in 1809 to James Tisdall, an Eton friend, exhibit the 
normal interests of a gregarious schoolboy whose greatest trial is 
that he cannot enjoy the company of his school friends during the 
winter and Easter vacations.5 

I Early Writings and Wanderings 
In the spring of 1810, during his last term at Eton, Shelley pub­

lished a Gothic novel entitled Zastrozzi: A Romance. Between the 
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fall of 1809 and the spring of 1810 he wrote a second romance, 
which appeared in December, 1810,6 while he was at Oxford, as 
St. Irvyne: or, The Rosicrucian. Besides whatever interest they 
may have as illustrations of the worst features of the then-popular 
Gothic tale of horror-their plots are impossibly bad and far too 
complex to summarize here-these two works show the miscella­
neous character of Shelley's ideas and inspiration before the cen­
tral determining event in his life, his expulsion from University 
College, Oxford. 

In spite of abominable writing and Gothic clap-trap, Zastrozzi 
has some interest in that it presents ethical and psychological di­
lemmas that were to figure prominently in Shelley's poetry. Ma­
tilda, the anti-heroine, is condemned throughout for the "anarchy" 
of her soul, her inability to control her illicit passions. Verezzi, the 
hero, is long saved from Matilda's blandishments by his ideal con­
ception of Julia. Zastrozzi has been corrupted by the injustice of 
Verezzi's father. Here in their incipient forms are the themes that 
appear in Prometheus Unbound, Alastor, and The Cenci. 

In St. Irvyne, as in Zastrozzi, the thematic suggestions are more 
interesting than the plotting or the writing. The epigraph to 
Chapter XII is a quotation from Scott's Lay of the Last Minstrel 
that had earlier appeared as one of the epigraphs to Chapter IX of 
Zastrozzi: "For love is heaven, and heaven is love." The thematic 
pattern of St. Irvyne seems to play off the Wolfstein-Megalena 
plot (in which selfish lust destroys the two principals) against the 
innocent, self-effacing love of Eloise and Fitzeustace. Ginotti, dur­
ing the confession of his past to Wolfstein, indicates that his desire 
for knowledge and his selfish grasping for immortality have poi­
soned his life and prevented him from thinking of love. His evil 
power can destroy Wolfstein, but not Wolfstein's sister, Eloise, 
who is protected by her innocent trust in other people and by her 
refusal to wither up within selfish fears and desires. Both the in­
coherence of St. Irvyne and Shelley's letter to Graham of Aprill, 
1810, suggest that he originally projected this work as a three­
volume novel, but he eventually put his scattered materials to­
gether into a single volume. 

At the same time that Shelley made this abortive effort to con­
struct a three-decker novel, he was also composing poetry-both 
shorter pieces of a miscellaneous nature, some of which were pub­
lished (with five poems by his sister Elizabeth) in a slim volume 
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called Original Poetry by Victor and Cazire, and, more ambi­
tiously, a poem in four cantos ( 145 lines) entitled "The Wan­
dering Jew." 7 The shorter poems are largely imitative or worse; 
John Stockdale, Shelley's publisher, persuaded the youthful au­
thor to suppress the edition when he discovered that one of the 
poems was plagiarized from M.G. ("Monk") Lewis' Tales of Ter­
ror (London, 1801). Since then readers have noted other plagiar­
isms or close imitations of Chatterton, Byron, and William Smyth. 
It seems likely that Original Poetry was meant to be a practical 
joke, its title calling attention to the joke's point. Shelley was not 
skillful enough to parody the bad poetry of the day, but he cer­
tainly knew when he was plagiarizing wholesale. 

Shelley was unable to find a publisher for .. The Wandering 
Jew," a more serious effort; it appeared in print only in garbled 
versions after Shelley's death (excerpts in 1829 and in a different 
version in 1831). The poem is written in the irregularly rhymed 
tetrameter verse of Scott's poetic romances. Once again the plot is 
the work's weakest feature, but perhaps a summary justifies itself 
by showing how, in this early phase, Shelley viewed the legend of 
the Wandering Jew. In Canto I, Paulo, a mysterious stranger, 
carries off the novice Rosa when she breaks away in terror during 
the ceremony of investiture for the convent. Paulo declares his 
eternal love for Rosa, and she becomes his mistress. In Canto II. 
Victoria, a young nobleman, visits Paulo and Rosa and finds them 
deeply in love with each other. During the visit Paulo is suddenly 
moved to tell his history to his beloved and his friend. Canto III is 
Paulo's revelation that he is the Wandering Jew and contains an 
account of Christ's curse and the outcast's sufferings, which have 
not, however, persuaded Paulo to league himself with the Devil. 
In the final canto, Victorio, who is also passionately in love with 
Rosa, accepts from a witch a love potion that is supposed to win 
Rosa to him; in reality, it is a poison that kills Rosa, leaving Paulo 
inconsolable ... The Wandering Jew," immature and worthless 
though it is as poetry, marks Shelley's first effort to construct a 
long poem and shows certain characteristic traits including an al­
lusiveness and tendency to suggest rather than state intervening 
events in the plot. The poem concentrates on mood-creating de­
scriptions and on moral and metaphysical observations. 

The thrust of these earliest publishing efforts by Shelley was 
toward low-grade entertainment in the Gothic tradition of sensa-
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tionalism, but the youthful poet's ethical and metaphysical con­
cerns interfered; the ideas in these early works are too inchoate to 
be taken seriously for their own sake and, by warping the plots, 
succeed in dissipating any value the works might have had as 
light reading. 

Soon after taking up residence at University College, Oxford, in 
October, 1810, Shelley began a friendship with Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg, a fellow student. Hogg's accounts of Shelley at Oxford em­
phasize the young poet's interest in experimental sciences, his 
wide reading, and his penchant for literary larks. Shelley is 
thought to have written, and perhaps published, several works 
during his five-month stay in Oxford, but only two are known to 
be his-Posthumous Fragments of Margaret Nicholson and the ill­
fated Necessity of Atheism. The first, containing six poetical frag­
ments (purportedly written by the insane washerwoman who had 
tried in 1786 to kill King George III and had been confined in 
Bedlam ever since), was published in November, 1810.8 These 
fragments were supposedly edited by Margaret Nicholson's 
nephew John Fitzvictor, a pseudonym that follows in the tradition 
of the Victor and Cazire volume. 

According to Hogg's account, Shelley originally intended to 
publish the poems as serious efforts; but Hogg, finding the quality 
low, persuaded Shelley to alter them for the worse and to publish 
them as burlesque verse. Scholars have disputed Hogg's story, and 
it seems likely that the poems were intended seriously enough. 
Although they are of the same low quality that characterizes the 
Victor and Cazire verse and the lyrics in St. Irvyne, the Margaret 
Nicholson poems deal more directly with social and political in­
justices. For example, the second fragment, "supposed to be an 
Epithalamium of Francis Ravaillac [1578-1610] and Charlotte 
Corday [1768-1793]," praises these two political assassins for 
their tyrannicides. (They had assassinated King Henry IV of 
France [Henry of Navarre] and Jean Paul Marat, respectively.) 
The most interesting lines show Shelley's idealistic bias at this 
early point in his metaphysical thinking: 

Congenial minds will seek their kindred soul, 
E'en though the tide of time has rolled between; 

They mock weak matter's impotent control, 
And seek of endless life the eternal scene. 

(42-45) 



A World to Reform 21 

Another poem of interest in the volume, "Melody to a Scene of 
Former Times," seems to reflect the unhappy termination of Shel­
ley's first love affair, his presumed engagement to his cousin Har­
riet Grove. Harriet (and her parents) became alarmed at the 
growth of Shelley's radical opinions; the breaking of the engage­
ment in 1810 in the name of Christian orthodoxy hardened Shel­
ley's opposition to "bigotry" and thus helped precipitate his 
subsequent alienation from his family.9 

The crisis in the conflict between Shelley's opinions and those of 
his elders came in February, 1811, when the young man, perhaps 
with Hogg's connivance, printed anonymously a seven-page 
pamphlet entitled The Necessity of Atheism. As Newman White 
has remarked, "Except for the title and the signature to the adver­
tisement ('through deficiency of proof, an Atheist') there was no 
atheism in it." Rather, it follows the skeptical reasoning of David 
Hume and is agnostic; the Advertisement says: "As a love of truth 
is the only motive which actuates the Author of this little tract, he 
earnestly entreats that those of his readers who may discover any 
deficiency in his reasoning, or may be in possession of proofs 
which his mind could never obtain, would offer them, together 
with their objections to the Public. . . ." 

Shelley gave Christian spokesmen every opportunity to en­
lighten him, sending copies of the tract to professors and heads of 
colleges at Oxford and Cambridge (all, of course, Anglican cler­
gymen) and to the bishops of the Church of England. He had 
also surreptitiously left a number of copies of the pamphlet in the 
shop window of the Oxford printers and stationers, Munday and 
Slatter (publishers of Margaret Nicholson); upon receiving a pro­
test from a fellow of New College, Munday and Slatter agreed to 
destroy the copies and burned them in the kitchen fire. Not until 
the outraged Reverend Edward Copleston, Professor of Poetry 
and Fellow of Oriel, forced the issue did the officials of University 
College take action. On March 25, 1811, the authorities expelled 
both Shelley and Hogg "for contumaciously refusing to answer 
questions proposed to them, and for also repeatedly declining to 
disavow a publication entitled 'The Necessity of Atheism'." Shel­
ley and Hogg left for London, and from there they negotiated 
with their parents about the future. 

As great a shock as the expulsion was to the two young men, it 
shocked their fathers more. Timothy Shelley attempted to force 
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his son to abject penitence; and, by remaining adamant (partly on 
the advice of William Whitton, his solicitor), he threw his son 
more and more upon his own resources. Hogg's father, on the 
other hand, by asking a less overt capitulation, brought his son 
once again under parental influence. Their relative success may, in 
part, be assessed by noting that Hogg became a lawyer of the 
most conservative principles, while Shelley became an increas­
ingly eloquent opponent of authoritarian power. 

Shelley, alone in London, began seeing a Miss Elizabeth West­
brook and her younger sister, Harriet, a school friend of his sister 
Hellen. The Westbrook girls' father, a prosperous retired vintner 
and coffee-house owner, belonged to the merchant class for whom 
Shelley usually had little sympathy; but, in his isolation from his 
own family, he seems to have become a familiar in the household. 
Eliza Westbrook (thirty years old) apparently threw her sixteen­
year-old sister and Shelley (now eighteen) together as often as 
she could and was rewarded when this heir to a wealthy baron­
etcy eloped with Harriet. They traveled immediately to Edin­
burgh, where they obtained a license and were married on August 
29, 1811. Hogg soon joined them in the Scottish capital, where the 
three remained through the end of September. Early in October 
they went to York, and from there Shelley set out for Sussex a few 
days later to see his family, leaving his wife and his friend to­
gether. 

When Shelley returned to York, he had been preceded there by 
Eliza Westbrook. She lived with the Shelleys until their final sepa­
ration, dominating Harriet and sometimes even keeping the com­
munal household funds. Within a week after Shelley's return to 
York, he, Harriet, and Eliza left for Keswick, Cumberland (not 
far from the northern seat of the Duke of Norfolk). This precipi­
tous departure was occasioned by Harriet's revealing that, in Shel­
ley's absence, Hogg had tried to seduce her. Shelley and Hogg, in 
the long, agonized correspondence that followed, tried unsuccess­
fully to find a solid basis for restoring Hogg to the group. 

II Political Activist 
After visiting the Duke of Norfolk at Greystoke, Shelley culti­

vated an acquaintance with Robert Southey, who saw in the 
young radical "my own ghost. . . . He is just what I was in 
1794." Southey discussed literature, philosophy, and politics with 
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the young man and allowed him the use of his extensive library. 
There was not, however, complete sympathy between them be­
cause Southey condescended to Shelley's radicalism as a passing 
adolescent phase: "I tell him that all the difference between us is, 
that he is nineteen, and I am thirty-seven." 10 As long as Shelley 
remained in Keswick, all was amicable between him and Southey, 
but in later years the difference between the two poets widened 
into an open breach.U 

While at Keswick, Shelley initiated a correspondence with Wil­
liam Godwin, the author of An Enquiry Concerning Political Jus­
tice ( 1793) and other radical works. In this early phase of their 
relationship, Godwin warned Shelley against rushing into writings 
or actions that were hasty and ill-conceived. But the young man 
was not in the mood to heed his elders-whether Southey, the 
Duke of Norfolk, or even Godwin, the author of books that had 
strongly influenced Shelley's radical principles-and he hurried to 
Ireland to assist the cause of reform there. 

Before leaving England, Shelley had written in a simple style 
and diction An Address to the Irish People, which was printed as 
a pamphlet soon after he reached Dublin on February 12, 1812; 
and he distributed most of fifteen hundred copies by March 18. A 
second pamphlet, Proposals for an Association of . . . Philan­
thropists, Shelley wrote in his "natural style" for the upper classes. 
Both pamphlets not only advocate Catholic emancipation and re­
peal of the Legislative Union Act ( 1800) that merged the Irish 
parliament with the British but also urge the Irish to re-examine 
the entire fabric of their society. Both tracts are republican in pol­
itics, egalitarian in economics, and free-thinking in theology ("all 
religions are good which make men good"). The Proposals for an 
Association is forcefully and clearly written, a marked advance 
over Shelley's earlier prose and infinitely superior to his poems 
and letters of the same period. On February 28, 1812, Shelley 
spoke at an Irish nationalist rally at the Fishamble Street Theatre, 
Dublin, where his expression of solidarity with the Irish people 
and their sufferings was well received, according to three contem­
porary newspaper accounts.12 

While in Dublin, Shelley also had printed a broadside entitled 
Declaration of Rights, which sets forth in thirty-one articles Shel­
ley's political credo. He wrote that "Government has no rights; it 
is a delegation from several individuals for the purpose of secur-
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ing their own" (I); "No man has a right to disturb the public 
peace, by personally resisting the execution of a law however bad. 
He ought to acquiesce, using at the same time the utmost powers 
of his reason, to promote its repeal" (IX); "A man has a right to 
unrestricted liberty of discussion, falsehood is a scorpion that will 
sting itself to death" (XII); "No man has a right to do an evil 
thing that good may come" (XVII); "No man has a right to mo­
nopolise more than he can enjoy . . ." (XXVIII). The broadside 
concludes with an appeal to "Man'' to "think of thy rights" and, 
finally, with a quotation from Satan's invocation to the fallen an­
gels in Milton's Paradise Lost, Book I: "Awake!-arise!-or be for 
ever fallen." 

Having made his presence felt briefly among the Irish national­
ists and received his first public eulogies and attacks in the Dublin 
press, Shelley sailed for Wales to attempt to stimulate interest in 
his proposed Association of Philanthropists. With Harriet and 
Eliza, Shelley landed in north Wales on April 6, 1812, and soon 
thereafter settled on a farm that he hoped to make his home. He 
wrote to his father asking for five hundred pounds to rent the 
farm and buy furniture and equipment, but he was refused. The 
household moved once more, this time to Lynmouth, Devon, 
where Shelley wrote and had printed locally his Letter to Lord 
Ellenborough, an eloquent plea for freedom of the press that was 
elicited by the Lord Chief Justice's sentencing an elderly printer 
named Daniel Isaac Eaton to eighteen months in prison for re­
publishing the Third Part of Thomas Paine's Age of Reason. The 
Letter, too strongly worded for the repressive atmosphere of 1812, 
was not published; and only about fifty copies (out of a printing 
of one thousand) escaped being burned by the alarmed printer.13 

About this time Shelley's Irish servant, Daniel Hill (or Healy), 
was arrested for distributing the Declaration of Rights. Unable to 
raise two hundred pounds for Hilfs fine, Shelley paid the jailer 
fifteen shillings a week to purchase privileges for Hill in prison 
before he himself departed in September, 1812, for Wales. 

While at Lynmouth, Shelley's household had been joined by his 
constant correspondent since June, 1811, Miss Elizabeth Hitch­
ener, a spinster school teacher of Hurstpierpoint, Sussex, who was 
ten years Shelley's senior, whom he found intellectually congenial, 
and whom he wished to save from the drudgery of daily labor so 
that she could develop her powers as a liberal writer. Such mis-
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guided philanthropy was characteristic of Shelley throughout his 
early years; not considering that introducing a talkative, opinion­
ated blue-stocking into the same house with his child bride and 
her domineering sister could lead to nothing but disaster, he had 
encouraged Miss Hitchener from the time of the Irish adventure 
to give up her teaching post and join the indigent band of war­
riors against oppression. Quite naturally the arrangement did not 
prove satisfactory; Elizabeth Hitchener left the household four 
months later. Just beginning to learn the dangers of tampering 
with the lives of others, Shelley wrote to Hogg: "She was deprived 
by our misjudging haste of a situation, where she was going on 
smoothly . . . . certainly she is embarrassed and poor, and we 
being in some degree the cause, we ought to obviate it." 14 

While this domestic crisis was fermenting, Shelley was busily 
engaged at Tremadoc in North Wales. About five thousand acres 
that had been reclaimed from the sea by means of a large dike 
were threatened when the cost of repairing extensive storm dam­
age outran the resources of the project's originator, William Alex­
ander Madocks, M.P., a hero of English liberals for his recent 
efforts on behalf of parliamentary reform ( 1809). Shelley's enthu­
siastic canvassing for contributions helped to reactivate local in­
terest in the work.15 

When late in September, 1812, Shelley went to London in an 
attempt to raise additional money for the Tremadoc embankment 
(and to relieve his own pecuniary embarrassment), he first met 
William Godwin, whom he visited frequently during a stay of six 
weeks or more in London. At this time Shelley also saw Thomas 
Hookham, a free-thinking publisher; and he met Hookham's 
friend Thomas Love Peacock, a struggling poet. These three men 
were to be important to his future. 

After Shelley returned to Tremadoc, he lived about three-and-a­
half months in ''Tanyrallt," a mountain-side house owned by 
Madocks. There he continued his efforts on behalf of the embank­
ment and wrote poetry (Queen Mab and perhaps some of the 
poems in The Esdaile Notebook). Near the end of February, Shel­
ley's party fled the house as the result of an incident that is one of 
the difficult cruxes of his biography. Shelley said-and Harriet 
wrote to Hookham16-that on the night of February 26 someone 
tried to murder him by firing through a window when he was 
going to investigate a noise. The Shelleys left Tremadoc immedi-



26 PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 

ately and, by writing in panic to Hookham and other friends, ob­
tained enough money to go to Ireland. 

Mr. Leeson, a prominent resident of the neighborhood who had 
no love for Shelley, afterward said that Shelley had invented the 
attack and had fled Wales to avoid paying large debts that he had 
accumulated. In the most cogent account of the evidence, Cam­
eron argues that Shelley, who wished to leave Wales to continue 
his writing and hoped to have money when he came of age in 
August to repay the debts he had incurred, probably staged the 
incident (for the bene:S.t of Harriet, Eliza, and the servants) so 
that his party would have a viable excuse for their hasty depar­
ture. Other scholars hold different views: some, that the attack was 
a real one (though perhaps exaggerated by Shelley in his accounts 
of it); others, that although there was no attack, Shelley suffered a 
hallucination that made him believe there had been oneP 

Upon leaving Tremadoc, the Shelleys went once more to Ire­
land. In Dublin, Shelley seems to have recovered manuscripts of 
poems-some of those later copied into the "Esdaile Notebook"­
that he had left there with a printer named Stockdale (not to be 
confused with the London publisher of the same name). After a 
hasty trip to the lakes at Killarney caused them to miss Hogg, who 
had come to Dublin on their invitation, Shelley and Harriet re­
turned to London, arriving about April 5, 1813. In the capital 
Shelley saw Queen Mab through the press and attempted to bring 
about a mutually satisfactory financial settlement with his father 
before his twenty-first birthday (when he would be able to raise 
money, at exorbitant interest, by borrowing on post obit bonds). 
This effort was unsuccessful because Timothy Shelley insisted that 
his son should retract his heretical religious views, and Shelley 
refused to make such a declaration against his conscience. 

III Another Pamphlet and Queen Mab 
Early in 1814 Shelley had printed an anonymous pamphlet enti­

tled A Refutation of Deism: in a Dialogue.18 The dialogue is be­
tween Theosophus, a Deist who attacks Christianity, and Euse­
bes, a Christian who attacks Deism. According to the preface, "the 
object of the following Dialogue is to prove that the system of 
Deism is untenable. It is attempted to shew that there is no alter­
native between Atheism and Christianity ... " (Julian, VI, 25). 
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A casual reader might suppose that the work defends Christianity, 
but such is not the case. It shows the influence both of the French 
atheistic materialists like Diderot, D'Alembert, and Holbach, 
whom Shelley had been reading and translating in 1812, and of 
Cicero's De Natura Deorum, Hume's Dialogues Concerning Nat­
ural Religion, and a dialogue in Sir William Drummond's skepti­
cal Academical Questions. 

The two disputants of A Refutation of Deism punch holes in 
each other's arguments: Eusebes shows the intellectual untenabil­
ity of the Deistic position while Theosophus scores the Christian 
churches' record of persecutions and anti-intellectualism. Both po­
sitions are effectively destroyed, but whether Shelley intended to 
reduce the reader to atheism (as an ironic reading of the Preface 
would suggest) or merely to academical skepticism (an agnostic 
position) remains problematical. His earlier correspondence with 
Elizabeth Hitchener and Godwin shows that Shelley had already 
abandoned his discipleship to French materialismY1 He probably 
hoped that the tract would be purchased by intellectual Christians 
who, expecting to find arguments against Deism, would find their 
own faith undermined by the arguments of Theosophus. The 
work is notable as a companion piece to Queen Mab because it 
displays the subtlety and indirection lacking in that poem's at­
tacks on religion. As with the Address to the Irish People and the 
Proposals for an Association, Shelley tried to reach two distinct 
audiences with Queen M ab and A Refutation of Deism. 

Queen Mab, Shelley's first major poem, was printed by Thomas 
Hookham but never published because of the fear of prosecution. 
During Shelley's lifetime about seventy of the two-hundred-fifty 
copies were distributed privately to friends and known liberals. In 
1821 a radical London bookseller named William Clark published 
a pirated edition of Queen Mab; and, though he went to prison 
for his act, the poem continued to be reprinted and circulated 
among the radicals throughout the nineteenth century.20 

The poem consists of a dedication "To Harriet" and nine cantos 
totaling 2,305 lines. Blank verse forms the staple, but interspersed 
are lengthy passages in an irregular, unrhymed lyric verse derived 
from Southey's heroic poems. Following the poem are long ex­
planatory notes-many of them are full essays which include sup­
porting quotations in Greek, Latin, French, and English from a 
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broad range of poets, philosophers, and historians. (In the origi­
nal edition of 1813 the poem occupies the first 122 pages and the 
notes run through page 240.) 

Shelley has been accused of failing to structure his poems ra­
tionally. Actually his sense of form manifests itself increasingly 
during his career as a poet, but it was strong from nearly the very 
beginning. Queen Mab illustrates an almost mechanical structure. 
In Canto I the soul of sleeping Ianthe (watched over by her lover 
Henry) is awakened by Mab, the Fairy Queen, who takes the 
Soul in her chariot far beyond the bounds of the solar system to 
the Hall of Spells ( II.42). The journey fulfills two thematic func­
tions: it depicts the duality of body and soul, asserting the superi­
ority of the latter; and, in its descriptions of the vastness of the 
universe and multiplicity of the solar systems and other worlds, it 
tends to dwarf the Earth and to deflate man's exalted opinion of 
his own importance in the universe. 

In Canto II Mab takes up the theme of human pride by point­
ing to the vanity of past human achievements: the glory of past 
civilizations persists only in the memory of man and in decaying 
ruins that testify to human transience and to the folly of glorying 
in material creations. At the beginning of Canto III the Spirit of 
Ianthe points out the uses of history ("I know/The past, and 
thence I will assay to glean/ A warning for the future ... "), and 
declares that virtue is its own reward: "when the power of impart­
ing joy I Is equal to the will, the human soul/ Requires no other 
Heaven" (III.ll-13). The Fairy Queen then shows the evils of 
mona~ ..:hy, or any form of society where some are masters and 
others must serve; for he "whom courtiers nickname monarch'' is 
"a slave/Even to the basest appetites": 

The man 
Of virtuous soul commands not, nor obeys. 
Power, like a desolating pestilence, 
Pollutes whate'er it touches; and obedience, 
Bane of all genius, virtue, freedom, truth, 
Makes slaves of men, and, of the human frame, 
A mechanized automaton. 

(III.174-80) 

The "Spirit of Nature" makes no distinctions among men; its 
"essence throbs I Alike in every human heart" and its power 
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makes a mockery of distinctions raised by human selfl.shness and 
pride. The opening three cantos declare that, before the vastness 
of the universe and the impersonality of the Spirit of Nature, all 
human inequalities of power, wealth, or honor lose their signi£­
cance, except that such inequities poison the happiness both of 
those who possess and those who lack the superfluity. Shelley, in 
Cantos IV-VI, attacks the chief manifestations of erring human 
pride: war (IV), commerce-really capitalism (V), and religion 
(VI). Canto VII is a systematic attack on the Judea-Christian tra­
dition, part of it spoken by the phantom of Ahasuerus, the Wan­
dering Jew. Moses is portrayed as a murderer and Jehovah as a 
sadistic projection of human pride and sin. 

Cantos VIII and IX depict the glorious future that is open to 
men if they will abandon their evil ways and live according to the 
laws of reason and love: the polar caps, deserts, and tropical jun­
gles are made habitable; as in Isaiah's prophecy, "the lion now 
forgets to thirst for blood" and the nightshade, "like passion's fruit 
• . . poisons no more the pleasure it bestows" ( VIII.l24-30). 
Man, like the lion, becomes vegetarian: "no longer now I He slays 
the lamb that looks him in the face, I And horribly devours his 
mangled flesh" ( VIII.211-13). "Man has lost I His terrible pre­
rogative, and stands I An equal amidst equals . . ." ( VIII.225-
27). 

With the demise of "Falsehood" (read "Religion"), human rea­
son and passion are free and innocent, unilled in seeking human 
happiness without infringing on the rights of other men. Freed 
from the fear of Hell and from the selfish quest for Heaven, death 
loses its terrors, old age its infirmities, and youth its doubts and 
rebelliousness (IX.57-75). Marriage, which had been attacked 
earlier ("Even love is sold," V.l89), no longer exists to hinder "the 
kindred sympathies of human souls"; "dull and selfish chastity" no 
longer interferes with the natural expression of human affection; 
and "prostitution's venomed bane" no longer poisons "the springs 
of happiness and life" (IX.76-88). The ruins of palaces, cathe­
drals, and prisons-having no signillcance in the egalitarian hu­
man society-become scenes of innocent childhood play. After 
Mab's admonition to Ianthe's soul ("Let virtue teach thee firmly 
to pursue I The gradual paths of an aspiring change" [IX.147-
48] ), the poem closes with the Spirit's return to Ianthe's sleeping 
form, which awakes to behold 
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Henry, who kneeled in silence by her couch, 
Watching her sleep with looks of speechless love, 

And the bright beaming stars 
That through the casement shone. 

(IX.237-40) 

Queen Mab is a rhetorical poem, the rhetoric of the verse itself 
reinforced by the essays on astronomy, economics, philosophical 
Necessity, and on the evils of religion, of marriage, and of the 
eating of animal flesh. But, though the poem operates more on the 
literal level and less through symbolic indirection than do Shel­
ley's later major poems, Queen Mab is of a piece in doctrine with 
Prometheus Unbound and "The Triumph of Life"; and such sym­
bolism as Shelley does introduce as an adjunct to his open decla­
rations prefigures that in later poems. 

IV The Esdaile Poerr/,$ 
Hookham printed Queen Mab at Shelley's expense, but he had 

declined to publish a volume of shorter poems of a much more 
personal and autobiographical nature; to these Shelley added a 
few more and gave Harriet the notebook in which they were tran­
scribed. Harriet retained this copybook after Shelley's elopement 
with Mary Godwin, and it passed to her heirs through her daugh­
ter Ianthe Shelley Esdaile. The so-called "Esdaile Notebook," 
though transcribed by Edward Dowden, who published portions 
of it in his biography of Shelley, remained for the most part an 
unknown quantity until1964, when Kenneth Neill Cameron's edi­
tion appeared.21 Thus, exactly a century and a half after it was 
intended for publication, Shelley's first important body of shorter 
poetry became available. 

The collection is interesting and significant in several respects: 
first, it shows that Shelley's apprenticeship in poetry was longer 
and more varied than most critics had realized, and thus makes 
more easily understandable the marked superiority of Alastor and 
other poems of 1815-17 over the earlier published lyrics. For ex­
ample, two poems in the Spenserian stanza, "On leaving London 
for Wales" (written in November, 1812) and "Henry and Louisa" 
(an anti-war poem), foreshadow Shelley's later development in 
the use of the stanza in The Revolt of Islam; and "Zeinab and 
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Kathema," a poem of 180 lines in a six-line stanza, is a thematic 
precursor of The Revolt. 22 

A number of poems in The Esdaile Notebook are interesting in 
their own right as poetry. In "The Retrospect" (published in part 
by Dowden), Shelley at Cwm Elan in 1812 looks back over the 
year that has passed since he visited his cousins, the Groves, in 
the summer of 1811, just before his elopement with Harriet West­
brook. The 168 tetrameter lines utilize the best aspects of the 
topographical-reflective poem recreated by Wordsworth in "Lines 
composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey .... " Shelley com­
pares his present happiness in Harriet's love with his distraught, 
almost suicidal state during the previous visit-a condition pro­
duced by the combination of ( 1) unrequited love (his rejection 
by Harriet Grove); ( 2) a disdain of the mortal world (based on 
a belief in a spiritual reality contrasting with "the chains of clay"); 
and ( 3) a dearth of true friends to share his revolutionary ideals. 
Using the couplet, in which his control is much surer than in some 
of the more intricate stanzaic patterns, he achieves a tone of calm, 
reasonable reflection that has more of Wordsworth than most of 
his passionate outpourings of these early years, which generally 
suggest Southey or the rhetorical Coleridge. The same restrained 
tone is also present in a blank-verse poem addressed "To Harriet" 
beginning "It is not blasphemy. . . ." Here verbal echoes of 
Wordsworth abound; the apprenticeship leading to Alastor had 
begun by 1812. 

In the poems added to the Esdaile copybook after Shelley had 
abandoned thought of publishing it, one sees the later deteriora­
tion of the relationship between Shelley and Harriet. No single 
factor provides an adequate explanation for this rift. In the first 
place, Harriet had her own interests that, in part, reduced her 
dependence on Shelley: her sister Eliza was a friend and confi­
dante, and the sisters doubtless grew closer in their war against 
Elizabeth Hitchener; the birth of Shelley's daughter Eliza Ianthe 
(June 27 or 28, 1813) gave Harriet still another role to add to 
that of wife and sister; at Bracknell (thirty miles from London, 
where the Shelleys settled in July, 1813) and later on a trip to the 
Lake Country and Edinburgh (to escape creditors), Harriet 
found a congenial spirit in Peacock, whose classical skepticism 
gave him more distance from Shelley's enthusiasms than had 
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other members of the Bracknell circle, which Peacock later bur­
lesqued in Nightmare Abbey ( 1818). 

Shelley, on the other hand, was for the first time amid kindred 
souls, personal friends like Hogg and Peacock (whose intellects he 
admired in spite of differences in temperament) and fellow 
enthusiasts in the circle gathered around John Frank Newton (a 
vegetarian) and his sister-in-law Mrs. Bainville, English widow of 
Lafayette's aide-de-camp. While Harriet ceased to pursue her 
studies, Shelley was increasing his reading of empirical philoso­
phy and the Classics and taking up the study of Italian literature. 
Shelley also saw William Godwin frequently during trips to Lon­
don and was engaged in raising money for him. At Godwin's 
house, Shelley, even as he began to lose his initial awe of the 
author of Political Justice, found himself idolized by Mary Woll­
stonecraft Godwin, sixteen-year-old daughter of the philosopher 
and Mary Wollstonecraft (author of A Vindication of the Rights 
of Women [1792] and other feminist and radical works who had 
died at the birth of her namesake [1797] ). Shelley's alienation 
from Harriet can be traced in his flirtation at Bracknell with Mrs. 
Cornelia Turner, daughter of Mrs. Bainville and inspiration of 
Shelley's fine lyric, "Stanzas.-April, 1814" ("Away! the moor is 
dark beneath the moon"). But in June, 1814, Shelley and Mary 
Godwin declared their mutual love, bringing to an end not only 
the union with Harriet but also-though indirectly-Shelley's ca­
reer as an activist reformer. In the years to follow, he turned more 
and more to literature as the medium through which he could best 
make his influence felt. 



CHAPTER .2 

Student to Poets 

AFTER June 26, 1814, when Shelley and Mary first declared 
1"\.. their love to each other, William Godwin did everything he 
could to separate his daughter and Shelley (who had by this time 
gone deeply in debt to give money to Godwin). A frenzied month 
culminated when Shelley-tom between his duty to Harriet and 
his passion for Mary-took an overdose of laudanum in an at­
tempted suicide. When he recovered, he and Mary determined 
not to be kept apart any longer; accompanied by Clara Mary Jane 
Clairmont (daughter of the second Mrs. Godwin), they eloped to 
France on the night of July 27. Their journey across France to 
Switzerland, down the Rhine Valley to Holland, and thence back 
to England is recorded in Mary's journal as published in History 
of a Six Weeks' Tour ( 1817). Neither constant lack of money, bad 
accommodations, warnings of bandits, incivility by the war­
ravaged populace, sundry difficulties in buying and hiring trans­
portation, nor (least of all) concern for the feelings of Harriet or 
the Godwins kept Shelley, Mary, and Jane from enjoying the 
scenery and, indeed, the very adventure of the improbable tour. 

In Switzerland, Shelley began a prose romance called "The As­
sassins," based on sketchy information on that sect garnered from 
Tacitus and Gibbon. In this fragment of less than four full chap­
ters he does not praise institutional Christianity, but he portrays 
the beneficial effects of Jesus' teachings within an isolated sect in 
Lebanon. Beginning with a pure, primitive Christianity based on 
mutual love and service, the Assassins developed through the cen­
turies a purer religion of intellectual love and philanthropy. 
Against this background, Shelley began to construct a story in 
which Albedir, a young man in the secluded valley paradise of the 
Assassins, discovers a stranger (who, it is clear, is the Wandering 
Jew) impaled on the branch of a cedar tree and takes him into his 
humble cottage. Before the fragment ends, the persecuted stran-
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ger begins to learn that, in the idyllic seclusion of the Assassins' 
valley, man and nature are reconciled, for harmful snakes play 
peacefully with Albedir's children. Shelley was developing in 
"The Assassins" a vision of the ideal harmony between nature and 
regenerate human society like that portrayed earlier in Queen 
Mab and later in Prometheus Unbound. 

Returning to London on September 13, 1814, Shelley, Mary, 
and Jane found themselves almost completely ostracized by their 
former society: Godwin remained aloof and tried to prevent his 
household from holding any communication with them (though 
Charles Clairmont, Jane's brother, and Fanny Imlay, Mary's half­
sister, eventually broke Godwin's prohibitions). The Bainville cir­
cle cut them off, as did Mary's best friend, Isabel Baxter (soon to 
be Mrs. David Booth). Only Hookham and Peacock saw them at 
all frequently, and once even Hookham was suspected of plan­
ning to tum Shelley over to his creditors. Shelley, convinced of his 
own virtue and of the ingratitude of others, waged a war of wits 
against the bailiffs who tried repeatedly to arrest him for debt. 

Shelley had tried to persuade Harriet that, although he did not 
love her in a passionate sense, he was still her best friend and that 
she ought to come to live with him and Mary, not as his wife but 
as his sister. Harriet, quite naturally, had not acceded to this plan. 
On November 30, 1814, she gave birth to Shelley's first son, whom 
she named Charles. Shelley visited his wife and son, but Harriet 
learned at last that she must give up her hopes of winning back 
her husband.1 

Apart from Mary's journal, which is greatly expurgated, there 
are few documents that give information about Shelley from De­
cember, 1814, through July, 1815. When Sir Bysshe Shelley died 
on January 5, 1815, Shelley's father, in order to protect his own 
interests in the entailed estates, came to financial terms with his 
wayward son, paying off the greater part of his debts and agree­
ing to allow Shelley an annuity of one thousand pounds (two 
hundred pounds to go directly to Harriet). This arrangement gave 
him the first financial security he had known since his expulsion 
from Oxford. 

In January and February, 1815, Shelley apparently encouraged 
an experiment in free love among Mary (then pregnant), Hogg, 
Jane Clairmont, and himself. How far this situation went beyond 
gallantry is problematical, the chief evidence being a series of let-
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ters from Shelley and Mary to Hogg.2 On February 22, 1815. 
Mary's first child was born; this daughter (two months prema­
ture) died about two weeks later. When in May, 1815, Jane 
"Claire" Clairmont left the household, Mary wrote in her journal, 
"I begin a new Journal with our regeneration" (page 47). During 
the months immediately following, Shelley probably cooperated 
with an Irish radical named George Cannon, who edited under 
the name "Erasmus Perkins" a short-lived periodical entitled The 
Theological Inquirer, or Polemical Magazine; this journal re­
printed A Refutation of Deism and almost a third of Queen Mab.3 

Early in August, 1815, Shelley and Mary moved into a cottage 
near Bishopsgate, one of the eastern entrances to the Great Park 
of Windsor, on the northwestern edge of Surrey. After a brief 
period of solitude, Shelley and Mary joined Peacock and Charles 
Clairmont in a boat excursion up the Thames River to its source, a 
trip that materially improved Shelley's health and spirits.4 On his 
return he began the sustained writing that resulted in the publica­
tion in February, 1816, of a slim volume entitled Alastor; or, The 
Spirit of Solitude: and Other Poems. This first volume of poetry 
that Shelley published with his name on the title page marks the 
beginning of his public career as a poet. 

I Alastor 
Alastor, Shelley's first major effort in the symbolic mode of po­

etry that was to remain his forte, follows the implications outlined 
in its Preface. It shows the destruction through his "self-centered 
seclusion" of a potentially good young poet because of his vain 
search to find an ideal mate corresponding to the vision in which 
his imagination had embodied "all of wonderful, or wise, or beau­
tiful, which the poet, the philosopher, or the lover could depic­
ture." Although the poem has its autobiographical aspects, it 
should be read primarily as Shelley's warning to men not to aban­
don their social concerns. One must be willing to accept the 
"choicest gifts" of "the spirit of sweet human love"-his own im­
perfect, human mate and his friends-rather than pursue a per­
fect being of his own imagining. 

"Alastor," a Greek word meaning "evil genius," refers to the 
"spirit of solitude" that avenges itself on the deluded youth who is 
nameless throughout the work. The opening lines of the poem 
(1-17) are an invocation addressed by Shelley's own persona to 
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"earth, ocean, air, beloved brotherhood"; Shelley here speaks as 
the spirit of fire, 5 the fourth cardinal element and the one that in 
Shelley's symbolic universe represents spiritual vitality. 

Throughout Shelley's poetry the four elements of ancient physi­
cal science have consistent symbolic values: earth (often referred 
to as dust) symbolizes inert matter, deprived of all vitality; water 
represents natural mortal vitality-earthly generation; air-be­
tween the earth and waters, on the one hand, and the fires of 
heaven (sun, moon, and stars) on the other-symbolizes the 
realm of ideas and abstractions, the world of human thought. The 
ultimate source of fire, or spiritual energy, in Shelley's universe is 
the sun. On the cosmic level it represents the divinity (however 
Shelley might define it at a given moment) and, on the human 
level, imagination, which embodies both the warmth of love and 
the light of reason. Rationality devoid of love is symbolized in the 
moon, cold reflector of sunlight; but love separated from reason6 

is often represented by Venus, the evening star. 
In Alastor, following the invocation to the brotherhood of the 

sublunar elements, there is a second invocation to the "Mother of 
this unfathomable world" ( 18-49). Shelley says that, although 
this unknown power has never unveiled its "inmost sanctuary," 
even when his "heart ever gazes on the depth I Of thy deep 
mysteries," he has understood enough from "incommunicable 
dream," "twilight phantasms," and "noon-day thought" to await 
confidently thJ breath of the "Great Parent" like a lyre waiting for 
the wind. Lines 50-66 summarize the theme of the poem: a poet 
wasted his life because "he lived, he died, he sung, in solitude" 
( 60); he left behind no friends, but "strangers" ( 61), no wife, but 
"virgins" ( 62). Because he attempted "to exist without human 
sympathy," he perished, in the words of the Preface, "through the 
intensity and passion of [his] search after its communities." In 
other words, because he refused to accept the natural outlet for 
his human social instincts, they were distorted into a monomania. 

Following this recapitulation of the theme, the Poet describes 
the birth and education of the Youth.7 In his infancy and early 
boyhood the Youth had the advantage of pleasant natural sur­
roundings, as well as books and educational opportunities ("the 
fountains of divine philosophy"); but he later left "his cold fire­
side and alienated home I To seek strange truths in undiscovered 
lands" (76-77). In his allegorical journey the Youth pursues the 
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secrets of nature (81-106) and those of human civilizations 
( 106 ff. )-he studies both sciences and humanities. At last "he saw 
I The thrilling secrets of the birth of time" ( 126-28). 

While the Youth has been pursuing knowledge, he has neg­
lected the living world around him. An Arab maiden loves him so 
much that she has "brought his food, I Her daily portion"; but 
such self-sacrifice is lost on the Youth, who takes no notice of the 
girl, and she must return "to her cold home I Wildered, and wan, 
and panting," a victim of the Youth's lack of sympathy for his 
fellow human beings. Although the Youth has been ignoring the 
love offered him by the Arab maiden, he has come to desire love; 
in the words of the Preface, "his mind . . . thirsts for intercourse 
with an intelligence similar to itself." His imagination coalesces all 
the beauty, truth, and love that he has read about or imagined 
during his pursuit of knowledge into the idea of a beautiful 
woman, who appears to him in a dream and with whom he imag­
ines that he consummates his love (140-87). Immediately after­
wards "night . . . swallowed up the vision" as "sleep . . . I 
Rolled back its impulse on his vacant brain" ( 188-91 ) . 

Having lost the dream-vision who had promised to be his ideal 
love, the Youth finds the next morning that the beauties of nature 
seem flat, stale, and unprofitable; he seeks his vision "beyond the 
realms of dream" and is doomed to disappointment. In despair, he 
wonders whether he could find the dream-vision beyond the 
grave, and during the first day ( 192-222) the Youth contemplates 
suicide. He is soon overcome, however, by a fierce passion that 
drives him over the world in a frantic search for the lost vision 
( 222-54). Everywhere he goes, the humble people treat him 
kindly, calling him "with false names/Brother, and friend," names 
that are false because he has voluntarily withdrawn from the 
human community (254-71). 

The Youth's journey has carried him generally backward 
through the history of human civilizations ( 109-16) and then 
eastward across Arabia, Persia, and the Hindu Kush mountains to 
the "vale of Cashmire," the site of his dream-vision ( 140-51). 
Cashmire had earlier been the scene of the innocent youth of the 
lovers in "Zeinab and Kathema" (The Esdaile Notebook, pp. 
148-51); later, in Prometheus Unbound, Asia awaits Prometheus 
in "a lovely Vale in the Indian Caucasus" and the two retire to a 
cave in the same general area. In Shelley's day the region of the 
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Indian Caucasus and the nearby Vale of Cashmire was regarded 
as the probable site of the origin of human civilization and, per­
haps, of the race itself.S Thus the Youth's retreat to the Vale of 
Cashmire and, later, back into the heart of the Indian Caucasus 
parallels the retreat to a secular Eden that had appeared in "The 
Assassins" and was to be embodied through one of Plato's myths 
in Prometheus, where Asia passes from "Age's icy caves" through 
Manhood, Youth, and Infancy, "through Death and Birth, to a 
diviner day" (II.v.97-110) .9 

This background contributes to an understanding of Alastor 
(272-468). After his wandering, the Youth pauses "upon the lone 
Chorasmian shore" (the Aral Sea). Seeing a swan, he is reminded 
of the vast disparity between man's state and that of other living 
things. The swan, a merely natural creature, can fulfill its destiny 
within existing creation; the Youth asks, "And what am I that I 
should linger here,/ ... wasting these surpassing powers/In the 
deaf air, to the blind earth, and heaven/That echoes not my 
thoughts?" ( 285-90). Whereas the Poet addresses his opening in­
vocation to "earth, ocean, air, beloved brotherhood," the Youth 
has become so deluded by the desires of his own heart that every­
thing seems inert and unreal except himself and his own imagin­
ings. Queen Mab had warned Ianthe not to suppose that the uni­
verse was dead: 

How strange is human pride! 

I tell thee that those viewless beings, 
Whose mansion is the smallest particle 

Of the impassive atmosphere, 
Think, feel and live like man . . . • 

(II.225-34) 

The Youth in Alastor, like Coleridge's Ancient Mariner, has com­
mitted this sin of pride by despising his fellow creatures. In his 
pride the Youth again reasons that, if man can find no fulfillment 
within this life, perhaps he should seek his destiny beyond the 
grave. "Startled by his own thoughts," he suspects that he is being 
tempted to evil; but, seeing "no fair fiend near him," he finds a 
little shallop and follows "a restless impulse . . . to embark/ And 
meet lone Death on the drear ocean's waste ... " (304-05). 
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The description of the voyage that follows is in the mode of 

"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner." In the afternoon of a fair day 
the sea remains tranquil; but, as in the Mariner's homeward voy­
age, a mysterious wind drives the boat along (308-20). Next a 
whirlwind sweeps the boat through stormy waters, while the 
Youth calmly steers (320-33). As night comes on, the boat still 
sails safely, "as if that frail and wasted human form,/ Had been an 
elemental god" ( 333-51). The symbolic pattern of the passage 
has emphasized the difference between man and water, the ele­
ment of merely mortal generation on which he navigates in the 
journey of life, for physical dangers stimulate rather than cower 
the human spirit. At midnight, the dark night of the soul, the 
moon rises, showing the "icy summits" of the Caucasus; examined 
by human reason, the source of life appears foreign and inimical 
to human aspirations. The sight fails, however, to daunt the 
Youth: "'Vision and Love!'/The Poet cried aloud, 'I have 
beheld/The path of thy departure. Sleep and death/Shall not di­
vide us long!' " ( 366--69). 

At dawn the boat, which has moved mysteriously upstream 
against the current,10 reaches a whirlpool formed by a watedall 
that plunges from an immense height. The eye of the whirlpool is 
described as "a pool of treacherous and tremendous calm," "re­
flecting, yet distorting every cloud" ( 385-86). This reflection of 
the realm of air in the water signifies the Youth's tendency to at­
tribute his own thoughts and desires to the natural world. (A 
cloud, as we shall see, is Shelley's recurring symbol of the human 
mind.) As the boat rises on the outer ridges of whirling waters, a 
gust of the west wind catches the sail and carries it to the calm 
edge of the pool, a cove lined with narcissuses, "yellow flowers" 
that "gaze on their own drooping eyes,/Reflected in the crystal 
calm" ( 406-08). The Youth longed to make a circlet of the narcis­
suses, "but on his heart its solitude returned,/ And he forbore" 
( 412-15). 

Finally, at noonday (symbol of the closest conjunction between 
the divine and the human, when the sun's rays are least distorted 
by the earth's atmosphere), the Youth wanders through the forest, 
seeking "in Nature's dearest haunt, some bank,/Her cradle, and 
his sepulchre" ( 429-30); that is, he hopes to trace human exist­
ence back to its source, to discover the meaning of life, and in that 
discovery to die. In his search, the Youth finds another pool in 
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which a "Spirit seemed/To stand beside him," but it proves to be 
only the reflection of his own "two starry eyes, hung in the gloom 
of thought" ( 490). Shelley likens the Youth's experience to "the 
human heart,/ Gazing in dreams over the gloomy grave," and see­
ing "its own treacherous likeness there" ( 472-74). The Youth's 
quest for the source of human life thus ends in failure; he finds no 
answer except his own narcissistic conceptions and he is unable to 
penetrate the mystery of the world's origins. 

In the final major section of the poem, the Youth seeks to an­
swer the other ultimate question-What is the end and purpose of 
hurr,_m existence? Once again he traces a riv r, bu this time from 
its source rather than to its source (and from Ea to West). The 
symbolism here becomes explicit: "0 stream! /Whose source is in­
accessibly profound,/ Whither do thy mysteriou waters tend? I 
Thou imagest my life ... " (502-05). This stream progresses 
from dancing "like childhood laughing as i went" ( 499), 
through a maturity bordered by "the forest's solemn canopies" 
( 525), to an old age beside "nought but gnarled roots of ancient 
pines/Branchless and blasted" (530-31), where it descends "with 
its wintry speed" ( 543) until finally "the broad river ... Fell 
into that immeasurable void" ( 567-70). 

This allegory of human life again points up its ultimate mys­
tery. The lone, "solemn pine" ( 561 ff., 571) at the edge of the 
precipice symbolizes life's persistent struggle to maintain itseH in 
a hostile environment11 and thus is a sign of hope to the now aged 
man in his final bewilderment, suggesting the possibility of some 
survival for human beings beyond the grave. But, unsatisfied in 
his search for answers to life's two supreme questions, the Youth 
dies just as two tips of the horned moon, like two stars or the eyes 
of the dream-vision, disappear behind the jagged hills on the hori­
zon. 

The concluding lines of Alastor are the lament of the Poet for 
the lost young man. But, still more, they are the human outcry of 
pity and fear at the fact of death. The Poet is not sentimentalizing 
the Youth when he laments that "many worms/ And beasts and 
men live on ... but thou art fled" (691-95); he is echoing the 
cry of Lear: "Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life/ And thou 
no breath at all?"-the cry against the destruction of the excep­
tional individual The Poet's admitted sympathy for the Youth's 
extraordinary potentialities does not constitute sympathy with his 
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course of action, for the Youth abandoned his associations with his 
fellow men as friend, lover, father, citizen of the world, and bene­
factor of his country. 

Of the three classes of men that Shelley mentions in the Preface, 
the worst are those with neither human love nor vision; the best 
are those who combine a vision of the ideal with a compassion for 
limited human beings. The first class could be the subjects only of 
satirical literature, and the latter were to be treated by Shelley in 
his next major effort, The Revolt of Islam. The middle category, 
those men with vision who allowed their private search for truth 
to carry them away from their public duty, were proper subjects 
for tragic literature, for their greatness was flawed. The true vi­
sionary, like Prometheus, brought fire from Heaven to mankind. 

Included in the volume with Alastor were a number of shorter 
poems: revised versions of two portions of Queen M ab-part of 
Canto I under the title of "The Daemon of the World" and Canto 
VI, 72-102, called "Superstition"; a lyric beginning "Oh! there are 
spirits of the air," the theme of which relates closely to that of 
Alastor and which, according to Mary Shelley, was written with 
Coleridge in mind; "Stanzas.-April, 1814" (see above, p. 32); a 
poem entitled "Mutability" that asserts the power of change over 
all human activities; lyrics on death and religion; a sonnet to 
Wordsworth and one on Napoleon's fall; and translations from 
Moschus and Dante, the fl.rst fruits of Shelley's studies in Greek 
and Italian literature. The volume as a whole shows Shelley stabi­
lizing his views on man's nature and destiny and, at the same 
time, broadening and deepening his intellectual and esthetic 
foundations. 

II Switzerland and the Poems of 1816 
A son was born to Shelley and Mary on January 24, 1816, and 

named William. The subsequent winter and spring found Shelley 
happy enough in his family life and in his intellectual activities 
with Hogg and Peacock; but the unhealthy climate of England 
and financial complications, especially with Godwin, continued to 
harass him. In May, therefore, Shelley, Mary, the baby, and 
Claire Clairmont sailed from Dover for the Continent. 

Claire, who had by this time become the mistress of Lord 
Byron, persuaded Shelley to change the destination of the party 
from Italy to Geneva, for which Byron had already departed.I2 
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Shelley's party actually arrived at Geneva ten days before Byron. 
An excursion by boat around Lake Geneva the last week in June 
-in part a literary pilgrimage to the scenes of Rousseau's Julie, ou 
la Nouvelle Heloise-evoked Shelley's long literary letter to Pea­
cock of July 12, 1816, and "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty," one of 
Shelley's £nest poems. The same trip inspired Byron to write "The 
Prisoner of Chillon" and several passages in Canto III of Childe 
Harold's Pilgrimage. 

Late in July, Shelley, Mary, and Claire traveled to the Valley of 
Chamouni to see Mont Blanc, Europe's highest mountain. There 
Shelley wrote "Mont Blanc," his second important poem of 1816, 
and described the scene in another long letter to Peacock (July 22-
August 2). This letter and poem conclude History of a Six Weeks' 
Tour. "Mont Blanc" consists of 144 irregularly rhymed pentameter 
lines, divided into five unequal parts. The argument of the poem 
is as follows: In Part I (1-ll), impressions of the "universe of 
things" (external nature, the world outside the human mind) flow 
through the passive universal mind, as a great river flows through 
a ravine; the stream is fed by two active forces, of which the 
"source of human thought" (not the human mind, but some un­
known source of its thoughts) is to the great "universe of things" 
as a "feeble brook" (7) is to a "vast river" ( 10). 

In Part II ( 12-48), the ravine of the River Arve descending 
from Mont Blanc is compared to the universal mind, and the 
River Arve itself to the "universe of things." When the poet thinks 
about his own existence, he realizes that it passively receives and 
then (just as passively) mirrors "fast influencings,/ Holding an un­
remitting interchange/With the clear universe of things around" 
( 34-40). Still addressing the "Ravine of Arve" as "thou" ( 12), 
Shelley equates his own mind ("my own separate fantasy," 36) 
with "one legion of wild thoughts" (the two phrases are in apposi­
tion). This "legion" constitutes the self-consciousness that can 
view objectively its own existence ("float above" the "darkness" of 
the ravine) and can seek "some shade" of the universal mind 
("thee") "in the still cave of the witch of Poesy," which contains 
images, "ghosts" of all existing things. Basically, in the first two 
sections of the poem Shelley has described the state of the uni­
verse as one in which active impressions impinge on a passive 
universal mind that includes all sensate creation. Out of the inter-
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action between mind and matter has arisen a third quality, the 
human mind, self-consciously questioning its own nature. But, 
being so feeble and limited, the human mind's only method of 
delving into the secrets of its nature is to plunge back into the 
unconscious pool of the universal mind. These depths are the 
source of poetic inspiration, as Shelley explains at length in his 
"Defence of Poetry." 

In Part III ( lines 49-83), the poet, now inspired, is not sure 
whether the "veil of life and death" has been lifted by an un­
known god, or whether he is caught up in a dream where the 
inspiration of the universal mind (or collective unconscious) can 
illuminate his individual mind. But he sees for the first time the 
meaning of Mont Blanc. On the peak all is "still, snowy, and 
serene," frozen, "a desert peopled by the storms alone"-save for 
an occasional inquiring spirit ("eagle," 68), pursued by its own 
vision of evil (the "wolf," 69). What is the history and destiny of 
this mountain and valley scene that has become an emblem of all 
creation? "None can reply-all seems eternal now" ( 75). 

But the very blankness of this wilderness does convey a mes­
sage: It teaches either awe-filled ("awful") doubt-reverent skep­
ticism as opposed to cynicism-"or faith so mild" (a non-dog­
matic piety) that "but for" (except for) this faith, man could be 
perfectly reconciled with nature. The mountain has a voice "to re­
peal/Large codes of fraud and woe," such as £deistic religions 
and authoritarian rulers who claim divine sanctions. The voice is 
"not understood/By all," but "the wise ... interpret" it; the 
"great ... make [it] felt"; and the "good ... deeply feel" it 
(82-83). The mountain's message is stated in Part IV of the poem 
(84-126). 

All sublunar creatures-fields and lakes, lightning and rain, 
earthquake and hurricane, "the works and ways of man"-are 
subject to mutability: "All things that move and breathe with toil 
and sound/ Are born and die; revolve, subside, and swell" 
( 94-95). But "Power" (a term that means "First Cause," or "God'' 
in the terminology of eighteenth-century philosophy) is not mor­
tal and is not subject to change: "Power dwells apart in its tran­
quillity,/ Remote, serene, and inaccessible" (96-97). And "this'' is 
what the "mountains/Teach the adverting mind" (99-100): that 
God is not simply a very big man, that there is an unbridgeable 
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gulf between everything that man experiences within natural cre­
ation and the originating "Power" that exists beyond the limits of 
human cognition. 

At the top of Mont Blanc "Frost and the Sun in scorn of mortal 
power" have created a "city of death"-but even to use the term 
"city" is to anthropomorphize abstract, impersonal forces-"not a 
city, but a Rood of ruin" from which glaciers creep down, destroy­
ing all living things in their paths. The glaciers are not solely de­
structive, however; they are also the source of the River Arve, 
which is "the breath and blood of distant lands" ( 120-26). The 
cycle of necessity is perpetually changing; it oscillates between 
destroying and revivifying, creating and obliterating. This cycle of 
mutability is what earth's creatures, including man, constantly ex­
perience. 

As Part IV showed the encounter of the cycle of necessity 
(symbolized by the glaciers and by the River Arve) with human 
life, so Part V examines the source of that cycle, epitomized by the 
unseen top of Mont Blanc. "The power is there" that is the ulti­
mate source "of many sights,/ And many sounds, and much of life 
and death" ( 127-29); but the top of the mountain itself has nei­
ther "sights" ("none beholds them," 132) nor "sounds" ("Winds 
contend/Silently there ... silently," "voiceless lightning," 134-
39). The hidden source of "things," both governs "thought" and 
"is as a law" to "the infinite dome/Of Heaven'' (139-41), an 
unmoved mover far beyond concern for human beings and their 
petty problems. The final three lines, however, ask a rhetorical 
question that puts the poem back into the human perspective. If 
"silence and solitude were vacancy" to the "human mind's imagin­
ings," man would feel so overwhelmed by his isolation in a foreign 
and inimical universe that he could not go on. The prismatic 
human imagination, however, has the ability to reflect and refract 
the cold blank whiteness of benighted snow into the beautiful 
colors of the rainbow, giving joy to men during their lives and 
hope for a survival beyond the grave. 

Such power of the human imagination is the subject of "Hymn 
to Intellectual Beauty." This poem of seven twelve-line stanzas 
consists of three parts: Stanza I asserts that men are visited by 
"the awful shadow of some unseen Power" that comes and goes, 
bringing moments of inspiration and then vanishing. We should 
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note that Shelley does not claim that man is visited by the 
"Power," but rather by its "shadow," which is itself "unseen" ( 2). 
Nevertheless the poet reverences the unknown god and addresses 
it in the subsequent stanzas in its function, not as "Mother of this 
unfathomable world," but as "Spirit of BEAUTY." Stanzas II-IV 
identify the Spirit as unknowable but necessary to human life (as 
distinguished from merely natural, animal existence); if the Spirit 
would remain with man, he would be "immortal, and omnipotent" 
like an anthropomorphic god. The poet petitions the Spirit not to 
depart, "lest the grave should be,/Like life and fear, a dark real­
ity" ( 47-48). 

In the final three stanzas the poet recounts the stages of his life: 
he tells of his boyhood quest for knowledge and his dedication to 
the service of the Spirit of Beauty (Stanza V); in Stanza VI he 
declares that he has fulfilled this vow in his young manhood; and 
in Stanza VII he asks that the Spirit bless his maturer years with 
its continued inspiration. The three parts thus describe the nature 
of the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty, the Spirit's relation to man­
kind in general, and the Spirit's relation to one representative man 
(the poet) through three stages of his life-ones not unlike those 
described in Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey" (1798) and "Ode: 
Intimations of Immortality" ( 1807). 

The poems of 1815-16 embody the high-water mark of Words­
worth's influence on Shelley, but the influence is discernible in 
two opposing directions. On the one hand, man is seen as an inte­
gral part of nature, sharing with animate, vegetative, and perhaps 
even non-living creation a vital creative principle that requires of 
man a reverence for life and humility before that undergirding 
creative Spirit. On the other hand, only men are self-conscious 
and able, therefore, to respond to this vital principle and become 
co-workers with it in its task of creating a significant universe out 
of chaos. Thus human destiny is at once exalted and humble: 
every man is both a child of the "Mother of this unfathomable 
world" and a brother of the inert elements. Because the creative 
imagination is involuntary, a gift lent momentarily by an un­
known Power, man has no cause to boast of it; but that creative 
force is man's one hope of shaping and directing the blind power of 
the immanent will which, remorseless as a potter's wheel, crushes 
and shapes the universe of things. Shelley believed that without 
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human participation, the potter's wheel lacked a potter; only an 
upsurging of the creative force in self-aware human imagination 
and human love could provide the necessary moral direction to 
the cycle of blind necessity. 



CHAPTER 3 

A Hermit at Marlow 

AT the end of August, 1816, Shelley's party left Geneva tore­
turn to England. They lived first at Bath, where Claire's 

pregnancy with Byron's child could be kept from their London 
acquaintances, with Shelley visiting London to complete financial 
arrangements with his father. On the night of October 9, Fanny 
Imlay (daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft by Gilbert Imlay before 
she had married Godwin) committed suicide by taking an over­
dose of laudanum in a hotel room in Swansea, Wales. Fanny's 
letters to Shelley and Mary during their sojourn in Switzerland 
and afterward show that she was driven to despair by her feeling 
of complete financial dependence on Godwin, whom she knew to 
be deeply in debt.1 The sorrow of this tragedy was somewhat 
lifted for Shelley when, on a visit to London early in December, 
he first met Leigh Hunt and Horace Smith, two men who were to 
become his close, dependable friends. On his return to Bath, how­
ever, he received a letter from Hookham informing him of Harriet 
Shelley's suicide. 

Harriet had left the Westbrook household early in September 
and rented the second floor of a house in London; she disap­
peared from these lodgings the evening of November 9, leaving 
behind a suicide letter. On December 10 her body was found in 
the Serpentine, in which she had drowned herself. A newspaper 
account in The Times of December 11 described her as "a respect­
able female far advanced in pregnancy," but White adds that 
there is no medical testimony to substantiate the statement, which 
may have been based on the suspicions of her landlady and on the 
condition of the water-saturated body.2 From her suicide letter it 
seems clear that Harriet's melancholia arose in large part from her 
reflections on Shelley's betrayal of her. Long before their separa­
tion, however, she had talked to many of her friends about suicide 
as an attractive alternative to unhappiness. 

47 
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In her suicide letter Harriet had asked that "Bysshe" honor her 
final wish by allowing Ianthe to remain with Eliza Westbrook; she 
assumed that Shelley would take Charles, his legal heir, only 
warning him: "As you form his infant mind so will you reap the 
fruits hereafter." 3 Neither Shelley nor the Westbrooks chose to 
honor Harriet's last request, for Shelley was determined to have 
custody of both his children, and the Westbrooks responded by 
challenging in a suit in the Court of Chancery his fitness to rear 
either one. Before these affairs were far advanced, however, Shel­
ley strengthened his claim to his children by legalizing his connec­
tion with Mary Godwin. On December 30, 1816, Shelley and 
Mary were married in a quiet church wedding with Mr. and Mrs. 
Godwin acting as witnesses. Apparently the ceremony was all that 
was needed to reconcile GodWin-once a vigorous advocate of 
free love-with Shelley and Mary; a letter to his brother shows 
him smugly self-congratulatory: "You will wonder, I daresay, how 
a girl without a penny of fortune should meet with so good a 
match." 4 

In the custody case Harriet's father and sister asked the Court 
of Chancery to appoint them or some other "proper persons" to be 
guardians of Ianthe and Charles on the grounds that Shelley, by 
virtue of his opinions on religion, government, and marriage, was 
unfit to take custody. They presented in evidence copies of Queen 
Mab, the Letter to Lord Ellenborough, and ten letters written 
after the separation-nine to Harriet and one to Eliza Westbrook 
-that show Shelley at his self-righteous worst. Lord Eldon, the 
Lord Chancellor, was known to be an unwavering Tory supporter 
of the status quo. After a lengthy deliberation he ruled on March 
27, 1817, that Shelley could not be deprived of his children simply 
because he held unconventional and unpopular views, nor simply 
because he had deserted his wife to live with another woman. 
But, because he both advocated and practiced what the court re­
garded as immoral conduct, he was denied custody of his chil­
dren; the Westbrooks' qualifications as guardians were also cast in 
doubt by the trial; and they, too, were denied custody. Finally, 
Dr. and Mrs. Thomas Hume, friends of Shelley's solicitor P. W. 
Longdill, were appointed to educate and care for Ianthe and 
Charles. Shelley never exercised his right to visit his children be­
cause by the time the Lord Chancellor officially approved the ar­
rangements on July 25, 1818, Shelley, Mary, and their two chil-
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dren William and Clara Everina (born September 2, 1817), 
together with Claire and her daughter Alba (later named Al­
legra), had left England; only Mary and Claire were ever to see 
England again. 

The period that intervened between the beginning of the 
Chancery action in January, 1817, and Shelley's departure from 
England on March 12, 1818, was fruitful so far as Shelley's intel­
lectual and esthetic development was concerned. While in Lon­
don pursuing the Chancery case, Shelley deepened his friendships 
with Leigh Hunt and Horace Smith (as well as meeting Lamb, 
Keats, Hazlitt, and "others of their circle). He also renewed a more 
nearly normal relationship with Godwin. After moving to Great 
Marlow, Buckinghamshire, in February, 1817, Shelley continued 
to see many of these London friends on visits. 

I Two Political Pamphlets 
Neither frequent houseguests nor days of reading and walking 

with their neighbor Peacock prevented the Shelleys from continu­
ing their writing. Mary was finishing Frankenstein (destined to be 
a critical and commercial success upon its publication in 1818 by 
Lackington). Early in 1817 Shelley published (under the pseudo­
nym "The Hermit of Marlow") a pamphlet entitled A Proposal for 
Putting Reform to the Vote Throughout the Kingdom and on No­
vember 11-12, 1817, he wrote under the same pseudonym An Ad­
dress to the People on the Death of the Princess Charlotte. The 
first work proposes that the leading advocates of reform meet and 
remain in session until a group of canvassers shall have circulated 
petitions to all adult men and women in Great Britain and Ireland 
asking them to sign a statement calling for the reform of Parlia­
ment. If a majority sign it, Shelley wrote, then the leaders of re­
form should require, not petition, that the House of Commons be 
reformed and the electorate broadened. If, on the other hand, the 
people do no wish to support reform, it behooves the reformers to 
cease their agitation until conditions change. At the end of the 
pamphlet Shelley states his own, relatively moderate view of elec­
toral reform: 

It appears to me that Annual Parliaments ought to be adopted as an 
immediate measure. . . . The securest method of arriving at such 
beneficial innovations, is to proceed gradually and with caution; or in 
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the place of that order and reform which the Friends of Reform assert 
to be violated now, anarchy and despotism will follow ..•. 

With respect to Universal Suffrage, I confess I consider its adoption, 
in the present unprepared state of public knowledge and feeling, a 
measure fraught with peril. I think that none but those who register 
their names as paying a certain small sum in direct taxes ought, at pres­
ent, to send Members to Parliament. . . . nothing can less consist with 
reason, or afford smaller hopes of any beneflcial issue, than the plan 
which should abolish the regal and the aristocratical branches of our 
constitution, before the public mind, through many gradations of im­
provement, shall have arrived at the maturity which can disregard 
these symbols of its childhood. 

(Julian, VI, 67-68) 

An Address to the People on the Death of the Princess Char­
lotte was written for another audience and in another mood. 5 The 
title page contains a variant of the famous statement from 
Thomas Paine's The Rights of Man: ''We Pity the Plumage, but 
Forget the Dying Bird," and the Address is a rhetorical reproach 
to the people of England for publicly mourning the death of Prin­
cess Charlotte while ignoring the execution of three Yorkshire 
workmen for the revolutionary activities to which they were in­
cited by government spies posing as fellow workmen. The death 
of the only daughter of the Prince Regent, "the last and the best of 
her race," is indeed sad, Shelley writes, but how much more horri­
ble were the deaths of Brandreth, Ludlam, and Turner, "shut up 
in a horrible dungeon, for many months, with the fear of a hide­
ous death and of everlasting hell thrust before their eyes; and at 
last . . • brought to the scaffold and hung." In his peroration 
Shelley calls upon the people of England to mourn in solemn 
black: 

A beautiful Princess is dead ...• LIBERTY is dead. Slave! I charge 
thee disturb not the depth and solemnity of our grief by any meaner 
sorrow. If One has died who was like her that should have ruled over 
this land, like Liberty, young, innocent, and lovely, know that the power 
through which that one perished was God, and that it was a private 
grief. But man has murdered Liberty. . . • Let us follow the corpse 
of British Liberty slowly and reverentially to its tomb: and if some 
glorious Phantom should appear, . . • let us say that the Spirit of 
Liberty has arisen from its grave . . . , and kneel down and worship 
it as our Queen. (Julian, VI, 75-76, 82) 
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This Address was obviously written to arouse the British public to 
support reform, rather than to argue in logical order what practi­
cal steps ought to be taken to implement reform. Shelley's readers 
have too often neglected to distinguish between those poems and 
essays designed simply to move the inert public to desire some­
thing better than the status quo and those of his prose tracts that 
set forth practical programs-the ways and means of achieving a 
better society. 

II The Revolt of Islam 
Between writing the two "Hermit of Marlow" tracts, Shelley 

composed his longest poem, designed to test (he says in his Pref­
ace) "how far a thirst for a happier condition of moral and politi­
cal society survives . . . the tempests which have shaken the age 
in which we live." Shelley received his first answer to this question 
from his printer Buchanan McMillan and his publishers Charles 
and James Oilier, who objected to certain attacks on religion and 
to the incest between the poem's two chief characters. After nego­
tiations, Shelley made minimal revisions (which were inserted by 
means of twenty-six cancel leaves); the poem was finally pub­
lished, not under its original title Laon and Cythna; or, The Revo­
lution of the Golden City: A Vision of the Nineteenth Century, 
but as The Revolt of Islam; a Poem, in Twelve Cantos. 

The poem is an idealized account of what, Shelley believed, the 
French Revolution should have been-a bloodless overthrow of 
the king by the combined resistance of a whole people dedicated 
to ending tyranny by direct action but without vengeance for past 
wrong. The perfidious king calls other tyrants to his aid and 
bloodily crushes his people. The noble example of love and for­
bearance exhibited by Laon and Cythna and other patriot-revolu­
tionaries is more glorious, even in defeat, than is the cynical and 
brutal victory of the kings and their priestly allies. The poem calls 
liberals from despair at the aftermath of the Congress of Vienna, 
assuring them that the struggle between good and evil has been 
waged since the birth of self-consciousness and that good, though 
sorely wounded, can never be destroyed and will be victorious in 
succeeding struggles. 

In the Preface Shelley outlines his views on several important 
political, historical, philosophical, and literary questions. Note­
worthy are the following points: "The panic ... during the ex-
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cesses consequent upon the French Revolution, is gradually giv­
ing place to sanity," because at a distance one realizes that it was 
impossible for men who had been abject slaves for generations to 
be suddenly endowed with the capacity for temperate self-rule. 
Unfortunately, at the time of the Revolution "the sanguine eager­
ness for good overleaped the solution of these questions," and 
"many . . . worshippers of public good have been morally 
ruined" because their expectations were unrealistically high. 

That ·wordsworth and Coleridge were among those so "ruined" 
becomes clear from Shelley's allusions to them in the next para­
graph: "I do not presume to enter into competition with our 
greatest contemporary Poets .... Nor have I permitted any sys­
tem relating to mere words6 to divert the attention of the reader, 
from whatever interest I may have succeeded in creating, to my 
own ingenuity. . . ." Two paragraphs later Shelley returns to the 
theme of his relations with his contemporaries: "there must be a 
resemblance, which does not depend upon their own will, be­
tween all the writers of any particular age. They cannot escape 
from subjection to a common influence which arises out of an 
infinite combination of circumstances belonging to the times in 
which they live .... " The next paragraph begins: "I have 
adopted the stanza of Spenser. . . ." Clearly Shelley alludes to 
Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, the most notable poem of its day 
using the Spenserian stanza, the third canto of which he had seen 
Byron composing in Switzerland and had carried back in manu­
script to John Murray.7 

Some of the extremes of vice and virtue portrayed in The Re­
volt of Islam can be understood in light of the following passage 
by Sir William Drummond, whom Shelley praises in a footnote: 

If you wish to make men virtuous, endeavour to inspire into them the 
love of virtue. Show them the beauty of order, and the fitness of things. 
. . . Represent vice, as indignant virtue will always represent it, as 
hideous, loathsome, and deformed. . . . will cannot be changed, while 
sentiment remains unaltered. There is no power, by which men can 
create, or destroy their feelings. Sensation alone overcomes sensation. 

(Academical Questions [1805], pp. 20-21) 

The ideas reflected here are those of the British empirical school, 
which saw the human mind as basically passive. From the view­
point of the modern reader, trained by another school, Shelley's 
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poetry-especially when he portrays vice with righteous indigna­
tion-suffers from his adherence to this view of human psychol­
ogy. 

Shelley's poetic Dedication, "To Mary----," is one of his 
most self-revealing poems. Here he recounts (as in "Hymn to In­
tellectual Beauty") his experience of dedication to the service of 
others and how he armed himself to war against vice and error by 
gathering "lmowledge from forbidden mines of lore" (Stanza v). 
In the sixth stanza he tells how he found that love was "a blight 
and snare/To those who seek all sympathies in one!-" until the 
arrival of Mary, "whose presence on my wintry heart/Fell, like 
bright Spring." Unsure whether he is but striking "the prelude of a 
loftier strain" in The Revolt of lslam, or whether he will die be­
fore he achieves more, Shelley declares that, even if the truths he 
presents and the love he feels for his fellow men meet with no 
response, he and Mary can "look from our tranquillity/Like lamps 
into the world's tempestuous night,-/Two tranquil stars, while 
clouds are passing by. . . ." 

Canto I of The Revolt contains a moral allegory outlining the 
major themes of the poem. The persona of the Poet, despairing at 
the failure of the French Revolution, sees an emblem of the cos­
mic struggle between Good and Evil in an aerial battle between 
an eagle and a serpent. Shelley consistently used the eagle as a 
symbol of the good-the aspiring soul of a man of imagination­
and the serpent as a symbol of evil. Here a woman whom the Poet 
meets on the shore explains that when Evil ("a blood-red 
Comet") first won ascendancy in the human heart, it drove out 
the Spirit of Good, changing it "from starry shape" (of the Morn­
ing Star) "to a dire Snake, with man and beast unreconciled'' 
(I.xxvi-xxvii). This image echoes Dante's use, where Guido del 
Duca says of the Amo Valley, "virtue is driven forth as an enemy 
by all, even as a snake" ( Purgatorio xiv.37 -38). 

The woman tells her story: her "heart was pierced with sympa­
thy" for the troubles of others, "woe/Which could not be mine 
own" ( l.xxxv); and a "dying poet . . . , a youth with hoary hair­
a fleeting guest/Of our lone mountains," 8 gave her books and 
inspired her ideals. When she continues that she "loved; but not a 
human lover!" and describes her dream-vision encounter with a 
"winged youth" who wore "the Morning Star," we see another 
example of how the ideal, a projection of the human imagination 
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(to be described in Epipsychidion as the "soul out of my souf'), 
takes the form of the opposite sex. After dreaming of her ideal 
lover, the woman first went to the shore "to muse and weep;/ But 
as I moved, over my heart did creep/ A joy less soft, but more 
profound and strong/Than my sweet dream" (I.xliii). This joy 
caused her to leave her isolated musing and return to the city to 
serve her fellow men. 

Having recounted her past history, the woman takes the Poet 
and the wounded serpent across the sea to a land crowned with 
"mountains of ice, like sapphire" and to a domed temple beyond 
the descriptive power of "painting's light, or mightier verse,/ Or 
sculpture's marble language" where "there sate on many a sap­
phire throne,/ The Great, who had departed from mankind,/ A 
mighty Senate" ( I.liv). Here she assumes her rightful place on an 
empty throne, and the serpent returns to its true nature as the 
Morning Star. Then one of the great departed spirits of men 
(Laon) begins to tell his story, which extends through cantos II­
XII. 

Laon tells in the second canto of his childhood and youth. 
Unlike the protagonist in Alastor, Laon does appreciate human 
friendship; but his closest friend disappoints him (as Hogg did 
Shelley). He then communes with the great spirits of past ages­
" deathless minds which leave where they have passed/ A path of 
light ... " (xx)-and with Cythna, a young orphan (his sister 
in the original version), who becomes his disciple and joins him 
in plans to struggle for freedom. Because she shares his feelings, 
Laon is spared the disappointments of the isolated Youth in 
Alastor, for she "endued/My purpose with a wider sympathy" 
(xxxvi). 

In Canto III, when marauding soldiers looking for slave girls 
seize Cythna, Laon stabs three of them before he is overcome and 
chained atop a column. There, in a fit of madness he imagines 
that, driven by extreme hunger and thirst, he has eaten the flesh of 
Cythna's corpse. Just as he is about to die, he is rescued by an old 
Hermit, who carries him off in a small boat to an island covered 
with pines and myrtles (symbolic of hope and love, respectively). 

In Canto IV the Hermit takes Laon, who is unable to distinguish 
between dream and reality, to his tower, "a changeling of man's 
art, nursed amid Nature's brood" (IV.i), where he cures Laon's 
madness. The Hermit had first gained inspiration "in converse 
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with the dead, who leave the stamp/Of ever-burning thoughts on 
many a page"; but, valuing human society, his "deep thirst for 
knowledge" led not to desert wastes, but "through peopled 
haunts, the City and the Camp" (viii). Disillusionment because of 
the power that fate held over men had eventually caused him to 
withdraw to the solitary island, but news of Laon's active resist­
ance to tyranny had roused the old man to go immediately to his 
aid. 

Seven years pass before Laon returns to full sanity; during this 
time the Hermit has been educating the people by writing revolu­
tionary tracts that have improved the climate of opinion, and 
now, because of the persuasive preaching of an unknown young 
woman, the people of the empire are assembling on a great plain 
outside the Golden City; though not threatening violence, they 
boldly demand their rights. At the Hermit's urging, Laon sets out 
for the capital, hoping that the unknown maiden will prove to be 
Cythna. 

Canto V recounts the victory of the patriots. Arriving at the 
camp, Laon encounters the young man who had once been his 
close friend, and they are reconciled. The same night the soldiers 
of the king, brutalized by their profession almost beyond human­
ity, attack and slaughter many sleeping citizens; but the soldiers 
flee after Laon rallies the mass of assembled patriots. When the 
citizens surround the soldiers, Laon persuades the angry crowd 
not to avenge blood with more slaughter and thereby sink to the 
level of their oppressors. Instead, he urges the soldiers to throw 
down their arms and, forgetting past guilt, to act benevolently 
toward their fellow men in the future. Soldiers and citizens then 
march together to the Golden City, whose people joyfully open 
their gates to the new brotherhood. Othman, the king, abandoned 
by all his courtier-slaves, remains unattended except by an inno­
cent little girl who genuinely loves him. The people are about to 
lynch the fallen monarch when Laon once more intervenes, asking 
which of them is so pure that he has never wished to harm an­
other: "the chastened will/Of virtue sees that justice is the 
light/ Of love, and not revenge" ( V.xxxiv). 

The people assign the bitter king a home where he is to live a 
retired life in peace, and they then celebrate their new-won, guilt­
less freedom. In their midst they raise, spontaneously, a huge 
marble pyramid called "the Altar of the Federation" upon which 
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are carved three statues: a giant child crushing "sceptres and 
crowns"; a woman nursing both "a human babe and a young basi­
lisk"; a winged youth, gazing on the sun as he tramples "faith, an 
obscene worm" (V.xlix-1). Atop the pyramid a mysterious 
maiden, high priestess of the new religion of light and love, sings 
a hymn celebrating these symbols of, first, powerful Wisdom; sec­
ond, the eternal Spirit who is, like the Spirit of Intellectual 
Beauty, a loving mother of all living creatures; and third, the "eld­
est of things, divine Equality," represented by the winged youth 
who responds to both the sun's light (wisdom) and its warmth 
(love), thus epitomizing the brotherly, non-dogmatic religion 
(similar to that "faith so mild" taught by Mont Blanc) .9 When 
the maiden in her hymn calls upon free men never again to pol­
lute their meals with the "blood of bird or beast," the people re­
spond by sharing a vegetarian love-feast of "an overflowing 
store/Of pomegranates, and citrons, fairest fruit,/Melons, and 
dates, and figs, and many a root/ ... and brown corn set/In bas­
kets." Instead of wine, they drink from "pure streams" ( V.lvi). 

In Canto VI, while Laon and his long-estranged friend are 
"weaving swift language from impassioned themes," the armies of 
allied kings attack the patriots, slaughtering them without check 
until the citizens recover their courage and put to use "a bundle of 
rude pikes, the instrument/ Of those who war but on their native 
ground/For natural rights" (VI.xiii). Even then the patriots are 
massacred almost to a man. Both Laon's youthful friend and the 
old Hermit, who had recently arrived, are cut down before his 
eyes. 

At the last minute "a black Tartarian horse of giant frame" bear­
ing one "like to an Angel, robed in white" ( VI.xix), rescues Laon; 
the giant horse carries the pair beyond all pursuit to a rocky sea­
coast. There, in a ruin, Laon discovers that the maiden who has 
rescued him is Cythna, and that she was, indeed, the mysterious 
priestess who, under the name of Laone, had roused the people to 
their peaceful revolution. Having lost their hope for an early vic­
tory for their ideals of love and reason within the social context, 
Laon and Cythna embrace and physically consummate their love, 
the union signalized by a meteor overhead ( VI.xxxii-xxxiv). 

In the original, Laon and Cythna had been presented as 
brother and sister; what function had this use of incest? In the 
final paragraph of his original Preface, Shelley had written: "I 
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have ... endeavoured to strengthen the moral sense, by forbid­
ding it to waste its energies in seeking to avoid actions which are 
only crimes of convention. It is because there is so great a multi­
tude of artificial vices, that there are so few real virtues. Those 
feelings alone which are benevolent or malevolent, are essentially 
good or bad." 10 In the poem itself, just before sexual union, Laon 
declares, in the words of St. Paul, "To the pure all things are 
pure!" ( VI.xxx) .u 

In the next three cantos (VII-IX) Cythna tells Laon her adven­
tures during the seven years of their separation. When the king 
violated her in the seraglio, she went mad, as Laon had done dur­
ing his sufferings (Canto III). Because her madness precipitated 
~esistance to the monarch's tyranny, Cythna was spirited off by 
two slaves and imprisoned in a cave with a small opening in the 
domed ceiling through which daily there flew a sea-eagle that had 
been trained to bring food to inmates of the strange prison. 
(Pliny's Natural History records a similar story of a sea-eagle 
feeding a girl.) 12 

Symbolically, Cythna's cave complements the tower in which 
Laon recovered from his sufferings. As Laon under the tutelage of 
the Hermit turned outward, studying the creations of the great 
spirits of the past, so Cythna turned inward, examining her own 
mind to learn the secrets of the universe. But, even in her en­
forced isolation, Cythna's image of the ideal took on a social form 
inspired by love rather than a selfish quest for personal fulfillment. 
As Laon had, during his first insanity, imagined himself eating 
Cythna's flesh, so Cythna tells Laon that in her madness, "the sea­
eagle looked a fiend, who bore/Thy mangled limbs for food" 
(VII.xv). Immediately after this hallucination Cythna imagined 
that she had conceived a child who was born and grew up to 
girlhood, fostered by her love. 

The child, she now realizes in retrospect, was a product of her 
own mind-a beau ideal comparable to the dream-vision in Alas­
tor, except that this vision was created not by looking narcissisti­
cally into one's own mind but rather conceived by the interaction 
of two loving minds. The significance of Laon's and Cythna's hal­
lucinations about cannibalism seems to be that their earlier love 
for each other fed and sustained them through their most soul­
wrenching tortures. But Cythna imagined that the child was car­
ried off by the slave who had first brought Cythna into the cave, 
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and she-like all Shelley's idealists-was thrown back on her own 
resources with the problem of how to live in a phenomenal 
world from which the visionary ideal had disappeared. She exam­
ined her own mind, seeking to discover from her representative 
human nature the limits of man's powers and intimations of his 
destiny: 

"My mind became the book through which I grew 
Wise in all human wisdom, and its cave, 

Which like a mine I rifled through and through, 
To me the keeping of its secrets gave-

One mind, the type of all. . . ." 
(VII.xxxi) 

At last, when she has created "a subtler language within language 
.•. /The key of truths" (VII.xxxii), an earthquake frees her 
from her prison; and she is rescued by a passing ship.l3 

Cythna's adventures in Canto VII parallel those of Laon in can­
tos III and IV. In Canto VII and Canto IX.i-xviii Cythna tells 
how she freed men from their former prejudices by her persuasive 
rhetoric and by her clear presentation of the facts of human exist· 
ence: All men are created free and equal; no person knows-or 
can know-the answers to the ultimate questions of man's ori~in 
and destiny; love can make human life not only bearable but 
beautiful; men should not remain enslaved by feelings of guilt for 
their past sins: "Reproach not thine own soul, but know 
thyself,/Nor hate another's crime, nor loathe thine own" 
( VIII.xxii) . 

First, she converts the officers and crew of the ship that rescues 
her so that they release the captive maidens whom they were car­
rying to the slave market. When the ship, decked with green 
boughs to signal its regeneration, arrives at the Golden City, 
Cythna and her followers vanquish the priests in open debate. 
Following Canto IX.xix, Cythna assures Laon that, in spite of the 
present reversals, their efforts have not been in vain; for "the 
blasts of Autumn drive the winged seeds" that in the spring will 
bring forth "flowers on the mountains, fruits over the plain" 
(IX.xxi). Stanzas xxi-xxv outline the conception to which Shelley 
later gave more powerful expression in "Ode to the West Wind" 
and Stanza xxxv contains the germ of "The Cloud." Laon and 
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Cythna are the "chosen slaves" of Virtue, Hope, and Love, sacri­
ficing themselves that human beings may in the future lead more 
fruitful lives. The example of "the good and mighty of departed 
ages" who leave their conceptions of "hope, or love, or truth, or 
liberty ... To be a rule and law to ages that survive" ( IX.xxviii) 
gives courage to assure Cythna that virtue is alive with power of 
self-renewal, whereas evil is not vital but inert, a mere absence of 
good. 

In Canto X Laon once again takes up the story. When the 
plague terrifies the tyrants' armies, the superstitious people are led 
by an "Iberian Priest" (of whom it is said, "fear of God did in his 
bosom breed/ A jealous hate of man'' [X.xxxiv] ) ; he urges them to 
propitiate their angry god by capturing and burning Laon and 
Laone. "The maniac multitude" construct a second pyramid, a 
pyre of torture-sacrifice, sharply contrasting with that in Canto V. 
At the patriot's victory, all men had shared a feast unstained by 
any blood, whereas in the latter, famine and universal misery 
have driven men to become bloody beasts themselves. In Canto 
XI Laon leaves Cythna and gives himself up to his enemies after 
extracting a promise, bound by an oath, that they will permit 
Cythna to go unharmed to America-the last, best hope of free­
dom. In Canto XII, as Laon is tied to the stake and the child who 
befriended the lonely king now pleads for the young man's life, 
Cythna rides up on a giant Tartary horse, kisses the steed, and 
sends him away.14 The king, on the insistence of the priest, breaks 
his oath and, instead of freeing Cythna, burns her with Laon. 

The last twenty-five stanzas of the poem describe the voyage of 
the spirits of Laon and Cythna, guided by the child that was born 
to Cythna in the cave, "a winged Thought" (such as those that 
will mourn Keats in Adonais). They travel from an earthly para­
dise (XII.xix) much like the gardens of Milton's Paradise and 
Coleridge's "Kubla Khan" to the Temple of the Spirit, the realm of 
thought where the benefactors of humanity sit as the unacknowl­
edged legislators of the world. 

The Revolt of Islam is not a good poem, but it is an important 
one in Shelley's devewpment. Like Keats's Endymion, which may 
have been written in friendly rivalry with it, 15 The Revolt contains 
within its overextended bulk the materials that Shellev was to re­
work during his Italian sojourn into truly great poetry.-I have sug­
gested how certain passages look forward to "Ode to the West 
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Wind," Adonais, and other poems. A major conception of Prome­
theus Unbound-the complementary nature of Prometheus and 
Asia and the importance of their reunion-is prefigured in the 
separation and reunion of Laon and Cythna. Cythna, the femi­
nine member, embodies the power of knowledge and reason, 
whereas Laon embodies forgiving love. Cythna convinces men 
through her irrefutable arguments of the need to overthrow the 
old order and their ability to do so; Laon dissuades them from 
using their new-found power to corrupt themselves by exacting 
vengeance or even cold, unforgiving "justice." Cythna's knowl­
edge of the human mind has shown her man's power; Laon's fa­
miliarity with the humanistic tradition and his association with 
the benevolent Hermit teach him to temper justice with mercy. 

The Revolt of Islam fails as a poem because Shelley tries unsuc­
cessfully to fuse didactic-expository passages, a romance narra­
tive, and mythic or symbolic passages (that sometimes descend to 
unsophisticated allegory). Alastor, "Mont Blanc," and "Hymn to 
Intellectual Beauty" are better poems because they attempt to do 
less at one time. Shelley never again tried to synthesize such large 
quantities of disparate material into a single poetic conception. 
Critical selectivity enabled him later to write Prometheus Un­
bound and The Cenci almost simultaneously and to keep each 
true to its essential nature. 

III "Essay on Christianity" 
Sometime before Shelley left England, and very likely during 

the summer of 1817, he wrote a fragmentary "Essay on Christian­
ity" 16 that puts into perspective his mature attitude toward Jesus 
and toward institutional Christianity. Like other reformers before 
and since, Shelley asserts that the teachings of Jesus had been 
distorted and perverted by followers who lacked His "comprehen­
sive morality." Shelley views, amid the accretions and mistakes of 
those who recorded Jesus' life and words, the doctrines that "God 
is some universal being, differing both from man and from the 
mind of man" (page 229), that this "Universal Being can only be 
described or defined by negatives" because "where indefiniteness 
ends idolatry and anthropomorphism begin" (page 232). Jesus, he 
declares, never taught a system of rewards and punishments: 
"Jesus represents God as the fountain of all goodness, the eternal 
enemy of pain and evil" (page 235). Shelley weaves these appar-
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ently diverse points together artfully even in the often-interrupted 
progression of the fragments we possess. 

The "otherness" of God, his dissimilarity to human nature, ex­
plains why He makes the sun to shine upon the just and the un­
just; but men "have not failed to attribute to the universal cause a 
character analogous with their own" (page 238), vengefully eager 
to reward friends and punish enemies. After speculating on the 
extent to which Jesus has been misunderstood because He, like all 
reformers, "accommodated his doctrines to the prepossessions of 
those whom he addressed" (page 242), Shelley lays down in one 
terse sentence a complete moral (and political) doctrine that, he 
believed, he held in common with Jesus of Nazareth: "The only 
perfect and genuine republic is that which comprehends every 
living being" (page 245). This concept is very close to Albert 
Schweitzer's "reverence for life," and many of Shelley's other 
statements-apparently thought so radical that Mary Shelley 
never published this essay-sound equally commonplace in the 
context of twentieth-century liberal and neo-orthodox theology. 



CHAPTER 4 

Green Isles 

SHELLEY had, at the time of his second trip to Switzerland in 
the summer of 1816, contemplated a long sojourn in Italy, the 

art and literature of which he admired and the climate of which 
had been recommended to him for his health. His resolve to live 
abroad was strengthened, first, by the necessity of putting Claire's 
daughter Allegra under the care of the child's father, Byron; by 
the fear that, with the negative results of the Chancery case as a 
precedent, he and Mary were in some danger of losing custody of 
their children William and Clara; and, finally, by the debilitating 
financial negotiations arising from Godwin's importunities. On 
February 7, 1818, Shelley left Marlow for good. 

After a month in London, seeing friends and winding up affairs, 
Shelley's party left for the Continent on March 11. They traveled 
overland from Calais via Lyons, Chambery, and Turin to Milan. 
After a brief visit to Lake Como, Shelley wrote to Byron from 
Milan, inviting him to come to take his child. But Byron wanted 
nothing to do with Claire, and Shelley had misgivings about send­
ing Allegra into Byron's licentious Venetian establishment. In the 
strained exchange of letters that followed, Shelley tactfully medi­
ated between Claire and Byron, eventually arranging for Allegra 
to go to Venice in the care of Elise, the Swiss nurse. 

Shelley, Mary, and Claire then proceeded to Pisa, waiting there 
until they heard of the safe arrival in Venice of Elise and Allegra. 
They next moved to Leghorn ( Livorno), where they presented a 
letter of introduction from Godwin to Maria Gisborne, the former 
Mrs. Reveley to whom Godwin had once proposed marriage. En­
joying the congenial society of Mrs. Gisborne, her husband John, 
and her son Henry Reveley (an engineer trying to develop a 
steamboat), the Shelleys remained in Leghorn for a month. On 
July 11, 1818, they went into the Apennines to Bagni di Lucca, 
where they lived in the Casa Bertini for nine weeks. 

62 
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I First Writings in Italy 
Unable to begin new poetry, Shelley read, walked, and went 

horseback riding with Mary, and he completed Rosalind and 
Helen, which he had begun at Marlow.1 He also translated Plato's 
Symposium, wrote a prose fragment published posthumously 
under the title "On Love," and drafted a longer fragmentary "Dis­
course on the Manners of the Ancients . . ." designed to explain 
"the cause of some differences in sentiment between the antients & 
moderns" on the subject of love. In "On Love" (which may have 
been a false start on the essay explaining the handling of love in 
the Symposium2 ), Shelley says that love is "that powerful attrac­
tion towards all that we conceive, or fear, or hope beyond our­
selves" when we find a void within ourselves and require a com­
munity of sympathy to echo our own thoughts, imaginings, and 
feelings. Here Shelley articulates clearly in prose the conception 
underlying Alastor-that when one refuses to accept the 
sympathy of other living creatures, one falls in love with his own 
ideal of perfection, which is his own inner nature idealized and 
purified. 

In the longer essay, Shelley, after praising Periclean Athens as 
both the fountainhead and high point of Western civilization, 
speculates that the homosexuality of the society resulted from the 
Creek degradation of women, which made them unattractive in­
tellectually to men and, therefore, unsatisfactory objects of love, 
since love requires an object either actually or supposedly supe­
rior to the lover. In the elevation of women and abolition of slav­
ery alone has modern Europe surpassed ancient Athens. Shelley, 
unlike Byron, never idealized the submissive, unintellectual child 
of nature, but rather the woman who could take her place as 
man's equal in intellectual attainments. 

Rosalind and Helen: A Modern Eclogue was inspired by the 
broken friendship of Mary Shelley and Isabel Baxter Booth. Shel­
ley began the poem at Marlow, probably in September, 1817, be­
fore the final breach between himself and both William Thomas 
Baxter, Isabel's father, and David Booth, her husband. But the 
poem was altered and lengthened in Italy before Oilier published 
it in 1819. The story concerns two English women, once friends 
but long estranged, who meet unexpectedly on the shore of Lake 
Como; having agreed to forget past differences, each tells her un-
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happy story. Rosalind was prevented from marrying the man she 
loved because at the last minute her father revealed that the 
youth was her half-brother; she then made a conventional loveless 
marriage with a hard-hearted miser. Three children cheered her 
life, but on the death of her husband neither she nor the children 
could feel any grief. The dead husband, however, had his re­
venge; for in his will he charged her (falsely) with adultery and 
heresy and demanded that she leave her children, or else all the 
property would go to another heir. Knowing the burdens of pov­
erty, Rosalind went away so that her children could inherit their 
rightful patrimony. 

Helen enjoyed the love of a good man, Lionel; but, because 
they were unable to marry, they lived in an unsanctioned union. 
Lionel himself was persecuted for his religious and political be­
liefs; when released from prison, his health broken, he wasted 
away and died. Helen then temporarily lost her reason and was 
nursed by Lionel's mother. Shortly after this good woman died, 
Helen recovered her sanity and cared for her child Henry. Having 
heard one another's stories, Rosalind and Helen reunite their for­
tunes and live together in Helen's cottage. Eventually Rosalind's 
daughter is allowed to join her, and this child and Henry grow up 
to love one another and to marry happily. Rosalind dies young but 
is buried on a mountain-top and mourned by Helen and others; 
Helen dies years later "among her kindred." Both women have 
been blessed by their mutual love. 

Interwoven in the tale of the two women are lengthy symbolic 
descriptions involving myrtle, owls, nightingales, a domed temple 
"To Fidelity," and the like; but the poem moves more or less in 
the realm of realistic narrative-much more so than The Revolt of 
Islam, with which it has strong thematic affinities. In calling it "a 
modern eclogue," Shelley was no doubt thinking of its domestic, 
personal quality as opposed to the romantic-epic sweep of his 
earlier long poems; Rosalind and Helen is, in fact, the prototype 
of a genre that Tennyson was to develop in poems like Enoch 
Arden. It shares the limitations of its mode. In addition, it in­
volves more undigested-or unidealized-biographical elements 
than usually characterize Shelley's poems, and the tone is overly 
shrill. 

In short, the domestic idyl proved too fragile a vehicle to ele­
vate personal disappointments into cosmic or even social issues. 
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Wordsworth was able to achieve proper esthetic detachment by 
distancing his experiences through time, "emotion recollected in 
tranquillity"; Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats all achieved their most 
successful transmutations of fact into poetry by embodying their 
ideas and experiences in symbolic or mythic patterns. As the 
works of Dante and Milton readily demonstrate, an artist sounds 
-and is-less egotistical and self-centered when he expresses his 
personal ideas and feelings through the greater literary forms than 
when he writes a letter on the same theme. For the very discipline 
of shaping the larger conception distances the individual's expres­
sion and molds it in a traditional way, thus giving it more univer­
sal significance. 

II A Tragic Journey 
The Shelleys originally intended to go south from Bagni di 

Lucca to winter at Naples, but Claire, made uneasy by Elise's 
letters, persuaded Shelley to accompany her to Venice so that she 
could see her child. On August 17, Shelley, Claire, and a servant 
named Paolo Foggi left Bagni di Lucca, arriving in Venice at 
midnight, August 22. The next day Shelley and Claire were cor­
dially received by the British consul Richard Belgrave Hoppner 
and his Swiss wife, who were keeping Allegra (with Byron's full 
agreement) so that the fifteen-month-old child would not have to 
live amid the confusion of Byron's palazzo which was filled with 
"caged wild animals and uncaged mistresses." 3 When Shelley vis­
ited Byron that afternoon, they enjoyed the ride on the Lido and 
conversation that inspired the opening of "Julian and Maddalo." 

To avoid telling Byron that Claire had come expressly to see 
Allegra, Shelley said that Mary, Claire, and the children were 
then at Padua; when Byron offered to lend Shelley a villa at Este, 
Shelley wrote (August 24) urging Mary to hurry there in order to 
maintain his fiction. She did so, but on the tiring journey (August 
31-September 5) Clara Shelley, already upset &om teething, con­
tracted dysentery; and, after a long illness and ineffectual treat­
ment by a physician in Padua, was rushed to Venice, where she 
died September 24, 1818. Clara's death seems to have shocked 
Mary very deeply, and Shelley's apparent willingness to jeopard­
ize the comfort and even safety of his own family to assist Claire 
(and others) probably became increasingly a cause of friction be­
tween Mary and him. 
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III Two Venetian Poems 
In spite of these domestic troubles, the conversation of Byron 

and his circle in Venice apparently stimulated Shelley to begin 
three important works at Este: Prometheus Unbound (which is 
discussed in the next chapter), "Lines written among the Euga­
nean Hills," and "Julian and Maddalo." The latter two poems, 
though shorter than Rosalind and Helen, are-like "Hymn to In­
tellectual Beauty" and "Mont Blanc" -intrinsically far more im­
portant and successful works, the first flowering of Shelley's gen­
ius in Italy. Both exhibit a disciplined arrangement of their parts 
that again reminds us of Shelley's architectonic skill. 

"Lines written among the Euganean Hills" 4 consists of thirteen 
verse-paragraphs of varying lengths, but it divides itself into three 
major parts, with the middle one of these again divisible into 
three: three verse-paragraphs ( 89 lines); three paragraphs ( 77 
lines); one paragraph ( 39 lines); three paragraphs ( 79 lines); 
and three paragraphs ( 89 lines). This symmetrical structure sup­
ports narrative and symbolic patterns that are also symmetrical: 
the first paragraph ( 1-44) describes the human predicament but 
postulates the existence of "many a green isle" amid the "sea of 
Misery." The second paragraph, the most difficult in the poem, 
mentions "a solitary heap,/ One white skull and seven dry bones," 
"on the beach of a northern sea." These "seven dry bones" repre­
sent the seven years between Shelley's expulsion from Oxford 
(March, 1811) and his final departure from England ( March 
1818); Shelley was describing his past life as dead but unburied, 
in that its consequences were carried on by the tempest-winds of 
necessity. 

"Lines written among the Euganean Hills," though outwardly a 
moralizing topographical poem in the vein of Pope's Windsor 
Forest, actually turns on the central motif of death and rebirth, 
the pattern being repeated in each of the three major sections of 
the poem. In the first part, the c~rcle of death and rebirth is a 
personal one: the Poet must free himself from feelings of guilt and 
regret associated with his past life if he is to experience psycholog­
ical and moral regeneration. In the third and final paragraph of 
the movement ( 66-89), the sun rises, like an infusion of imagina­
tive inspiration; and a flock of rooks, like "night's dreams and ter-
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rors," 5 flee, leaving the Poet on one of those green isles where "all 
is bright, and clear, and still." 

The second major movement ( 90-284) progresses from per­
sonal to social death and rebirth. The first subdivision (90-166) 
pictures Venice as a city of sin; once "Ocean's nursling," it has, like 
Minos, so misused the gifts of the sea as to sink into bestiality and 
become "a peopled labyrinth"; now its sins are rapidly leading it 
to destruction and "Amphitrite's destined halls" will soon sink be­
neath the waves of the Adriatic: 

Sun-girt City, thou hast been 
Ocean's child, and then his queen; 
Now is come a darker day, 
And thou soon must be his prey. . 

(115-18) 

The subdivision ends with the thought that "if Freedom should 
awake," even corrupt and dying Venice and a hundred sister cit­
ies, now in degrading bondage to Austria, "might adorn this sunny 
land,/Twining memories of old time/With new virtues more sub­
lime;/ If not, perish thou and they!-" ( 157-60). 

The seventh verse-paragraph (167-205), central to the second 
movement and to the poem, praises Lord Byron as the ideal poet, 
"a tempest-cleaving Swan" who is able to fly against the winds of 
necessity and who, when his "sunlike soul" is freed from its over­
clouding personal guilt, will give life to Venice in his writings (as 
the art of Homer preserves "Scamander's wasting springs") even 
though the city itself may be obliterated; he will, like Shakespeare 
and Petrarch, fill the world with the light of reason and the 
warmth of love. 

The third subdivision of the second movement (206-84) cen­
ters on Padua, once a great center of learning but now symboli­
cally dead-a "peopled solitude" (216) as Venice was "a peopled 
labyrinth." Though the "lamp of learning" is now extinguished in 
Padua, sparks from it had earlier kindled new flames throughout 
Europe, and this spread of imaginative knowledge symbolized 
through the lamp-sun imagery will ultimately bring the downfall 
of the present tyranny. Of this overthrow, Shelley has no doubt, 
but he is not happy with the prospect of "destruction's harvest-
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home"; rather, he wishes that imaginative men like the idealized 
Byron would be able to prevent men from repeating the cycle of 
provocation and retribution by teaching them through "love or 
reason" to avoid taking vengeance for past wrongs: 

Men must reap the things they sow, 
Force from force must ever flow, 
Or worse; but 'tis a bitter woe 
That love or reason cannot change 
The despot's rage, the slave's revenge. 

(231-35) 

The poem's final movement (285-373) begins at noon, that 
hour symbolic of the closest proximity of the divine and the mun­
dane, the eternal and the temporal. At this point the Poet feels 
himself in harmony with all natural creation; all "living things" 
"interpenetrated lie/By the glory of the sky." True to his skeptical 
epistemology, Shelley refrains from stating categorically whether 
his mood was created by an explicable physical or psychological 
stimulus ("love, light, harmony,/Odour"), by an objective meta­
physical reality ("the soul of all/Which from Heaven like dew 
doth fall"), or by his own active imagination ("the mind which 
feeds this verse/Peopling the lone universe" [310-19]). After the 
joyful, silent harmony of this interchange, the spirit of delight 
soon fades into the light of "Autumn's evening." The sun, uniting 
both light (reason) and heat (love), gives place to the new moon 
and the evening star (Venus), which represent in isolation the 
two elements embodied in the symbolic sun. In the Poet's voyage 
of life, the "ancient pilot, Pain,/ Sits beside the helm again" ( 333-
34). 

But, as the Poet metaphorically passes once more from noontide 
life into the dark night of the soul, the memory of his day among 
the Euganean Hills reminds him that "other flowering isles must 
be/In the sea of Life and Agony," and he hopes that someday the 
spirits will guide him 

To some calm and blooming cove, 
Where for me, and those I love, 
May a windless bower be built, 
Far from passion, pain, and guilt . • • • 

(342-45) 
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In that island of peace within their own souls, he and his loved 
ones might form the nucleus of a redeemed society, overcoming 
the maenadic rage of "the polluting multitude" with their own 
"mild brotherhood"; instead of being torn to pieces like Orpheus, 
they might transform the society into another Golden Age: "Every 
sprite beneath the moon/Would repent its envy vain,/ And the 
earth grow young again" ( 371-73). 

"Lines wTitten among the Euganean Hills" was composed, Shel­
ley says in his prefatory Advertisement to the Rosalind and Helen 
volume, "after a day's excursion among those lovely mountains 
which surround what was once the retreat, and where is now the 
sepulchre, of Petrarch." One can actually see the panorama it de­
scribes from near the top of Monte Rua', and the poem seems 
firmly grounded in Shelley's actual experience. This probability 
makes more poignant the opening passage, lines that Shelley says 
were left in the poem "at the request of a dear friend, with whom 
added years of intercourse only add to my apprehension of its 
value, and who would have had more right than any one to com­
plain, that she has not been able to extinguish in me the very 
power of delineating sadness." Beautiful as is the opening verse­
paragraph, that Mary Shelley did not wish it erased shows that 
she did not comprehend its implications. For in it Shelley says 
that, were it not for infrequent moments of inspiration, death 
would be preferable to life; even if there is no personal immortal­
ity, man can never dream "to find refuge from distress/In friend­
ship's smile, in love's caress" ( 32-33). 

In the Dedication and text of The Revolt of Islam, love be­
tween Shelley and Mary (or Laon and Cythna) had been 
enough to counteract all the evils of mortal existence. But, from 
the period at Este onward, love no longer conquers all for Shelley. 
The date given in the printed text of "Lines written among the 
Euganean Hills," October, 1818, is significant; for it marks the first 
aftermath of Clara Shelley's death and the incipient emotional es­
trangement of Shelley and Mary. 

Newman Ivey White saw this estrangement reflected in the 
long speech of the maniac in "Julian and Maddalo," which was 
also begun at Este. 6 In one sense, this contention is easily demon­
strable. But, as others have shown, the maniac's situation also re­
sembles that of Tasso (whose life Shelley had recently read) .7 

Shelley's Preface appeals to the universality of the maniac's expe-
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rience: "His story, told at length, might be like many other stories 
of the same kind: the unconnected exclamations of his agony will 
perhaps be found a sufficient comment for the text of every 
heart." When we examine the maniac's role within the larger con­
text of the poem, it can be seen that his monologue merely adds a 
dimension to the more significant foreground story of Julian and 
Count Maddalo. 

The theme of the poem unfolds most clearly if we divide it into 
its main structural elements and then, somewhat more arbitrarily, 
subdivide these. The first part ( 1-140) recounts the pastimes and 
discussions of Julian and Maddalo during and immediately fol­
lowing their ride on the Lido. In the early lines (1-35), Julian 
identifies himself with the desolate natural setting ( 14-17, 21-27) 
and, even more, with his friend ( 19-21, 28-32). But, on turning 
home, the "talk grew somewhat serious," and Julian and ~hddalo 
argued ( 36-52). Within the account of their debate is an allusion 
to Book II of Milton's Paradi.se Lost that is to prove important for 
Shelley's theme: 

-'twas forlorn, 
Yet pleasing, such as once, so poets tell, 
The devils held within the dales of Hell 
Concerning God, freewill and destiny: 
Of all that earth has been or yet may be, 
All that vain men imagine or believe, 
Or hope can paint or suffering may achieve, 
We descanted • . • • (39-46} 

Shelley had earlier pictured Cythna as attacking the foiiy of hu­
man beings who attempted to answer the ultimate questions, and 
he had shown the destruction of the Youth in Alastor who had 
devoted himself to a search for those answers; part of his point in 
"Julian and Maddalo" is that the debate concerns unanswerable 
questions. This emphasis appears clearly, though subtly, in the 
remainder of the poem's first part. In lines 53-85, Julian describes 
the beautiful natural setting in the "Paradise of exiles, Italy!" All 
nature is at peace, and the implication is that man alone disturbs 
this harmony. For amid the tranquillity of nature, Maddalo uses 
the beautiful sunset to silhouette and emphasize "in sh·ong and 
black relief' a madhouse, emblem to the proud Count of "our 
mortality" (85-140). At the end of Maddalo's outburst, the entire 
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city of Venice has sunk into a deep gloom, both literally and figur­
atively, for Julian. 

The second major part ( 141-299) concerns the experiences and 
discussions of the next day. At first ( 141-57) Julian plays with 
Maddalo's child, a thing of natural beauty but possessing, in addi­
tion, "eyes ... With such deep meaning, as we never see/But in 
the human countenance." When the Count appears, however, Jul­
ian cannot resist using the little girl to support his side of the 
argument, to which Maddalo replies in kind by citing the example 
of a madman who once talked as idealistically as Julian: "his 
wild talk will show/How vain are such aspiring theories" 
(200-01). Julian answers that he hopes "to prove" that a lack of a 
"true theory ... has thus bowed/His being" (202-06). For, he 
continues, some men are patient in the face of all reverses except 
unrequited love; but succumbin~ even to this disillusionment "is 
not destiny/But man's own wilful ill." 

The maniac's soliloquy does not fully support either Julian or 
the Count. Although the madman admits that he may owe his 
sufferings to himself "in part," he suspects that some "Power de­
lights to torture us" ( 320-22). But he has not lost his idealistic 
integrity: unlike Byron, 8 he will not "infect the untainted 
breast/Of sacred nature" (352-53) by venting hatred and scorn 
on the world. Nor will he "sanction tyranny" even by remaining 
silent, nor succumb to the popular service of "gain," "ambition," 
"revenge," coldness of heart, or (again unlike Byron) "avarice, or 
misanthropy or lust" (361-68). 

He says, in fact, his weakness is that he was too sensitive to 
accept calmly the scorn of one whom he loved. She has, he la­
ments, told him "with many a bare broad word" her wish that he 
"like some maniac monk'' had emasculated himself so that they 
could never experience a passionate union which ends in revulsion 
( 420-35). Earlier the maniac had warned his friends: "There is 
one road/To peace and that is truth, which follow yei/Love some­
times leads astray to misery" (347-49). Now he declares that he, 
who has "loved and pitied all things" -"who am as a nerve o'er 
which do creep/The else unfelt oppressions of this earth" 
( 442-50 )-suffers extremely from his unrequited love. Because he 
will take no action to harm his beloved (not even his own suicide, 
which might cause her regret), her only punishment will be to 
know the misery she has caused him ( 482-83). 
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The maniac's case certainly does not lend strong support to Jul­
ian's hopes for humanity, but his refusal to allow his sufferings to 
crush his integrity and his admission of partial guilt lend no aid to 
Maddalo's arguments for a deeply pessimistic view of the human 
condition. No longer does either Julian or Maddalo, however, try 
to use the poor demented man as merely a case-study to bolster 
his side of the argument-to point a moral or adorn a tale. Mad­
dalo had earlier shown his essential benevolence by fitting up the 
maniac's rooms with ''busts and books and urns for flowers . . • 
And instruments of music" ( 252-56); now he and Julian again 
show their humanity by forgetting their ego-centered debate. 
Both men agree on the single generalization to come from the 
maniac's case: "Most wretched men/ Are cradled into poetry by 
wrong,/They learn in suffering what they teach in song." This 
aphorism (ending the opening section of part four) suggests, that, 
because suffering leads to creativity, some good comes directly 
out of evil. But this statement is not meant to be taken as a full 
answer to the question of evil. 

Mundane duties call Julian back to London. Though he would 
like to stay at Maddalo's palace amid books, pictures, statues (like 
those that surround the maniac) and to enjoy Maddalo's conver­
sation, his sense of responsibility prevails. Years later he returns to 
Venice to find that Maddalo's little girl, for whom he held such 
high hopes, has, indeed, grown up to be «a wonder of this 
earth,/Where there is little of transcendent worth,-/Like one of 
Shakespeare's women" ( 590-92). She, who provides a moral 
standard that the reader can trust, first attempts to turn aside Jul­
ian's restless queries about the fate of the maniac and his cruel 
mistress, requesting him to respect the privacy of the unfortunate 
lovers: "Ask me no more, but let the silent years/Be closed and 
cered over their memory I As yon mute marble where their corpses 
lie" ( 613-15). Julian "urged and questioned stilf'; but, after she 
told him "how/ All happened," he ends his account: "the cold 
world shall not know" (617), thereby implying that Maddalo's 
daughter was right in wishing to allow the personal lives to re­
main private. 

Shelley had earlier wished to publish the record of his inmost 
thoughts, but, as he implies in the opening of the fragmentary 
essay "On Love," he had come to realize that most people were 
not interested in the ideas or feelings of others and to wear one's 
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heart on the proverbial sleeve was to expose oneself far more to 
misunderstanding than to sympathetic concern. In "Julian and 
Maddalo" the danger of prying into another's privacy forms a do­
mestic counterpart to the larger theme that questions the efficacy 
of ignorant humans arguing about "God, freewill and destiny." 
The maniac's soliloquy certainly reflects-though it may not di­
rectly treat-Shelley's marital troubles; contrary to the doctrine 
underlying Ala.stor, The Revolt of Islam, and Rosalind and Helen, 
love is not regarded as a sufficient or even necessarily a safe goal 
for human ideals. The maniac is repelled by sexual love and 
warns others that only truth, not love, is an unalloyed good. 

Insofar as the presentation is concerned, the poem's form re­
flects its theme; for, in dramatizing his own ideas through at least 
three characters, Shelley avoids the danger of falling into a con­
fessional-didactic style. "Julian and Maddalo" marks a major shift 
in Shelley's thought, for its theme is the victory of truth over love 
and, at the same time, the primacy of personal feelings over ethi­
cal theories. 



CHAPTER 5 

Roman Scenes 

ON OCTOBER 31, 1818, the Shelleys left Venice, after having 
entrusted Allegra to the care of the Hoppners, and on No­

vember 5 the entire party started south from Este. In a series of 
brilliant letters to Peacock, Shelley described the highlights of 
their journey to Rome along the historic Via JEmilia and Via Fla­
minia and-after sightseeing there-to Naples, which they 
reached by December 1, 1818. From Naples he wrote glowing 
descriptions of the Bay of Naples, Mount Vesuvius, Pompeii, and 
the sculptures in the national museum, but the months there were 
lonely ones for the Shelleys and remain for us the least docu­
mented of their Italian sojourn.t 

White, while studying the so-called "Hoppner scandal," discov­
ered three documents relating to "Elena Adelaide Shelley." On 
February 27, 1819, Shelley registered a child, named Elena Ade­
laide Shelley, whom he declared to be the lawful child of himself 
and his wife, Mary Godwin Shelley, and to have been born on 
December 27, 1818. The child was also baptized on February 27, 
1819. The state archives in Naples contain the certificate of death 
of "Elena Schelly," dated June 10, 1820, stating that she died the 
previous day, aged fifteen months and twelve days (which, if 
true, would place her birth February 27, 1819, instead of Decem­
ber 27, 1818; but the date may result from a misreading of the 
birth certificate). 2 Shelley alluded to the death of his "Neapolitan 
charge" in a letter to John and Maria Gisborne.3 

These facts prove the existence of such a child and that Shelley 
claimed her as his and Mary's. But it is unlikely that they would 
have left a child of theirs behind in the care of working-class Nea­
politans. Later Elise, the Swiss nurse, told Mrs. Hoppner that the 
child was Claire's by Shelley and that Mary knew nothing of it­
a story that is not credible for a number of reasons. Scholars have 
suggested that the child may have been the daughter of Elise and 

74 
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Paolo Foggi, the daughter of Elise and Shelley, or an orphan 
adopted by Shelley to comfort Mary by replacing her infant 
daughter who died at Venice. There are difficulties with each of 
these theories, but they need not detain us.4 

Although we may never know the truth underlying the "Hopp­
ner scandal," we can judge that the months in Naples mark the 
beginning of one of Shelley's most productive periods. During 
1819 he completed "Julian and Maddalo" and "Euganean Hills," 
he wrote the last three acts of Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci, 
and several fine short poems published with Prometheus, and he 
drafted "A Philosophical View of Reform" and, probably, "On 
Life"-as well as other, lesser pieces. The critic who would do 
justice to this material within a relatively short space must neces­
sarily emphasize some works to the diminution of others. This 
chapter will treat Prometheus Unbound and The Cenci, leaving 
other works for briefer comment in Chapter 6. 

I Prometheus Unbound 
Prometheus Unbound exhibits a structure that is classically sim­

ple and symmetrical; Act I, though not divided into scenes, has 
three movements. The first section ( 1-305) portrays Prometheus' 
self-examination, his wish to hear his curse again, and the change 
of heart that enables him to repent his blind hate; the section 
ends: "I wish no living thing to suffer pain." In the second move­
ment, Prometheus is tortured by the Furies at the instigation of 
Mercury. As Mercury, a slave to the despotic power of Jupiter, 
represents the threat of external force to Prometheus' free will, so 
the Furies, "ministers of pain, and fear,/ And disappointment, and 
mistrust, and hate" ( 452-53), emblem the threat of Prometheu~· 
own unruly passions to that same freedom. Now that he has, how­
ever, renounced his hatred, the Titan can truly say that he is king 
over himself ( 492-94). Finally comes the threat of despair when 
he is shown the betrayal of the French Revolution, the greatest 
human effort to throw off the bondage of unjust social conditions 
(the tyranny of external power), and the perversion in Christianity 
of the teachings of Jesus, mankind's greatest example of a self­
controlled spirit (who though overcome in the crucifixion by ex­
ternal power, resisted the temptation either to hate or to capitu­
late to his enemies). At the end of this section, Prometheus routs 
the Furies by freely accepting the torture that comes to those who 
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honor fragile and transitory human virtue: "Thy words are like a 
cloud of winged snakes;/ And yet I pity those they torture not" 
(!.632-33). 

The third part of Act I begins with Prometheus' speech 
(634-45). When the Titan has objectified his own greatest fears 
and doubts, Earth sends "to cheer [his] state ... those subtle 
and fair spirits,/Whose homes are the dim caves of human 
thought" (657-59). At last Prometheus can say that, although 
"most vain all hope but love," Panthea loves ( 808, 824), and thus 
she can transmit Prometheus' needs to Asia, the greater, unseen 
power of whom Panthea is the shadow. The pattern of the first 
act ( 1-305; 306-634; 635-833) corresponds closely, as we shall 
see, to the tripartite structure of Act IV. 

In the first of the five scenes in Act II, Panthea transmits her 
two dreams to Asia. In the dream that Panthea can remember, 
Prometheus "grew radiant with the glory of that form/Which 
lives unchanged within" ( II.i.64-65), and Prometheus' soul 
merged into Panthea's. As Asia gazes into Panthea's eyes so that 
she might read the dream, a second shape with "rude hair" 
appears between her and Panthea. This figure, the other dream, 
urges Asia to "Follow! Follow!" This "thing of air" is, as later de­
velops, a vision of one of the Spirits of the Hours that will chariot 
Demogorgon and Asia to their unions with Jupiter and Prome­
theus, respectively. Asia and Panthea respond to the call of the 
dream of Echoes to "Follow, follow!" In Scene ii a chorus of Spir­
its tells of the operation of "Demogorgon's mighty law" and two 
F~mns explain the significance of the chorus. Prometheus II.ii re­
peatedly echoes Milton's description of Paradise before the fall 
and the description of the region through which Asia and Panthea 
travel on their way to Demogorgon's cave evokes reminiscences of 
the pre-lapsarian state of man.5 

At the end of the same scene, the second Faun describes the 
hydrogen cycle ( 70-82). The Fauns suppose that the Spirits who 
sing are, like hydrogen, found embodied in many forms-like 
Shelley's "Cloud," they change, but they cannot die. This discov­
ery leads the first Faun to ask, "if such live thus, have others other 
lives . . . ?" to which the second Faun replies affirmatively, and 
then closes the scene with an allusion to Silenus and to the care­
free Classical Golden Age in which the Fauns are themselves liv­
ing. Thus Asia and Panthea must pass, in terms of space, through 
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the region of earthly paradise variously denominated in Christian 
and Classical myth. Historically, they are returning through the 
origins of human civilization and even human self-awareness. 

The next scene ( Il.iii) finds them at the physical source of ex­
istence, a region of both volcanic vitality and mountain snow, 
combining images drawn from Mont Blanc and Vesuvius, the two 
manifestations of natural power that Shelley found most impres­
sive. Here at Demogorgon's threshold, amid the amoral forces of 
nature, Panthea and Asia comment on the relationship between 
power and the will for good. Panthea, whose eyes are focused 
primarily on the world of human beings, first describes the 
"chasm,/Whence the oracular vapour is hurled up" that causes 
"lonely men . . . in their youth" to "uplift . . . the voice which 
is contagion to the world" ( II.iii.3-:-10). 

These men, like the misguided young idealist in Alastor, dissi­
pate their energies in a vain frenzy that can be as dangerous to 
true inspiration as was the Maenads' madness to Orpheus. Shelley 
was always a poet of social regeneration. The individualistic 
course of "silence, exile, and cunning" that might seem to a post­
Romantic like Stephen Dedalus a viable alternative to social re­
form was seen as a tragic waste by Shelley, who modified his 
Enlightenment humanitarianism with the ideals of fifth-century 
Athens and Renaissance England-both cultures of the greatest 
social cohesion. 

To Panthea's observation on. the destructive power of the "orac­
ular vapour" emanating from Demogorgon's realm, Asia adds that 
the earth itself is beautiful and that if the earth is "the shadow of 
some spirit lovelier still,/ ... and it should be/Like its creation, 
weak yet beautiful,/! could fall down and worship that [Spirit] 
and thee [Earth]" (II.iii.l2-16). Again Shelley has proclaimed 
nature good and only man's use of it evil. At the end of the scene, 
as the Spirits carry Panthea and Asia into the deep, far beyond 
such antinomies as death and life, "where the air is no prism" 
(that is, where human limitations no longer distort the radiance of 
knowledge into its prismatic colors), the Spirits urge the two 
oceanides not to resist their own helplessness in being bound and 
guided by the servants of Demogorgon; for there is strength in 
"meekness" to unleash the force of that "mighty darkness/Filling 
the seat of power." 6 

In Act II, Scene iv, Asia provides the mythical metaphysics and 
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history that give shape to the verse drama; Demogorgon himself 
gives only equivocal answers characteristic of an oracle. As Asia 
finally realizes, "my heart gave/The response thou hast given; and 
of such truths/Each to itself must be the oracle" (II.iv.l21-23). 
Perhaps the best gloss for this dialogue is "Mont Blanc," 76-83. 
Demogorgon personifies the force occupying the throne of Power 
(or necessity), emblemed by that "great Mountain," from which 
issued endless cycles of destruction and regeneration. To under­
stand the unbridgeable chasm between the One and the many, 
between Power and humanity, between the Eternal and "all 
things that . . . I Are born and die; revolve, subside, and swell" 
("Mont Blanc" [94-95]) is "to repeal/Large codes of fraud and 
woe," because this understanding removes the divine sanction 
from temporal evils. 

To comprehend the amorality of nature (which is governed by 
what men call "necessity") is to be motivated to change human 
institutions for the benefit of human beings. The "voice" of the 
"great Mountain" that proclaims the message of nature's amorality 
is not understood by all, but the wise interpret it, the great make 
it felt through their actions, and the good deeply feel it ("Mont 
Blanc" [81-83]). Asia, Panthea, and lone roughly correspond 
with modified emphases, to the "wise," "great," and "good" in 
"Mont Blanc''; but they look forward even more strikingly to the 
roles played by Sun, Moon, and Comet in Epipsychidion. Asia, 
the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty whose shadow Shelley invoked in 
his "Hymn" and who corresponds to the sun in later poems, is 
associated with the power of imagination, which embodies both 
love and reason. Panthea, who can "make felt" to Prometheus 
the influence of Asia and to Asia the Titan's response, is both the 
"shadow of [that] unseen Power" and an analogue of reason, the 
discursive mode by which the power of feelings is communicated; 
as a manifestation of love, she embodies intellectual love. lone, 
who is farther removed from the divine power, has only the 
knowledge available through sensory impressions, and her love is 
limited to her proximity. She can deeply feel but cannot commu­
nicate; she senses needs but can provide no solutions. 

To Asia's question of who created the "living world" and 
"all/That it contains"-"thought, passion, reason, will,/ lmagina­
tion"-Demogorgon gives two answers: "Almighty," "mercifur' 
God made all the good things of creation. But when Asia asks 
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"who made terror, madness, crime, remorse" and all other evil 
things, Demogorgon replies only, "He reigns." Asia then recounts 
the mythic history of human life (Il.iv. 32-109, an account paral­
leled in "Ode to Liberty"). She says that from the action of Light 
and Love (purpose and energy) on a pre-existent Heaven and 
Earth came forth Saturn and his realm. Though Saturn's reign saw 
the introduction of time as a meaningful category, moral inno­
cence remained; yet accompanying the lack of moral discrimina­
tion was man's lack of knowledge in other areas, for Saturn denied 
men 

The birthright of their being, knowledge, power, 
The skill which wields the elements, the thought 
Which pierces this dim universe like light, 
Self-empire, and the majesty of love . . . . 

(II.iv.39-42) 

Then Prometheus, the mythic representation of the creative 
power of the human mind, gave "wisdom, which is strength, to 
Jupiter" (who embodies man's false self-idealization as proud, tri­
umphant ruler). Under the reign of Jove, however, men became 
conscious of their unfulfilled desires and the same imaginative 
power that had abstracted a deity like Jupiter from isolated phe­
nomenal experiences of power and pride now generalized other 
abstractions-"famine," "toil," "disease," "strife, wounds, and 
ghastly death unseen before" ( II.iv.50-52). Having identified ab­
stract evils amid the data of experience, men began to take arms 
against their newly-conceived troubles in ways consonant with Ju­
piter, their primitive self-conception: 

in their desert hearts fierce wants he sent, 
And mad disquietudes, and shadows idle 
Of unreal good, which levied mutual war, 
So ruining the lair wherein they raged. 

But the imaginative power that, in its early attempts created 
unsuitable ideals, could create the antidotes to its own ills; Prome­
theus sent "the legioned hopes" to "hide with thin and rainbow 
wings/The shape of Death"; he sent Love to bind up again the 
broken strands of the human community; :he tamed fire, creating 
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arts and sciences through which men could supply their physical 
deficiencies and which shook the "thrones of earth and heaven," 
undermining the original, limited ideals and self-conceptions. Fi­
nally, Prometheus created "speech, and speech created thought," 
and "the harmonious mind" created poetry and then the plas­
tic arts. With the growth of civilization, however, the originating 
Prometheus had been more and more trapped within the systems 
of his own earlier creations; thus Prometheus, the creative spirit 
who should have continued to improve man's conception of him­
self, was now confined and tortured by the older, more limited 
ideals of which he was himself the author; for the very arts and 
sciences that protected men from despair at the ravages of nature 
and time tended both to ossify and to perpetuate the old order: 
"Such, the alleviations of his state/Prometheus gave to man, for 
which he hangs/Withering in destined pain ... " ( Il.iv.98-100). 

Thus, by the time Asia asks "who rains down/Evil?" she has 
already clearly eliminated Jupiter. Demogorgon answers that 
"Jove is the supreme of living things," that "the deep truth is im­
ageless," and that it would do no good to seek information about 
the hidden ultimate reality from "Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance, 
and Change," to which "all things are subject but eternal Love." 
In other words, the imaginative creation called "God" rules as 
long as it remains man's dominant idealization; the image is, how­
ever, subject to mutability and only the benevolent creative desire 
-the "eternal Love" -that brought forth the conception can 
withstand the powers of change. Jupiter, like other living things, 
is subject to mutability; and, as a creation of Prometheus, he is, in 
a sense, removable at the pleasure of that creativity that Prome­
theus represents. 

But from the view of human mythologies, Prometheus is the 
rival of Jupiter for man's loyalties: Will men worship a self-ideal 
of static omnipotence or one of creative egalitarianism? Creativity 
working through the human mind has in the past destroyed one 
ideal of omnipotence (the Pope, for example) to replace it with 
another of the same character (national kings). Mutability as­
sures, in any case, that Jupiter shall fall, and Asia's next question is 
the pragmatic one: "When shall the destined hour arrive?" 
( II.iv.l28). In answer, Demo gorgon says only, "Behold!" and 
points to the chariots of the Hours. One of these takes Demogor­
gon to his destined rendezvous with Jupiter, and the subsequent 
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one carries Asia and Panthea to their reunion with Prometheus. 
The fifth scene of Act li-the central scene of the drama­

makes clear Asia's role as the personification of beauty and the 
goal of love, the anthropomorphic form of the abstract principle 
that, Shelley believed, underlies all the creativity of the universe. 
Panthea, necessary here as elsewhere as a chorus character to 
comment on the significance of the action, tells how Asia had first 
appeared in the form of Venus: ''Within a veined shell, which 
floated on/Over the calm floor of the crystal sea,/ Among the 
JE gean isles . . ." ( II. v .23-25 ) . 

Asia replies that "all love is sweet"-that it is sweet to inspire 
love, as Panthea has said Asia does, but that it is more blessed to 
feel love for others, as she hopes soon to do. After a spirit voice 
has addressed Asia as "Life of Life," "Child of Light," and "Lamp 
of Earth" (the sequence tracing the descent of her beauty from 
beneficent abstract principle to benevolent practical reality), Asia 
sings of the voyage of her soul back through time to the fountain­
head of being.7 Thus, in this keystone scene in the drama Shelley 
portrays Asia, the principle of beauty, at the same time drawing 
near to earth in a moment of direct revelation and returning 
through "Age's icy caves," Manhood, Youth, Infancy, and "Death 
and Birth, to a d:viner day." At the end of "Lines written among 
the Euganean Hills," Shelley had hoped that the Earth might 
"grow young again"; in Hellas he would envision a new beginning 
of "the world's great age." The cycles of history, as Shelley viewed 
them, would seem to resemble in their operation the incessantly 
spinning double-spools of Yeats's gyres. But Prometheus Unbound 
owes its structure, and, indeed, its very reason for being, to Shel­
ley's hope that men could stop the moral cycle of decay andre­
birth, preserving an ethical springtime with which to compensate 
for the inevitable physical winter. 

Act III begins with Jupiter, in his moment of hubris, expecting 
a flnal victory through a child, a "strange wonder" that he has 
"begotten." When the car of the Hour arrives, Demogorgon ( op­
erative as necessity, the principle of cause and effect) tells puz­
zled Jupiter, "I am thy child, as thou wert Saturn's child" 
( III.i.54). Commentators have made unnecessary difficulties here 
by asking how Jupiter can be said to have begotten Demogorgon. 
Clearly every action within the realm of being begets conse­
quences, and Jupiter's actions have begotten a reaction that can 
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conveniently be personified as Demogorgon. In a sense, Demo­
gorgon is everyone's child, even though, as Moira, Fate, Necessity, 
he is prior to and more powerful than any god. Shelley has under­
lined the exact nature of Jupiter's crimes in the tyrant's first 
speech, for Jupiter tells how he violated Thetis against her wishes 
("God! Spare me!"). Jupiter is self-seeking, unwilling to treat 
others as anything but toys for his own pleasure; and his treat­
ment of Thetis contrasts sharply with the mutuality of the love 
relationship between Prometheus and Asia. 8 

What is the relationship between Prometheus' decision to re­
tract his curse in Act I and Jupiter's downfall in Act III? Jupiter, 
subject like all other living things to the amoral operations of 
"Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance, and Change," would someday 
have fallen. What is important is that Prometheus, by choosing to 
take no vengeance against the old order, keeps himself from be­
coming another Jupiter. As Shelley had seen in the course of the 
French Revolution, when the oppressed lack the capacity to love 
and forgive, they soon tum into new oppressors who are basically 
indistinguishable from the old. Prometheus' decision to tum from 
self-centered hatred to outgoing love marks the moment in hu­
man history that breaks the old meaningless cycle of oppression 
and retribution-"the despot's rage, the slave's revenge"-and in­
troduces a new order based on forgiveness and equality. Prome­
theus becomes an ideal far different from a vengeful rebel, a 
Jupiter-out-of-office; he becomes a purified symbol of human 
creativity, offering men something to emulate that will change 
their conceptions of what they are and what they can and ought 
to become. 

In Demogorgon's cave, Asia had recognized that Jupiter himself 
was but a slave both to evil and to the cycle of mutability, and this 
perspective justifies Prometheus' act of forgiveness. Indeed, this 
relationship between the action of Act I and that of Act II plays 
an important part in the structure of Prometheus Unbound, for 
only by understanding the thematic alternations can one compre­
hend fully the function of Act IV. In Act I Prometheus, symbol of 
the imaginative, creative, and moral power of the human mind, 
decides to cast aside his hatred, as being mean and petty com­
pared to the enormity of his own and mankind's sufferings. The 
tortures, representing two threats to human moral autonomy-ex­
ternal power and the anarchy of internal passions-are essentially 
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psychological and are answered by hopes likewise generated 
within the mind. Asia represents an objective, metaphysical real­
ity with which the human imagination is consonant. 

Act II recounts Asia's inquiry into the relationship between 
"power" and "will for good," between the desire and the capacity 
for moral amelioration: If man wishes to improve his lot and to 
live a more nearly perfect life, is this desire a realistic, attainable 
one within the world as we know it? Demogorgon, the supreme 
ground of being, the basic principle of cause and effect and natu­
ral law, replies that love is, in fact, the only reality that is self­
sustaining and regenerative; all other things are subject to muta­
bility. Thus Act II gives metaphysical support to the moral deci­
sion of Act I. The same relation holds, as we shall see, between 
acts III and IV: the third articulates the social order that should 
follow the moral revolution in individual hearts and the fourth act 
(in which Prometheus and Asia do not appear) delineates the 
metaphysical implications of Act III. Act IV may have been an 
afterthought, but it was an inevitable one, for it completes both 
the symmetrical structure and the thematic development of the 
drama. 

The conversation between Ocean and Apollo ( III.ii) parallels 
the chorus of Spirits and the conversation of the Fauns in II.ii, but 
in Act III the commentary concerns the moral future rather than 
the metaphysical character of the natural universe. After man's 
regeneration, neither the sun nor the ocean will be obscured and 
stained by the crimes of man, who, no longer the outcast step­
child of nature, will recognize the harmony between his own tem­
poral, physical being (symbolized in Shelley's poems by water) 
and his eternal, creative character (symbolized by fire and, more 
specifically, by the sun). 

In the third scene Hercules, the strength attendant on virtue, 
releases Prometheus, who descends to the social level of humanity 
(not into the bowels of the earth as Asia and Panthea had in the 
corresponding scene in Act II). Unlike Jupiter, Prometheus has no 
intention of reigning above mankind, inasmuch as to do so would 
violate the principle of equality and self-control that stands at the 
center of Shelley's moral vision.9 Each man is to govern himself, 
aided by the arts through which society voices its collective moral 
wisdom. Prometheus, man's creative imagination, will act as an 
unacknowledged legislator through "the progeny immortal/Of 
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Painting, Sculpture, and rapt Poesy,/ And arts, though unimag­
ined, yet to be" ( Ill.iii.54-56). He will rule, in other words, not 
through power but through creative example. 

Once he has made this decision (which really sanctifies Jupiter's 
fall and assures the new order), Prometheus can send the Spirit of 
the Hour to sound the "curved shell, which Proteus old/ Made 
Asia's nuptial boon," to usher in the new society. "Mother Earth" 
next raises the issue of death by assuring Prometheus that, in the 
new harmony between man and nature, death will no longer seem 
to be a threat but "shall be the last embrace of her/Who takes the 
life she gave, even as a mother/Folding her child, says, 'Leave me 
not again'" (III.iii.I05-07). Asia, who, like the Witch of Atlas, 
hates the "name of death," wishes to know whether those who die 
cease "to love, and move, and breathe, and speak." Earth replies 
that, since Asia and Prometheus are immortal, "it would avail not 
to reply"; but she does answer through a figure: "Death is the veil 
which those who live call life: I They sleep, and it is lifted . . ." 
( III.iii.ll3-14). 

Shelley, not claiming omniscience, limits his speculations on im­
mortality to this ambiguous answer by Earth, who in Act I 
showed her limited character by believing that, when Prometheus 
withdrew his curse, he was capitulating to Jupiter. Such are the 
uses of dramatic characterization; from the sublunar perspective, 
as Shelley makes quite clear in his essay "On a Future State" (Jul­
ian, VI, 205-09), there is no evidence for personal immortality. 
And Earth quite consistently feels that the perpetuation of beauty 
by means of the human creative faculty (Prometheus) and its 
allied cosmic principle (Asia), in addition to its perpetuation in 
recurring cycles of the natural world, ought to be enough. That 
Shelley did not feel completely satisfied by this answer can be 
seen in his second note to Hellas (OSA, pp. 478-79). 

Earth directs Prometheus and the oceanides to a cavern, appar­
ently the same one which Asia and Panthea described in Il.iii, 
"whence the oracular vapour is hurled up." Earlier, under the 
reign of Jupiter this vapor had been dangerous, driving men 
mad; but its "breath now rises, as ... I A violet's exhalation," 
feeding luxuriant flowers and "inspiring calm and happy 
thoughts, like mine,/Now thou art thus restored" (III.iii.l24-47). 
Earth calls the Spirit of the Earth, personified as a male cherub, 
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to guide them to the cave and its accompanying temple, which 
was once sacred to Prometheus and is now to return to its proper 
function as the seat of worship of the best potentialities of the 
human mind. 

In the fourth and final scene of Act III, the Spirit of the Earth 
calls Asia "mother, dearest mother," though Panthea admits that 
"whence it sprung it knew not, nor do I" ( III.iv.23). While retain­
ing his skepticism, Shelley suggests mythically that Asia-the uni­
versal, creative force that inspires human imagination-is also the 
source of natural creative energy; in other words, Asia is a kind of 
Platonic demiurge underlying the vital powers of the entire active 
universe. In a beautiful speech, the Spirit of the Earth describes 
how he saw "all things ... put their evil nature off," a reversal of 
the growth of evil following man's fall that Milton describes in 
Paradise Lost. Then the Spirit of the Hour re-enters and, in the 
long concluding speech of the act, gives an account of the changes 
he has observed in human society. Men (and women), now equal 
and fraternal, no longer see in "thrones, altars, judgement-seats, 
and prisons" their old, dread significance.10 Men are no longer di­
vided by arbitrary barriers of class, tribe, or nation; but each is 
"king over himseH," kept from soaring beyond "the loftiest star of 
unascended heaven" only by the limitations of mortality­
"chance, and death, and mutability." 

Act IV, like the first act, has three clearly definable movements: 
lines 1-181 contain songs by two choruses, interspersed with com­
ments and questions by Panthea and lone. The "unseen Spirits" 
who open the act later reveal themselves as "Spirits of the human 
mind" (IV.81), and the "train of dark Forms and Shadows" be­
come the "Chorus of Hours." Sometimes singing together in a 
unified "Chorus of Spirits and Hours," they symbolize the new 
harmonious relationship between the human mind and time, its 
medium-a harmony that contrasts sharply and specifically with 
the corresponding section of Act I, where Prometheus had to 
undergo "three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered hours" filled 
with torture and where the hours were described as "wingless, 
crawling hours" (1.12, 48). The lightness, rapidity, and joyfulness 
of the choruses in the last act of Prometheus Unbound are almost 
unique in English literature, and C. S. Lewis has rightly pointed 
to Dante's Paradiso as their inspiration.11 The fourth act is Dan-
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tesque in spirit, as large portions of the first three acts are Mil­
tonic, though the Prometheus Bound of ..tEschylus provided the 
structural and thematic basis of the drama. 

After a short transition (IV.l80-84), the second movement be­
gins when lone and Panthea hear "new notes arise," sounds which 
prove to be the music of the Spheres. Moon and Earth appear, 
each cradling within it an infant spirit. Moon and its spirit are 
cold and colorless, whereas Earth and its spirit are colorful and 
vital, though Earth is marred by the wrecks of lost civilizations 
and extinct species of animal life. Now the joyous animation of 
Earth penetrates the "frozen frame" of Moon, which bursts into 
life in response to Earth's love (356-69). Earth hymns the crea­
tive power of "Man," no longer a disparate collection of "men," 
but a "chain of linked thought" ( 394), who has now subordinated 
his will, "a spirit ill to guide, but mighty to obey" ( 408), to Love. 
Not only has Earth warmed and vivified Moon, but the "crystal 
accents" of the "gentle Moon," mingling with Earth's vitality, 
charm its "tiger joy, whose tramplings fierce/Made wounds" ( 499 
-502). 

The second movement of Act IV thus records the interaction of 
passion and reason in a harmonious balance that perpetuates and 
implements the good effects of Prometheus' self-control as that 
was demonstrated in the second movement of the first act. Now, 
as a counter-piece to the third movement of Act I, Demogorgon, 
the voice of destiny, speaks to the various elements of the universe 
-Earth, Moon, Spirits of the Stars (to reappear prominently in 
Adonais ), the Dead, the "elemental Genii," living spirits, and 
Man. To them he addresses congratulations, a warning, and a for­
mula: today "Conquest is dragged captive" and "Love ... folds 
over the world its healing wings" ( 554-61); but, should the cycle 
of oppression and vengeance-the tyranny of false ideals-begin 
anew, he recommends a series of antidotes (expressed, appropri­
ately, in timeless infinitives): 

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 
To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates 
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; 
This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be 
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Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 
This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory. 

(:Q1.570-78) 

87 

Prometheus Unbound thus portrays the power of man over him­
self and over external circumstances, insofar as these are used to 
excuse his own moral shortcomings. Though death, chance, and 
mutability cannot be overcome, if man-created evils were elimi­
nated, men could reduce their tribulations to this residual mini­
mum; and, by taking a less negative attitude toward death, they 
might reduce the evil effects of even it. 

Prometheus is a masterpiece of symmetrical structure, the cen­
tral scene (II. v) being the turning point in which the Spirit of 
Intellectual Beauty is transfigured so as to reveal itself to men and 
dwell among them. Thematically, there is a principle of alterna­
tion at work: acts I and III deal with man's moral growth, and 
acts II and IV recount the implications of this growing moral 
awareness for his metaphysical conceptions. If each man were at 
peace with himself, and all men with one another, the natural 
universe would seem to them harmonious. Practically speaking, 
man's moral regeneration redeems the universe. 

II The Cenci 
The Shelleys left Naples at the end of February, 1819, and went 

to Rome, where they saw more of both English and Italian society 
than they had elsewhere in Italy. Shelley, who was less involved 
in the social whirl than were Mary and Claire, wrote parts of 
Prometheus Unbound at the Baths of Caracalla-then an over­
grown mass of vegetation beyond the limits of the inhabited city. 
He completed three acts of Prometheus Unbound by April. About 
this same time he saw the supposed Guido Reni portrait of Bea­
trice Cenci, and by mid-May he was composing his drama on the 
subject of the Cenci. A heavy blow fell on the Shelleys when their 
son William (about two and a half years old) became ill and died 
on June 7. They could not bear to remain in Rome, but hastened 
to Leghorn and by June 24 were ensconced in the Villa Valsovano 
outside the city on the road to Monte Nero. By July, Shelley was 
at work again on The Cenci, and he seems by August 8 to have 
finished it. On September 9, 1819, he sent a copy to Peacock, writ­
ing later that he had "printed in Italy 2.50 copies, because it costs, 
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with all duties & freightage about half what it wd. cost in Lon­
don .... " 

As Shelley explained in his Dedication to Leigh Hunt, his ear­
lier writings had been "visions which impersonate my own appre­
hensions of the beautiful and the just''; but in this drama he laid 
aside "the presumptuous attitude of an instructor" to paint, in­
stead, "that which has been." The plot of The Cenci came not 
from his imagination, but from Relation of the Death of the Fam­
ily of the Cenci, 12 a document purporting to be a historically accu­
rate account written shortly after the events. The interest that the 
story continued to elicit in Rome more than two centuries after 
the event convinced Shelley that its appeal was universal enough 
to be the subject of great tragedy. 

The Cenci, which was written in a style studiously different 
from his "ideal" poems, aimed at the popular market and was, 
indeed, the only poem by Shelley to go into an authorized second 
edition during his lifetime (and thus the only work in which he 
could correct printer's errors-fewer than usual even in the first 
edition, for which he read proof). At the same time, the author's 
characteristic ideas appear in a kind of mirror-image; for, by 
showing what was debilitating and evil in the society of sixteenth­
century Rome, he implied that removing these conditions would 
ameliorate human life. 

In Act I, Scene i, Cardinal Camillo, a childhood friend of Count 
Francesco Cenci, has arranged terms of settlement for the Count's 
latest crime-murder of a servant who had been a witness to an­
other of his crimes. The Pope has agreed to exonerate Cenci in 
return for land ''beyond the Pincian gate" that amounts to a third 
of his possessions. The Count speaks candidly to Camillo of his 
sadistic pleasures; once he had gained satisfaction from his physi­
cal lusts, then from physical sadism, but in his old age he has 
refined his taste so that now, 

I rarely kill the body, which preserves, 
Like a strong prison, the soul within my power, 
Wherein I feed it with the breath of fear 
For hourly pain. (I.i.114-17) 

Cenci does not fear Camillo because the Cardinal has told people 
that he has "half reformed" the Count; therefore, Camillo's vanity 
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will combine with his fear to keep him from exposing the evil old 
man. After Camillo leaves, Count Cenci in a soliloquy hints at his 
plot against Beatrice. 

In the second scene Beatrice Cenci, planning to send a petition 
to the Pope by Orsino (a priest who claims to be in love with 
her), tells him that he has a "sly, equivocating vein'' that she dis­
trusts. Once she is offstage, Orsino proves her right by planning to 
get Beatrice completely in his power and to make her his mistress. 

The third and final scene of Act I, the banquet scene, is the 
most dramatic in the play. In it Count Cenci demonstrates his 
power by openly thanking God for having blessed him by destroy­
ing two of his rebellious sons, Rocco and Christofano-"which 
shows that Heaven has special care of me" (I.iii.65). While the 
nobles and churchmen who are guests at the "celebration" are 
openly shocked, Beatrice deems it a propitious time to appeal to 
them for protection from her father for herself, Cenci's wife Lu­
cretia, and the youngest son Bernardo. Many of the guests feel 
conscience-stricken, but fear keeps them from taking any action, 
though several say they "would second any one" who would take 
the initiative. Count Cenci has overborne all who approach him in 
power and prestige; only his daughter Beatrice, helplessly in his 
grip, has the boldness to defy him. At the end of the scene Cenci 
drinks wine to prepare himself to break Beatrice's will by violat­
ing her. 

In Act II the trap is closing on Beatrice. Orsino's servant in­
forms her that the Pope has returned her petition unopened. ( Ac­
tually Orsino never presented it.) Lucretia and Bernardo show 
how dependent they are on Beatrice's strength of will for protec­
tion from Count Cenci. Meanwhile, Beatrice herself is shaken by 
her premonitions of Cencfs evil intent. When Lucretia tries to 
calm her husband, he accuses her and his children of plotting 
to murder him. During the closing soliloquy, Cenci again alludes 
to his intention. In Act ll.ii, Cardinal Camillo and Giacomo Cenci 
consult at the Vatican about Giacomo's legal recourse to obtain 
his rightful money from his father; he has no possibility of getting 
justice through the law. Orsino, entering as Camillo leaves, hints 
to Giacomo that Cenci ought to be murdered. When Giacomo, 
much shaken, exits, Orsino soliloquizes about his intention to use 
the evil of others for his own ends. Beatrice has shown him the 
dark side of his nature by pointing out his "sly, equivocating 
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vein"; and he now plans to live up to this estimate of his character. 
At the beginning of Act III, Beatrice enters, distraught to mad­

ness at having been incestuously violated by her father. Searching 
desperately for the means of redressing the wrong, or of at least 
preventing its recurrence, she rejects suicide as being contrary to 
God's law and, therefore, a gate to Hell. Orsino enters; but, when 
he gives no comfort, Beatrice concludes that Cenci must die: 

As I have said, I have endured a wrong, 
Which, though it be expressionless, is such 
As asks atonement; both for what is past, 
And lest I be reserved, day after day, 
To load with crimes an overburthened soul, 
And be . . . what ye can dream not. . . . 

( III.i.21S-18) 

Once she has decided that Cenci's death is the only means by 
which she, Lucretia, and Bernardo can save themselves, not only 
from physical destruction but also from moral corruption, she 
never wavers: She sees herself as God's minister of vengeance, 
and her view of the moral implications is thereafter simplistic. 
Orsino, who fears Cenci as an obstacle to his plans to seduce Bea­
trice, supports the plot to murder him, offering to engage two 
cutthroats for that purpose. Giacomo, entering with a new tale of 
Cenci's fiendish sadism, also agrees that the Count must die. In 
the next scene, however, Giacomo has second thoughts and con­
science-qualms about the murder. When Orsino tells him that the 
first attempt has misfired but that another has been arranged, 
Giacomo weakly wishes that he had never been born. 

In Act IV Cenci has decided not only to continue to have inter­
course with his daughter, but to seduce her with the fascination of 
the abomination: he wishes her not only to submit but to consent 
to the liaison, for he is determined not only to pollute her body 
but also to kill her soul. When Beatrice twice refuses to come of 
her own volition, Count Cenci curses her with a blood-chilling 
anathema. In this moment of hubris he sees God as a father who 
will help him, another father, chastise his unruly children as God 
has, Cenci thinks, killed Rocco and Christofano in response to the 
Count's prayers. Already, however, Count Cenci is under the 
power of a sleeping potion that leaves him an easy prey for the 
hired assassins who soon enter ( IV.ii). 
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Beatrice urges Olimpio and Marzio to perform the murder, but 
in IV.iii they return, being like Shakespeare's murderers too much 
under the power of conscience to kill a sleeping man. Though 
their reluctance is hardly "realistic," Shelley is underlining the cor­
rupted feelings of other characters in the play by showing how the 
most hardened, unimaginative men shrink from the cowardly slay­
ing of a fellow human being. Beatrice, like Lady Macbeth, has 
lost her human nature in a dogmatic assurance of her rectitude, 
which matches Count Cenci's own megalomania. Each thinks he 
is fulfilling God's will. This dogmatic self-righteousness is one of 
the "codes of fraud and woe" that the healthy skepticism engen­
dered by Mont Blanc was to repeal; and Beatrice's submission to 
it marks the "pernicious mistake" that, according to Shelley's Pref­
ace, she has committed by resorting to vengeance. At the same 
time, of course, the change in Beatrice illustrates once again that 
oppressors who, like Cenci, sow the wind will reap the whirlwind 
by arousing in the oppressed a similar vindictiveness. Beatrice, 
assured of the righteousness of her cause, shames the two ruffians 
into returning to commit the murder; when they report their suc­
cess, she and Lucretia go to bed. 

The last scene of Act IV gives the murder its final thematic 
twist; in an incident that Shelley has added to his source, Savella, 
the Papal Legate, arrives with a warrant from the Pope for Count 
Cenci's "instant death." Thus, as Lucretia laments, "All was pre­
pared by unforbidden means/Which we must pay so dearly, hav­
ing done" (IV.iv.29-30). The Pope's sudden interest in destroying 
Cenci only underlines the moral capriciousness of the world in 
which Beatrice and her co-conspirators live. We can hardly term 
the order "justice," inasmuch as Cenci is to be killed without trial 
for unspecified crimes, perhaps those for which papal courts have 
already exonerated him; and, upon finding the Count dead by 
other means than his, Savella finds it necessary to bring charges 
against Cenci's victims, who had been driven to desperation by 
the long history of collusion between Count Cenci and the papal 
government. Fear and a troubled conscience break down Lucretia, 
who by her weakness and confusion betrays her guilt. Beatrice, 
however, has risen above all doubts and expects to be vindicated 
by God's vicar. 

In Act V Giacomo, self-pitying and wavering, is betrayed by 
Orsino, who has committed all his treacheries with open eyes and 



92 PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 

now begins to feel some compunctions for his actions. His con­
science, we are led to believe, will make all his days restless, 
though he escapes immediate justice. In the second scene, Marzio 
under torture admits his guilt and implicates Giacomo, Orsino, 
Lucretia, and Beatrice; later, under the influence of Beatrice's 
forceful protestations, Marzio recants his confession and dies de­
claring Beatrice and all the others innocent. Camillo, by now con­
vinced of Beatrice's innocence, stops the proceedings to intercede 
on her behalf with the Pope. 

In the third scene Bernardo visits Beatrice in prison with the 
news that Giacomo and Lucretia have broken under the torture 
and confessed. Though Bernardo still hopes that the Pope will 
pardon them and though Lucretia says that after death God, not 
"they," will be their judge and will understand their situation, 
Beatrice continues to maintain that, if she is called guilty, the 
judge is really accusing God of permitting her to be tortured and 
degraded without allowing her any refuge or recourse except her 
father's death: Either she is innocent, or God and his representa­
tives are equally guilty (V.iii.65-83). In her last speech of the 
scene, even after she is resigned to receiving injustice from the 
papal court, Beatrice still clings to belief in the righteousness of 
her cause and in God's justice: 

Take cheer! The God who knew my wrong, and made 
Our speedy act the angel of His wrath, 
Seems, and but seems, to have abandoned us. 
Let us not think that we shall die for this. 

(V.iii.llS-16) 

Only in the play's final scene does the truth dawn on Beatrice 
that the Pope has, like Count Cenci and Beatrice herself (under 
provocation), lost all human sympathies and become, in Cardinal 
Camillo's words, 

as calm and keen as is the engine 
Which tortures and which kills, exempt itself 
From aught that it inflicts; a marble form, 
A rite, a law, a custom: not a man. 

(V.iv.2-5) 

In Prometheus Unbound the Phantasm of Jupiter was described 
thus: "Cruel he looks, but cahn and strong,/Like one who does, 
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not suffers wrong" ( 1.238-39). These and other descriptions of 
tyrants in Shelley's works reiterate the poet's essential vision of 
what happens to a human being when he assumes an abstract role 
and takes it more seriously than he does his own nature, whether 
that role be king, Pope, father, or minister of God's vengeance. 
Beatrice, who has so far corrupted herself that she has sent Count 
Cenci, Olimpio, Marzio, and now most of her family to their 
deaths without a qualm, awakens to the possibility that her role 
may have been a false one. But she is now unable to accept full 
responsibility for assuming the role: rather, pursuing the train of 
logic that she employed before the judges in the previous scene, 
she believes that if she is guilty, then God must have tricked her­
that the ruling force of the universe may be only a cosmic amplifi­
cation of her father's nature: 

If there should be 
No God, no Heaven, no Earth in the void world; 
The wide, gray, lampless, deep, unpeopled world! 
If all things then should be ... my father's spirit, 
His eye, his voice, his touch surrounding me; 
The atmosphere and breath of my dead life! 

. . . Even though dead, 
Does not his spirit live in all that breathe, 
And work for me and mine still the same ruin, 
Scorn, pain, despair? Who ever yet returned 
To teach the laws of Death's untrodden reahn? 
Unjust perhaps as those which drive us now, 
Oh, whither, whither? 

(V.iv.57-62, 69-75) 

This vision of cosmic evil finally breaks through Beatrice's 
fa~ade of self-possession and allows her to regain her common 
human sympathies. By refusing any longer to hope and by resign­
ing herself to whatever unknowable fate may await her beyond 
the grave, Beatrice for the first time since her decision to kill her 
father shows affection and pity for Lucretia and her two brothers, 
and in this renewal of human sympathy lies the final heightening 
of her character requisite for effective tragedy. 

The Cenci follows the five-act structure of Elizabethan drama. 
The rising action shows Count Cenci and Orsino laying nets for 
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Beatrice, while she exhibits a firm determination to resist evil 
without resorting to it herseH. In Act III, after Cenci has violated 
her, she brings tbe plot to its climax in her determination to strike 
back, to meet violence with violence. The main action is, then, the 
development of Beatrice's character, rather than the murder of 
Count Cenci and the destruction of his murderers. The Cenci thus 
forms a parallel opposite to the thematic movement of Prome­
theus Unbound. When Prometheus renounced hatred and ven­
geance, wishing "no living thing to suffer pain," the universe 
around him seemed to become benevolent and harmonious; when 
Beatrice Cenci, also pushed to the brink by circumstances, 
adopted the evil ways of her oppressors, the universe itseH 
seemed to her increasingly malevolent. 

Shelley's technical virtuosity enabled him to compose Prome­
theus Unbound and The Cenci in totally dissimilar styles. This 
ability to write in various forms and styles (while always articulat­
ing the same general themes) increased as time passed, but in no 
poems did Shelley demonstrate this virtuosity more than in his 
works of late 1819 and 1820. 



CHAPTER 6 

The Chameleon 

T HE year from September, 1819, through August, 1820, 
marked Shelley's last serious attempt to write for a popular 

audience; for, by the end of this time, he had concluded that his 
talents and inclinations led him in another direction. The diverse 
works of this period seem almost the products of a second appren­
ticeship in which Shelley groped for the medium of self-expres­
sion that could communicate his vision to a wider audience than 
those who already saw life as he did. Except for the poems that 
grew directly out of the composition of Prometheus Unbound, 
nearly all those discussed in this chapter were occasional; most 
were written as direct responses to political events. 

I "The Mask of Anarchy .. 
Shelley wrote "The Mask of Anarchy," for example, at Leghorn 

when he heard of the "Peterloo Massacre" (August 16, 1819), in 
which drunken mounted militiamen broke up a peaceful reform 
meeting in St. Peter's Field outside Manchester, England, by 
wielding their sabers and riding down unarmed men, women, and 
children.1 On September 23, the poem, written in a simple, direct, 
and powerful style, was sent to Leigh Hunt for publication in The 
Examiner. Structurally, it shows less self-conscious symmetry than 
other poems that Shelley had written in Italy, but the thirteen 
stanzas describing slavery (xxxix-li) are, for example, balanced 
by thirteen describing its opposite, freedom ( lii-lxiv). The open­
ing stanza, which introduces the dream-vision, is followed by two­
stanza sketches of Murder (Lord Castlereagh, the foreign minis­
ter), Fraud (Lord Eldon, the lord chancellor who had deprived 
Shelley of his children), Hypocrisy (Lord Sidmouth, tl1e home 
secretary), and Anarchy. Shelley saw tyranny and anarchy as 
closely related, for one holding temporal rule who did not submit 
his will to the law of love is a slave to the anarchy of his own 
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unchecked desires, and human achievements become subject to 
the historical anarchy of fluctuation between the despot's rage and 
the slave's revenge.2 

Shelley hopes to forestall that revenge by inciting the people to 
take the initiative before their hatred and desperation can drive 
them to the state of mind he had just portrayed in The Cenci. He 
describes the apparent triumph of the reactionary powers only to 
show them overthrown by an armed giant, an emanation of Hope 
(stanzas xxii-xxxiii). Then the earth of England itself seems to 
speak to the people, urging them to rise up in defense of their 
rights, but warning them at the same time that "to feel revenge/ 
Fiercely thirsting to exchange/ Blood for blood" ( 193-95) is one 
of the signs of slavery. Beginning at Stanza lxv the people are 
urged to come from all walks of life, to assemble peacefully, as 
they did at St. Peter's Field, and to demand their rights in the 
name of the English constitution. If the soldiers of the tyrants 
attack, the people should not resist but by their calm courage 
should shame their fellow-Englishmen into abandoning the 
slaughter and joining the cause of freedom. United, they can be 
assured of victory, for they are many, their oppressors few. 

The English nation was, in fact, outraged by the excesses of 
Peterloo. Shelley, who knew little of the popular reaction in Eng­
land, was merely reiterating conceptions that had already ap­
peared in A Proposal for Putting Reform to the Vote and The 
Revolt of Islam. Even if such pacific methods had not proved ini­
tially successful, he would have defended their ultimate value; for 
he saw clearly that those who use violence generate fear and ha­
tred among others, thus weakening their power externally, and, 
what was far worse, they themselves become the thing they previ­
ously fought against. For Shelley, the end did not justify the 
means; the means itself shaped the end. 

During the following weeks, Shelley also wrote a series of 
shorter political poems. The most famous of these, beginning 
"Men of England, wherefore plough/For the lords who lay ye 
low?" later became the rallying-cry of English Communists (and 
was parodied as .. Beasts of England" in George Orwell's Animal 
Farm). But neither these poems nor "The Mask of Anarchy" was 
published until after Shelley's death, for Leigh Hunt apparently 
felt that they were too inflammatory to appear in a paper that was 
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stood under the threat of intensified government persecution. 

II Four Odes 
Parallel in sentiment to these "exoteric" poems, but written in a 

quite different style, are four odes, three published with Prome­
theus Unbound ("Ode to the West Wind," "An Ode, written Oc­
tober, 1819, before the Spaniards had recovered their Liberty," 
and "Ode to Liberty") and "Ode to Naples," written in August, 
1820, and first published in two parts during October of the same 
year in The Military Register and Weekly Gazette.3 

"Ode to the West Wind," written at Florence in the autumn of 
1819, embodies the conflicting themes of the Poet's personal de­
spair and his hopes for social renewal in images drawn from the 
seasonal cycle. In nature, the individual always dies; yet the spe­
cies is always reborn in the spring. So the Poet prays that the wind 
of necessity, which he invokes as ruler of the vegetation of earth 
(Stanza i), air (ii), and water (iii), might make him its lyre. As 
Irene H. Chayes has pointed out,4 however, the Poet really asks in 
the concluding stanza, not that he be enabled to merge his charac­
ter with the wind's and become its instrument, but that it become 
him: "Be thou, Spirit fierce,/My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous 
one!" The Poet asks that Demo gorgon fight his battles (which are 
those of Prometheus), destroy the old order, and carry (not seeds 
of the vegetation of earth, air, or water, but) sparks of spiritual 
fire. Though the fire of his individual thoughts may be dead and 
though his physical life is dying, he prays the wind to "Scatter, as 
from an unextinguished hearth/ Ashes and sparks, my words 
among mankind!" 

In the climactic position, however, stands a metaphor not of 
natural force but of artistic inspiration. The stanza began with a 
petition to the wind to make the Poet its lyre; now, true to the 
dramatic inversion of lines 61-62, the Poet demands that the wind 
shape its power to his will: "Be through my lips to unawakened 
earth/The trumpet of a prophecy!" The very choice of words for 
the final question, "if Winter comes" rather than "when Winter 
comes," implies that the analogy between the seasonal cycle and 
human affairs is not a perfect one, for the cycle of moral mutabil­
ity can be stopped in its course. The conscious efforts of men of 
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vision are required to tum the wheel past Winter to Spring; and it 
is possible, as Prometheus Unbound makes clear, to maintain 
moral springtime longer than has been customary in most of hu­
man history. 

The fourth stanza would seem to present a problem, dwelling 
as it does on the Poet's weakness. If he retained the enthusiasm 
and illusions of his boyhood, "when to outstrip thy skiey speed/ 
Scarce seemed a vision," he would not "have striven/ As thus with 
thee in prayer in my sore need" (50-52). Shelley had learned the 
stubbornness of matter. He, like Dante, had been lost in the dark 
wood of our life and had been tangled in the vegetation governed 
by the force of necessity (stanzas i-iii). He fell "upon the thorns 
of life" and bled. The fires of ima~ination sometimes consume 
thorns, but only (as Shelley was to declare in "A Defence of Po­
etry") during a relatively few brief moments of inspiration. Dur­
ing the reflux of imagination; a poet is, like other men, subject to 
mortal limitations; and it is the Poet's realization of this condition 
that impels him to pray the wind to stir his ashes and fan the 
fading coal of imagination.5 

"An Ode, written October, 1819," more stylized than "Song to 
the Men of England," also urges a bloodless rebellion. Although it 
expresses Shelley's premonition of civil struggle in England, it 
could be published with Prometheus Unbound without fear of 
censorship because it is ostensibly addressed to the Spanish 
people, who, because of their alliance with the British during the 
Peninsular Campaign, were very popular with the English of all 
classes. In the fourth stanza Shelley appeals to the people not only 
to conquer the "revenge, pride, and power" of their foes, but to 
ride "more victorious" over their own similar faults ( 26-28). The 
poem ends with an injunction to bind the victors' brows "with 
crownals of violet, ivy, and pine," which emblem "azure hope," 
"green strength," and "eternity," respectively, while warning 
against using the pansy, the flower that symbolizes memory (and 
thus reflection on past wrongs). 

"Ode to Liberty" is one of Shelley's most important middle­
length poems, on a par with "Mont Blanc," "Hymn to Intellectual 
Beauty," and "Lines written among the Euganean Hills." The 
poem is framed by stanzas ( i and xix) that recount the beginning 
and end of poetic inspiration, comparing the Poet as he begins his 
flight of imagination to "a young eagle" soaring among the clouds 
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and likening him after inspiration has faded to a "wild swan ... 
When the bolt has pierced its brain," as well as to a bursting 
cloud, a fading candle, and a dying insect ( 273-80). 

After two stanzas stating that truly human life is impossible 
without liberty, there begins an idealized history of liberty: its 
birth in Greece ( iv-vi), its eclipse after the death of the Roman 
Republic and during the "Dark Ages" (vii-viii), its rebirth in 
Saxon England and in the Italian communes of the Middle Ages 
( ix), its growth through the Reformation and English Renais­
sance ( x), and its bursting forth on the heels of the Enlighten­
ment in the French Revolution (xi), which became, however, so 
perverted that Napoleon triumphed ("the Anarch of thine own 
bewildered powers"). In Stanza xiii Shelley turns from past fail­
ures to present opportunities: Spain (in revolution in 1820) calls 
England; the two peoples who together had fought Napoleon's 
tyranny are now seen as "twins of a single destiny." If Spain can 
cast off her chains, which were "links of steel," England can cast 
off her "threads of gold." In the next stanza Shelley appeals to 
"king-deluded Germany" to emulate Arminius (victor over the le­
gions of the Roman Empire) and to Italy to "repress/The beasts 
who make their dens thy sacred palaces." 

These themes are taken up at greater length in xv and xvi, 
which advocate the overthrow of kings and priests respectively: 
Human thoughts should "kneel alone,/ Each before the judgement­
throne/Of its own aweless soul, or of the Power unknown!" The 
"Power unknown," beyond the realm of fallible human cognition, 
that "taught man to vanquish whatsoever I Can be between the 
cradle and the grave/ Crowned him the King of Life" ( 241-43). 
Though man has created art, which now rules in the place of na­
ture (its mother), he has enslaved himself, as life has bred new 
wants and as desire to accumulate wealth has left some people a 
surfeit while others are in need. Shelley, therefore, in Stanza xviii 
calls upon Liberty to lead Wisdom "out of the inmost cave/ Of 
man's deep spirit'' (256-57). Liberty will be itself only when 
joined to "blind Love" (love that is no respecter of persons), 
"equal Justice," "the Fame" of past good, and "the Hope of what 
will be." 

In "Ode to Naples" Shelley recalls standing in Pompeii and no­
ticing the rumblings of Vesuvius, which seemed to be the Earth 
speaking in an undertone-a premonition of the approaching rev-
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olution. The second epode begins with the winds that literally 
drive the Poet's vessel across the Bay of Naples and that also cor­
respond to the "winds" of change and those of inspiration that 
seize the Poet (51). In Strophe I he hails Naples as "Metropolis of 
a ruined Paradise/Long lost, late won, and yet but half regained'' 
(57-58); Strophe II urges Naples not to let her "high heart fail" in 
the struggle against the "Crowned Transgressors." The first two 
antistrophes predict that the "blind slaves" of Austria will see 
their own plight and, like Actaeon's hounds, turn on their master 
to destroy the Austrian tyranny. Unlike Actaeon, who saw too 
much when he witnessed Artemis bathing nude, the oppressors 
have so cloaked the truth in veils of error that they themselves 
have not foreseen the inevitable reaction to their tyranny. Now 
the people are to "strip every impious gawd" from "Freedom's 
form divine,/ From Nature's inmost shrine." 

The second two antistrophes call the other cities of "eternal 
Italy" to join Naples in gaining freedom: Genoa remembers An­
drea Doria, its greatest hero; Milan throws off the heritage of the 
tyrannical Visconti family; Florence awaits freedom; Rome strips 
off the garments of ecclesiastical rule, thus regaining the freedom 
lost at Philippi (where Antony and Octavius Caesar defeated Bru­
tus and Cassius, thus putting an end to the Roman republic). The 
final two epodes allude to the advance of Austrian armies: "The 
Anarchs of the North lead forth their legions/Like Chaos o'er cre­
ation, uncreating" ( 137-38). 

In the last epode the Poet addresses as "Great Spirit, deepest 
Love!" the spirit of beauty that infuses Italy-identifiable with the 
Spirit of Intellectual Beauty that undergirds both nature and man. 
As in "Ode to the West Wind" (though with less personal refer­
ence) he prays for the success of the revolutionary movement and 
asks that the Spirit work its will through human agency: "Be 
man's high hope and unextinct desire/The instrument to work thy 
will divine!" ( 168-69). When this happens, the "Celtic wolves" 
(Austrian soldiers) will flee from the "Ausonian" (Italian) shep­
herds. Once again Shelley urges the need for solid first principles. 
Mere activity for its own sake is meaningless; only when revolu­
tionary efforts are truly radical (striking at the roots of human 
evil) by reorienting human drives from egotism to altruism and 
from hate and pride to love and justice can there be meaningful 
progress. 
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III "A Philosophical View of Reform" 
Late in 1819, Shelley began a prose treatise entitled "A Philo­

sophical View of Reform." In the "Introduction," he sketches the 
history of the sentiment for liberty and equality since the end of 
the Roman Empire. This account parallels "Ode to Liberty" in 
discussing the contributions to liberty by the Italian communes, 
the Reformation, and the writers of the Renaissance and the En­
lightenment. In the essay Shelley dwells at length upon the bene­
ficial example of the American Revolution and the United States 
of America. After an analysis of the French Revolution (and its 
parallels with the English civil wars of the seventeenth century), 
the chapter comments on the possibilities for reform not only in 
the countries of Europe but also in India, China, Egypt, Persia, 
and other areas. At a time when there was almost no organized 
Zionism, Shelley speculates that "the Jews . . . may reassume 
their ancestral seats" and predicts a revival of culture in the 
Turkish domains, including Syria and Arabia, after the demise of 
the Ottoman empire. 

In England, the special focus of his attention, he sees in the 
revival of a vital literary tradition the chief sign that reform and 
greatness are at hand: 

The literature of England, an energetic development of which has ever 
followed or preceded a great and free development of the national will, 
has arisen, as it were, from a new birth. . . . ours is in intellectual 
achievements a memorable age, and we live among such philosophers 
and poets as surpass beyond comparison any who have appeared in 
our nation since its last struggle for liberty. . . . They are the priests 
of an unapprehended inspiration, the mirrors of gigantic shadows which 
futurity casts upon the present; the words which express what they con­
ceive not; the trumpet which sings to battle and feels not what it in­
spires; the influence which is moved not but moves. Poets and 
philosophers are the unacknowledged legislators of the world. 

(Julian, VII, 19-20) 

Though Shelley was later to plunder from this passage the perora­
tion of "A Defence of Poetry," its meaning becomes clearer in the 
context of his social philosophy. 

The next chapter, "On the Sentiment of the Necessity of 
Change," surveys the political history of England from the period 
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of the Long Parliament in the mid-seventeenth century (which, 
Shelley believed, was the last Parliament with any claim to be 
thought of as representing the various classes of the English 
people). During the one-hundred-seventy-five-year interval Eng­
lish society had changed so basically that the government now 
required radical reform. Shelley, who had observed the relations 
between his grandfather and father and the Duke of Norfolk, rec­
ognized the influence exerted by the Lords on the House of Com­
mons. He understood, moreover, that the ruling power preventing 
reform was not that of the monarchy or regency, but that of an 
oligarchy of landed and commercial interests: "The power which 
has increased therefore is the [pow ]er of the rich. The name and 
office of king is merely the mask of this power, and is a kind of 
stalking-horse used to conceal these 'catchers of men,' whilst they 
lay their nets. Monarchy is only the string which ties the robber's 
bundle" (Julian, VII, 25). 

Thus Shelley exposed the threat of the class of society from 
which he himself came and on which his future financial expecta­
tions and those of his heirs depended. (Here may be one reason 
for the Shelley family's failure to publish this pamphlet.) He was 
concerned with the burden imposed upon the laboring classes 
(who bore the brunt both of taxation on commodities and of in­
flated prices) because of ( 1) the national debt and ( 2) the gov­
ernment's policy of permitting banks to issue paper money. The 
national debt, in Shelley's view, had been created to finance "two 
liberticide wars" against the American and French people and 
was, therefore, not truly a national debt, ''but a debt contracted 
by the whole mass of the privileged classes towards one particular 
portion of those classes." 

Shelley's solution to end the double burden of taxation on the 
poor (who had to support not only the old landed aristocracy and 
the established church, but a new aristocracy of money-lenders 
and bond-holders who collected interest on the debt) is as simple 
as it is radical: 

The property of the rich is mortgaged: to use the language of the law, 
let the mortgagee foreclose.-

H the principal of this debt were paid, . . . it would be a mere 
transfer among persons of property. Such a gentleman must lose a 
third of his estate, such a citizen a fourth of his money in the funds; 
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the persons who borrowed would have paid, and the juggling and com­
plicated system of paper finance be suddenly at an end. 

{Julian, VII, 35) 

Shelley distinguishes between two kinds of property: that 
which results from "labour and skill is a property of the most sa­
cred and indisputable right," but that which has descended from 
feudal estates, from appropriations of church property by the 
king's favorites at the time of the establishment of the Church of 
England, from trade monopolies given to royal favorites, from 
financial speculations, or from fraud has less definite rights. In 
ordinary times, the nation may not find it expedient or necessary 
to challenge citizens' rights to such property; but, in times of 
national crisis, such property can be appropriated for the public 
good. Shelley ends this chapter, however, by urging, not immedi­
ate enforcement of the doctrines he has just propounded but re­
straint and the gradual working out of justice through immediate 
though limited reform of the Parliament. Keeping the basic prin­
ciples in mind, the reformed Parliament could relieve first the 
grossest inequities. Eventually education and experience in self­
rule would extend the franchise and further reform the economy. 

In the third and last chapter in the fragmentary tract, "Probable 
Means," Shelley pursues his distinction between the theoretical 
"rights of man" and the practical instruments of political regula­
tion. Ideally, each man ought to have a direct voice in the govern­
ment; practically, men elect representatives to exercise that right. 
So far as property rights are concerned, the "broad principle of 
political reform is the natural equality of men, not with relation to 
their property but to their rights. That equality in possessions 
which Jesus Christ so passionately taught is a moral rather than a 
political truth and is such as social institutions cannot without 
mischief inflexibly secure" (Julian, VII, 42). Haste and impa­
tience lead to immature social reforms that bear no fruit. Shelley, 
therefore, advocates universal adult manhood suffrage, extending 
the franchise to women only if that step seems practical to others. 

The entire burden of Chapter III is that revolution would dis­
tort rather than fulfill the impulse for reform. Instead of urging 
the people to violent measures, Shelley writes: 

If Reform shall be begun by the existing government, let us be con­
tented with a limited beginning, with any whatsoever opening; let the 
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rotten boroughs be disfranchised and their rights transferred to the 
unrepresented cities and districts of the Nation; ... we shall demand 
more and more with firmness and moderation, never anticipating but 
never deferring the moment of successful opposition, so that the peo­
ple may become habituated [to] exercising the functions of sov­
ereignty, in proportion as they acquire the possession of it. 

(Julian, VII, 46) 

"A Philosophical View of Reform" demonstrates both Shelley's 
sanity in practical matters and the uses of his idealism. Because he 
kept always in his mind's eye the ideal goal toward which society 
ought to be steering, he became neither ecstatic at slight ameliora­
tions in social conditions nor unduly depressed at minor reversals. 
He realized that not all changes in the existing system would be 
for the better, but only those that would contribute lasting rather 
than expedient temporary benefits. In his "ideal" poems like Pro­
metheus Unbound and "Ode to Liberty" he examined the opera­
tions of universal laws of change in the moral-political realm; in 
"The Mask of Anarchy" he suggested immediate action that 
would not conflict with these distant goals. "A Philosophical View 
of Reform" elucidates these interrelations between the ideal and 
the practical, between the morally imperative "ought" and the po­
litically possible "can be." 

At the end of September, 1819, the Shelleys left Leghorn for 
Florence, where they hoped to put Mary under the care of Dr. 
John Bell, a well-known Scottish surgeon and medical writer who 
had attended William Shelley during his last illness. When the 
time arrived for Mary's confinement, however, Dr. Bell himself 
was seriously ill and had returned to Rome.6 On November 12, 
1819, Mary safely gave birth to a son, her fourth child and the 
only one to survive his parents. He was named for his father and 
the city of his birth-Percy Florence Shelley. The child's birth 
somewhat relieved Mary's depression following William Shelley's 
death, and his continued good health was one bright feature of 
the two and a half years before Shelley's death. 

IV Shelley and the Urbane Style 
Peter Bell the Third, Shelley's most successful attempt at comic 

verse, was composed during October and sent to Hunt, who was 
to have it published anonymously. (It first appeared in the second 
edition of Shelley's Poetical Works [1839].) The dedication of 
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this work "To Thomas Brown, Esq." (a pseudonym of Thomas 
Moore, the Irish lyricist and friend of Byron) sets the tone. 
Though Shelley enjoyed Moore's writings, he knew that Moore 
was a popular poetical lightweight whose work could not be com­
pared with the serious productions of the era. Hence, he addresses 
Moore in his role as "Thomas Brown," historian of The Fudge 
Family in Paris, and inserts this two-sentence paragraph: "Your 
works, indeed, dear Tom, sell better; but mine are far superior. 
The public is no judge; posterity sets all to rights" ( OSA, p. 347). 
From the pen of "Miching Mallecho," the supposed author of 
Peter Bell the Third, these words seem humorous; when Shelley 
repeats their central idea in "A Defence of Poetry" we know that 
he is in earnest. 

Shelley was prompted to write Peter Bell the Third by two re­
views in Leigh Hunt's Examiner. Wordsworth wrote Peter Bell in 
1798 but did not publish it untill819, when he prefaced it with a 
pompous explanation (addressed to Southey) of why he had 
worked so long on the poem. Because Wordsworth had read Peter 
Bell to a number of friends and literary men, John Hamilton 
Reynolds (Keats's friend) was able to publish a parody entitled 
Peter Bell, A Lyrical Ballad that actually came out before the 
original. The Examiner reviewed the two poems on April 25 and 
May 2 (Keats being the author of the review of Reynolds' par­
ody), and from this information Shelley decided to write a third 
poem, this one treating the relation between the poetic career of 
Wordsworth and the age in which he lived. Peter Bell the Third 
handles a serious idea in a comic spirit. 

In the "Prologue" Shelley distinguishes the three Peter Bells: 
Reynolds' "antenatal Peter'' is an unfallen innocent ("Like the 
soul before it is/Born from that world into this" [29-30]); Words­
worth's Peter Bell has human moral qualities and must choose 
between good and evil; Shelley's own Peter Bell is, he says, eter­
nally damned. What Shelley means is that Reynolds' poem is all 
in good fun, exposing only innocent foibles; Wordsworth's at­
tempts to draw a moral lesson from human experience; and the 
third Peter Bell is a non-realistic distillation of negative "ideals": 
Shelley intends to show the subversive aspects of society that trap 
essentially good men and endanger their moral well-being. 

The titles of the seven parts of the poem mark the stages of 
Peter's corruption: "Death," "The Devil," "Hell," "Sin," "Grace," 
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"Damnation," "Double Damnation." As the poem be~ins, Words­
worth's Peter Bell has become a Christian of a nonconformist sect: 

His eyes turned up, his mouth turned down; 
His accent caught a nasal twang; 

He oiled his hair; there might be heard 
The grace of God in every word 

Which Peter said or sang. 
(6-10) 

When he grows old and ill, however, his fellow churchmen, like 
Job's "friends," tell him that God has cursed him. He responds 
with an un-Job-like paroxysm of rage that drives everyone else 
out of his room and almost kills him. According to the local gossip, 
the Devil comes down in a cloud from Langdale Pike to carry oft 
Peter, body and soul. What actually happened is revealed in "The 
Devil." 

In Part the Second we are told that the Devil is just "what we 
are," an ordinary man who has so rationalized his behavior that he 
thinks he has been doing right when he has been participating in 
a corrupt society. This particular "Devil" had, 

'Mid the misery and confusion 
Of an unjust war, just made 
A fortune by the gainful trade 
Of giving soldiers rations bad-

(122-25) 

He is a gentleman from Grosvenor Square who came to the Lake 
District "to see what was romantic there." He tells Peter that "he'd 
bring him to the world of fashion/By giving him a situation/In his 
own service" ( 139-41). The parallel between being "in the serv­
ice" of the Devil and that of a London gentleman continues 
through the next part. "Hell," Shelley writes, 

is a city much like London-
A populous and a smoky city; 

There are all sorts of people undone, 
And there is little or no fun done; 

Small justice shown, and still less pity. 
(147-51) 
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Throughout this section Shelley sketches human sins and follies 
with a concise precision unmatched in his poetry outside "The 
Triumph of Life." Parliament, for example, he describes as "a set/ 
Of thieves who by themselves are sent/Similar thieves to repre­
sent" ( 163-65); and he summarizes the activities of the city in 
these words: 

Thrusting, toiling, wailing, moiling, 
Frowning, preaching-such a riot! 

Each with never-ceasing labour, 
Whilst he thinks he cheats his neighbour, 

Cheating his own heart of quiet. 

And this is Hell-and in this smother 
All are damnable and damned; 

Each one damning, damns the other; 
They are damned by one another, 

By none other are they damned. 

'Tis a lie to say, "God damns!" 

Statesmen damn themselves to be 
Cursed; and lawyers damn their souls 

To the auction of a fee; 
Churchmen damn themselves to see 

God's sweet love in burning coals. 
(197-231, passim) 

Finally, after recounting other ways in which men damn them­
selves, Shelley's grim humor turns against himself and his fellow 
idealistic reformers: 

And some few, like we know who, 
Damned-but God alone knows why­

To believe their minds are given 
To make this ugly Hell a Heaven; 

In which faith they live and die. 
(242-46) 

In the next part, ''Sin," Peter serves as "a footman in the Devil's 
service" in Grosvenor Square. Here Peter suddenly shows a flair 
for poetry, for 
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his was individual mind, 
And new created all he saw 

In a new manner, and refined 
Those new creations, and combined 

Them, by a master-spirit's law. 
(303-07) 

But Peter was, from the first, "a kind of moral eunuch"; for he, 
unlike Robert Burns, refused to look for the underlying signifi­
cance of nature. That is, Peter could have looked on Mont Blanc 
or on a field mouse and failed to hear its great voice proclaiming 
that, in the sight of nature and nature's God, all men are equal 
and brothers. Instead, he continued to serve a patron who was a 
"heavy, dull, cold thing,/ . . . A drone too base to have a sting;/ 
Who gluts, and grimes his lazy wing,/ And calls lust, luxury" ( 343-
47). 

In Part the Fifth, "Grace'' comes to Grosvenor Square in the 
person of "a mighty poet-and/ A subtle-souled psychologist," an 
idealized portrait of Coleridge (though with some of the ludi­
crous qualities attributed to him by Peacock in Melincourt and 
Nightmare Abbey).7 When this man's expansive talk inspires 
Peter to think about "the sweet, strange mystery" of unseen things 
beyond the phenomenal world, Peter seems about to emerge 
from his bondage to the Devil. But his doom is sealed in Part the 
Sixth by the hostility of the reviewers, who attack not only Peter's 
poetry but his private life: "Peter seduced Mrs. Foy's daughter,/ 
Then drowned the mother in Ullswater,/The last thing as he went 
to bed"; "Is incest not enough? I And must there be adultery too? I 
Grace after meat?" ( 470-72; 478-80). These lines refer not to at­
tacks on Wordsworth, but rather to those that Shelley had just 
read against himself in a review of Laon and Cythna and Rosalind 
and Helen in The Quarterly Review for April, 1819. In a sense, 
then, Shelley sardonically identifies his own career as a poet with 
that of poor Peter Bell, who, when he is attacked by the critics, 
cries out, 

"What! . . . this is my reward 
For nights of thought, and days of toil? 

Do poets, but to be abhorred 
By men of whom they never heard, 

Consume their spirits' oil?" 
(493-97) 
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Shelley jokingly is warning himself (as Peacock had warned him 
in Nightmare Abbey) not to run off into abstruse German meta­
physics or prose prefaces. Finally, Peter's despair at not :S.nding 
public sympathy when he espoused the popular cause leads him 
unconsciously to compromise his principles. Then .. the Reviews, 
who heaped abuse/On Peter while he wrote for freedom,/ So soon 
as in his song they spy/The folly which soothes tyranny,/Praise 
him, for those who feed 'em" ( 619-23). 

The upshot is that Peter, having in the sixth part suffered the 
.. Damnation" of having his morals corrupted, in Part the Seventh, 
.. Double Damnation," undergoes the second death of having his 
talent evaporate. He becomes .. Dull-oh, so dull-so very dulll" 
that 

His sister, wife, and children yawned, 
With a long, slow, and drear ennui, 

All human patience far beyond; 
Their hopes of Heaven each would have pawned, 

Anywhere else to be. 
(713-17) 

And, as in Book IV of Pope's Dunciad, the chaos of dullness re­
possesses the world from the creative power of genius until 
.. Seven miles above-below-around-/This pest of dulness holds 
its sway" ( 768-69), as all living creatures are driven away or put 
to sleep by the uncreating power. 

Shelley certainly did not think that William Wordsworth had 
arrived at such a pass. In Peter Bell the Third he combined and 
idealized his feelings toward late tendencies in the writings of 
Southey, Coleridge, and Wordsworth (and gossip about Words­
worth's political activities) with chagrin at the reviewers' abuse of 
himself and disappointment at not :S.nding a larger audience for 
his poetry. To protect his self-esteem, Shelley chose two defenses: 
The :S.rst was a sincere contempt for the reviewers, a distrust of 
popularity, and a stated willingness to leave the :S.nal verdict on 
his writings to posterity; the second defense was an increasingly 
ironic attitude toward his own efforts to save the world. 

His self-consciousness shows in the Preface to Prometheus Un­
bound: "Let this opportunity be conceded to me of acknowledg­
ing that I have, what a Scotch philosopher characteristically 
terms, ·a passion for reforming the world.' .. ," 8 Maddalo's 
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worldly-wise experience acts as an antidote for the romantic ideal­
ism of Julian. The growth of Shelley's "urbanity" marks his in­
creased awareness that not even Mary fully appreciated the works 
that he considered both his most important and most successful. 
The wit with which in Peter Bell the Third he treats the slanders 
against his private life-adultery after incest, "grace after meat"­
shows how successfully he could objectify his problems by late 
1819. Later self-portraits in Adonais and in "The Triumph of Life" 
are painted in more somber colors, but Shelley never again lost 
the power to distance himself from those portraits, and they be­
come integral to the works of art in which they are embodied. 

The verse "Letter to Maria Gisbome" 9 was written July, 1820, 
while the Gisbornes were in England and the Shelleys were stay­
ing in their house at Leghorn. The easy pentameter couplets of 
the "Letter" show both Shelley's facility at poetizing everyday ob­
jects and events and his power to link the trivial to the cosmic. 
Most memorable are the thumbnail sketches of Godwin, Cole­
ridge, Hunt, Hogg, Peacock, and Horace Smith ( 196-250 )-intel­
lectual companions who could, if they wished, form the nucleus of 
the ideal society he envisioned. Even in such heartfelt wishes, 
however, Shelley's wit does not abandon him, and "Letter to Ma­
ria Cis borne" is one of his least pretentious and, at the same time, 
one of his most pleasing poems. Familiar in tone, loose in struc­
ture, and clear and simple in diction, it has all the charm of gen­
teel conversation; and it appeals to those who appreciate the role 
of decorum and civility in both poetry and social relations. 

In "The Sensitive Plant," written earlier in 1820 and published 
with Prometheus Unbound, Shelley had used something of the 
same urbane tone. The poem takes the form of a fable. Man (not 
Shelley personally) is cast in the role of a "sensitive plant" a kind 
of mimosa so named because it responds to touch. The world of 
nature is the garden in which the sensitive plant finds itself. Earl 
R. Wasserman, in a brilliant analysis of Shelley's poem,I0 has 
pointed out that all the other flowers mentioned in the poem­
snowdrop, violet, windflower (anemone), tulip, narcissus, lily of 
the valley, hyacinth, rose-are perennials, whereas the sensitive 
plant is an annual. This distinction partially explains why in Part I 
the sensitive plant is called "companionless"; man is seen as sepa­
rated from other natural creatures, and here (contrary to the doc­
trine in Queen Mab) the fable presumes that this isolation results 
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from his inherent qualities and not because he has fallen from a 
pre-existent harmony. 

In Part I of the poem, the sensitive plant and the other flowers 
are harmonized by a spirit generated as "the Spring arose on the 
garden fair,/ Like the Spirit of Love felt everywhere" (I. 5-6). 
The garden was an "undefiled Paradise" ( 1.58) where the flowers 
"shone smiling to Heaven, and every one/Shared joy in the light 
of the gentle sun" ( 1.64-65). Springtime is the age of innocence, 
before the differences between man and other creatures become 
paramount. But even at this stage of life, 

the Sensitive Plant which could give small fruit 
Of the love which it felt from the leaf to the root, 
Received more than all, it loved more than ever, 
Where none wanted [lacked] but it, could belong to the giver,-

For the Sensitive Plant has no bright Hower; 
Radiance and odour are not its dower; 
It loves, even like Love, its deep heart is full, 
It desires what it has not, the Beautiful! 

(1.70-77) 

Shelley follows Socrates' discussion of love in Plato's Symposium. 
Shelley's translation of "The Banquet" (Symposium) of Plato may 
be represented by the following quotation from Socrates' dialogue 
with Agathon: "'Love, therefore, and every thing else that desires 
anything, desires that which is absent and beyond his reach, that 
which it has not, that which is not itself, that which it wants; such 
are the things of which there are desire and love.' " 11 

Using the Platonic myth in his fable, Shelley attributes love to 
man rather than to other natural creatures. Man alone is unful­
filled within the natural sphere; he appreciates the beauty of natu­
ral creation, but cannot contribute to it. On the other hand, at the 
end of the day when all "the beasts, and the birds, and the insects 
were drowned/In an ocean of dreams without a sound" (1.102-
03), the sensitive plant heard "the sweet nightingale," "And 
snatches of its Elysian chant/Were mixed with the dreams of the 
Sensitive Plant . . ." ( 1.108-09). 

Part First, then, portrays the human mind in its springtime 
when man feels in harmony with nature but distinct from it. Part 
Second recounts the entry into this garden of a "Power" who "to 
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the flowers ... /Was as God is to the starry scheme" (II.3-4). 
This beautiful lady who tends the garden "had no companion of 
mortal race," but she, too, had sweet dreams, "less slumber than 
Paradise." This Lady, an earthly manifestation of the ideal, is 
more a Panthea than an Asia. She is "an Eve in this Eden" (II.2), 
a metaphor that conveys the Lady's limitations as well as her 
grace. Although she tends the garden ("that sublunar Heaven"), 
carrying away "all killing insects and gnawing worms," she her­
self, like all sublunar things, seems to be subject to mutability. At 
the end of Part Second, "she died." 

In Part Third, first autumn and then winter come; blossoms and 
leaves fall, stalks wither, and weeds and parasites overrun the gar­
den. By the next spring, "the Sensitive Plant was a leafless wreck," 
while "the mandrakes, and toadstools, and docks, and darnels,/ 
Rose like the dead from their ruined charnels," like the perennials 
they were. Thus ends the narrative part of the fable, though we 
can presume that the rose, lily, and other perennial flowers also 
bloomed again. Tacked onto this tale is a "Conclusion" that, as 
Wasserman has pointed out, seems to be a non sequitur; the Poet, 
in spite of the evidence of his senses, "cannot say" whether the 
sensitive plant or the spirit within it "felt this change" or whether 
the "Lady's gentle mind" "found sadness, where it left delight." 

In this world of illusion and ignorance, continues the Poet, we 
may adopt a modest yet comforting belief that things are not 
what they seem, that we in the realm of decay and mutability 
have changed, not the Lady and the sensitive plant. Shelley sug­
gests, then, that because the five senses and human reason are 
limited and fallible, the truth is beyond human apprehension or 
understanding: 

For love, and beauty, and delight, 
There is no death nor change: their might 
Exceeds our organs, which endure 
No light, being themselves obscure. 

The symbolic pattern relating the flowers of the "sublunar 
Heaven" to the stars beyond earthly limitations gives coherence to 
the poem, subtly preparing the reader for the Conclusion, which 
is not "logically" but psychologically inevitable. 
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Shelley's Humean skepticism-the belief that man's knowledge 
was at best fragmentary-protected his hopes that, in the universe 
as a whole (if not within the limited range of his own experi­
ence), good was stronger than evil. Within the phenomenal 
world, the good and the beautiful were so transitory that they 
seemed unable to sustain human aspirations. The "modest creed" 
expressed at the end of "The Sensitive Plant" is Shelley's declara­
tion that he is unwilling to accept as final the verdict of limited 
human senses and fallible human reason and that he intends to be 
guided by the premise that the Good and the Beautiful are ulti­
mately True as well. 

V .. On Life" 
The skeptical position is stated clearly and strongly in "On 

Life," an essay drafted in the same notebook as "A Philosophical 
View of Reform." In this brief fragment Shelley praises the "intel­
lectual system" set forth in Sir William Drummond's Academical 
Questions ( 1805). But even Drummond's skeptical way of looking 
at experience does not offer solutions, for Shelley writes that "it 
establishes no new truth, it gives us no additional insight into our 
hidden nature, neither its action nor itself. Philosophy, impatient 
as it may be to build, has much work yet remaining. . . . it de­
stroys error, and the roots of error. It leaves, what is too often the 
duty of the reformer in political and ethical questions to leave, a 
vacancy. It reduces the mind to that freedom in which it would 
have acted, but for the misuse of words and signs, the instruments 
ofits own creation" (Julian, VI, 195). 

Shelley asserts the primacy of the human mind over all flags, 
idols, and philosophical systems, which he declares to be merely 
instruments created by that mind. In "Mont Blanc," the voice of 
nature had taught the adverting mind that all systems seem 
equally limited in the face of the deep truth; in "On Life," Shelley 
asserts the superiority of experience over explanations of that ex­
perience. There is no contradiction in saying that human experi­
ence is both the ground of all philosophical and religious concepts 
and that human experience is untrustworthy as a final arbiter of 
what is true because Shelley is not trying to substitute a system of 
his own for other systems. He says that the "relations of things, 
remain unchanged, by whatever system"; and he includes in his 
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definition of things "any object of thought"-both so-called exter­
nal objects and ideas, when ideas become objects of other 
thoughts. 

Ultimately, then, Shelley finds experience partial and self­
contradictory, but he finds all human systems and explanations of 
experience limited and unable to account even for all experience. 
When a man assumes that his system is "true," he enslaves his 
mind to an arbitrary selection from the data of experience. Sys­
tems are at best, therefore, pragmatic constructs that come to 
terms with the most troublesome data of experience; and, when 
circumstances change, men must be willing to revise these 
schemes in the light of the new conditions. 

VI Swell£oot and "The Witch of Atlai' 
Two other long poems of this period, CEdipus Tyrannus; or 

Swellfoot the Tyrant and "The Witch of Atlas," show clearly how 
Shelley separated his attempts to reach a mass audience from the 
products of his idealizing imagination. Swellfoot the Tyrant was 
inspired by a scandal in the British royal family and by a chorus 
of grunting pigs whose noise outside Shelley's summer residence 
at the Baths of San Giuliano (near Pisa) disturbed his recitation 
on August 24, 1820, of one of his odes. The subject is the divorce 
trial of "Queen" Caroline, the ugly German princess who was 
married to the Prince of Wales in 1795, who had one daughter 
(the Princess Charlotte of Shelley's prose address), and who had 
gone her own way after the Prince (George IV to be) had re­
turned to the arms of Mrs. Fitzherbert, his mistress. From 1814 
onward, Princess Caroline had wandered about France and Italy; 
but, when in 1820 old George III died and the Prince Regent 
prepared for his coronation, his wife returned to England to claim 
her rights as queen. At this time, George began divorce proceed­
ings on the grounds of adultery, a charge contested not only by 
Caroline herself but by the English Whigs, who saw another op­
portunity to discredit the reactionary monarch and his Tory 
supporters. Castlereagh, the Foreign Secretary, appointed the so­
called "Milan Commission" to gather evidence against the would­
bequeenP 

Shelley's satire was published anonymously by J. Johnson, 
Cheapside; after a few copies had been sold, the remainder of the 
edition was suppressed on the threat of prosecution brought by a 
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member of the Society for the Suppression of Vice.13 The plot of 
the two-act burlesque is too slight to dwell on, but the modem 
reader can profit from knowing that the various characters are 
meant to represent certain celebrities. Swellfoot is, of course, 
George IV; Iona Taurina, Queen Caroline; "the Swinish Multi­
tude," the English people; and the Minotaur (as he identifies him­
self), John Bull. Mammon is Lord Liverpool, the Prime Minister 
at the time; Purganax is a Greek-root translation of Castlereagh; 
Dakry (from Greek dakru, a tear) is Lord Eldon, the Lord Chan­
cellor;14 Laoctonos (Greek for "people killer") is the Duke of 
Wellington; the Leech, the Gadfly, and the Rat have been identi­
fied with the Vice-Chancellor Sir John Leach, William Cooke, and 
Lieutenant-Colonel Browne, respectively, all members of the 
Milan Commission;15 Moses, the Sow-gelder, is Thomas Malthus, 
whose advocacy of birth control as a substitute for political re­
form was an anathema to Shelley and other reformers. The identi­
fications of Solomon, the Porkman, and Zephaniah, the Pig­
butcher, are less clear; since Moses, Solomon, and Zephaniah are 
all said to be Jews, David Ricardo and Nathan Meyer Rothschild 
might be intended-Ricardo, because Shelley distrusted his eco­
nomic theories, and Rothschild, as a symbol of the new financial 
aristocracy that Shelley attacks in "A Philosophical View of Re­
form." 

"The Witch of Atlas," written at the Baths of San Giuliano 
August 14-16, 1820, represents the opposite extreme of Shelley's 
art from "The Mask of Anarchy," but it shares the urbane tone of 
other poems of 1820 like "Letter to Maria Gisbome" and Swell­
foot, and it shares with Peter Bell the Third certain reactions to 
Wordsworth's Peter Bell.16 "The Witch" differs from all these, 
however, by returning to the mythopoeic mode of Prometheus 
Unbound. An examination of "To a Skylark" and "The Cloud" 
(two poems written earlier in 1820 and published with Prome­
theus) may serve as introductory to a consideration of "The 
Witch of Atlas." 

"To a Skylark" has three main parts: in lines 1-30 the skylark (a 
bird that sings loudly while Hying straight up in the air, often until 
it is lost to view in a haze or bright sunlight) is addressed as 
something more than a bird-"an unbodied joy" or "a star of 
Heaven," its song keen as the rays of that "silver sphere," the 
morning star. In the second part ( 31-60) the Poet, asserting that 
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"we know not" what the symbolic bird is, tries to find the closest 
sublunar equivalent. He compares it in tum with poet, high-hom 
maiden, glow-worm, rose, and showers-in short, he moves from 
human life through lower animal, vegetable, and mineral crea­
tion. 

This inverse order of comparison suggests again the unanswer­
ability of the question and leads to the final section, in which the 
Poet ceases his questioning and accepts the value of the imagina­
tive inspiration represented by the bird. "Teach us, Sprite or Bird" 
(whichever you are), the source of your inspiration: "What ob­
jects are the fountains/Of thy happy strain?/ ... What love of 
thine own kind? what ignorance of pain?" We men "look before 
and after,/ And pine for what is not: . . . I Our sweetest songs 
are those that tell of saddest thought." Coleridge in "Kubla Khan" 
had promised that, could he revive within himself the "symphony 
and song" of his earlier visions, he would write poetry so powerful 
that men would be afraid of him; Shelley does not believe that 
poetic inspiration would separate him from other men but would 
attract them: "The world should listen then-as I am listening 
now." 

A similar analogy underlies "The Cloud." At the first level, the 
poem presents a mythopoeic autobiography of a cloud. But for 
Shelley the cloud was an analogue of the human mind, and in this 
poem the unstated comparison is with the life-cycle of the human 
soul. Each stanza portrays an individual state of a cloud according 
to the best meteorology of Shelley's day;17 and, at the same time, 
the interrelations between the cloud and other symbolic elements 
express various conditions of the human spirit. For example, the 
interaction between sun and cloud in the third stanza occurs at 
sunrise and sunset, when the sun's rays are most refracted and 
distorted, indicating that the human mind is illuminated only 
partially and imperfectly by the light of divine creativity. In the 
next stanza the moon (of reason) opens gaps in the cloud that 
enable the earth to see the stars (the spirits of the noble dead) 
and permit the mortal medium of water to reflect the moon and 
stars. 

The fifth stanza alludes, once again, to the cloud's characteristic 
distorting and blotting of heavenly bodies from sublunar view. 
The cloud's "triumphal arch" is the "million-coloured" rainbow, 
which figures in several poems as the sign of limited and distorted 
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earthly knowledge. In the end, the cloud declares itself a "daugh­
ter of Earth and Water" but a "nursling of the Sky": that is, the 
mind is fundamentally sublunar and limited but has been inspired 
by divine creative energy. When the cloud further says, "I change, 
but I cannot die," Shelley portrays through myth both the perpet­
uation of imaginative creativity and the persistent limitations of 
all sublunar manifestations of that divine energy. 

The Witch of Atlas presents a somewhat more exalted parent­
age than the cloud: a daughter of the Sun and "one of the Atlan­
tides," she was born in that idyllic age before "incestuous Change" 
had given birth to the "cruel Twins . . . Error and Truth," who 
destroyed all myths and fables. The pre-scientific, pre-literal age 
of her birth frees the Witch from being judged by rules of prob­
ability or by the manners of any historical age. She is purely 
mythopoeic, an experiment in a kind of poetry that, Shelley says 
in his "Defence of Poetry," is found only infrequently: "Few poets 
of the highest class have chosen to exhibit the beauty of their 
conceptions in its naked truth and splendour; and it is doubtful 
whether the alloy of costume, habit, &c., be not necessary to 
temper this planetary music for mortal ears." 18 

The Witch herself is a sublunar embodiment of the ideal. At her 
birth, the animals and nature deities came to worship her. "Uni­
versal Pan'' himself "passed out of his everlasting lair/Where the 
quick heart of the great world doth pant" (117-18) to encounter 
the Witch, who seemed to be of similar power but more divine 
than this supreme spirit of nature. The lady was beautiful, and her 
beauty seemed to eclipse the beauties of the natural world­
"everything beside/Seemed like the fleeting image of a shade" 
{138-39). When the lady knew her power, she wove a veil from 
mist, light, and starbeams that shaded "the splendour of her love" 
from earthly creatures. Her cavern was stored with sounds, vi­
sions, odors, and "liquors clear and sweet" (stanzas xiv-xvii )-in 
short, things appealing to each of the senses except touch, the 
most mundane-as well as with scrolls that taught how "men . . • 
might win that happy age/Too lightly lost, redeeming native 
vice" ( 188-89). She possessed the qualities and knowledge that 
could lift men out of their inert slavery to surrounding impres­
sions by making them desire a better life and by showing them 
the means to attain it. The "wizard maid" refused to associate 
with the nature deities because they were subject to time and mu-
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tability, whereas she was immortal. Instead, she sat aloof, study­
ing ancient writings and adding to them new poetic effects 
{249-56). 

The Witch's one outlet from her self-contained existence was a 
boat (of uncertain origin but associated with Venus or her child, 
Love), which moved by means of its internal '1iving spirit." Into 
the boat she put a hermaphrodite that she had created by knead­
ing "fire and snow." This self-contained creature embodied a rec­
onciliation of opposites such as Coleridge in Biographia Literaria 
{ 1817) had said lay at the heart offoetry: it combined the ideals 
of male and female beauty (that o Hermes and Aphrodite) that 
appears in Aristophanes' myth of the androgyne (in Plato's Sym­
posium), in Ovid's Metamorphoses, and frequently in sculptures 
of the Italian Renaissance. The hermaphrodite, in short, repre­
sents that perfected creation that lacks nothing and, therefore, 
has no need for love, no reason to seek the good or the beautiful 
outside itself. 

By developing this myth, Shelley affirms once again his belief in 
the existence-or at least the possibility-of a Spirit of Intellectual 
Beauty. But in "The Witch of Atlas" he implies no sense of per­
sonal relationship with this spirit. Such a spirit could redeem hu­
man life, but the Witch of Atlas, for all her beauty, does far less: 
She plays pranks; she toys with both nature and man. This poem, 
in spite of the grace and li?:htness of its ottava rima stanzas, is 
{when set in the context of Shelley's thought and art) ironic in the 
root meaning of the word "irony." The poet and his readers, being 
human, can understand the full implications of the goddess' fun 
and games, but she cannot. As she floats down the Nile, she can 
mingle with the dreams of human souls, a power denied to man­
created deities like Aurora, Venus, and Proserpine; but she "doth 
not know its value yet" ( 584). 

Shelley's myth includes, however, an intimation of change in 
the attitude of the Witch: "'Tis said in after times her spirit free/ 
Knew what love was, and felt itself alone-" ( 585-86). She could 
give the most beautiful souls-like the Youth in Alastor or Rous­
seau in "The Triumph of Life"-"strange panacea in a crystal 
bowl" which caused them to live "as if some control,/Mightier 
than life, were in them" so that they welcomed death. It was in 
her power to foil evil plans, causing soldiers, for example, to beat 
"their swords to ploughshares." But she did not end war or pursue 
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any consistent plan of reform; having absolute power over evil, 
she was content to toy with it like a cat with a mouse or a child 
with a butterfly, catching it and letting it go as her mood changed. 

The tone of "The Witch of Atlas" is, on the surface, playful 
throughout. In the dedicatory stanzas "To Mary," Shelley de­
mands freedom for himself to vacation from his poetry of high 
seriousness and to play like a kitten or act the part of an ephemera 
("silken-winged fly") instead of a swan. Stanza iii of the dedica­
tion alludes to The Revolt of Islam, which Shelley had dedicated 
to Mary in high seriousness only three years before, only to have it 
smothered beneath a wave of hostile criticism; now, overcome by 
the sense of the untimely death of that "winged Vision," Shelley 
asks that he not be deluded by more false hopes: "0, let me not 
believe/That anything of mine is fit to live!" 

The final three stanzas of the dedication compare the Witch of 
Atlas to Wordsworth's Peter Bell, and Shelley declares that, 
though his Witch "is not so sweet a creature/ As Ruth or Lucy" of 
Wordsworth's earlier poems, she surpasses Peter. For Peter, whom 
Wordsworth sets up as an ethical example, is the product of a 
narrow, dogmatic morality rather than a truly imaginative one. If 
the reader unveils Shelley's Witch, he will fall in love with her to 
the extent that love "becomes idolatry" (though whether this con­
stitutes a sin or not, Shelley refuses to say). Shelley, then, sees the 
Witch-this infusion of the divine spirit into the sublunar realm of 
nature and mankind-as an ideal, completely beautiful to mortal 
eyes. 

But he sees her at the same time as potentially dangerous be­
cause she is beyond human good and evil. She at once frees man 
from his narrow categories and betrays him into desires and ex­
pectations too great for fulfillment within the world he inhabits­
desires and expectations which she, as an immortal, cannot feel 
and for which she takes no responsibility. Shelley in this poem 
stands back from his beau ideal to make clear that mortal eyes 
may not gaze upon the immortal with impunity. Yet he has not 
allowed his perspective as a limited human being to distort his 
appreciation of the beau ideal that his imagination conceives. In 
"To Autumn'' Keats embodied his acceptance of man's nature and 
destiny as he conceived it- merely a natural creature among other 
creatures; Shelley in like manner in "The Witch of Atlas" demon­
strates his acceptance of a quite different view of human life. 
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Were man merely a child of nature, Shelley would not even rec­
ognize a problem; animals and flowers do not curse their destiny. 
Man's vision of the ideal is what makes his life difficult, and that 
vision itself rather than the natural cycle is, in a sense, the villain. 

In "The Witch" Shelley accepts the ideal as a good in itself 
without dwelling on (though he alludes to) the implications that 
its relation to the world holds for men. "The Witch of Atlas" 
marks the maturity of Shelley's vision. From this serious holiday, 
he could return to the central human dilemma without self-pity 
and embody in art his answer to the problem facing limited men 
who can conceive illimitable ideals: This answer was that man 
can best fulfill himself through his experience of great art. 



CHAPTER 7 

Built Beyond the Grave 

ON October 20, 1820, Shelley accompanied Claire Clairmont to 
Florence, where it had been arranged that she should live 

in the home of Dr. Bojti, one of the physicians to the Grand Duke 
of Tuscany. Shelley returned to the Baths of San Giuliano (near 
Pisa) on October 22, but three days later heavy rains caused 
flooding there; the household, now including Shelley's cousin 
Thomas Medwin, evacuated by boat and returned to Pisa, where 
they rented a palazzo along the Amo. Medwin's account of Shel­
ley's intellectual habits of 1820-22 gives valuable testimony, cor­
roborated in the poet's letters, that Shelley studied the supremely 
great artists in each literature and thereby chose for himself the 
finest literary models of the Western world. Shelley gave Medwin 
a list of books that belong in a well-chosen library, naming the 
Bible, "the Greek plays," English Renaissance drama, and the 
works of Plato, Bacon, Shakespeare, Milton, Goethe, Schiller, 
Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Machiavelli, Guicciardini, and Cal­
deron. 

I "A Defence of Poetry" 
Shelley's view of the importance of creative artists in the history 

of civilization is set forth in his finest prose work, "A Defence of 
Poetry," which he wrote during February and March, 1821, as an 
answer to "The Four Ages of Poetry," Peacock's brilliant satirical 
essay that had appeared in the single issue of Oilier's Literary 
Miscellany (1820).1 According to Peacock, poetry passes through 
four ages analogous to the ages of man: an age of iron, in which 
all is crude and untutored (the period of folk-ballads and ro­
mances, primitive and Medieval); an age of gold, in which the 
natural genius is full blown in the larger epic and tragic forms 
(fifth-century Athens and Renaissance Europe); a silver age, in 
which the luxuriant growth of the imagination is pruned and 
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given rules (the times of Virgil and Lucretius, of Dryden and 
Pope); and an age of bronze, in which poetry returns to an artifi­
cial simplicity, a second childhood of senility (the declining Clas­
sical period and, in England, the current age of Wordsworth, 
Scott, Byron, et al.). Peacock declared that, as civilization and 
science increased, the role of poetry became smaller and smaller 
until literature became a waste of time for intelligent men, who 
could be devoting themselves to the natural or social sciences. 
This attack provoked Shelley to state his mature view of the role 
of poetry in the life of the individual and of society. 

In the opening paragraph of the "Defence," Shelley distin­
guishes between reason, the analytic operation of the human 
mind, and imagination, the synthetic process; reason enumerates 
known quantities, while imagination combines and perceives the 
value of these quantities. Next, Shelley says that "poetry, in a gen­
eral sense," is "the expression of the imagination" (italics added). 
Because all aspects of human civilization derive from the opera­
tion of the imagination, "language, colour, form, and religious and 
civil habits of action ... may be called poetry by that figure of 
speech which considers the effect as a synonyme of the cause. But 
poetry in a more restricted sense expresses those arrangements of 
language, and especially metrical language, which are created by 
[the imaginationj .... And this springs from the nature itself of 
language, which is a more direct representation of the actions and 
passions of our internal being, and . . . is more plastic and obe­
dient to the control of that faculty of which it is the creation" 
(Paragraph 5, italics added). In the other arts and in religious or 
civil institutions, the imagination encounters arbitrary obstacles 
that "interpose between conception and expression." 

Shelley says clearly that the only art that can be called poetry 
consists of imaginative "arrangements of language, and especially 
metrical language." Even when he calls Plato and Bacon poets, he 
does so on the basis of the qualities in their language; and, to 
make this irreplaceable criterion clearer, he states: "All the au­
thors of revolutions in opinion are not necessarily poets as they are 
inventors, nor even as their words unveil the permanent analogy 
of things by images . . . ; but as their periods are harmonious 
and rhythmical, and contain in themselves the elements of 
verse . . ." (Paragraph 8, italics added). 

Peacock and Shelley agreed, then, that poetry and other prod-
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ucts of the imagination (scientific thought, political theory) com­
pete for the imaginative energy of the human mind. Shelley, 
however, wished to justify poetry as the highest and most useful 
expression of the imagination. He began to do so by saying that 
language, the arbitrary product of the imagination, can give ex­
pression to it more directly and faithfully than can materials pro­
duced by nature (the sculptor's stone, the scientist's chemicals, 
the economist's crops and people). 

Having defined "poetry" in the first ten paragraphs, Shelley 
turns in paragraphs eleven to thirty-one to show, through a chron­
ological study of the relations between literature and society, that 
"Poetry is ever found to coexist with whatever other arts contrib­
ute to the happiness and perfection of man" (Paragraph 14). 
There is an especially close relationship between drama ("poetry 
in its most perfect and universal form" [Paragraph 16] ) and the 
morality of a society. Epic poetry, on the other hand, though not 
so accurate an index of the current moral health of a society as the 
drama, indicates the relation of a society's past to its future. The 
epics of Homer, Dante, and Milton "bore a defined and intelli­
gible relation to the knowledge and sentiment and religion and 
political conditions of the age in which [each poet] lived, and of 
the ages which followed it'' (Paragraph 28). Thus Homer paved 
the way for Greek greatness by embodying in his epics all the best 
elements of the heroic age; Dante linked the best of Medieval 
religion and the courtly love tradition with the Renaissance and 
Reformation; and Milton, knowingly or unconsciously, pioneered 
the Enlightenment by his questioning of old dogmas, while pre­
serving the imaginative heritage of the Classical and Christian 
traditions.2 

In paragraphs 32-42 Shelley argues against Peacock's standard 
of "utility." He agrees that pleasure is the measure of good, but 
declares (as John Stuart Mill was later to do) that there are two 
different kinds of pleasure, one based solely on the "wants of our 
animal nature" and the other, "durable, universal and permanent," 
that, though "difficult to define," is found "often wholly unal­
loyed" in such forms as "the delight of love and friendship, the 
ecstasy of the admiration of nature, the joy of the perception and 
still more of the creation of poetry . . ." (Paragraphs 32, 34). 
Poetry can give a man pleasure within his narrow sphere of time 
and place as "it creates anew the universe, after it has been anni-
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hilated in our minds by the recurrence of impressions blunted by 
reiteration" and it can also defeat "the curse which binds us to be 
subjected to the accident of surrounding impressions" (Paragraph 
42). 

Paragraphs 43-45 take up a subject that has been raised earlier 
-the nature of the poet. Here Shelley asserts that the best poets 
have been the best men, though they, too, have had weak mo­
ments. Whenever the involuntary creative inspiration fails, poets, 
who are more familiar with high points of pleasure than other 
men, frequently pursue pleasure in forms that prove to be illusory. 

Shelley concludes with a promise to write a defense of the po­
etry of his own age. Since poetic inspiration is involuntary, even 
those poets (like Wordsworth) who may consciously support the 
side of reaction are allies in the struggle for liberty: "it is less their 
spirit than the spirit of the age" (Paragraph 48). In the context of 
the upsurge of liberty that he had discussed in "A Philosophical 
View of Reform," Shelley can repeat his assertion that "Poets are 
the unacknowledged legislators of the world." From the utter­
ances of the poet who is closely attuned to his own inner creative 
universe, the world gets a picture of the new religious, political, 
and social order that is both the natural consequence of past his­
tory and the unuttered desire of the people. 

"A Defence of Poetry" is the natural outgrowth of Shelley"s 
thinking during the period of Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci, 
and the miscellaneous poems of 1819-20. Poetry by its beauty en­
genders human love (which is defined as "a going out of our own 
nature, and an identification of ourselves with the beautiful which 
exists in thought, action, or person, not our own" ["Defence," 
Paragraph 13] ); and poetry is seen as the highest product of hu­
man endeavor, producing unalloyed, virtuous pleasure both in its 
creation and in its appreciation. Whereas Shelley earlier had set as 
his goal some specific amelioration in human history (improve­
ment of conditions in Ireland, or reform of Parliament) or a rela­
tionship of mutual love and understanding with one or more fel­
low human beings ( Hogg, Harriet Westbrook, Mary Godwin), he 
from this time forward had his mind clearly set on the distinction 
between the inalienable limitations of the phenomenal world and 
the potentialities for perfection in the realm of poetry, which 
"makes us the inhabitants of a world to which the familiar world 
is a chaos" ("Defence," Paragraph 42). We should keep this de-
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velopment in mind when reading Epipsychidion, one of Shelley's 
best but most misunderstood poems. 

II Epipsychidion 
On November 29, 1820, Claire and Mary were introduced to 

Teresa Viviani,3 daughter of the Governor of Pisa; Teresa was 
confined in a girls' school at the Convent of St. Anna until her 
father could arrange for her marriage. Mary, Claire, and Shelley 
all visited and corresponded regularly with the nineteen-year­
old girl from the time of this first introduction until her marriage 
ten months later; for Teresa's intelligence and the seeming neglect 
by her parents won their sympathy. 

Teresa's plight stirred Shelley's imagination and inspired him to 
idealize her as "Emily" in Epipsychidion. Shelley composed the 
poem in late January and early February, 1821. On February 16 
he sent it to Oilier, specifying that it was "to be published simply 
for the esoteric few . . . in the simplest form, and merely one 
hundred copies." 4 It appeared-anonymously as Shelley had re-
quested-during the summer of 1821. · 

The ultimate subject of the poem is suggested by its title, «epi­
psychidion" being a Greek word of Shelley's coinage that means, 
roughly, "externalized little soul." The poem explores the origin, 
nature, and function of the central core of meaning and value 
within the human psyche. In his essay "On Love" Shelley had 
described this epipsyche clearly and exactly: "We dimly see 
within our intellectual nature a miniature as it were of our entire 
self, yet deprived of all that we condemn or despise, the ideal 
prototype of every thing excellent or lovely that we are capable of 
conceiving as belonging to the nature of man." This is the beau 
ideal whose origin Shelley had described in his Preface to Alastor. 
The imaginative individual creates from the external impressions 
of natural beauty and human civilization an ideal of perfection 
within himself and then seeks to find its embodiment in the exter­
nal world; if he is sensitive and if his ideal is worthy of the name, 
its quality exceeds anything in the external phenomenal world 
and all his attempts at sustained relationship with it during hu­
man life are doomed. 

Shelley's mythmaking poems like "To a Skylark" and "The 
Witch of Atlas" had, however, stimulated another train of 
thought: If the .beau ideal was the internal manifestation of the 
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human imagination, its ideal antitype in the external world must 
also be a product of that same imagination. Because the external 
objectification of this inner ideal was poetry itself, the most nearly 
direct expression of the imagination, poetry must be the most 
worthy object of human love. 

Epipsychidion has three major movements, followed by the 
Poet's short address to his poem. The first ( 1-189), corresponding 
to the protasis of a drama, identifies the "characters" and defines 
the terms. This division, in tum, contains some sections addressed 
to "Emily" and some to a "Stranger," the reader of the poem. 
Emily is a woman idealized (as was the skylark) beyond her ac­
tual nature into a portrait of the antitype for which the beau ideal 
within the Poet is seeking. The first line invokes her as a "Spirit" 
that is "Sister" of the Poet's "orphan [spirit]." She becomes, suc­
cessively, a "poor captive bird," "high, spirit-winged Heart," 
and "seraph of Heaven! too gentle to be human"; in these and 
other metaphors the Poet invokes her aid in bringing his poem to 
perfection: "I pray thee that thou blot from this sad song/ All of 
its much mortality and wrong." 

This purifying of the poem is to be achieved, curiously, through 
the tears ("those clear drops") of Emily, who will weep "till sor­
row becomes ecstasy:/Then smile on Lthis sad song], so that it 
may not die" ( 35-40). Shelley seems to be saying in this forty-line 
invocation that Emily's sorrow is necessary to the perfection of his 
poem, as he has said earlier that the poem will be the fulfillment 
of her desire: "This song shall be thy rose: its petals pale/ Are 
dead, indeed, my adored Nightingale!/But soft and fragrant is the 
faded blossom,/ And it has no thorn left to wound thy bosom" 
(9-12). The "thorns of life" mentioned in "Ode to the West 
Wind" are absent from art, which, though "dead," has been puri­
fied of "all we condemn or despise." The "seraph of Heaven" does 
not appear before the Poet in her unearthly brightness, but rather, 
has veiled "beneath that radiant form of Woman" all that mortal­
ity is unable to bear, and even this "veiled Glory" ( 26) is further 
obscured by the Poet's "dim words," though they "flash, lightning­
like, with unaccustomed glow" ( 33-34). 

The intricate relationships here expressed between life and the 
Ideal, on the one hand, and life and poetry, on the other, are 
somewhat as follows: when the Ideal is projected into life, it is 
inevitably veiled and distorted; "becoming" thus turns the Ideal 
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itself into a prisoner beating its "unfeeling bars with vain endeav­
our" and, hence, an occasion for sorrow and weeping. The poem 
preserves the beauty of life while removing the sorrows (the 
thorns), but it lacks the vitality that characterizes both the crea­
tive Ideal and its living human projection. Thus the human being 
and the poem possess (in limited measure) the complementary 
attributes of ideal perfection-vitality and immutable, perfect 
form. 

In the subsequent passage the Poet declares that he loves Emily 
because she embodies "youth's vision thus made perfect." He goes 
on to compare her, once again in a number of metaphors, to "a 
well," "a Star," "a Solitude, a Refuge, a Delight"; but he must 
finally admit the limits of human poetic powers: "I measure/The 
world of fancies, seeking one like thee,/ And find-alas! mine own 
infirmity" ( 69-71). To recapitulate: Emily is a mortal embodi­
ment of the immortal Ideal, but the very act of embodying implies 
a limitation which is paralleled by an equivalent limitation of po­
etic expression; neither the person nor the poem fully expresses 
the vision that inspires it. 

The opening seventy-one lines were addressed to Emily's spirit, 
but the Poet addresses his next verse paragraph to his unknown 
reader ("She met me, Stranger, upon life's rough way"), telling 
how the ideal vision lured him toward Death as Day lures Night 
and Spring lures Winter; she who possessed "light, life, peace" 
attracted him, who lacked these things, inspiring in him eros, love 
for the good and beautiful absent from self or, as Shelley was later 
to characterize it, 

The desire of the moth for the star, 
Of the night for the morrow, 

The devotion to something afar 
From the sphere of our sorrow. 

( OSA, p. 645) 

Such love, which kills "the sense with passion" and is "too deep/ 
For the brief fathom-line of thought or sense," is not lust but the 
pursuit of Beauty far more universal than fleshly beauty. 

If his spirit had worshipped Emily's spirit either before birth or 
after death, says the Poet, people would not misinterpret the rela­
tionship (as they now do), but he determines not to remain silent 
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but to "beacon the rocks on which high hearts are wrecked." Lines 
147-59 argue for free love, but love as it has already been defined 
-a pursuit of the Ideal, something too deep for either "thought or 
sense." This "true Love" differs from materials like "gold and clay" 
because it can multiply itself and because to divide it among 
many is not to diminish anyone's share in it. Mind differs from "its 
object" (that which it contemplates), and good differs from evil 
in this respect: "If you divide pleasure and love and thought,/ 
Each part exceeds the whole," and "this truth" is what gives hope 
to those who work to repair the ravaged garden of "this world of 
life" ( 17 4-89) . 

The second major movement of Epipsychidion ( 190-387) is the 
Poet's idealized autobiography. First ( 190-216) he discusses his 
early youth, when vague intimations of the Ideal were shaped by 
the records of past human achievements ("whatever checks that 
Storm/Which with the shattered present chokes the past" [211-
12]) and by "that best philosophy" which makes "our life" ("this 
cold common hell") a fate "as glorious as a fiery martyrdom" 
(213-15). In plain language, the Poet says that the "best philoso­
phy" is one that looks on human sufferings as meaningful rather 
than meaningless; that is, the "best philosophy" is the philosophy 
of Julian rather than Maddalo, hope rather than despair. 

In the second-and most important-paragraph of the second 
movement (217-66), the Poet recounts (as he did in "Hymn to 
Intellectual Beauty" and in the Dedication to The Revolt of Is~ 
lam) how his moral nature sprang suddenly into being. But here 
he makes clear that what occurred was not simply moral but per­
sonal as well; what sprang forth was not simply the Poet's ethical 
nature but his very ego: "Then, from the caverns of my dreamy 
youth/I sprang" (217-18, italics added). The vision of the Ideal 
was "the lodestar of my one desire" ( 219), a magnet that polar­
ized the disparate elements of the pstjche into a unified, inte­
grated personality. When the Ideal, "She, whom prayers or tears 
then could not tame," first disappeared "into the dreary cone of 
our life's shade," the Poet wished to follow her even beyond the 
grave; but, when a voice said, "the phantom is beside thee whom 
thou seekest," he continued to pursue "this soul out of [his] sour' 
( 238). The Poet's prayers and poems were unable to liberate the 
projection of his idealized self-conception from "the night which 
closed on her," but neither could the same prayers or verse "un-
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create/That world within this Chaos, mine and me . . . /The 
world I say of thoughts that worshipped her" ( 241-45). 

Here Shelley articulates an idea that had heretofore been im­
plicit rather than explicit in his works-that there is a distinction 
within the human jersonality between "me," an organized uni­
verse of values, an "mine," the chaos of disparate, unorganized, 
and rebellious thoughts and passions. Later in the poem, in the 
opening lines of the third movement, the Poet makes this distinc­
tion again, reiterating that his love for "Emily" is the love of his 
internal "epipsyche" (that imaginative universe within him that 
projects a pattern of purpose and value on the universe) for her 
epipsyche: 

To whatsoe'er of dull mortality 
Is mine, remain a vestal sister still; 
To the intense, the deep, the imperishable, 
Not mine but me, henceforth be thou united 
Even as a bride, delighting and delighted. 

(389-93; italics added) 

Although Shelley did not conceive of the libido, ego, and super­
ego in Freudian terms, he clearly distinguished between the cen­
tral core of human personality and the peripheral, random energy 
and appetites of mind and body. "On Life" and "A Defence of 
Poetry" show his belief that the elements of the human "value­
personality" sprang from the unconscious and, hopefully, derived 
ultimately from a great unknown spiritual force that underlay all 
creation. But, within the confused and distorted realm of phe­
nomenal experience, these values could be promoted only inso­
far as the value-personality ruled consciously over all aspects of 
human life, examining, judging, and either approving or refusing 
to permit various ideas and emotions to be expressed in words or 
actions. 

The Poet continues his autobiography ( 11. 246 ff.) by telling 
how, soon after encountering his vision of the Ideal, he sought in 
"the wintry forest of our life," among other young people ("those 
untaught foresters"), one resembling that vision. He describes 
"One, whose voice was venomed melody," who "sate by a well," 
whose "touch was as electric poison," whose looks sent flame into 
his vitals, and whose "cheeks and bosom" sent "a killing air, which 
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pierced like honey-dew/Into the core of my green heart" (256-
64). Collation of this section of Epipsychidion with autobiograph­
ical references in other poems and with evidence from early let­
ters and Medwin's biography (the only one by a person who 
knew him in his pre-Oxford days) suggests that Shelley here re­
fers to his first romance with his cousin Harriet Grove. The 
phrases that some commentators have elaborated into confessions 
of an encounter with a prostitute and a bout with venereal disease 
say simply, when the metaphors are stripped away, that, while 
seeking the ideal vision among real people, Shelley encountered a 
girl who aroused him sexually (not a surprising event during ado­
lescence). In the context of the distinction between ''I" or .. me" 
and «mine," such an arousing of sexual desires becomes a danger­
ous event because it distracts the Poet's epipsyche from its quest 
for its antitype. During adolescence, then, Shelley confused his 
normal sexual desires with his idealistic goals and rationalized 
passions into principles. Lines 256-66 tell how his moral vision 
became confused with passions that he sees in retrospect to have 
been quite extraneous to it. 

In the passage that follows Shelley tells how he "rashly sought" 
an embodiment of his ideal "in many mortal forms": 5 some, per­
haps Harriet Westbrook and Cornelia Turner, were fair; some, 
probably Elizabeth Hitchener and Mrs. Boinville, were wise; 
.. One was true-oh! why not true to me?"-either a reference to 
Harriet Westbrook Shelley and Shelley's suspicions about infidel­
ity on her part, or perhaps an allusion to Harriet Grove. Adapting 
a Shakespearean simile, Shelley writes: .. as a hunted deer ... /I 
turned upon my thoughts, and stood at bay," 6 until there came 
deliverance in the shape of the Moon-Mary Godwin. Under her 
beautiful but cold influence, he was like the passive sea. The next 
paragraph (308-20) alludes to Harriet's suicide by drowning 
C'when She,/ The Planet of that hour, was quenched"), to the 
Chancery Court suit that deprived Shelley of his children ("what 
earthquakes made it gape and split") initiated by Eliza West­
brook (the .. Tempest"), and to Mary's continuing loving care of 
him ("the white Moon smiling all the while"). "At length" Shelley 
encountered another woman, described as Dante described Ma­
thilda in Purgatorio xxviii. This creature, "soft as an Incarnation 
of the Sun," called to the Poet's spirit, .. and the dreaming clay/ 
Was lifted by the thing that dreamed below/ As smoke by fire" 
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(335-40). That is, the imaginative dreamer within the Poet ele­
vated or oriented his entire being. 

The Poet, now in the present tense ( 345-83), addresses the 
"twin Spheres of light" (Mary, the Moon, and Emily, the Sun) 
who rule him and asks a "Comet beautiful and fierce" (Claire 
Clairmont) to "float into our azure heaven again" and become 
"Love's folding-star" (Venus, as Hesperus, tlie Evening Star). 
Finally, to conclude the second movement, the Poet asks his lady 
to perfect his "flowers of thought'' into fruit "as of the trees of 
Paradise." 

The last third of the poem, envisioning an imaginary elopement 
of the Poet and Emily to an island paradise similar to the one 
described at the end of "Lines written among the Euganean 
Hills," derives from Dante's sonnet to Guido Cavalcante ( Shel­
ley's translation of which had appeared in the Alastor volume). 
But to the metaphor of an effortless flight by boat is added one of 
sexual union to express the sense of freedom and complete mutual 
understanding between the Poet and his beau ideal. Shelley had, 
of course, earlier used the metaphor of sexual union for similar 
purposes in Alastor and The Revolt of Islam (as Keats had in 
Endymion). But, whereas in those narratives another protagonist 
was involved, in Epipsychidion the Poet, speaking in the first per­
son, has the boldness to use sexual intercourse as a metaphor for 
the marriage of true minds: "to whatsoe'er of dull mortality/Is 
mine [his body], remain a vestal sister still." This passage is re­
plete with mythic geography, including allusions to the Saturnian 
Golden Age and to Milton's Garden of Paradise. Shelley, in fact, 
strains for figures of speech to convey the idea of the union be­
tween his own epipsyche and that of Emily, its antitype. But, at 
the end, mere human expression is inadequate to the vision: 

Woe is me! 
The winged words on which my soul would pierce 
Into the height of Love's rare Universe, 
Are chains of lead around its flight of £re-
I pant, I sink, I tremble, I expire! 

This moment of failure is, however, not the end of the story; in 
the three main movements of Epipsychidion Shelley had identi­
fied "Emily" as the human in :trnation of the Ideal, recounted the 
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history of his search for that antitype to his own central being, 
and proposed that his epipsyche and that of Emily be joined in a 
union uninhibited either by social conventions or by the very en­
cumbrances of flesh and blood. In the l'envoi, however, the Poet 
makes clear-as he has hinted throughout the poem-that the real 
achievement of his inner being lies in its projection of itself, not in 
a pseudo-erotic union with a woman's soul, but in the creation of 
the poem. He writes: "Weak Verses, go, kneel at your Sovereign's 
[Emily's] feet,/ And say:-'We [the verses] are the masters of thy 
slave [the poet].'" He then commands them to call their "sisters" 
(his other poems) "from Oblivion's cave"-all the verses singing: 

•• 'Love's very pain is sweet,/ But [Love's] reward is in the world 
divine/Which, if not here, [Love] builds beyond the grave.' I So 
[in such a manner-singing, etc.] shall ye [verses] live when I am 
there r in the grave]." 

Shelley says, therefore, that his love-the sacred rage for order 
that has oriented his life toward a vision of the Ideal-has en­
abled him to create, even through his pain, a divine world that 
will live when he is in the grave. Like Keats in "Ode on a Grecian 
Urn," Shelley says that, when old age shall this generation waste, 
his poems will remain, friends to man, to whom they will say, 
"Love's very pain is sweet"-and, though this immortality of art is 
all that man can know on earth, it is all that he really needs to 
know in order to participate in the timeless and immortal realm. 

The closest literary analogue to Epipsychidion is, as Shelley 
hints in the Advertisement, La vita nuova o£ .Dante. In that narra­
tive Dante comes to the conclusion that, because it may be be­
yond his power to possess Beatrice or even to win from her recog­
nition of his love, he will base his happiness on something that is 
within his power: 

Then I said to them: "Ladies, the end and aim of my love formerly lay 
in the greeting of this lady . . . . But since it pleased her to deny it 
to me, my lord, Love, through his grace, has placed all my bliss in 
something that can not fail me.'' . . . And after these ladies had 
spoken among themselves awhile, that lady who had first addressed 
me spoke to me again, saying: "We beg you to tell us wherein this 
bliss of yours now lies." And I answered her by saying: "In those words 
that praise my lady.'' 7 
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Shelley had come to realize that, whereas he was, perhaps, seek­
ing in a mortal form something that must, ultimately, remain eter­
nal, and whereas union with that Ideal was impossible, he could 
place all his happiness in something that could not fail him-in 
those words, his poems, that praise the Ideal. 

The mundane Teresa Viviani was not, as Shelley realized by the 
time he published his poem, a model of perfection. Several 
months after she married Luigi Biondi (September 8, 1821) and 
left Pisa, both Shelley and Mary apparently became disillusioned 
with "Emilia" because of her requests for money. On June 18, 
1822, recommending Epipsychidion to John Gisborne as "an ideal­
ized history of my life and feelings," he confessed that he himself 
could not look at it: "the person whom it celebrates was a cloud 
instead of a Juno." According to Charles Oilier, Shelley asked that 
the edition be suppressed. 

III Adonais 
Late in July, 1820, Shelley had invited John Keats to visit him in 

Italy. He knew, through a letter from the Gisbornes, that Keats 
was ill with tuberculosis and that the climate of Italy was recom­
mended in such cases; he also knew that Keats had not the means 
to support himself in a foreign land and he hoped, by guarantee­
ing the promising young poet a place to stay, to convince him to 
plan for the journey at the earliest possible moment so that he 
might reach Italy before the disease had made too much head­
way. Keats replied on August 16, saying conditionally, "if I do not 
take advantage of your invitation it will be prevented by a cir­
cumstance I have very much at heart to prophesy" (his death). 
Mter delays occasioned by difficulties in raising money for the 
voyage, Keats and Joseph Severn, a young painter, sailed in mid­
September, 1820, for Naples, arriving there on October 21. Fol­
lowing quarantine and about a week in Naples, they proceeded to 
Rome; there, after a lingering illness, Keats died on February 23, 
1821. 

On Aprilll Shelley learned of Keats's death and began Adonais 
soon afterward, for he had completed the poem before receiving 
"Colonel" Robert Finch's sentimentalized account of Keats's last 
days.8 Shelley had heard that Keats had been severely hurt by the 
unfavorable notice of Endymion in The Quarterly Review (Apri~ 
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1818, by John Wilson Croker), and he associated Keats's early 
death and its supposed cause with his own mistreatment at the 
hands of reviewers, particularly the brutal attack on The Revolt of 
Islam in The Quarterly (April, 1819, by John Taylor Coleridge). 
On June 8, 1821, he wrote to Oilier that he had finished the poem, 
"of about forty Spenser stanzas," and the entire fifty-five stanzas 
had been completed and printed (at Pisa) by July 13, when Shel­
ley sent a copy to the Gisbornes. 

In "A Defence" Shelley had described the role of poetr!J in soci­
ety; in Epipsychidion he had shown the importance of the poem 
as a means of orienting phenomenal life toward the Ideal; in 
Adonais he portrays the poet as victorious over the limitations of 
phenomenal existence. 

In the first seventeen stanzas the Poet urges the fatal Hour (in 
which Adonais died) and Urania to mourn the young man, as his 
Dreams, Desires, Adorations, Persuasions-"all he had loved, and 
moulded into thought" (his ideas and the poems in which they 
were expressed )-already mourn him. In the middle section 
(stanzas xviii-xxxviii), nature is reborn as Urania visits the grave 
of Adonais; there, unable to revive him as she revives nature, she 
~ieves for him, and some other poets mourn their dead colleague. 
The movement concludes with a retort to the anonymous reviewer 
whose cowardly attack has killed Adonais. The third movement 
(like the first, seventeen stanzas long) asserts that Adonais has 
not really died, but rather that we, the living, exist in a realm of 
distorted vision and illusion from which Adonais has escaped to 
be reunited with the One, the spirit of beauty in both nature and 
human history ( xxxix-xlvi), and that he is far better off than the 
living (xlvii-li). The Poet, realizing that little of value remains in 
his own life, is caught up by the spirit of beauty and drawn to­
ward the higher realm from which "the soul of Adonais, like a 
star," shines as a beacon ( lii-lv). 

This, in barest outline, is the progression of the poem; but no 
summary or paraphrase of Adonais can more than suggest the ar­
tistry with which Shelley has interwoven Classical and Judea­
Christian myths, conventions of the pastoral elegy and scientific 
imagery, into his most nearly perfect work of art. In it, as in other 
late poems, we find significant echoes of Milton and Dante, Shel~ 
ley's most important mentors, along with echoes of Bion's "La­
ment for Adonis" and Moschus' elegy on Bion. 9 The Spenserian 
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stanza, with which Shelley had experimented in the Esdaile 
poems and had developed in The Revolt of Islam, had by this 
time become Shelley's own instrument, with a tone unlike that 
found in The Faerie Queen, "The Eve of St. Agnes," or Childe 
Harolifs Pilgrimage. 

Adonais is a drama or a tableau with a cast of characters whose 
functions and significance develop gradually. The name "Adonais" 
is a conflation of Adonis (the youth beloved by Aphrodite who 
was killed on a boar-hunt and whose death so distraught the god­
dess of fertility that she mourns for a long period each year and 
thereby creates the seasons) and the Hebrew word "Adonai" or 
"Lord" (thought by the historians of religion and myth in 
Shelley's day to derive from the same root as the Greek and near­
Eastern Adonis).10 Urania is, in Shelley's conception, both Aphro­
dite, the earth-mother of the Adonis myth, and the spiritual influ­
ence whom Milton addressed as the "heavenly muse" in Paradise 
Lost; she is both a goddess of nature and the muse of astronomy, 
potent within and beyond sublunar creation-"that Power ... 
Which wields the world with never-wearied love,/ Sustains it from 
beneath, and kindles it above" ( 375-78). 

The persona of the Poet and the reader participate, at different 
levels, in the "progressive revelation" of the poem as together they 
move from sorrow at the death of Adonais to a realization that he 
is better off than they are; in the end, the Poet parts company 
from his reader by deciding to pursue death, while the reader 
remains behind in doubt and uncertainty. Only by understanding 
the different conclusions reached by the persona of the Poet, the 
imagined reader whom the Poet addresses, and the "pardlike 
Spirit beautiful and swift" (an objectified Shelley) can one avoid 
over-simplifying the poem into a pat generalization that death is 
better than life. In Adonais Shelley suggests the possibility that 
this may be so, but his emphasis is, in part, required because 
Keats died unfulfilled both as a man and as a poet; Shelley could 
derive meaning from this death only by emphasizing the extreme 
idealistic monism that he explores in "On Life" (where, however, 
he does not suggest that death is preferable to life). 

The poem opens with the Poet weeping for Adonais and urging 
the reader to join him, "though our tears/Thaw not the frost" ( 2-
3). In stanzas i-vi, the Poet urges Urania, the "mighty Mother," to 
lament again as she did at the death of Milton, "who was the Sire 
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of an immortal strain . . . the third among the sons of light" 
(along with Homer and Dante, the other two epic poets, accord­
ing to "A Defence of Poetry"). Because Shelley thought that 
Keats's Miltonic epic fragment "Hyperion'' was his best poem and 
the basis of his claim to recognition, he represents Adonais as be­
ing Milton's posthumous child, whose mother is Urania ("the 
nursling of thy widowhood"). The sixth stanza echoes Keats's 
'1sabella" in comparing the dead poet to "a pale flower by some 
sad maiden cherished"; as the poem develops, the flower becomes 
the representation of earthly beauty whose counterpart beyond 
the sublunar realm is the star. 

When the Poet speaks in the seventh stanza of "the vault of 
blue Italian day" as a "charnel-roof" of Adonais, he introduces the 
image of the refraction of light into the colors of the rainbow by 
the moisture of Earth's atmosphere. In the following stanzas, be­
fore Corruption (female) begins to consume the corpse, the living 
("quick") Dreams of Adonais mourn him; allusions to "Ode on a 
Grecian Urn," "Ode on Melancholy," "To Autumn," "Ode to a 
Nightingale," and Endymion show that the "quick Dreams" are 
Keats's poems. The first seventeen stanzas thus explore the rela­
tion of a creative artist to his works and the relation of the artist to 
the creative power personified in Urania. At the end of this move­
ment, Adonais' creations mourn him; but Urania remains indiffer­
ent, even oblivious to his death. 

The second section begins with the theme of the late Latin 
poem Pervigilium Veneris-man's isolation during the spring, 
when nature is reborn under the influence of Venus as earth­
mother. Ants, bees, birds, flowers, lizards, and snakes reappear, "a 
quickening life from the Earth's heart has burst/ As it has ever 
done" (164-65); even the corpse of Adonais "exhales itself in 
flowers ... /Like incarnations of the stars" (172-74). Yet this 
rebirth b1ings no comfort to the Poet; for, although matter is con­
served and nature is renewed, the individual human mind seems 
to disappear forever. In despair, the Poet cries: "Nought we 
know, dies. Shall that alone which knows [human self-conscious­
ness]/Be as a sword consumed before the sheath ... ?" ( 177-
79). He concludes (Stanza xxi) that there is no hope for the pres­
ervation of humane values so long as the mutability of the natural 
cycle persists-"as long as skies are blue, and fields are green,/ 
Evening must usher night, night urge the morrow,/ Month follow 
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month with woe, and year wake year to sorrow"; in all this, death 
merely "lends what life must borrow" ( 185-89). 

But, when the Poet despairs (as had Prometheus, tormented by 
doubts and fears), he is answered by Urania, a creative force re­
lated to those "spirits" that had restored hope in the Titan. On the 
journey "out of her secret Paradise," Urania passes "camps and 
cities" that are "rough with stone, and steel,/ And human hearts," 
which wound her; but the very wounds resulting from the obdu­
racy of man and man's creations are turned to beauty by the god­
dess, whose blood paves "with eternal flowers that undeserving 
way." 

In the tomb Urania confronts Death; but, though he is at first 
awed by "that living Might," he soon realizes that she is powerless 
to restore Adonais to life. The goddess promises the dead youth 
that, if he can but speak or kiss her once again, the memory of 
that word or kiss shall survive all other thoughts. But she also 
admits her own limited condition: "I would give/ All that I am to 
be as thou now art!/But I am chained to Time, and cannot thence 
depart!" ( 232-34). 

In the three central stanzas of the poem (xxvii-xxix), Urania 
regrets that Adonais did not wait until he was better armed (more 
mature as a poet) before he dared "the unpastured dragon" (the 
critics). And she compares Keats's reaction to hostile criticism to 
Byron's response; "the Pythian of the age" sped "one arrow" 
(English Bards and Scotch Reviewers) and put to flight the 
critics, who now "fawn on the proud feet that spurn them lying 
low" (250-52). Then Urania develops a simile that relates the 
natural world to "the world of living men": The sun or godlike 
mind appears, and many ephemeral creatures bask in its light; 
when it sinks, "the swarms that dimmed or shared its light" disap­
pear, and "the immortal stars" that were obscured by its bright­
ness "awake again." 

In human history, a supreme imagination like Byron dominates 
his era, and lesser writers (like Thomas Moore) who imitate him 
attain a derivative popularity while he is in vogue. When the in­
fluence of the single "godlike mind" wanes, the works of the 
ephemeral poets disappear from view, and there emerge the "kin­
dred lamps" of excellent but unappreciated writers whose light 
had been obscured by the popular luminary. The simile of Stanza 
xxix unifies the poem's two major themes: first, the meaning of the 
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life of Keats, who died while still a gifted but unappreciated poet; 
and, second, the relation between the phenomenal world and 
underlying ontological reality. On the one hand, Stanza xxix re­
calls stanzas iv-v, with their account of the fates of Milton (an­
other "godlike mind") and other lesser poets; on the other, it looks 
forward to Stanza Iii, in which will culminate the imagery of light 
and the theme of its distortion by the moist atmosphere. 

Following Urania's speech, Adonais' brother writers, also de­
scribed as shepherds, come to mourn him. Here Shelley's genius 
shows itself most precise, for those to whom he alludes-Byron 
("the Pilgrim of Eternity"), Tom Moore ("the sweetest lyrist" of 
Ireland's "saddest wrong"), and Shelley himself ("a pardlike 
Spirit beautiful and swift")-exemplify the types of poets Urania 
has described. The figure representing Shelley is given more at­
tention because, as he "in another's fate now wept his own," so he 
is a living surrogate for the dead poet; his role as poet honoring 
the good qualities and achievements of other imaginative spirits 
gives meaning to the life of young John Keats and to all others 
who contribute to human civilization without themselves becom­
ing supremely influential. Leigh Hunt, the "gentlest of the wise," 
is introduced not as a poet but as one who "taught, soothed, loved, 
honoured" Adonais; he is a humanitarian and a critic who recog­
nizes and defends poets of worth. The "silence of that heart's ac­
cepted sacrifice" thus contrasts with the cruelty of the anonymous 
critic whose venom has killed Adonais. 

Shelley again (Stanza xxxvi) effectively coalesces Greek and 
Hebrew myth, for the "deaf and viperous murderer'' is described 
in terms that suggest both the destroyers of Orpheus and the ser­
pent of Eden. The reviewer's punishment (like Satan's in Paradise 
Lost) is simply to be himself and to be conscious of his own evil 
nature. The "cold embers" of the unimaginative reviewer will re­
turn to dust, but the "pure spirit" of Adonais will "How/Back to 
the burning fountain" that is the source of all creative energy and 
will "glow/Through time and change, unquenchably the same." 
Shelley does not argue for personal immortality, but neither does 
he deny its possibility: Adonais "wakes or sleeps with the endur­
ing dead" ( 336); in whatever state the great spirits of the past are 
imagined, Adonais is among them, and that in itself makes him 
blessed by comparison with the reviewer, a "noteless blot on a 
remembered name," 
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In "Lines written among the Euganean Hills" the Poet had ar­
gued that, if during life one can take no comfort from love or 
friendship, "then 'twill wreak him little woe" whether there be 
immortality or not; in the second movement of Adonais the Poet 
argues that the creative influence of young Adonais will perpetu­
ate itself through the ever-changing creative force personified in 
Urania and that such a fate (even supposing that there is no per­
sonal immortality) is far better than an eternity in the condition 
of the anonymous reviewer, who, blind and deaf to all beauty, 
poisons both his own happiness and that of others. 

The poem's third part (xxxix-lv) elaborates these two sources 
of comfort, but it also exploits the third factor in the earlier dis­
cussion-the Poet's doubt as to what constitutes reality. If ordi­
nary human cognitive faculties are untrustworthy, perhaps earthly 
existence is illusory, and moments of imaginative inspiration are 
glimpses into a reality in which the Good, the True, and the Beau­
tiful exist in perfection. As the reviewer comes to epitomize the 
"living" and Adonais to represent the "dead," the Poet asserts in a 
dramatic reversal of categories that the reviewer's existence can­
not be called "life" at all; only the creativity embodied in Adonais 
will persist and prevail, and therefore Adonais "is not dead, he 
doth not sleep-/He hath awakened from the dream of life-" 
( 343-44). Adonais lives because, even if he as an individual were 
to be forgotten, the influence of his life and words would help re­
create natural beauty for unknowing men in the way characteris­
tic of all poetry.11 He will be one of "the splendours of the firma­
ment of time" who "may be eclipsed, but are extinguished not"; 
for "the dead live" whenever "lofty thought" encourages a "young 
heart" to rise above its merely mortal nature. 

Shelley had earlier shown young idealists (the Youth in Alastor, 
Laon, and Lionel) drawing their ideals from the writings and art 
of the great imaginative spirits of the past; now he asserts the 
significance not only of such notable "inheritors of unfulfilled re­
nown" as Chatterton, Sidney, and Lucan, but also "many more, 
whose names on Earth are dark,/ But whose transmitted effiuence 
cannot die/ So long as fire outlives the parent spark" ( 406-08). 
Whatever may be the fate of Adonais' self-conscious identity, he is 
one of "the kings of thought/Who waged contention with their 
time's decay,/ And of the past are all that cannot pass away" ( 430-
32). 
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Stanza xlix ("like an infant's smile ... ") and Stanza li allude 
to Shelley's son William, buried at Rome where Keats lies, and 
there may be other personal allusions in Stanza liii ("A light is 
passed from the revolving year,/ And man, and woman; and what 
still is dear I Attracts to crush, repels to make thee wither"). The 
Poet realizes that his hopes may lie beyond the grave; but, as the 
previous stanza had made clear, this loss of light is a subjective 
phenomenon, not necessarily pertinent to the reader: "Life, like a 
dome of many-coloured glass,/ Stains the white radiance of Eter­
nity,/ Until Death tramples it to fragments" ( 462-64). Each 
man's mind, like "the vault of blue Italian day" (59), distorts the 
one reality into colors of the phenomenal world. "From the con­
tagion of the world's slow stain/[Adonais] is secure" (356-57); 
and, freed from the limitations of his subjective existence, "the 
soul of Adonais, like a star,/Beacons from the abode where the 
Eternal are" ( 494-95). 

The Poet is caught up (as was the persona of the Poet in Epi­
psychidion) by the power that inspires him, as "the fire for which 
all thirst" kindles during the process of composing the poem. Thus 
he celebrates the power of his own creative act in writing Ado­
nais, even as the poem celebrates the imaginative power that 
Keats-Adonais had displayed. The "pardlike Spirit" had in an­
other's fate wept his own neglect by the reading public, but in the 
concluding stanzas the persona of the Poet rejoices that his own 
creativity has translated Adonais from the merely mortal realm of 
cause and effect, time and place, into an immutable product of the 
imagination. The soul of Adonais, no longer tied to the tubercular 
body of John Keats, participates in the eternity of art. 

There is space to suggest only a few of the subtle verbal and 
symbolic patterns in Adonais. Urania, initially described as a veg­
etation goddess, is seen in the end as a spirit that infuses both 
nature and human creativity-in which human imagination par­
ticipates and to which it contributes. The flowers of the early parts 
of the poem become stars in the final movement. The word 
"splendours" that at first referred to the lost creations of Adonais' 
imagination ( 100, lll) refers in the end to stars in the firmament 
of time (388). In other words, Keats's poems, which seemed at 
first meaningless after the death of their creator, are seen ulti­
mately as undying embodiments of his soul. 

In the act of declaring that the works of a dead poet will live to 
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inspire others, Shelley created a poem that illustrates and proves 
this very point. Among all the monuments of stone or words 
erected to honor the memory of John Keats, there has never been 
another that approached in importance this poem, which asserted 
that Keats's influence would persist when some of the dead poet's 
closest friends thought it possible that his "name was writ in 
water." 



CHAPTER 8 

Eyeless Charioteer 

DURING most of their sojourn in Italy the Shelleys had been 
restless itinerants in the manner of many Englishmen who 

visited the Continent after the Napoleonic wars. By 1820 they had 
visited most of the ordinary sights; having lost two children to the 
vagaries of Italian climate and not intending to return immedi­
ately to England, they questioned whether to settle in a congenial 
part of Italy or turn to other, unseen lands-Spain, Greece, the 
Middle East, or even India.1 That they remained in the proximity 
of Pisa until Shelley's death was, as Mary Shelley later wrote, due 
more to chance than to plan or inclination (see "Note on the 
Poems of 1820," OSA, p. 636). 

At Pisa the Shelleys had, besides their friendship with Mr. and 
Mrs. Mason,2 made some connections both with Italians and with 
a colony of Greek aristocrats, especially Prince Alexander Mav­
rocordato. Eventually, a number of congenial exiles gathered 
there, forming what has been called the "Pisan Circle." Shelley's 
cousin Tom Medwin joined them, as we have seen, in October, 
1820. January, 1821, saw the arrival of Medwin's friend Edward 
Williams, a former lieutenant in the British army (like Medwin, 
retired on half pay), and Jane Cleveland Johnson-who, sepa­
rated but not divorced from her unsavory first husband, lived with 
Williams as his wife. 

In the meantime, the Shelleys had met John Taaffe, Jr., an 
Irishman of good family and literary pretensions (rather than tal­
ent) who had lived at Pisa for several years. When Shelley visited 
Ravenna in August, 1821, and found Byron on the verge of mov­
ing out of the Papal States from which Count Ruggero Gamba 
and Pietro Gamba (father and brother of Byron's mistress Teresa 
Gamba Guiccioli) had recently been expelled for revolutionary 
activities, Shelley urged Byron to settle at Pisa, promising that 
Claire would remain a safe distance away at Florence. Byron 
agreed and reached Pisa on November 1, 1821. 

142 
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I Hellas 
Between Shelley's visit to Ravenna and Byron's arrival in Pisa, 

Shelley composed a poem on the war for Greek independence 
dedicated to Mavrocordato (a leader of the Greek nationalists) 
and entitled I-Iellas at Williams' suggestion. Wishing to publish 
quickly that he might help arouse British sympathy for the Greek 
cause, Shelley expended less pains on revising I-I ellas than he had 
on Adonais; in the Preface he calls it "a mere improvise" and apol­
ogizes for his dependence on "common fame" and "newspaper 
erudition." Yet the poem shows Shelley's maturity both in thought 
and execution, and to say that it falls short of Epipsychidion and 
Adonais, or that the two major fragments that follow ("Charles 
the First" and "The Triumph of Life") offer greater promise, is to 
say only that Shelley's poetic powers had arrived at such a high 
level as to make anything short of greatness disappointing. 

Surviving fragments of a Prologue strongly resembling the "Pro­
logue in Heaven" of Goethe's Fausfl suggest that Shelley at one 
point thought of developing a cosmic drama on the pattern of the 
Book of Job, but he abandoned this plan to maintain the human 
perspective in which men speak about the "unknown God," rather 
than one from which gods judge men. The "lyrical drama," as 
belatedly published by Oilier in 1822,4 is modeled, as Shelley tells 
in the Preface, on The Persians of JEschylus: As in The Persians, 
the action of I-Iellas is viewed from the palace of the antagonist­
in this case, the Turkish Sultan Mahmud II: Mahmud imagines 
that he speaks to the spirit of a great progenitor, Mahom.et II 
(conqueror of Constantinople in 1453), as Atossa the Persian 
queen received counsel from the shade of Darius, her dead hus­
band; the Chorus of captive Greek women naturally sympathizes 
with the Greek cause as JEschylus' Chorus of Elders favored dead 
Darius over the proud, young Xerxes. The blank-verse accounts of 
the battles between the Turks and Greeks have the ring of JEschy­
lus' messengers from the Battle of Salamis. 

Hellas consists of seven parts, three major sections of blank­
verse dialogue flanked by four passages of choral lyrics. The open­
ing group of lyrics ( 1-113) culminates in the first great chorus, 
beginning "In the great morning of the world." Here the theme is 
that of "Ode to Liberty," for the introductory semichoruses pro­
claim that life, hope, truth, and love are all ineffectual or misdi-
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rected without liberty, the keystone of all other virtues. In the first 
major section of blank verse ( 114-96), Mahmud, arising from 
nightmares, arranges to meet with Ahasuerus, "a Jew, whose spirit 
is a chronicle/Of strange and secret and forgotten things" 
(132-33). 

There follows a second major chorus, "Worlds on worlds are 
rolling ever" ( 197-238), which states the second theme of the 
drama. This relates to the first theme because the flux of all cre­
ated things and especially the continual upheavals in human his­
tory make imperative the liberty of individual thought and con­
science as a safeguard against the otherwise inevitable stagnation 
and decay of any ideal. In the second stanza Jesus is pictured as a 
"Promethean conqueror" from "the unknown God," and the Greek 
women of the Chorus aver that "the moon of Mahomet/ Arose, 
and it shall set," while "the cross leads generations on." This assur­
ance of the relative longevity of Chri~tianity does not, however, 
affect the statements on mutability of the first stanza, and "gen­
erations" itself is a limiting, temporal word. 

The third stanza (echoing Milton's "On the Morning of Christ's 
Nativity") speaks of the flight of the Classical gods, "the Powers 
of earth and air," at the birth of Christ; yet the Greek women do 
not portray this victory as being entirely desirable, for "our hills 
and seas and streams,/Dispeopled of their dreams,/Their waters 
turned to blood, their dew to tears,/Wailed for the golden years" 
(235-38). The imagery and themes of this chorus are to be taken 
up once again, with new emphasis, in the final chorus, "The 
world's great age begins anew." 

In the meantime, the Chorus's prediction of Greek "Christian" 
victory over the Islamic Turks seems to be vindicated in the fol­
lowing section (239-647), in which Mahmud, having been forced 
to buy the loyalty of his own J anizary palace guard with "the 
treasures of victorious Solyman" ( 252), listens as Hassan de­
scribes the insurgents' courage at the Battle of Bucharest and a 
Greek naval victory and then as four messengers give successive 
accounts of new reverses for the Turks-first, the precipitous de­
parture of the Russian ambassador; second, the Greek conquest of 
several cities and the massacre of their Turkish inhabitants (to­
gether with the neutralizing of such Turkish war-lords as Ali 
Pacha); third, unrest or uprisings by dissident groups in such 
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other parts of the Turkish empire as the Levant, Arabia, Ethiopia, 
Mesopotamia, Crete, and Cyprus; finally, news of a naval battle 
between Greek and Turkish forces, the outcome of which yet 
seems doubtful when Mahmud impatiently silences the messenger 
and leaves to keep his appointment with Ahasuerus. 

That the following choral lyrics ( 648-737) are, except for one 
brief passage, recited antiphonally by the two semichoruses 
(which interrupt each other in their haste) is symptomatic of the 
eager expectancy of the captive Greek women at this crisis point 
of the drama. But their words warn against interpreting the re­
ports of Ottoman reverses as Greek victories: as in "Ode to the 
West Wind," the cloud, rain, lightning, and wind are unfettered, 
while men have been corrupted by "Slavery! thou frost of the 
world's prime" (676). In reasserting their freedom, men should 
understand clearly that their true glory consists, not in "temples 
and towers,/ Citadels and marts" which "have been ours,/ And 
may be thine, and must decay." 5 What is real, eternally vital, and 
worth fighting to preserve is not the mutable material glory that 
was Greece, but the underlying ideals of the highest Greek civili­
zation that persist in the best aspects of Western humanism: 

. . . Greece and her foundations are 
Built below the tide of war, 
Based on the crystalline sea 
Of thought and its eternity; 
Her citizens, imperial spirits, 

Rule the present from the past, 
On all this world of men inherits 

Their seal is set. 
(696-703) 

Semichorus II sees that "The world's eyeless charioteer,/Des­
tiny, is hurrying by"-preceded by the "shadow," "ruin." But his 
career does not correct anything unless in its track follows a 
"splendour" named "renovation" and unless the shouts of "kill! 
kill! kill!" give way to "a small still voice" saying: "Revenge and 
Wrong bring forth their kind,/The foul cubs like their parents 
are" (729-30). The ideal, the god-image of man, must be not a 
war-god of racial or sectarian vengeance, but a spirit of a religion 
pure and undefiled: 
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In sacred Athens, near the fane 
Of Wisdom, Pity's altar stood: 

Serve not the unknown God in vain, 
But pay that broken shrine again, 

Love for hate and tears for blood. 
(733-37) 

In the third and final section of dramatic blank verse (738-
939), Ahasuerus echoes Prospera's outburst in The Tempest when 
he responds to Mahmud's desire to know the future: 

... this Whole 
Of suns, and worlds, and men, and beasts, and flowers, 

Is but a vision;-all that it inherits 
Are motes of a sick eye, bubbles and dreams; 
Thought is its cradle and its grave . . . . 
Nought is but that which feels itself to be. 

(776-85) 

To clarify this speech, Ahasuerus gives another equally paradoxi­
cal: "Thought" and its living elements, 'Will, Passion,/Reason, 
Imagination, cannot die";0 for these vital aspects or functions of 
thought are, in fact, what their objects ("that which they regard") 
appear to be-the material out of which the process of change 
forms all that mutability controls-"worlds, worms,/ Empires, and 
superstitions" ( 795-801). Shelley, through this mature conception 
of the Wandering Jew who had haunted his youthful writings, 
seems, at first glance, to have set forth a clear and unequivocal 
statement of an extreme monistic Idealism-that all reality con­
sists of one stuff and that this reality is of the nature of Mind or 
Idea rather than body or matter. 

Yet he has really said both more and less: On the one hand, 
Thought and "its quick elements" make up everything that exists 
within the "dominion" of mutability, and only that exists which 
has self-consciousness of its existence ("Nought is but that which 
feels itself to be"). But here, as in Prometheus Unbound and "On 
Life," Shelley reaches out beyond "existence" as human beings ex­
perience it to imply that, though we can know nothin~ of it, there 
is prior to thought or self-consciousness a Power-call it "the un-



Eyeless Charioteer 147 

known God"-that contains even that of which men have no 
knowledge. 

For the purposes of this drama-historical and ethical rather 
than ontological in perspective-Ahasuerus has said enough when 
he concludes, "The coming age is shadowed on the Past/ As on a 
glass" ( 805-06); having convinced Mahmud of the power of mind 
over time, he evokes by subtle suggestion the mental image of the 
Sultan's ancestor Mahomet the Second, conqueror of Consta':ltino­
ple. Mahmud, without additional suggestion from Ahasuerus 
(who exits at line 861), projects a conversation between himself 
and the "Phantom" of his progenitor, who articulates what Mah­
mud already senses-that, as Mahomet's conquest of Byzantium 
marked the end of the Roman Empire and the summertime of the 
Ottoman rule, now "a later Empire nods in its decay:/The au­
tumn of a greener faith is come" ( 870-71). Having seen human 
life sub specie aeternitatis, Mahmud cannot be duped by the hol­
low cries of "Victory! Victory!" which promise only another turn 
to the meaningless cycle of wronged and avenger, destroyer and 
destroyed-"those that suffer and inflict"-and, as he exits for the 
last time, he has been reduced to total nihilism. 

Such is not, of course, the burden of the drama as a whole: 
Although Mahmud, whose hopes were tied to material glory, has 
sunk into cynical nihilism and greets the news of victory with de­
spair, the Chorus draws hope even from the abysm of defeat. At 
the end of The Revolt of Islam the physical destruction of the 
reformers was accompanied by their spiritual apotheosis; in 
H ellas, where the emphasis is on a rebirth of ideals rather than 
renovation of institutions, the news-the idea-of physical defeat 
elicits from the Chorus an affirmation of the persistence of Hellas 
as an eternal ideal. So far as political rejuvenation is concerned, 
the United States, "young Atlantis," shall be the reincarnation of 
Roman power ( 992-95). Greece, however, is of a different order 
of excellence; her greatest moments rest in such exploits as the 
retreat of "the ten thousand from the limits of the morn," refugees 
from a lost military cause but, through their unconquerable ideals, 
survivors of "many an hostile Anarchy." 7 

The action of Bellas takes place in twenty-four hours: The time 
at the beginning of the drama is "Sunset" and at the beginning of 
the final semichoruses, "darkness has dawned in the East/ . . • 
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The weak day is dead,/But the night is not born" ( 1023, 1034-
35). This closing of the presumably unsuccessful day's struggle of 
the Greeks for their political independence is likened to "the sun­
set of hope" presided over by Hesperus that wil~ in time and 
through mutability, yield a new morning when "Greece, which is 
dead, is arisen!" 

The final chorus-one of the supreme achievements of Shelley's 
art-parallels the earlier chorus, "Worlds on worlds" ( 197-238), 
which is also forty-two lines long. The earlier chorus had ended 
with "hills and seas and streams" wailing "for the golden years," 
but in this vision (modeled, as Shelley tells, on Isaiah's prophecy 
and Virgil's Fourth Eclogue) "the golden years return," the snake 
of necessity renews its vitality by casting off its old outer skin, and 
"faiths and empires" dissolve under the smile of Heaven. 

In this rejuvenation, a new Hellas of great natural beauty 
comes into view, one worthy of the veneration of imaginative men 
( 1066-71); and a series of new myths evolve-from the quest­
motif of the Argonauts to the myth of Orpheus the Poet to that of 
Ulysses, who left behind the sensuality of Calypso for the love of 
home, wife, and duty. But in the new, more perfect mythology, 
the Chorus hopes, there will be no renewed stories of pride, war, 
murder, and vengeance like those of the Trojan and Theban 
cycles. Rather, the ideal Athens will be revived and-"if nought so 
bright may live"-will in its sunset bequeath to posterity "all earth 
can take or Heaven can give." The religious ideals of the new era 
will be those of love and reason: "Not gold, not blood, their altar 
dowers,/ But votive tears and symbol flowers" ( 1094-95). 

As in Prometheus Unbound, Shelley is too much the realist to 
believe that, even should the long-awaited "world's great age" 
dawn, it could remain forever. Because everything in existence is 
subject to the mutability of thought and its quick elements, the 
Chorus foresees once more the return of "hate and death." Yet in 
their disappointment at the present defeat of the Greek cause, the 
captive women do not have the courage to gaze upon the entire 
tum of the wheel; they draw back from what they know lies at the 
bottom of the urn of prophecy, crying out, "The world is weary of 
the past,/ Oh, might it die or rest at last!" A common mistake at­
tributes to Shelley the straw-grasping optimism of this dramatic 
chorus of captive women. But Shelley himself foresaw the ulti­
mate destruction of the reforms to which he had devoted his life; 
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he simply knew that hope was necessary for most men, if they 
were to continue to struggle against chaos and nothingness. 

II Late Lyrics and Minor Fragments 
Hellas and the single companion poem that appeared in the 

same volume, "Lines written on Hearing the News of the Death 
of Napoleon" (which underscores the ineffectualness of men who 
merely ride the wheel of historical necessity to make any perma­
nent impression on the realm of sublunar mutability), are the last 
poems that Shelley is known to have completed for publication. 
But they by no means mark the end of his poetic productivity, 
and, indeed, several of the lyrics for which he was best known 
during the Victorian period and two unfinished longer works that 
are highly regarded today belong (solely or chiefly) to the few 
months between the completion of Hellas and Shelley's death in 
July, 1822. 

Until recently readers of these late poems have been handi­
capped by the lack of accurate texts, and they have been unaware 
how tentative and incorrect the printed texts were. In 1846 Walter 
Savage Landor wrote of Shelley: "I would rather have written his 
'Music, when soft voices die,' than all that Beaumont and Fletcher 
ever wrote, together with all of their contemporaries, excepting 
Shakespeare." 8 In the twentieth century, during the reaction 
against Shelley's poetry, there were many attacks on this lyric, 
which had been first published by Mary Shelley in Posthumous 
Poems of Percy Bysshe Shelley ( 1824); critics contended that the 
sequence of images was illogical and the thought incoherent for a 
love poem. In 1960, however, Irving Massey examined Shelley's 
notebook from which Mary Shelley presumably took the text of 
the poem, and he found that Mrs. Shelley had added the title 
("To --") and had reversed the order of the two quatrains. 
When the lines are read in their correct order, the poem proves to 
be a much more coherent one, and the subject is not love but 
immortality.9 

Or, to take another example, in 1862 Richard Garnett published 
in his Relics of Shelley "Lines written in the Bay of Lerici," a 
poem of fifty-two lines, and later in the volume among "Miscella­
neous Fragments" he included five and a half lines beginning 
"Bright wanderer, fair coquette of heaven," that, as later editors 
rightly noted, were addressed to the moon. In 1961 G. M. Mat-
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thews published a complete text of "Lines written in the Bay of 
Lerici," including the opening lines to the moon and the connect­
ing lines that had baffied Garnett. 

Because it is impossible to discuss definitively poems that Shelley 
himself did not prepare for the press until they have been re­
edited from the manuscripts, we can write only in a general way 
about the fragments of Shelley's drama "Charles the First." His 
interest in choosing such a subject for dramatic presentation 
shows the increasing objectivity and distance that he was putting 
into his writings, for his feelings were mixed on the issues in­
volved in the struggle between the cultured humanistic aristocrats 
and churchmen supporting the king's tyranny and the narrower 
and often-bigoted dissenters and supporters of Parliament. 

The discrepancy between appearance and reality governs the 
beginning of "Charles the First": in the opening scene, the Second 
Citizen sees the masque as a false covering for a corrupt and un­
godly society; but the Youth, his son, is content to enjoy the 
beauty of the surface rather than plumb beneath. In the second 
scene, Archy the court fool can, like the Fool in King Lear, see 
beyond the king's power and the archbishop's religiosity to the 
essential weakness of a regime built on oppression of popular sen­
timents, one that futilely attempts "to strike dead the Spirit of the 
Time" and to "keep the fierce spirit of the hour at bay'' ( ii.ll5, 
165). 

Shelley, in short, read the struggle not in terms of the simple 
categories of the oppressors and the oppressed that had governed 
The Cenci, but rather as a drama of the irony of historical neces­
sity in which Charles is to be crushed by the Jacobin-like violence 
of the Second Citizen, whose bloodthirstiness matches that of 
Archbishop Laud. When Laud asks permission to punish Archy, 
the king replies prophetically, "Prithee/For this once do not as 
Prynne would, were he/Primate of England" (ii.95-97). Clearly, 
Laud is to be the villain of the play, while Charles, the queen, and 
Strafford on the one side and probably Hampden, Pym, Cromwell, 
and young Sir Harry Vane on the other are to represent two 
groups of limited human beings whose glory or infamy rests not so 
much on the virtues or vices of their personal characters as on 
whether they advanced or attempted to check the revolutionary 
spirit of their age. 

Another uncompleted work belonging to the winter of 1821-22, 
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known simply as "Fragments of an Unfinished Drama," is written 
in quite a different vein. This play was "undertaken," Mary Shel­
ley said, "for the amusement of the individuals who composed our 
intimate society"; and it centers around the adventures of a pirate 
"of savage but noble nature" who is involved with a Calypsoesque 
enchantress "in one of the islands of the Indian Archipelago." This 
projected amusement was, no doubt, sketched after the arrival at 
Pisa on January 14, 1822, of Williams' friend Edward John Tre­
lawny, the Cornishman who boasted that he had once been a pi­
rate in the East Indies, who was to sail with Byron on his last 
voyage to Greece, and who was later to write untrustworthy but 
eminently readable narratives of his own youth in Adventures of a 
Younger Son ( 1831) and of his first encounter with poets in Rec­
ollections of the Last Days of Shelley and Byron ( 1858), revised as 
Records of Shelley, Byron, and the Author ( 1878). 

Shelley needed no special reason to abandon the artificial enter­
tainment that has as its literary ancestors the Renaissance 
masques and particularly Milton's Comus; what was initiated by 
whim could end as easily. But the failure to complete "Charles the 
First" goes far deeper. Shelley had long before begun to feel the 
lack of a reading public, and his awareness of his inability to 
strike a responsive chord in British readers was always greatest 
when he contrasted himself directly with Byron. Recently he had 
come to feel neglected by Charles Oilier, his publisher. By the 
beginning of 1822, Shelley's patience had reached the breaking 
point. In a letter to Ollier in which frustrated rage is covered 
lightly by the good breeding of an English gentleman, Shelley 
concluded: "Should you pay the same attention to my present let­
ter as its late predecessors have received from you, you will 
scarcely think it extraordinary that this should be the last time I 
intend to trouble you" (January ll [1822]; Letters, II, 372). 

On March 2, after Leigh Hunt had written that he could raise 
no money by selling the copyright of the unwritten drama, Shelley 
confides: "Indeed I have written nothing for this last two months; 
a slight circumstance gave a new train to my ideas & shattered the 
fragile edifice when half built.-" (Letters, II, 394). Perhaps the 
"slight circumstance" was Shelley's attempt to write the "Frag­
ments of an Unfinished Drama," or perhaps by March he was 
upset by his domestic problems. Certainly, Mary Shelley was be­
coming increasingly difficult to live with. 
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Some of Shelley's more-than-momentary feelings about his mar­
riage are to be seen in the sad lyric usually called "To Edward 
Williams" ("The serpent is shut out from Paradise"), sent to his 
friend on January 26, 1822, in which Shelley contrasts the happi­
ness of Edward and Jane with his own "cold home" (OSA, P?· 
644-45). Again, in the lyric entitled by Mary Shelley simply .,To 
--,"beginning ''When passion's trance is overpast," Shelley con­
trasts the transitory revival of "tenderness and truth" during brief 
moments of "passion's trance" with their absence in the relation­
ship at other times. He would be willing to suppress his sexual 
desires, he says, "couldst thou but be as thou hast been" ( OSA, 
pp. 645-46). 

Amid these clear indications of growing estrangement between 
Shelley and Mary, we find Shelley during the early months of 
1822 addressing Jane Williams in such beautiful poems as "To 
Jane: The Invitation" and "To Jane: The Recollection" (com­
memorating a January outing in the pine forest of the Cascine 
near Pisa that Jane, Mary, and Shelley took together on February 
2, 1822) and "With a Guitar, to Jane" (accompanying Shelley's 
gift of the instrument), and, very late, "To Jane: 'The keen stars 
were twinkling'" (recounting the beauty of Jane's playing and 
singing). But neither these poems nor such others as "The Mag­
netic Lady to Her Patient" and the expanded "Lines written in the 
Bay of Lerici'' evince the same kind of passionate idealization of 
Jane that Epipsychidion does of Teresa Viviani; and, when all the 
evidence is scrutinized, no clear conclusion emerges as to what-if 
anything-beyond congenial friendship passed between Shelley 
and Jane. 

Tensions were increased during the spring of 1822 by Claire's 
continual agitating to remove Allegra from the convent near Ra­
venna where Byron had left her to be educated and, second, by 
the financial ruin of Godwin in a lawsuit. The Pisan circle, though 
it stimulated Shelley, also irritated him. The better he knew Byron, 
the more clearly he saw his personal and intellectual limitations­
and he resented Byron's overwhelming fame. Even before Hunt 
had finally embarked from England with his large family, hoping 
to mend his fortune in partnership with Byron and Shelley in a 
new periodical, Shelley wrote that .,particular dispositions in Lord 
B's character render the close & exclusive intimacy with him in 
which I find myself, intolerable to me. . . ." 
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The Pisan group dispersed following an incident on March 24. 
When Taaffe was jostled by a Tuscan dragoon as the party re­
turned from a ride, he incited his companions to pursue the sol­
dier. After a scuffie, one of Byron's servants gravely wounded Ser­
geant-Major Masi. The Tuscan authorities could not determine 
the guilt in the case; and, when Masi recovered, they released the 
two (innocent) servants they had arrested, but ordered the 
Cambas out of Tuscany. Byron followed his mistress and her fam­
ily to the duchy of Lucca.10 

III "The Triumph of Life" 
The Shelleys and the Williamses determined to spend the sum­

mer boating on the Bay of Spezia (or Lerici). Although they 
could find only one house, Casa Magni at San Terenzo, they man­
aged not only to settle their two families there but even to take 
Claire with them for a few days early in May so that she would 
not be near Byron when they told her that Allegra had died of 
typhus on April20 (at the age of five years and three months). 

Shelley's health improved markedly during the months of May 
and June. His companions noticed chiefly his delight in the Don 
Juan, the sailboat built for him at Genoa by Trelawny's friend 
Captain Daniel Roberts. But in his letters, particularly in one to 
John Cisborne on June 18, Shelley confided his inability to com­
municate freely with Mary and his deep disappointment at his 
literary isolation: "It is impossible to compose except under the 
strong excitement of an assurance of finding sympathy in what 
you write. Imagine Demosthenes reciting a Philippic to the waves 
of Atlantic! ... I do not go on with 'Charles the First'. I feel too 
little certainty of the future, and too little satisfaction with regard 
to the past, to undertake any subject seriously and deeply" (June 
18, 1822; Letters, II, 435-36). 

But-and there can never be, it seems, an unqualified statement 
about this complex man-Shelley may have been at the very time 
he wrote that letter to Cisborne engaged in "The Triumph of 
Life," perhaps his first poem since Prometheus Unbound not in­
spired or initiated by a specific occasion or by a pragmatic pur­
pose but by Shelley's desire to render poetically his total mature 
vision of the nature and destiny of man. Unfinished at his death, 
this fragmentary work has nevertheless been pronounced by T. S. 
Eliot and other modem critics to be the apex of Shelley's poetry, 
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even though until recently some of its finest effects have been 
muted bv a very imperfect text.11 

"The Triumph of Life" is Shelley's last important exploration of 
the problem of evil, and the lines of the poem that most suc­
cinctly state the problem are 224-34; after the shade of Rousseau 
has pointed out Napoleon among the important captives who are 
chained to the chariot of the malevolent shape, the Poet feels a 
despair comparable to that experienced by Prometheus. He says, 

And much I grieved to think how power & will 
In opposition rule our mortal day-

And why God made irreconcilable 
Good & the means of good . . . . 

(228-31) 

Rousseau, his mentor, will not permit him to remain in despair, 
but turns him back to the pageant of historical figures to see that 
there are, in fact, distinctions to be made among the victims of 
Life. Some have been conquered and have left nothing to redeem 
themselves, but others like Plato and Rousseau himself have in­
spired the efforts of other generations to overcome the world, 
even though they personally fell victim to it. A great part of the 
poem's message is that the Poet-idealist's first disillusionment is 
dangerous, merely playing into the hands of the mundane con­
queror; for the consequent withdrawal of the relatively virtuous 
from the stage of history leaves an open field for the activities of 
evil men. 

In the introductory lines of the poem ( 1-40), the sun rises on a 
joyful world in which all the elements of natural creation "rise as 
the Sun their father rose" to share the burden of natural existence; 
the Poet, out of tune with nature and free from the rule of natural 
necessity, has remained awake with the stars and now at dawn 
prepares to sleep. But the "thoughts which must remain untold" 
that have kept him awake project themselves on his consciousness 
in a trance-like vision such as Ahasuerus elicited from Mahmud's 
inner thoughts. 

In the first major section of the vision ( 41-175), the Poet be­
comes progressively more deeply involved in the plight of those in 
the pageant. At first he sees only a barren highway and "a great 
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stream/ Of people" blindly rushing along, tormenting themselves 
or one another, and ignoring the "fountains," "grassy paths," and 
"violet banks" while "they/Pursued their serious folly as of old" 
( 41-73). This initial view of human life as random motion is mod· 
ified immediately when there appears, in "a cold glare, intenser 
than the noon/But icy cold," a moon-like chariot in which there 
sits a "Shape," described in terms deriving from Milton's portrayal 
of Death in Paradise Lost. While the death-like Shape crouches, a 
four-faced "Shadow" of destiny acts as charioteer, guiding a 
"wonder-winged team." 

The details of the chariot, its motive power, and its guiding 
charioteer derive from a description found in Ezekiel's vision of 
the manifest power of God, Dante's car of the church, and Mil­
ton's "Chariot of Paternal Deitie"; but Shelley-as so often in his 
use of myths and symbols12-has changed the moral implications 
of the description. For Ezekiel, Dante, and Milton, the God of 
Power that rules nature and shapes the external destinies of men 
was a beneficent force assuring the ultimate triumph of virtue. 
But for Shelley, moral coercion is in itself evil; there can be no 
good fruit from an evil tree. The influence of this triumphant char· 
iot is thus pernicious, destroying the human freedom that is the 
basis of all morality and virtue. Because necessity is blind, "ill was 
the car guided," no matter what its speed or power. 

At this point the Poet "arose aghast," no longer indifferent to his 
vision, and he saw "the million" celebrating the triumphant prog· 
ress of this amoral chariot. If the ignorant, aimless wanderings of 
the first group seemed folly, the active worship of amoral power, 
like the old triumphs of Roman emperors, seems a positive evil. 
Bound to this chariot are the leading figures of all ages. both the 
oppressors and the oppressed-all "who had grown old in power/ 
Or misery''-except two groups: first "a sacred few" who had died 
young and "fled back like eagles to their native noon" before they 
had been corrupted by the world's slow stain, and, second, a 
group "who put aside the diadem/Of earthly thrones or gems"­
those men "of Athens & Jerusalem," the best of the Hellenic and 
Hebraic traditions, who had either fled the world before their dis· 
illusionment or else resisted (as Jesus and Socrates did) the temp· 
tation to tum their personal power-whether physical, political, 
intellectual, or spiritual-into any kind of tyranny over their fel· 
low men. 
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The chariot, besides being followed by chained men of notable 
power or suffering, is preceded by a hoard of nameless "maidens & 
youths" driven by lusts that lead them to destroy themselves and 
one another; and it is also followed by a second crowd of anony­
mous older men and women who, arid and impotent, go through 
the motions of lust though their natures lead them to a cold death 
in dust rather than a passionate destruction of lightning and 
foam: "And frost in these performs what fire in those" ( 175). 

By this time the Poet, "struck to the heart" by what he has seen, 
cries out to know the meaning of the vision. He is answered by 
the decayed ruin of Rousseau's spirit. This "grim Feature"-yet 
another projection of the Poet's mind (as the shade of Mahomet 
was of Mahmud's)-explains part of the meaning of the pageant 
and identifies Napoleon among "the Wise,/The great, the unfor­
gotten." The Poet is shocked to despair by the destructive power 
of mundane life over both Rousseau, inspired with an inner fire 
but corrupted (like Beatrice Cenci) by unpropitious external cir­
cumstances, and Napoleon, unable to "repress the mutiny within" 
even though given every external advantage. 

But, when the Poet tries to tum away from the pageant, Rous­
seau will not let him rest in the self-gratification of easy despair. 
He commands him to "behold ... those spoilers spoiled"-Vol­
taire, Frederick the Great, Kant, Catherine of Russia, and Leo­
pold of Austria-and distinguishes between their slavery to exter­
nal influences and his own destruction by his unfulfilled desires: 
•1 was overcome/By my own heart alone" ( 240-41). Although the 
Poet has no wish to see any more of those who, in spite of great 
talents and opportunities, have left the world "not so much more 
glorious than it was," Rousseau reminds him that every generation 
casts its influence for good or ill on human history and points to 
the "mighty phantoms of an elder day"-those of Greek civiliza­
tion including Plato, who, like Rousseau himself, was corrupted 
by excessive love for an improper object,13 and Aristotle and 
Alexander ( 260-68), who, like Voltaire and Frederick, were in­
tellectual and military conquerors. 

Rousseau points out also "the great bards of old," who were 
able to quell "the passions which they sung," whereas he himself 
"suffered what I wrote, or viler pain!" But, when he says, "my 
words were seeds of misery-/Even as the deeds of others," the 
Poet remonstrates with him, insisting that Rousseau's writings 
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produced no such evil as the deeds of Roman emperors ("the 
heirs/Of Caesar's crime"), the "Anarchs old" who founded the 
feudal states out of which European nations grew, or the popes, 
"who rose like shadows between Man & god." After Rousseau ac­
knowledges that "their power was given/But to destroy," the Poet 
asks him to tell his story, which he does in a symbolic narrative in 
the manner of Alastor and Epipsychidion. 

Awakening in the spring, Rousseau found himself in a beautiful 
valley beside a "gentle rivulet" that emerged from the shadowy 
mountain that separates the realm of birth from whatever pre­
ceded it. 

"Whether my life had been before that sleep 
The Heaven which I imagine, or a Hell 

"Like this harsh world in which I wake to weep, 
I know not." 

(332-35) 

For a brief interval he senses a "trace/Of light diviner than the 
common Sun/ Sheds on the common Earth," but this light is 
quickly swallowed up by a melange of sounds and the bright glare 
of the morning sun. The sunlight flows through the gorge in the 
mountain (from which the stream of life issued) and shines on a 
pool. Amid the pool's reflection of the sun there appears "a shape 
all light." This beautiful female form proves to be a vision of the 
Ideal as it is distorted both by the limitations of the human condi­
tion and by those of the individual mind. The "shape," associated 
with mist, foam, "leaves & winds & waves & birds & bees," and 
especially with the rainbow, tramples out the sparks of Rousseau's 
mind as "Day" (not the sun itself but the distorted diffusion of 
sunlight) "treads out the lamps of night." In other words, the vi­
sion of the partial ideal destroys Rousseau's initial appreciation of 
individual people and particular things of beauty. 

When Rousseau asks his self-projected ideal for the answers to 
life's ultimate questions, she bids him drink from the crystal glass 
in her hand; but, when he does, he (like Eve and Adam, who 
sought similar knowledge) is confronted first by a vision of 
wolfish evil and then by the cold bright chariot, which eclipses the 
vision of the "shape all light." By absolutizing the relative and by 
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seeking within the limited world of mutability the vision of what 
was eternal and unconditional, Rousseau has blinded himself to 
the virtue and beauty of sublunar things without having found 
anything with which to replace them. Confronted by the trium­
phal progress of random experience, the disillusioned idealist 
plunges "among/The thickest billows of the living storm," giving 
himself up to despair and sensuality ( 4.65-68). But the memory of 
his partial ideal lingers, and he continues to glimpse that vision 
and to hope that his day's path may end as he began it, in the 
smile of Venus, both morning star of love and evening star of 
hope ( 412-33). 

The fragment concludes with a lengthy section in which Rous­
seau tells how, as he approached middle age, he beheld "a wonder 
worthy of the rhyme" of Dante. In this vision, he describes by 
means of animal similes a series of "phantoms"-"dim forms" that 
were "sent forth incessantly" from aging human beings. These 
forms prove to be masks created by the artificial roles people play 
-from the delegated power of kings to those of "lawyer, states­
man, priest & theorist'' ( 495-510). Potentially autonomous moral 
agents are distorted into formalized, unfeeling automatons fulfill­
ing preconceived functions without making personal ethical 
choices. As these masks "fell from the countenance/ And form of 
all," those who gave them off lost all joy and spontaneity and 
some, like Rousseau himself, "grew weary of the ghastly dance/ 
And fell . . . by the way side" ( 535-43). The Poet at this point 
interrupts his guide: 

"Then, what is Life?" I said . . . the cripple cast 
His eye upon the car which now had rolled 

Onward, as if that look must be the last, 

And answered . . . . "Happy those for whom the fold 
Of 

(544-48) 

These were not the last words Shelley ever wrote; we cannot 
even be certain that they were his last lines of poetry. But there is 
reason to think that he wrote them shortly before he, Edward 
Williams, and Captain Daniel Roberts sailed the Don Juan down 
the coast from the Bay of Spezia to Leghorn on July 1, 1822, to 
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welcome Leigh Hunt to Italy. On Monday, July 8, Shelley and 
Williams (along with a sailor boy named Charles Vivian) left 
Leghorn to return to San Terenzo. From the shore Roberts and 
Trelawny separately watched the small sailing craft until, about 
ten miles out to sea, it disappeared into the dark cloud of a sud­
den squall. 

At Casa Magni, Mary and Jane waited with some uneasiness 
until Friday, July 12, when a letter arrived from Hunt to Shelley 
saying, "pray write to tell us how you got home, for they say that 
you had bad weather after you sailed on monday [sic], & we are 
anxious." 14 Mter an intensive search of the coastline between 
Leghorn and Lerici, the bodies of Shelley and Williams were 
found washed up about three miles apart on the shore near Via­
reggio, Shelley's within the duchy of Lucca and Williams' in Tus­
cany. Trelawny took charge of carrying out the widows' wishes to 
bury Shelley in Rome near William Shelley and to send Edward 
Williams' remains to England for final burial. Because of strict 
quarantine laws, the decomposing bodies could not be trans­
ported across national boundaries. Trelawny, therefore (with the 
help of the English minister at Florence), asked and received per­
mission to cremate the bodies near their respective places of tem­
porary burial on the beach. 

There is no need here to go into the aftermath of Shelley's sud­
den death. One unfortunate result was that his absence permitted 
the whole enterprise of Hunt's journal-named The Liberal at 
Byron's suggestion-to founder.15 Jane Williams soon returned to 
England, where she eventually married Thomas Jefferson Hogg. 
Mary and her young son returned in 1823; she edited a volume of 
Shelley's Posthumous Poems ( 1824) and, later, his Poetical Works 
( 4 vols., 1839) and Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and 
Fragments ( 2 vols., 1840), all containing notes of biographical 
interest that partly compensated for her inability (because of the 
financial threats of Sir Timothy Shelley) to publish a full biogra­
phy of her husband. At Sir Timothy's death in 1844, Percy Flor­
ence Shelley succeeded his grandfather in the baronetcy, and was 
able to ease the last years of Mary Shelley (d. 1851). In 1848 Sir 
Percy Florence married Jane St. John, a fervent admirer of both 
Shelley and Mary, who undertook a role as caretaker of their rep­
utations that has had repercussions that still echo in studies of 
Shelley.16 
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IV Epilogue 
Although Shelley probably faced death with equanimity, this is 

not to say that he sought it. We do not have the feeling that Shel~ 
ley's death was a tragedy for him (though it was for his family 
and several friends), because his life and thought were mature 
before the end-not simply turning from bud to-bloom, as in the 
case of John Keats. "If I die tomorrow," Shelley is reported to 
have said the day before his death, "I have lived to be older than 
my father." 17 

Shelley could face death and life with equal strength and cour~ 
age because he had learned, after many trials and not a few er~ 
rors, wherein his happiness lay: It was neither to be found in 
political panaceas, such as reform bills (though he would have 
welcomed the progressive democratization of England during the 
later nineteenth century), nor in an ideal antitype of his psyche 
embodied in another man or woman (though he highly valued 
true friendship); rather, his happiness lay in words that praised 
the social and personal ideals he had cherished so intensely during 
all his adult years. 

In the life of the imagination, especially as that experience 
could be communicated to others through creative actions and 
gestures, through the plastic and performing arts, and most effec~ 
tually through written words, Shelley saw the seeds of the values 
that could continually regenerate individual men and, at fortunate 
moments in human history, renovate entire societies. Prometheus 
Unbound, "A Defence of Poetry," Epipsychidion, Adonais, Hellas, 
and "The Triumph of Life" all say with one voice that the virtues 
of any living individual man are inspired, nurtured, and brought 
to fruition (or limited) by the imaginative ideals he holds-his 
personal vision of what a man ought to be. The telos, the goal of 
human life, thus lies within the best of the imaginative ideals 
available to men; and the greatest service one man can perform 
for his fellows is to augment and enhance those ideals. 

If we were asked to evaluate Shelley's life and work, we could 
point to the practical effectiveness of his poetry and prose in the 
history of British political and social reform movements18 or to his 
pervading influence among great literary figures of the later nine~ 
teenth and the twentieth centuries-Tennyson, Browning, Ros~ 
setti, Swinburne, Meredith, Hardy, Shaw, Yeats, and (in spite of 
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his early criticisms) T. S. Eliot. But a truer test, and one that 
Shelley himself would have approved, is the degree to which his 
imaginative mythic formulations have been diffused into the gen­
eral cultural imagination. The figures of Prometheus, Queen Mab, 
Count Cenci and Beatrice, and such natural phenomena as Mont 
Blanc, the west wind, a cloud, or a skylark evoke in literate Eng­
lish-speaking people conceptions that are as vividly informed by 
Shelley's imagination as the characters of Falstaff, Richard III, 
Romeo and Juliet are by Shakespeare's, those of Comus, Adam 
and Eve, and Satan by Milton's, and the whole panoply of Canter­
bury pilgrimages by Chaucer's. The public understanding of each 
of these representations has grown and changed over the years 
and will continue to do so, for the imaginative conception remains 
alive to reinterpretation as the matter-of-fact discourse does not. 
The measure of Shelley's success will remain, however, in the 
number of elements of public thought and discourse upon which 
he has placed the ineradicable stamp of his imagination. 
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is Peacock's long note on "Dremogorgon" in Rhododaphne; or, The 
Thessalian Spell (London, 1818). 
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1886), pp. 93-107. 

Chapter Six 
1. See A. Stanley Walker, "Peterloo, Shelley and Reform," Publica­

tions of the Modern Language Association, XL ( 1925), 128-64. 
2. Literary precedents for Shelley's use of "Anarch" are to be found 

in Milton's Paradise Lost (II.988) and Pope's Dunciad (IV.655). 
3. The fact of this first publication was noted by White, Shelley, II, 

223, but has subsequently been overlooked. 
4. "Rhetoric as Drama: An Approach to the Romantic Ode," Pub­

lications of the Modern Language Association, LXXIX (March 1964), 
67-79, especially 71-74. 

5. On the "fading coal" image, see D. J. Hughes, "Coherence and 
Collapse in Shelley ... ," Journal of English Literary History, 
XXVIII (September 1961), 260-83; "Potentiality in Prometheus Un­
bound," Studies in Romanticism, II (Winter 1963), 107-26; "Kindling 
and Dwindling: The Poetic Process in Shelley," Keats-Shelley ]ournaT, 
XIII (1964), 13-28. 

6. The identity of "Dr. J. Bell" has not hitherto been noted in Shel­
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Modern Language Association, LXIII (September 1948), 950-72. 

6. Compare Twelfth Night, I.i.21-23. 
7. La vita nuova, translated by Mark Musa (Bloomington, Indiana, 

1962)' p. 30. 
8. Mary Shelley had not heard of it when she wrote to Maria Cis­
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