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SHELLEY'S POETIC INSPIRATION AND ITS TWO SOURCES: 

THE IDEALS OF JUSTICE AND BEAUTY 

by Marie Guertin 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to show that most 

of Shelley's poetry can be better understood when it is related: 

(1) to each of the two ideals which constantly inspired Shelley 

in his life, thought and poetry; (2) to the increasing unity 

which bound these two ideals so closely together that they finally 

appeared, through most of his mature philosophical and poetical 

Works, as two aspects of the same Ideal. That Shelley himself 

became fully aware of these two major sources is made explicit, 

for instance, in the "Dedication" of The Cenci he addressed to 

Leigh Hunt in May 1819: 

"Those writings which I have hitherto published, have 
been little else than visions which impersonate my own 
apprehensions of the beautiful and the just". 

Therefore, after a brief study of Shelley's philosophical 

thought (because it constantly supports his poetry), we first ana­

lyze several great poems inspired by the ideal of justice, such as 

Queen Mab, The Revolt of Islam, The Cenci, in order to demonstrate 

both the content and the poetical power of this ideal. Then we deal 

with some of the most successful achievements inspired by the ideal 

of beauty and aesthetic preoccupations or emotions, viz. Hymn to 

Intellectual Beauty, Mont Blanc, the Odes. Finally, after having 

noted several times how these two ideals tend to converge into 

one, somewhat analogous with the Platonic Idea of Good, we consider 

two masterpieces which can be seen as the best expression of this 

unity: A Defence of Poetry, and Prometheus Unbound. This threefold 

analysis leads to concluding remarks about the originality of 

Shelley's Romanticism. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 



INTRODUCTION 

During the past ten years, there has been a renewed 

interest in Percy Bysshe Shelley, reflected in the number of 

new editions and critical studies published in Europe and 

America. Among the editions, may be mentioned, for instance, 

The Complete Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley , that 

Neville Rogers began in 1974, supplemented with Rogers' an­

notations and those of eminent critics, or The Life of Percy 

Bysshe Shelley, first issued in 1887 by W. Sharp and re-issued 

in 1972 by Kennikat Press, or A Shelley Primer and Percy Bysshe 

Shelley, Poet and Pioneer, written by H. Salt in the end of the 

19th century and also published by Kennikat Press in 1968. 

Similarly Haskell House republished in the early seventies, 

Francis Gribble's 1919 edition of The Romantic Life of Shelley 

and the Sequel. This list is far from being exhaustive. 

As for the critics, they continue to vindicate Shelley 

from the misunderstandings and disparagement of him by Arnold 

and his followers, casting new light, through their detailed 

analyses, of both his writings and personality. Thus, some 

authors undertake to write biographies, since family manus­

cripts are now available to the public: for instance J.O. 

Fullerton and R. Holmes in England respectively published, in 

1968 and 1974, Shelley, a Biography and Shelley, the Pursuit. 

1 Although this edition has been criticized, it is nevertheless 
a sign of interest in Shelley. 
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Others direct their attention towards what may be called the 

"poetic-ethics" and study the political interests of the poet: 

for example Pollard Guinn in Shelley's Political Thought and 

Gerald McNiece, of Harvard University, in Shelley and the 

Revolutionary Idea (1969). Another critic, Margaret Crompton 

(Shelley's Dream Women, 1967) thought that female figures ought 

to be looked at in Shelley's life, while some years later, Earl 

R. Wasserman, of Johns Hopkins University, stressed in Shelley 

a Critical Reading (1971) the philosophical side of the poet, 

i.e. his skepticism as well as his idealism, and analyzed his 

poetry from this viewpoint. Almost at the same time, James 

Reiger of Berkeley reconsidered Shelley's natural and religious 

rebellion in The Mutiny Within: the Heresies of Percy Bysshe 

Shelley (1967). 

Other scholars, from various countries, believe on the 

contrary that more emphasis should be placed upon what may be 

called the "poetic-aesthetics". For example, Ross Woodman, of 

Canada, studied the importance of myth in The Apocalyptic Vision 

in the Poetry of Shelley (1964); E.J. Schulze, of the United 

States, re-assembled the poet's literary criticism in Shelley's 

Theory of Poetry (1966); the year before, Donald H. Reiman had 

developed the notion of symbols in his new edition of The Triumph 

of Life. Later on in 1973 Jean Perrin, of France, published 

Les Structures de l'imaginaire Shelleyen, where he studied the 

process of imaginative creativity according to Bachelard's 
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ideas , while Helene Lemaitre , in Shelley, poete des Elements, 

analyzed the symbolical hegemony of l i g h t . 

While many of these c r i t i c s have considered in depth 

pa r t i cu la r aspects of Shel ley 's poetry, and some of them scru­

t in ized step by step the whole canon, there i s s t i l l room, I 

bel ieve, for another kind of study, closer to a simple but 

a t t en t ive reading, v i z . an attempt to reach a global under­

standing of th i s poetry according to i t s major sources of in­

spi ra t ion , as they appeared to the poet himself. 

Shel ley 's poetry divides na tura l ly into two pa r t s . The 

f i r s t consis ts of poems such as Queen Mab, The Revolt of Islam, 

The Mask of Anarchy which have p o l i t i c a l subjects , as well as 
3 

metaphysical , and seem inspired by the so-cal led idealism of 

Shelley, or more precisely by his ideal of j u s t i c e . The achieve­

ments of the second part appear at f i r s t s ight very d i f ferent : 

here an aes the t ic emphasis predominates, because the poems which 

belong to t h i s group such as Alastor, or the Sp i r i t of Solitude, 

Mont Blanc and the Odes are f i l l e d with sens i t ive impressions, 

1 As developed in h i s books of aes the t ics , i . e . La Psychanalyse du 
feu, L'eau e t l e s reves, L ' a i r e t les songes, where Bachelard takes Shelley's 
poetry as an example. 

2 Who also follows Bachelard's ideas on imagination. 

3 By metaphysical, I mean topics dealing with God's existence, 
fundamental nature of things, destiny of man, e t c . These topics are often a 
source of inspi ra t ion in Shelley's poetry. 
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a strong feeling for nature and deep emotions; ideal beauty 

rather than ideal justice is now celebrated through various 

themes and symbols. However, if the content of these poems is 

examined more closely, it becomes evident that there are many 

links and interconnections between the two ideals, and conse­

quently some unity of inspiration. For instance, beauty praised 

in Hymn to Intellectual Beauty is not only the principle making 

the world beautiful, but a source of goodness, justice and wis­

dom. The same could be said about Alastor, or the Spirit of 

Solitude, To a Skylark, The Sensitive Plant . Conversely, 

political and moral order, which Queen Mab, The Revolt of Islam 

and Hellas represent as the fruit of justice, brings about a 

world of beauty and flows from the sense of beauty no less than 

from the love of justice. Therefore it is not surprising that 

in the greatest creations of Shelley, above all Prometheus 

Unbound and The Cenci, the two ideals merge into a single one 

which, like the Good of Plato, presents two major attributes, 

the just and the beautiful. 

These considerations have suggested the following study 

and defined its framework. Shelley's poetical works will be 

read and analyzed in the light of the two sources alluded 

to, special emphasis being given to their increasing unity. In 

other words, the object of this dissertation will be to show, 

in a great variety of examples, how a better understanding of 

Shelley's poetry can be reached through such an approach. To 
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trace the progress of each inspiration within the poet, and 

especially their increasing unity, it seemed appropriate to 

follow as far as possible, in each part of this study, a chrono­

logical order. In addition, since Shelley's ideal of justice 

as it is expressed in poetry flows from his early reaction to 

his milieu and from philosophical reflections, his formative 

years and philosophical essays could not be ignored. 

Hence, in order to show the roots of this ideal of 

justice in Shelley's mind, Chapter I deals with the early per­

sonal experiences of the poet and recapitulates his major doc­

trines through a short analysis of his main philosophical essays, 

The Necessity of Atheism, Refutation of Deism, Essay on Chris­

tianity, An Association of Philanthropists and Philosophical 

View of Reform. Chapter II concentrates on what can be called 

the political and moral poetry, namely poems such as Queen Mab, 

The Revolt of Islam, The Mask of Anarchy, Hellas and The Cenci. 

After emphasizing the common features which characterize content 

and forms of these poems, it points out special aspects of the 

ideal of justice which are developed in each of them. Chapter 

III fulfills a twofold purpose: first, to show how the ideal of 

beauty, too often neglected by critics, began to 

grow in the heart of the poet, and inspired more and more his 

poetry from the Swiss period to the Italian; secondly, to dem­

onstrate how Shelley was able to unite increasingly these two 

ideals in his thought as well as his poetical achievements: this 
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is proved by a short examination of the Defence of Poetry and 

a more substantial analysis of his masterpiece, Prometheus 

Unbound. Finally, a brief Conclusion stresses the fact that 

this double ideal led Shelley to an original Romanticism. 
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THE FORMATIVE YEARS OF SHELLEY AND HIS PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHT 



CHAPTER I 

THE FORMATIVE YEARS OF SHELLEY AND HIS PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHT 

The S h e l l e y canon i n d i c a t e s , when i t i s c o n s i d e r e d i n 

i t s t o t a l i t y , t h a t t h e r e i s a c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween t h e 

p o e t ' s l i f e and t h o u g h t , h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l w r i t i n g s and h i s 

p o e t r y . He was a man r e f l e c t i n g i n h i s l i f e what he had 

2 c o n c e i v e d , c o n s t a n t l y m e d i t a t i n g upon and l e a r n i n g from h i s own 

e x p e r i e n c e . The e s s a y The N e c e s s i t y of Athe i sm c a u s e d h i s 

e x p u l s i o n from Oxford and t u r n e d him away from p u r s u i n g what 

c o u l d have been a b r i l l i a n t academic c a r e e r . Aga in , h i s L e t t e r 

t o Lord E l l e n b o r o u g h , a g a i n s t t h i s j u d g e ' s d e c i s i o n t o i m p r i s o n 

a d e i s t , and h i s p u b l i c a t i o n of Queen Mab, a r o u s e d h o s t i l e f e e l ­

i n g s among t h e a u t h o r i t i e s . Th i s became e v i d e n t i n 1817 , when 

t h e p o e t ' s p e t i t i o n f o r h a v i n g c u s t o d y of h i s c h i l d r e n was 

r e j e c t e d by t h e c o u r t , b e c a u s e h i s v iews were t h o u g h t t o o 

l i b e r a l and e c c e n t r i c . C o n v e r s e l y , j u s t a s t h e F rench and 

American R e v o l u t i o n s and t h e I r i s h s i t u a t i o n had a s t r o n g i n ­

f l u e n c e on t h e young r e f o r m e r , t h e j o u r n e y t o S w i t z e r l a n d and 

1 Trelawny, E . J . , Records of Shelley, Byron, and the Author, ed. 
by David Wright, Penguin Bks, 1973, 323p., Ch. 7, p . 105:"To form a j u s t 
idea of h i s poetry, you should have witnessed h i s dai ly l i f e ; h i s words and 
actions bes t i l l u s t r a t e d h i s wr i t ings . " 

2 LPBS:I, No 116, p . 147, l a t t e r to S i r Bysshe Shelley, October 
13, 1811: "I am accustomed to speak my opinion unreservedly; t h i s has occa­
sioned me some misfortunes, but I do not therefore cease to speak as I th ink . " 
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Italy provided his genius with a new dimension: a greater sen­

sitivity to natural and artistic beauty. 

Moreover, Shelley is a poet whose philosophical writings 

and poetry often reflect each other. The appeal for tolerance, 

friendship and love, which inspired An Association of Philan­

thropists, is represented in dramatic form by the characters of 

Laon and Cythna in The Revolt of Islam. Likewise, the idea 

developed in the Address to the Irish People, i.e. that men 

cause more miseries and evil when they resort to violence in 

order to vindicate their rights or rectify injustices inflicted 

upon them, is the central theme of The Cenci where the vindictive 

action, undertaken by Beatrice to punish the misconduct of her 

father, brings her and her family to destruction. And Shelley's 

insistence that morals should be united to politics for the at­

tainment of social justice, an idea which is already perceptible 

in the Defence of Poetry and pervades A Philosophical View of 

Reform, is expressed by the fate of a mythical hero - his woes, 

conversion and final liberation - in the great lyrical poem 

Prometheus Unbound. 

Therefore, if we wish to understand Shelley's poetry in 

relation to its sources, we must have some knowledge of the con­

ditions in which the poet lived and of the philosophical thought 

that he conceived in his youth. Many of these points have been 
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carefully studied in recent years by critics. Of course it 

will be enough, in this essay, to recall the most significant 

features of Shelley's formative years and trace the major ideas, 

as well as their origin, contained in his most important philo­

sophical writings. 

Shelley was born in 1792, five years after the end of 

the American Revolution and three years after the beginning of 

the French Revolution, into an aristocratic family involved in 

political affairs. His early teens were spent in times of tur­

moil and multiple upheavals, as the French Revolution still in 

its full swing was spreading, with Napoleonic wars, throughout 

Continental Europe. England, amongst other European countries, 

was shaken by these events and feared that similar movements 

would start at home. These fears were to a certain degree 

justified as, within the United Kingdom itself, the Irish, for 

whom the poet became later on so much concerned, attempted twice, 

in 1782-1784 and 1794, to gain their own Independence through 

revolutionary uprisings. 

Among British intellectuals another kind of revolution 
2 

was taking place. Renowned writers such as Burke, Paine, Godwin , 

1 For instance, in the following works: The Young Shelley, Genesis 
of a Radical^Shelley: The Golden Years (K.N. Cameron); Shelley's Political" 
Thought (P. Guinn); The Revolutionary Idea (G. McNiece); Shelley, a Critical 
Reading( E.R. Wasserman) . 

2 Father-in-law of Shelley. 
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Price and Mary Wollstonecraft were cultivating the spirit of 

the French Enlightenment and advocating more civil rights. In 

addition, the industrial revolution was growing considerably in 

the north of England where peaceful towns were being destroyed. 

Considering all these events, one can hardly think that Shelley 

remained unmoved. He inherited from them, in part, a spirit 
2 

of passion and "sentiment of the necessity of change". 

PART I: Family Background and Early Years 

Although Shelley spent his mature life in opposition to 

his family, he derived from it, however, attitudes and psycho­

logical features he had from his early years. The atmos­

phere within Shelley's home was one of striking contrasts bet­

ween characters, religious views and philosophies. Everyone 

fostered a strong belief in his own ideal and acted accordingly, 

very often in opposition to the feelings and opinions which he 

had suffered painfully; hence arose many extreme positions. The 

grandfather, Bysshe Shelley, was a self-made man, very enterpri­

sing, who possessed tremendous confidence in his own powers, while 

his son, Timothy Shelley, father of the poet, was more humble and 

discreet, so that, for instance, he owed his place in parliament 

1 First wife of Godwin and mother of Mary Godwin (Mrs. Shelley) . 

2 SPTP: Philosophical View of Reform, Ch. II, p. 240. 
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to p a r e n t a l i n f l u e n c e . In r e l i g i o u s m a t t e r s , the g randfa the r 

professed a theism, but h i s son upheld a s taunch Anglican o r t h o ­

doxy and h i s daugh te r - in - l aw , Mrs. E. She l ley , dec la red h e r s e l f 

a p h i l a n t h r o p i s t . She l ley adhered to both h i s m o t h e r ' s and 

g r a n d f a t h e r ' s v iews . As f a r as moral p r i n c i p l e s were concerned, 

the g randfa the r had r a t h e r loose ones , whi le 

Timothy Shel ley conformed to h igh ly r i g i d p r e c e p t s . In t h i s 

r e s p e c t , Shel ley resembled h i s f a t h e r . Obviously, a l l these 

persons had ve ry d i f f e r e n t n a t u r e s , but n e v e r t h e l e s s they u n i t e d 

t h e i r e f f o r t s around a common i n t e r e s t , p o l i t i c s . This love of 

p o l i t i c s came to them, one might say, as an h e r e d i t a r y g i f t from 

the f i r s t branch of the a r i s t o c r a t i c Shel leys who had been of ten 

involved, s ince the times of Charlemagne, in the a f f a i r s of the 

s t a t e . Some proved very courageous, even to dea th , such a s : 

Sir Thomas Shelley who fought, and died on the scaffold, in 
the cause of Richard I I ; Sir Richard Shelley, Grand Prior of the 
English Language among the Knights of Malta, whose well-proved 
valour brought him, in extreme old age, to the defence of the 
island against the Turks in 1565. *• 

S h e l l e y ' s immediate family a l so had a c e r t a i n boldness and clever­

ness which i t s ances to r s possessed . They did no t h e s i t a t e 

to commit themselves to g r e a t and hazardous e n t e r p r i s e s . In 

p a r t i c u l a r t he g randfa the r was endowed wi th such a s p i r i t . His 

i n t e l l i g e n t , a l e r t mind qu ick ly showed i t s c a p a c i t i e s i n bus iness 

1 Rossetti, W.M., A Memoir of Shelley, London, Printed for the 
Shelley Society, by R. Clay & Sons, 1886, 1st ed., 2nd ed., AMS Press Inc., 
N.Y. 1971, 154p., Ch. I , p. 3. 
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and politics. After several years spent in North America where, 

through various trades, he earned much money, he succeeded upon 

his return to England in building up an alliance with the Duke 

of Norfolk, leader of the Whig Party in Sussex, and thus provided 

valuable connections for his family. 

Although Shelley's father did not demonstrate his polit­

ical abilities so outstandingly as the grandfather, he neverthe­

less took very seriously his role as a supporter of the Whig 

Party and member of Parliament. His most cherished desire was 

to see his son follow the same path, so that a political ambition 

surrounded the child. This is reflected in the education the 

young Shelley received in his early years. The parents paid great 

attention to developing the intellectual capacities which would 

enable their son to reach and keep the high position coveted for 

him. Thus, taught Latin at the age of six, he was sent later to 

the best schools of England, Sion, Eton and finally Oxford, where 

his father had already been a student. Besides this formal educa­

tion, Shelley received at heme a unique training in political af­

fairs, through the numerous conversations of his grandfather, 

father and friends about the Whig Party, its opponents, and the 

various problems debated in the House of Commons, - the Irish 

question for instance. The future poet-philosopher learned im­

mensely from these discussions and perhaps we find some echo of 

his early experience in his Address to the Irish People, when he 

emphasizes the benefits people gain by discussing among themselves 
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and exchanging ideas. It was at Field Place that he learned the 

first rules of rhetoric and dialectic. Moreover, to supplement 

formal and speculative formation by practical observation, Timothy 

often sent his son with his steward around Sussex county, in order 

to inquire about the situation of his farmers and report to him 

upon their return. These short journeys developed in Shelley not 

only a social interest but also a realistic outlook on life. 

Meanwhile, contrary to what one may expect from such an 

atmosphere, the first signs of the poetical temperament which was 

to become so prominent afterwards in Shelley were not long in 

appearing. Of course it is not unusual that young children try 

to compose short poems. But it is less common that these first 

exercises deserve attention and show originality, as it is the 

case with the Verses on a Cat, written by the schoolboy at age 

ten. And what seems much more significant is the translation into 

Latin, at thirteen, of Gray's masterpiece, The Elegy, or the num­

ber of poems which he wrote from 1802-1812, between the ages of 

ten and twenty, a selection of which was published with the 

gracious aid of his grandfather. His education at school fa­

vored such a tendency, because he succeeded in mastering Latin 

(and loved to read Gothic literature, for instance novels such as 

The Monk by M.G. Lewis). These novels directed the teenager into 

an imaginary world. His tendency to day-dream increased at home 

in reaction to the boredom of daily life. The family, notwith­

standing its liberal ideology, had kept conservative fashions to 
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the po in t of monotony. I t s s o c i a l c i r c l e was r e s t r i c t e d to a r i s ­

t o c r a t i c and p o l i t i c a l connec t ions . Living under an a u s t e r e eve­

ryday d i s c i p l i n e and depr ived of the company of o the r youths , ex­

cept for a time when Graham, s tuden t in music , remained under t h e 

t u t e l a g e of h i s f a t h e r , Shel ley came to r e l y , for r e l i e f , upon 

the workings of h i s imagina t ion . He invented f r i g h t e n i n g s t o r i e s 

which he used to t e l l h i s s i s t e r s (and l a t e r wrote two Gothic nov­

e l s , Z a s t r o s s i in 1810, St I rvyne , or The Ros ic ruc ian in 1811). 

As he took p l e a s u r e in an imaginary world, t h e p o e t i c a l s i d e grew 

in him, a rous ing some admira t ion from the whole family , unaware 

t h a t the mind of the ado lescen t was moving away from usua l de s igns . 

Although he showed e a r l y s igns of overheated , unquie t 

d i s p o s i t i o n and was of ten a t odds wi th h i s peers , i t was some­

what unexpectedly and suddenly t h a t Shel ley r evea led a c h a r a c t e r 

r e b e l l i o u s a g a i n s t the t r a d i t i o n in which he was brought up . The 

f i r s t m a n i f e s t a t i o n happened a t Oxford where, as i s wel l known, 

he took to t a s k the theo log ians on the sub jec t of b e l i e f and d i s ­

c losed h i s pe r sona l views in a pamphlet e n t i t l e d The Necess i ty of 

Atheism. The expuls ion and censure which ensued as the Univer­

s i t y ' s r e p l y to h i s o b s t i n a t e r e f u s a l of submission g r e a t l y 

1 In his early years Shelley, as biographers t e l l , suffered greatly 
in schools frcm his masters'and comrades' teasing because of his habit of 
reading in recreation time. Their mockeries developed in him a feeling of 
persecution, which afterwards recurred in particular circumstances and awoke 
in him a strong sympathy for the unhappy. See Medwin, T., The Shelley Papers, 
Memoir of P.B. Shelley by T. Medwin, Esq., and Original Poems and Papers by P. 
B. Shelley. Now f i r s t collected London: Whittaker, Readier, & Co., 1833, 180p., 
pp.3-4. 
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disturbed Timothy Shelley, who personally disagreed with such 

ideas and resented these events as a "disgrace" to the family , 

in addit ion to some p o l i t i c a l uneasiness a t a time when the 

Chancellor of Oxford, Lord Grenvil le , was a Foxite-Whig. Not­

withstanding his f a t h e r ' s objurgations and the uncer ta inty of 

his own s i tua t ion , Shelley did not want to yield and a few weeks 

after the expulsion he re jected a kind offer made by the Duke of 
2 

Norfolk to jo in the Whig Party. Once again Timothy became angry 

at t h i s disconcerting behaviour towards a man who was his patron 

and friend, worrying a l l the more as his son, apparently, was 

idling in London, without concern about his future career . But 

in order to follow his own path , perhaps a personal vocation , 

more freely, he r e t a l i a t e d against the r i g i d i t y of his 

father . The presumed rebel , ra ther a f ree- thinker indeed, who 

did not want to be reckoned as among the a r i s t o c r a t s , repudiated 

1 LPBS:I, Note 2, pp.56-57, Let ter from Timothy Shelley, April 8, 
1811: "The disgrace which hangs over you i s most serious, and though I have 
f e l t as a father , and sympathized in the misfortune which your criminal opin­
ions and improper ac t s have begot: yet , you must know, that I have a duty to 
perform to my own character, as well as to your younger brother and s i s t e r s . 
Above a l l , my feelings as a Christ ian requi re from me a decided and firm con­
duct towards you." 

2 LPBS: I , Note 3 , p . 158, Charles Grove's r e l a t i on (1857): " 'By 
the duke's inv i ta t ion Bysshe met h is fa ther , a t dinner a t Norfolk House, to 
ta lk over a plan for bringing him in as member for Horsham, and to induce him 
to exercise h i s t a l en t s in the pursui t of p o l i t i c s . I r eco l l ec t the indigna­
t ion Bysshe expressed af ter tha t dinner, a t what he considered an effort made 
to shackle h i s mind, and introduce him in to l i f e as a mere follower of the 
duke. ' " See Medwin, T., The Shelley Papers, Memoir of P.B Shelley, p. 24: 
"But i f Shelley thought t h i s , i t was d i f ferent with h i s father , who, proud of 
his son's t a l en t s , had looked forward to a b r i l l i a n t career for h is h e i r . " 
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his family inher i tance and t i t l e . Such a decision could hardly 

be more offensive to the pride of his parents . I t was obvious 

that Shelley had developed a kind of antagonism against his own 

mil ieu. 

The opposition j u s t described in i t s main features was 

not merely temperamental: i t was e s sen t i a l ly an opposition of 

idea ls , be l i e f s and goals . Although Shelley had previously 

assumed that he would replace his father in parliament as he had 

told Leigh Hunt before departing from Oxford, he became gradually 

indifferent to th i s ambition. Unnoticed at the time - except by 

h is friend T.J. Hogg - the change nevertheless began at Univer­

s i ty College, and developed l a t e r on, in the period of apparent 

idleness which took place between his expulsion from Oxford and 

his departure for Ireland. The main reason for th i s change is 

Shel ley 's universal cur ios i ty and h is early strong in t e re s t in 
2 

philosophy. To perceive t h i s bent for philosophical speculation, 

1 LPBS: I , No 90, p. 116, Let ter to E. Hitchener, June 25, 1811: 
" I am no a r i s toc ra t , or any cra t a t a l l but vehemently long for the time 
when man may dare to l i ve in accordance with Nature & Reason." (Shelley's 
i t a l i c s ) And No 57, p. 62, Let ter to W. Whitton, April 17, 1811: "As common 
report , & tolerably good authori ty informs me that par t of Sir Bysshe Shelley's 
property i s enta i led upon me; I am wil l ing by signature to res ign a l l preten­
sions to such property." See Hogg, T .J . , Shelley a t Oxford, with an in t rod. , 
by R.H. S t rea t fe i ld , London, Methuen & Co., 1904, 229p., Ch. IV, pp.124-126; 
Ch. V, pp. 132-133. 

2 Hogg, T .J . , Shelley a t Oxford,Ch. I , pp. 15-16: "He was, indeed, a 
whole un ivers i ty in himself". And he was concerned by prac t ica l inventions as 
well: for while in Oxford, he wanted to see chemistry developing to help the 
needy, or he dreamed to dispatch "aeronauts" into Africa to l i be ra t e the black 
slaves. Later, in I t a ly , he gave money deal tng wa'th a project of steam-engine. 
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we need only to glance at the recurring themes of his poems and 

letters before, during and after his stay at Oxford. They are 

filled with queries about God and man, life and death. Moreover 

he liked to think of himself as a philosopher: "But am I not a 

Philosopher? Do I not pursue virtue for virtue's sake?". This 

concern for ideas in themselves led him to study various philoso­

phers of different tendencies and countries. Instructed in the 

Aristotelian and British tradition by his masters he early showed 

a strong preference for the latter, mainly for Bacon's and Locke's 

Empirical Rationalism and for Hume's Skepticism; later on he be­

came also acquainted with Berkeley's Idealism. But the prevail­

ing influences on his mind remained those of Locke and, even more, 

of Hume, which predominated at least for a period of nine years, 

from 1810-1819. Afterwards, he became more interested in the 

Greek tradition, the value of which he had not previously per­

ceived to the same extent, because he had too much leaning toward 

the skeptical and materialistic trend of the 18th century. A 

deeper learning of the Greek language, during his stay in Italy, 

allowed him to read Greek philosophers and poets in the original, 

and then he enthusiastically found in Plato, the philosopher "par 

excellence", the light of his understanding. In addition to these 

studies suggested by the Oxford curriculum, a contemporary influence, 

1 LPBS: I, No 83, p. 104: Letter to T.J. Hogg, June 16, 1811. 
(Shelley's italics) 
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a somewhat pe r sona l d i scovery , played an impor tant r o l e i n 

S h e l l e y ' s t h i n k i n g : the s o c i a l ph i losopher William Godwin and 

h i s work P o l i t i c a l J u s t i c e . The l e t t e r s of the poet s t a t e how as 

a young s tuden t he saw the book for the f i r s t t ime a t Eton and o r ­

dered i t for p a r t i c u l a r s tudy. He grew so fond of i t t h a t he kept 

i t l i k e a Bible throughout the years from 1810 to 1822 and read 

i t s eve ra l t imes . P o l i t i c a l J u s t i c e impressed Shel ley in a very 

s p e c i a l manner because t h i s book i n s p i r e d to a g r e a t e r ex ten t h i s 

i d e a l of j u s t i c e and devot ion to t h i s i d e a l . Furthermore the 

d o c t r i n e of P o l i t i c a l J u s t i c e d i r e c t e d h i s a t t e n t i o n towards the 

French Encyc loped i s t s and Thomas Paine who, i n a d d i t i o n to Godwin, 

were t h e most important sources of h i s r e l i g i o u s and p o l i t i c a l 

concep t ions . 

This p a r t i a l l i s t of r ead ings shows t h a t She l ley was ex­

posed to a wide c i r c l e of ph i losophers and p h i l o s o p h i e s . But a l ­

though s t i l l very young, he was urged by h i s own c r e a t i v e powers 

to bu i ld h i s pe r sona l thought wi th the elements borrowed from h i s 

f a v o u r i t e a u t h o r s ; and he hu r r i ed to w r i t e a number of essays on 

v a r i o u s s u b j e c t s . Of course a l l these p h i l o s o p h i c a l essays cannot 

1 LPBS: I, No 157, p. 220: Letter to W. Godwin, January 3, 1811 
(for 1812). See Baker, C , Shelley's Major Poetry:The Fabric of a Vision, 
Princeton Univ. Press, paperbacked. 1973, 307p., Ch. I , pp. 22-23,29,33-36. 
Guinn, P. , Shelley's Poli t ical Thought, Mouton, The Hague, 1969, 134p., pp.25-26. 
J. Reiger, The Mutiny Within: The Heresies of Percy Bysshe Shelley, G. Braziller, 
N.Y. 1967, 283p., where seme of Godwin's novels are studied in relation to 
Shelley's thought. 
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be analyzed in d e t a i l . But if one wishes to reach the sources 

of Shel ley 's poetry, i t i s necessary to get a c lear idea of his 

philosophy, if t h i s word can be applied, as we think, to a set 

of occasional wr i t ings , the content of which was never reshaped 

in a systematical exposit ion. 

Part I I : Philosophical Works 

Belief and God 

The f i r s t and most important early essay Shelley wrote is 

The Necessity of Atheism , which la id the foundation for h is 

en t i re system of thought and reform. In th i s essay, Shelley 

claims to deal from the outset with the j u r i d i c a l question 

ra ised by atheism. Are men responsible for the i r be l i e f s or 

d isbel iefs? No, Shelley answers, and he borrows from Locke's 
2 

philosophy of knowledge and bel ief a reason to support his 

1 All references with quotations marks within the tex t are taken 
from t h i s essay (D.L. Clark 's edi t ion) pp. 37-39. 

2 Locke, J . , An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, in two vols , 
ed. with an introd. by John W. Yolton, Dent: London, Everyman s Library, 1972, 
Vol. I I , Bk IV: Ch. I , Of Knowledge and Opinion, pp. 133-138; Ch. I I , Of De-

?rees of our Knowledge, pp. 138-145; Ch. IX, Of our Knowledge of Existence,pp. 
26-127; Ch. X, Of cur Knowledge of the Existence of God, pp. 217-227. I t i s 

noteworthy tha t Shelley before coming to Oxford had already deviated, so to 
speak, from Christ ian precepts . This deviation s ta r ted a t heme with h i s grand­
f a t h e r ' s example of professed atheism, and was carr ied within s i l e n t l y for 
months. A sign of such evolution i s the novel Zastrossi , which he wrote in 1810. 
I t seems tha t the young man, hes i ta t ing with himself upon the issue of the ex is ­
tence of God or h i s nonexistence, portrayed t h i s dilenma through the characters 
of Zas t ross i , Mathilda (Atheists), and Verizzi , Ju l i a (Chris t ians) . But t h i s 
period of doubts soon changed with h is wri t ings The Necessity of Atheism and 
There i s no God. 
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answer: our b e l i e f s a re grounded on our p e r c e p t i o n s and we a re 

not r e s p o n s i b l e for t he se p e r c e p t i o n s . I t should be noted t h a t 

what Locke c a l l s "pe r cep t i on" i s the p e r c e p t i o n , i . e . awareness, 

- of a r e l a t i o n between two i d e a s . In the p r e s e n t i n s t a n c e , the 

terms to compare and r e l a t e a re the ideas of God and of existence. 

E i t h e r men pe r ce ive an agreement between these two ideas or a 

d isagreement . In the f i r s t case , men become b e l i e v e r s ; in the 

second, d i s b e l i e v e r s . But in n e i t h e r case should they be held 

r e s p o n s i b l e for t h e i r b e l i e f s or d i s b e l i e f s . Then Shel ley s h i f t s 

to the metaphys ica l i s s u e and t r i e s to show t h a t d i s b e l i e f seems 

c l o s e r to t r u t h , because men cannot g ive any proof whatsoever of 

a neces sa ry connect ion between the idea of God and the idea of 

e x i s t e n c e . Here, She l l ey l eaves Locke 's a n a l y s i s to fol low Hume's 

s k e p t i c a l r e a son ing . According to Hume and t h e r e f o r e t o She l ley , 

t h r ee k inds of proofs may be given for the e x i s t e n c e of a th ing 

in g e n e r a l , consequent ly for the e x i s t e n c e of God: (1) through 

the senses ; (2) through reason; (3) through tes t imony. "The 

evidence of the senses" would be the s t r o n g e s t and the b e s t ( s u r ­

p r i s i n g l y enough, Shel ley does not seem to ques t ion the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of such ev idence ) ; u n f o r t u n a t e l y " the Dei ty" does not appear to 

1 Hume, D., The Essential David Hume, ed. with an introd. by R.P. 
Wolff, The New American Library, N.Y. 1969, 383p., Section: Dialogues Concern-
ning Natural Religion, Parts XI-XII, pp.343-365 ; and An Inquiry Concerning 
Human Understanding, ed., by C.W. Hendel, The Library of Liberal Arts, the 
Bobbs-Merill Co., Ltd., 1955, 198p., Section, XE: Of Particular Providence and 
of a Future State, pp. 142-157; Section XII: Of the~Academical or Skeptical Phi­
losophy, pp. 158-173. 
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our senses in the present, at least commonly and publicly. 

"Reason claims the second place"; but it is easier to understand 

the universe as eternal itself than its creation by an eternal 

God, and man's existence is not explained when it is represented 

as an effect "produced by an eternal, omniscient, Almighty Being, 

cause more obscure than its supposed effect" (here Shelley some­

what deviates from Hume's precise argument, which forbids the 

induction from a finite and imperfect universe to an infinite 

and perfect God). "The 3rd and last degree of assent is claimed 

by Testimony": although weaker than the preceding ones, this proof 

would still be a proof, "ff it were not "contrary to reason". But 

the so-called "eye-witnesses" report miracles, i.e. phenomena 

which do not agree with natural laws and reason, or speak on be­

half of an "irrational" Deity, - irrational because such a Deity 

commands belief as a voluntary act (here again Shelley adds some­

thing of his own to Hume's argument) . In consequence of this neg­

ative analysis, one must declare that disbelief is more reasonable 

than belief, since there is no proof whatsoever of God's existence. 

Prominent in this first essay is the ability displayed by 

its author to summarize, focus and adapt for his own purpose some 

essential arguments of the philosophies of Locke and Hume. And in 

spite of a polemical overtone and a provocative title, he did not 

go much further, at least if one takes his words literally, than 

1 Hume, D., An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section X, On 
Miracles, Part I, pp. 117-124. 



FORMATIVE YEARS AND PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHT 16. 

the skept ica l pos i t ion of the l a t t e r . But Shelley, indeed, had 

a tendency to go fur ther , towards a rad ica l posi t ion, in other 

words to move from a skept ica l " there i s no proof of God" to a 

rad ica l " there i s no God". In a note to Queen Mab, e n t i t l e d 

There i s no God, Shelley ca tegor ica l ly affirms an a t h e i s t i c point 

of view. This new sh i f t i s supported by a new author i ty , Baron 

d1Holbach, an obst inate promoter of a m a t e r i a l i s t i c atheism among 

the French Encyclopedists, of whom Shelley quotes a long excerpt 

from the Systeme de la nature, in order to express his own 

thought. The passage says in substance tha t bel ief in the Deity 

i s a mere product of ignorance and supers t i t ion , that the t r a d i ­

t iona l idea of God and the claim of a revela t ion i s a c lus ter of 

cont radic t ions . "For if God has spoken, why i s not the Universe 

convinced? If the knowledge of God is the most necessary thing, 

why is i t not the most obvious and the most c lear?" Further­

more, s t i l l in the wake of d'Holbach, the young author asse r t s 

that science accords with atheism. "The consis tent Newtonian" -

Shelley does not care too much about the feel ings of Newton him­

self - " i s necessar i ly an a t h e i s t " . "Newtonian", here means 

1 D'Holbach, P.-H.D., baron, Systeme de l a nature, ou des l o i s du 
monde physique e t du monde moral. Nbuv. .e"d. avec des notes e t des corrections, 
par Diderot, ed. avec une introd. par Yvon Belaval, Hildesheim, G. 01ms, 1966, 
2 vo l s . Vol. I , Ch. 18: Origine de nos idees sur l a d iv in i te ,pp . 456-458, e t 
Vol. I I , Ch. VIII, Que l e s haimes ne peuvent r i en conduire des idees qu'on 
leur donne de l a Divinite*,pp. 279-286. (In SPTP: There i s no God, pp. 97-102.) 

2 SPTP: There i s no God, pp. 99-102, quotation of d'Holbach t r ans ­
la ted by E.F. Bennett in Translations of Longer Foreign Language Passages, p . 
356. 
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" s c i e n t i s t " as i t was commonly intended in the XVIIIth century, 

especia l ly among Vo l t a i r e ' s and d'Holbach's f r iends . Shel ley 's 

atheism appears, therefore , a t tha t time, as a firm and steady 

bel ief . As a matter of fac t , Shelley never abandoned th i s pos i ­

t ion, never believed in a creat ive and transcendent God, s t i l l 

l ess in the Chris t ian God. Nevertheless, he did not keep s t r i c t l y 

with d'Holbach's posi t ion a l l h is l i f e ; sometimes he seems to have 

o sc i l l a t ed . The ambiguities he experienced in 1810 constantly r e ­

curred. I t may appear paradoxical, but whenever the concept of 

j u s t i c e came to h i s mind, he could not re f ra in from saying "God 

created a l l men a l ike" . Whenever he spoke of the concept of love, 

as he wrote to Hogg in January 1811, he said: "Oh! that th i s Deity 

were the soul of the universe, the s p i r i t of universal imperishable 
2 

love". And l a t e r on, during his v i s i t to Switzerland in 1816, the 

beauty of the Alps inspired re l ig ious feelings and he exclaimed: 
3 

"They were created indeed by one Mind". Perhaps there was some 

unconscious conf l ic t between h is spontaneous sentiments and his 

philosophical conceptions which were suggested to him by the 

1 See above p . 13, note 2. 

2 LPBS: I , No 39, p . 45, Letter to T.J. Hogg, January 12, 1811; and 
I , No 35, p . 35, Let ter to Same: "The word 'God' has been (and) w i l l continue 
to be the source of numberless er rors u n t i l i t i s erased frcm the nomenclature 
of Philosophy - i t does not imply ' the Soul of the Universe the i n t e l l i gen t & 
necessar i ly beneficient actuating p r inc ip le ' - This I bel ieve i n . " 

3 LPBS: I , No 353, p . 485, Let ter to T.L. Peacock, July 12, 1816. 
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common philosophy of the eighteenth century. 

The controversial reception of the first essay did not 

stop Shelley from pursuing his philosophical thought, which he 

continued to express in several writings such as: An Association 

of Philanthropists, the Notes in Queen Mab, A Refutation of Deism, 

etc. . These writings deal with a great variety of themes, the 

most important of which appear to be: religion and philosophy, 

nature, man and society. Therefore, in order to perceive the 

components of Shelley's philosophical thought, it is useful to 

recall his main ideas on each of these themes. 

Religion and Philosophy 

On religion, Shelley's attitude derived from his ideas 

about God developed through psychological, historical and social 

considerations. He constantly dwelt upon this subject throughout 

his life, in his letters or essays such as: I will Beget a Son, 

A Refutation of Deism, A Refutation of Christian Religion and an 

Essay on Christianity. If we try to determine the source of his 

ideas expressed in these writings, it is evident that they were 

taken mostly from the Baron d'Holbach and Voltaire.For instance, 

he read attentively d'Holbach's Systeme de la Nature, from which 

he borrowed a long passage, as mentioned above, when he wanted to 

prove in Queen Mab that there is no God. And it is no less obvious 

that many of his judgments about the origin of religions, the bane­

ful influence of churchmen on society, the weak morality of reli-
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gious beliefs and the personality of Jesus Christ are very close 

to those so strongly vindicated by the Baron in Le Christianisme 

Devoile ou Examen des principes et des effets de la religion Chre'-

tienne; La Contagion Sacree ou Histoire naturelle de la supersti­

tion; Histoire Critique de Jesus-Christ. From Voltaire, he repeat­

ed his motto: "Ecrasez 1'Infame". He particularly drew upon the 

historical studies of religion in Dictionnaire Philosophique; Let-

tres Philosophiques ou Lettres Anglaises, Le Siecle de Louis XIV, 

which dealt especially in Ch. 35-39 with ecclesiastical affairs. 

This explains why in the poet's writings may be found all the ma­

jor ideas of the 18th century. Like the Encyclopedists, Hume or 

Paine, he did not believe in the Bible as the inspired word of 

God, nor in man's original sin, the divinity of Christ and punish­

ment after death. Consequently he could not believe in the truth 

of miracles and prophecies, nor have any faith whatsoever in the 

Church. Only the kind of sentimentality which Shelley added to 

the proclamation of these ideas (already expressed with passion, 

but a more intellectual one, by eighteenth century authors) is 

something original and properly romantic. It would be difficult, 

indeed, to render a just account of all these ideas. However, 

they can be grouped into three divisions. 

First, Shelley tries to show how religion contains a 

superstition without objective truth: it is a false science, a 

false representation of the world: 

Religion is the perception of the relation in which we stand 
to the principle of the universe. But if the principle of the 
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universe be not an organic being, the model and prototype of 
man, the relation between i t and human beings is absolutely 
none. ( . . . ) I t is probable that the word God was originally 
only an expression denoting the unknown cause of the known 
events which men perceived in the universe. By the vulgar 
mistake of a metaphor for a real being, of a word for a thing, 
i t became a man endowed with human qualities and governing the 
universe as an earthly monarch governs his kingdom. 1 

Consequently, t hese r e l i g i o n s formed in men's own imagina t ions , 

a myth ica l or f a n t a s t i c be ing . Moreover t h e i r in f luence upon 

men was banefu l , because i t gave them an i l l u s o r y view of the 

world they l i v e d in and prevented them from p u t t i n g f o r t h reme­

d ies for su f f e r ings and e v i l s . I n s t ead of becoming a c t i v e to 

f i g h t a g a i n s t t h e i r m i s e r i e s , C h r i s t i a n s were i n c l i n e d to hope 

for e t e r n a l rewards : 

These demagogues artfully silenced the voice of the moral 
sense among them by engaging them to attend not so much to the 
cultivation of a virtuous and happy l i fe in this mortal scene 
as to the attainment of a fortunate condition after death. 2 

These v iews , which were l a t e r on popula r ized by Marxism, were 

taken by She l l ey , once again , very much from Voltaire and above a l l 

from d'Holbach. 

Secondly, he opposes r e l i g i o n to i t s e l f by c o n t r a d i c t i n g 

i t s d o c t r i n e wi th i t s p r a c t i c e . In a r a t h e r a s ton i sh ing way, 

Shel ley uses the t each ings of J e s u s , for which he has a g r e a t ad­

m i r a t i o n , to show h i s d i s c o n t e n t wi th the Church. The young man 

cannot unders tand the a t t i t u d e of Church a u t h o r i t i e s who did not 

1 SPTP: "Necessity! Thou Mother of the World!",pp.211-212. 

2 SPTP: Essay on Christianity, p. 212. 
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h e s i t a t e to punish those who ques t ioned t h e i r c r eed . I n s p i r e d 

by V o l t a i r e ' s s t u d i e s on the h i s t o r y of r e l i g i o n s , he r e c a l l s 

the names of i n t e l l e c t u a l s who were v i c t ims of a suspected h e r ­

esy, such a s , "Luci leo Vanin i" , an a t h e i s t burned a t t he s t ake 

in I t a l y , "Ga l i l eo G a l l i l e i " condemned to imprisonment, " V o l t a i r e " 

himself ex i l ed because of h i s op in ions . Moreover, he can ha rd ly 

see why the Church r e s o r t e d to v i o l e n t means to impose upon men 

her b e l i e f and he reminds us of the v a r i o u s wars of r e l i g i o n s 

which h i t so many c o u n t r i e s of Europe from Cons tan t inople to Ger­

many, Spain and France , from England to I r e l a n d : 

Eleven millions of men, women, and children have been killed 
in bat t le , butchered in their sleep, ( . . . ) in the spi r i t of the 
religion of Peace, and for the glory of the most merciful God. 2 

Again, She l ley wonders how C h r i s t i a n churches were so b l ind to 

t h e i r own t e a c h i n g s : 

If they had looked an inch before their noses, they might 
have found that fighting and killing men(...) was the very 
worst way for getting into favor with a Being who i s allowed by 
a l l to be best pleased with deeds of love and charity. 3 

She l ley blames the Church for boas t ing about her system of morals 

when too of ten she does not put her own dogmas i n t o p r a c t i c e . He 

th inks t h a t she would have been s t r o n g e r , i f she had not r e s o r t e d 

a t a l l to v i o l e n t means: "Had the C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n commenced and 

cont inued by the mere fo rce of reasoning and pe r suas ion , the p r e -

1 SPTP: A Letter to Lord Ellenborough, p . 75. 

2 SPTP: A Refutation of Deism, pp. 124-125. 

3 SPTP: An Address to the I r i s h People, p . 42. 
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ceding analogy would be inadmissible". Priests or ministers 

made men unhappy because they deviated from the true spirit of 

the Gospels. 

Thirdly, Shelley wants religions to disappear and be re­

placed by philanthropy and philosophy. If religions have been 

the clouds of the past, philanthropy and philosophy should be 

the lights of the future: "Reason points to the open gates of 

the Temple of Religious Freedom, Philanthropy kneels at the al-
2 

tar of the common God". Philanthropy was the best solution for 

men because it made them more tolerant: "There is no safer(method 

of improvement)than the corroboration and propagation of generous 

and philanthropic feeling, than the keeping continually alive a 

love for the human race". For Shelley, philanthropy is not only 

a part of man's philosophy, it is a kind of religion,as he writes 

in a letter to Elizabeth Hitchener: "Oh! that I(may)be a success­

ful apostle of this only true religion, the religion of philan­

thropy". Moreover, Shelley sees in Christ, as in Spinoza, a 

model or symbol of true philosophy: "Jesus Christ has said no more 

than the most excellent philosophers have felt and expressed -

1 SPTP: I Will Beget a Son, p. 105.(This point is made in Hume's 
History of Natural Religion, and BT Spinoza's Tractatus Politicus. 

2 SPTP: An Association of Philanthropists, p. 61. 

3 Ibid., p. 62. 

4 LPBS: I, No 167, p. 255, Letter to E. Hitchener, February 14, 1812. 
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that virtue is its own reward". In this manner, Shelley ele­

vates philosophy above existing religions and, like the French 

Encyclopedists, believes that progress towards truth, wisdom and 

virtue could be achieved through the love and practice of philos­

ophy: "The progress of philosophy and civilization which ended in 

that imperfect emancipation of mankind from the yoke of priests 
2 

and kings called the Reformation had already commenced". 

Nature 

On n a t u r e we s h a l l be very b r i e f , because i t i s e s p e c i a l -
3 

ly i n h i s poems t h a t She l ley dea l s w i th t h i s s u b j e c t . However, 

we must observe t h a t h i s a t t i t u d e in t h i s r e s p e c t i s an essen­

t i a l p a r t of h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought . Why? Because, in a s y s ­

tem which den ies a pe rsona l and t r anscenden t God, n a t u r e as an 

immanent power has to take His p l a c e , as in Sp inoza ' s E t h i c s , 

a work which the poet seems very much to have admired, a t l e a s t 

through a romant ic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Nature has a l s o in h i s view 

a redeeming r o l e for men who f e e l lone ly through lack of sympathy 

1 SPTP: Essay on Christianity, p. 201. 

2 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p. 231. 

3 in -addition -, given our topic we cannot treat this subject for 
i tself . 

4 See section on God, p.17. For i t i s well-known to cr i t ics that 
Shelley "was drawn towards a kind of pantheism".(Baker,C. Shelley's Major 
Poetry, pp. 29,31-32.) 
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from o the r men: 

Hence in solitude, or in that deserted state when we are sur­
rounded by human beings, and yet they sympathize not with us, we 
love the flowers, the grass, and the waters, and the sky. In the 
motion of the very leaves of spring, in the blue air , there i s then 
found a secret correspondence with our heart. There is eloquence 
in the tongueless wind, and a melody in the flowing brooks and the 
rustling of the reeds beside them, which by their inconceivable 
relation to something within the soul, awaken the spir i ts to a 
dance of breathless rapture. 1 

F i n a l l y , bes ides i t s metaphys ica l and emotional func t ion , n a t u r e 

becomes a p r i n c i p l e in the s o c i a l - p o l i t i c a l domain. When Shel­

l ey seeks a foundat ion for e q u a l i t y among men he t u r n s them to 

n a t u r e po in t i ng out t h a t " i t c r ea t ed them a l l a l i k e " 2 . A s i m i l a r 

idea had a l r eady i n s p i r e d Rousseau, Pa ine , Godwin, au thors to 

whom the young th inke r owed so much. 

Man and Socie ty 

The t h i r d theme d e a l t wi th in the p h i l o s o p h i c a l w r i t i n g s 

i s man and s o c i e t y . To these q u e s t i o n s , She l ley devoted a t r e ­

mendous amount of energy and wrote s eve ra l pamphlets such a s : An 

Address to the I r i s h People , An Assoc ia t ion of P h i l a n t h r o p i s t s , 

A Dec la ra t ion of R igh t s , And Statesmen Boast of Wealth, e t c . . 

Although the se pamphlets con ta in many i d e a s , they would remain 

incomplete wi thout the a d d i t i o n of the most important p o l i t i c a l 

essay A P h i l o s o p h i c a l View of Reform, w r i t t e n in 1819, the year 

in which the p o e t ' s thought had cons ide rab ly progressed and ma-

1 SPTP: Essay on Love, p. 170. 

2 SPTP: And Statesmen Boast of Wealth, p . 113. 
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tured. We shall therefore refer to it occasionally in this 

chapter. Just as Shelley took some ideas on religion from 

d'Holbach and Voltaire, here he borrowed extensively on the sub­

ject of man and society from Thomas Paine, the famous author of 

Common Sense, The Rights of Man and The Age of Reason, who had 

been a friend of his father before beccming one of the most influ­

ential revolutionists in America and in France. Moreover, it is 

well known that, on this matter, Shelley read carefully Godwin's 

Political Justice and Rousseau's Contrat Social. Once again it 

would be difficult to give a detailed analysis of Shelley's con­

ceptions as well as the various influences which contributed to 

shaping his personal thought. But it is possible to focus 

his main ideas around two centres: (1) his criticism of the pre­

sent state of man and society; (2) his "philosophical view of 

reform". 

In observing his fellow-men, Shelley noticed how far 

Britain was from having reached the heights of true civilization. 

He realized that evil still existed, unfortunately, under many 

forms in society. Workers in England and Ireland were living 

in utter poverty, ignorance, hunger, although they worked some 

sixteen hours per day. Farmers could hardly subsist on farms 

which were inadequate to allow them to produce goods for the na­

tion and their families. In short, a great number of the English 

1 Where he wrote with Condorcet La Declaration des Droits de l'Homiie 
et le Citoyen. 
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popu la t ion f e l t unhappy. The immediate cause of t h i s s i t u a t i o n , 

in S h e l l e y ' s view, was the d i v i s i o n i n t o s o c i a l c l a s s e s , t h a t i s , 

between the k ing , the a r i s t o c r a c y and the masses . Such segrega­

t i o n had been encouraged by the genera l ignorance of men on the 

one hand, by the power of the r i c h on the o t h e r . The l a t t e r 

possessed s u f f i c i e n t money and in f luence to become the leading 

fo rce in government in the House of Peers or t h e House of Commons, 

while t h e ma jo r i t y of B r i t i s h people depr ived of a f r anch i se 

f a i l e d t o be r e p r e s e n t e d : " I have sa id t h a t the r i c h command and 

the poor obey., and t h a t money i s only a kind of s ign which shows 

t h a t according to government the r i c h man has a r i g h t to command 

the poor man". Moreover, such a gap into s o c i a l c l a s s e s en­

couraged more e v i l s , c o n c e n t r a t i o n of a l l e f f e c t i v e r i g h t s and 

r i c h e s for the weal thy , heavy d u t i e s and complete d e s t i t u t i o n for 

the poor: 

The poor are set to labor - for what? Not the food for which 
they famish; not the blankets for want of which their babes are 
frozen by the cold of their miserable hovels; not those comforts 
of civilization without which civilized man i s far more miserable 
than the meanest savage—oppressed as he i s by a l l i t s insidious 
evils within the daily and taunting prospect of i t s innumerable 
benefits assiduously exhibited before him—no; for the pride of 

1 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p. 245: "Mankind seem to 
acquiesce, as in a necessary condition of the imbecility of their own will 
and reason, in the existence of an aristocracy". 

2 SPTP: An Address to the Ir ish People, p. 53. 
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power, for the miserable isolation of pride, for the false 
pleasures of the hundreth part of society. 1 

Unfor tuna te ly for the working c l a s s e s , a new a r i s t o c r a c y , the 

i n d u s t r i a l c l a s s and b o u r g e o i s i e , was inc reas ing c o n s t a n t l y in 

s t r e n g t h and power, tending even to supplant the old one. This 

was an ominous event for the poor, because t h i s new e s t a b l i s h ­

ment was worse than the o l d e r . And for She l l ey , a r i s t o c r a c y 

meant the h a b i t and power of l i v i n g upon the labour of common 

people : 

Let me be assumed to employ the word aristocracy in that 
ordinary sense which signifies that class of persons who pos­
sess a r ight to the produce of the labor of others, without 
dedicating to the cannon service any labor in return. 2 

She l ley no t i ced a l so t h a t men did not enjoy the freedom 

of speech and express ion as they were taught to b e l i e v e : "There 

i s no l i b e r t y of p r e s s for the sub jec t s of B r i t i s h government". 

As soon as they p r o t e s t p u b l i c l y a g a i n s t the system, they a r e 

a r r e s t e d and imprisoned as were Leigh Hunt, Eaton, F inner ty or 

Burde t t . But the g r e a t e s t s ign of the presence of e v i l w i th in 

s o c i e t y was the n e c e s s i t y for men to keep a government:"Govern-

1 SPTP: And Statesmen Boast of Wealth, p . 113. (Here, Shelley i s very 
close i n thought to Rousseau and Godwin. Cf. Rousseau's Social Contract and 
Godwin's Enquiry Coreerning P o l i t i c a l Jus t ice , with selections from Godwin's 
other Writings, abridged ed. & ed. by K. Codell Carter,OUP, 1971, 340p.,Bk VIII , 
Ch. I I , pp.282-291; Enquirer, Essay I I , pp.320-332. 

2 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p . 245. (Shelley's i t a l i c s ) 

3 SPTP: An Address to the I r i s h People, p . 55. 
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ment is an evil; it is only the thoughtlessness and vices of 

men that make it a necessary evil(...)Society is produced by 

the wants, government by the wickedness". From this considera­

tion, Shelley arrived at the idea that reform was desperately 

needed, as the very institutions created with a view to bring­

ing more order and consequently more happiness to the population, 

such as government, law and religion, had in fact not only failed 

to do so, but increased the inequalities and unhappiness in soci­

ety. 

The reform which Shelley proposed is exposed throughout 

his first essays, but is portrayed in greater detail in A Philo­

sophical View of Reform, issued some years later. The main rea­

son which led him to want reform within society was that men 

should be happy in this world, and not dream about an illusory 

world of happiness after death. But if men wish to be happy,ac­

cording to the young reformer,they should look upon themselves: 

"Reform ought to begin at home". They should start reform at 

the lowest level possible, the physical, whereby they would all 

become faithful vegetarians like himself. In his 1812 essay A 

Vindication of Natural Diet, he had already given numerous indi­

cations about how to keep a natural diet. His advocacy of vege-

1 SPTP: An Address to the Irish People, p. 51. (Notice that this 
judgment of the poet was taken literally from Paine's Cotimon Sense,"Of the 
origin and design of goverrment in general, with concise remarks on the Eng­
lish Constitution, p.13: Society is produced by our wants, and government by 
our wickedness. (...)Society in every state is a blessing, but goverrment even 
in its best state is but a necessary evil". 
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t a r i a n i s m did not spr ing t o t a l l y from sent iments of p i t y toward 

animals which were butchered for human consumption, but came r a ­

t h e r from a deeper source , t h a t of moral p r i n c i p l e s . Shel ley 

b e l i e v e d t h a t v e g e t a r i a n s have more f a c i l i t i e s to become and r e ­

main v i r t u o u s than o t h e r s , because they a re exempt from ea t ing 

s t rong meats which e x c i t e the humours. He p r e s e n t s an h i s t o r i c a l 

survey of people who were drawn toward severe pass ions and even 

to murder because they had exces s ive ly ea ten f l e s h and drunk 

wine. Nero, Ismael , Napoleon were examples of t h i s phys ica l 

e v i l . 

On the i n t e l l e c t u a l and moral l e v e l s , he encourages h i s 

f e l l o w - c i t i z e n s to educate themselves , in p a r t i c u l a r to become 

aware of t h e i r r i g h t s as human be ings . This i s the motto of An 

Address to the I r i s h People , h i s f i r s t pub l i c d e c l a r a t i o n : 

Are you slaves, or are you men? If slaves, then crouch to 
the rod and lick the feet of your oppressors; glory(in)your shame; 
i t will become you, if brutes, to act according to your nature. 
But you are men; a real man is free, so far as circumstances will 
permit him. Then firmly, yet quietly, res is t . 1 

The Dec la ra t i on of R igh t s , w r i t t e n a l s o in 1812, has the same 

purpose. In t h i s essay , Shel ley takes some ideas from Godwin's 

P o l i t i c a l J u s t i c e and P a i n e ' s Common Sense to emphasize the r i g h t 

of every man to l i b e r t y : 

X. A man must have a right to act in a certain manner, 
before i t can be his duty. He may, before he ought. 

1 SPTP: An Address to the Irish People, p. 54. 
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XXIX. Every man has a right to a certain degree of leisure 
and liberty, because i t is his duty to attain a certain degree 
of knowledge. He may, before he ought. 1 

This i s indeed, the teaching of common sense and nature , as 

Shelley proclaims l a t e r on: "I wi l l not insu l t common sense by 
2 

ins i s t ing on the doctrine of the nature of equal i ty of man". 

Although a s o c i a l i s t connotation i s o rd inar i ly added in Shel ley 's 

Use to t h i s eighteenth century phrase (because "equali ty of 

man" means for him equal i ty of social conditions as well as equal­

i t y of r i g h t s ) , the value of moral dut ies i s not dismissed nor 

the necess i ty of moral improvement overlooked. On the contrary, 

such improvement is praised as the basis for the success of social 

reform. Men are obliged to think not only about the i r own happi­

ness, but about that of others because they l ive in society. They 

should cu l t iva te v i r tues such as charity,benevolence, j u s t i c e , 

d i s in te res tedness , and most of a l l , a sense of accepting in others 

differences of opinion and t a s t e . These v i r tues are the very 

sources of concrete equal i ty , the goal of any t rue reform aiming 
3 

at socia l j u s t i c e . 

1 SPTP: A Declaration of Rights, pp.71-72. (Godwin,W., P o l i t i c a l Jus ­
t i c e , Bk I I , Pr inciples of Society, Ch. V, Of Rights, pp.84-90; Paine, T., 
The Rights of Man, ed. with an introd. by H. Collins, Penguin Bk, London 1969, 
308p., pp.94-100.) 

2 SPTP: And Statesmen Boast of Wealth, p . 113. 

3 These points are expressed in A Treat ise on Morals and an Essay 
on Chris t iani ty , wr i t ten between 1812-1815. Of course, Shelley develops ideas 
borrowed for the most par t from Hume and Godwin. But he does not keep the i r 
cautious p rac t i ca l a t t i tude , ins tead , he i s more passionate and rad ica l . 
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Moreover, men should be more in te res ted in the a f fa i r s 

of the s t a t e : "For i t i s f i t that the governed should inquire 

into the proceedings of government". And the Br i t i sh espec ia l ­

ly should work at obtaining some genuine reform in society and 

in i t s i n s t i t u t i o n s . In 1817 Shelley deals again with th i s issue 

he deems important, when he composes Putting Reform to the Vote 

Throughout the Kingdom. 

About reform within society, the poet advocates possible 

changes a t three l eve l s : the Br i t i sh Consti tution, government 

and l eg i s l a t i on , society at large . This renewal i s based upon 

th i s "broad pr inc ip le of p o l i t i c a l reform", v i z . "the na tura l 

equal i ty of men, not with r e l a t ion to the i r property but to the i r 
2 

r i g h t s " . Therefore, at the cons t i tu t iona l level , he recommends 

the abol i t ion of monarchy and ar is tocracy. For instance, in the 

Address to the I r i s h People, he declares : "Can you conceive, 0 

I r ishmen!( . . . )The descendant of the grea tes t prince would then be 
3 

en t i t l ed to no more respect than the son of a peasant". But 

other reasons suggest the need to abolish monarchy and a r i s t o c ­

racy: the attainment of a democratic government, as in America: 

If England were a republic governed by one assembly; if there 
were no chamber of hereditary aristocracy which is at once an ac­
tual and virtual representation of all who claim through rank or 
wealth superiority over their countrymen; if there were no king 
who is the rallying point of those whose tendency is at once to 

1 SPTP: An Address to the I r i s h People, p . 55. 

2 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p . 253. 

3 SPTP: An Address to the I r i s h People, pp.51-52. 
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(gather)and confer that power which is consolidated at the 
expense of the nation, then...(sic). 1 

Then, this change would provide the lower classes with a strong 

majority in parliament. But Shelley qualifies his anti-monarch-

ism with some amount of opportunism. He respects popular opin­

ion and foresees the possibility that perhaps the British might 

wish to keep the monarchy. Therefore, he accepts this eventual­

ity as long as it comes directly from the popular will. In short, 

his reform in government and legislation could be viewed as fol­

lows. The king and aristocracy would represent the House of 

Peers, but they would leave the House of Commons to the nation. 

Nevertheless, it must not be forgotten that Shelley envisages 

such an arrangement as a temporary measure, which would gradually 

move towards his final goal: the complete abolition of monarchy 

and aristocracy. 

For society at large, the poet wants further steps to be 

taken in the establishment of civil rights. All men should feel 

free to express their opinions on political or religious matters. 

A change in marriage laws would permit men or women whose marriage 

has broken down to divorce, because they are "unhappily united to 

one whom they find it impossible to love, spend the loveliest sea­

son of their life in unproductive efforts to appear otherwise than 

1 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p. 252. (cf. Godwin's Political 
Justice: Bk V, Of Legislative and Executive Power, Ch. I, pp. 192-195; Ch. VI, 
pp. 197-200; Ch. XIV, General Features of Democracy, pp. 201-205.) 
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they are". On capital punishment, he expresses a modern view. 

He is against retaliation, the use of torture, the execution of 

criminals. This is probably due to the numerous excesses which 

took place during the French Revolution. Moreover, Shelley won-
2 

ders, like Hume , if death is at all a punishment. He sees that 

people undergo two kinds of attitudes at a public execution, ei­

ther they are terrified and sympathize with the sufferings of 

the condemned and cannot discern if they are culpable, or 

they "feel that their revenge is gratified". For him, "the first 

law which it becomes a reformer to propose and support, at the 

approach of a period of great political change, is the abolition 
3 

of the punishment of death". 

But the major change he wishes to implement is a reorgan­

ization of labor and redistribution of wealth throughout the Uni­

ted Kingdom. First, he demands the suppression of the national 

debt, constantly increased in support of wars, and pressuring 

mainly the poor. Secondly, he would like a "levelling of inordi­

nate wealth, and an agrarian distribution, including the parks 

and chases of the rich, of the uncultivated districts of the 

country" , in order to establish more equality among men.Social 

1 SPTP: Even Love is Sold, p. 116.(Cf. Godwin's Political Justice, 
Appendix, Of Co-operation, Cohabitation and Marriage, pp. 300-303.) 

2 Cf. Hume's Essays on Iirmortality, Death, etc. 

3 SPTP: Essay on the Punishment of Death, pp. 155-158. 

4 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, pp. 252-253. 
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conditions should be f a i r l y adjusted and the obl igat ion of work­

ing should become the common law, as i t i s the na tu ra l , so that 

everybody may benefi t from his own labour and not simply from inher­

i tances . Thus, Shelley gives a new meaning to the old ideas of 

work, wealth or property: "Labor and s k i l l and the immediate wa­

ges of labor and s k i l l i s a property of the most sacred and i n ­

disputable r igh t and the foundation of a l l property". And con­

sequently he extends the pr inc ip le of democracy towards socia l ­

ism and repudiates an economic l ibera l i sm: "There i s no r ea l 
2 

wealth but the labor of man". I t i s only through th i s kind of 

general reform, Shelley bel ieves , that men wi l l be able to reach 

a t rue c i v i l i z a t i o n : equal i ty , j u s t i c e and knowledge are the 
3 

associated f r u i t s of higher c i v i l i z a t i o n . In some respects 

Shelley i s one of the f i r s t soc ia l i s t s , and was celebrated as such 
4 

by s o c i a l i s t th inkers , Marx, Engels and Shaw. 

1 SPTP: A Philosophical View of Reform, p . 251. 

2 SPTP: And Statesmen Boast of Wealth, p . 113. Wealth and property in 
England had too often been associated only with monarchy and ar is tocracy. Here 
i t i s enlarged to a l l men. 

3 SPTP: Essay on Chris t iani ty , pp. 211-212, where these concepts are 
developed. 

4 In S a l t ' s book, P.B. Shelley, Poet, and Pioneer, Ch. X, p . 115, 
Marx i s reported to have said: "The r ea l difference between Byron and Shelley 
i s t h i s : Those who understand them and love them re jo ice tha t Byron died a t 
t h i r t y - s ix , because i f he had l ived he would have become a react ionary bour­
geois; they grieve tha t Shelley died a t twenty-nine, because he was essen t ia l ly 
a revolu t ion is t , and he would always have been one of the advanced guard of 
socialism"; and Engels: "Oh, we a l l knew Shelley by hear t then". According to 
Marx's daughter similar declarat ions were often made by members of the Chart is t 
Movement. For an in te res t ing study on socialism in r e l a t i o n with Shelley, see 
Shelley:The Golden Years by K.N. Cameron , Ch. 3,pp. 115-119; 131-137. 
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Part III: A Turning Point: The Irish Campaign 

But this philosophical system of reform was not intended 

to remain in the field of pure speculation. In fact, Shelley's 

first political essays were written for practical purposes and 

living causes. Always trying to live in action what he conceived 

in thought and vice-versa, the young man saw in Ireland an imme­

diate opportunity to implant among the Irish his ideal of reform. 

This is why the Irish campaign must be considered: it throws some 

light not only on the character of Shelley, but on his future ca­

reer as a poet. The clashes between religious denominations and 

social classes in Ireland moved him to write in 1812 the Address 

to the Irish People, An Association of Philanthropists, A Declara­

tion of Rights. But writing these pamphlets was not enough; he 

decided to participate actively in politics and prepared his own 

campaign. His stay of approximately six weeks in Dublin is impor­

tant because it reveals another side of Shelley's character and 

explains why he refused the offer of the Duke of Norfolk of-a place to 

enter the Whig Party .For him to replace his father in parliament was 

not closely related to his ideal of reform. He wished to be a 

political and social reformer as were Godwin and Paine. It was 

also on this occasion that Shelley informed a recent acquaintance, 

William Godwin, of his plans about Ireland and asked for advice. 

The young man believed that he could immediately implement his 

reform with success: "I am perfectly confident of the impossibil-
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i t y of f a i l u r e " . He invi ted Elizabeth Hitchener, correspondent 

and " s i s t e r of (his) soul", as he used to ca l l her, to come and 

jo in h i s e f fo r t s : "I entreated you ins tan t ly to come and jo in 

our c i r c l e . To resign your school, a l l everything for US, and 
2 

the I r i s h cause". His plans encompassed more than Ireland, as 

he envisaged the p o s s i b i l i t y of extending the reform to Wales 

and England. At f i r s t Shelley received a hearing and some sup­

por t , but when he promoted an Association of Phi lanthropis ts 

things turned out d i f ferent ly than expected: "Prejudices are so 

v io len t in contradict ion to my pr inc ip les tha t more hate me as a 
3 

freethinker, than love me as a votary of Freedom". Then, he 

rea l ized tha t opposition to his or ig ina l ideas was growing not 

only among the I r i sh , but from Godwin himself who, t e r r i f i e d at 

the idea of founding an associat ion, wrote: 

Shelley, you are preparing a scene of blood! If your associa­
tions take effect to any extensive degree, tremendous consequences 
will follow, and hundreds, by their calamities and premature fate, 
will expatiate your error. 4 

With t h i s warning Shelley, although somewhat displeased by his 

1 LPBS: I , No 162, pp. 239-240, Let ter to E. Hitchener, January 26, 
1811(1812). 

2 LPBS: I , No 167, p. 251, Let ter to E. Hitchener, February 14, 
1812.(Shelley rs i t a l i c s ) 

3 LPBS: I , No 174, p . 271, Let ter to E. Hitchener, March 10, 1812. 

4 LPBS: I , No 173, p . 270, Let ter from W. Godwin, March 14, 1812. 
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patron's critique, nevertheless agreed to leave Ireland. In 

other words, his honest attempt at reforming society failed. 

But courageous and never short of ideas, the young reformer dis­

covered another way of promoting the ideal of social justice. 

He would look to literature and find in it a militant device, as 

the French Encyclopedists had done. Hence he could carry out 

his mission peacefully: "I will look to events in which it will 

be impossible that I can share, and make myself the cause of an 

effect which will take place ages after I have mouldered into 

dust". Poetry would then become his mode of expression, but a 

very demanding one: "My Volume of Poetry(...)will be only valua-

2 
ble to philosophical and reflecting minds". 

1 LPBS: I, No 176, p. 277, Letter to W. Godwin, March 18, 1812. 
(Shelley's italics) 

2 LPBS: I, No 162, p. 239, Letter to E. Hitchener, January 26, 1812. 
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CHAPTER I I 

THE IDEAL OF JUSTICE IN POLITICAL AND MORAL POETRY 

P a r t I : P h i l o s o p h y and P o e t r y : t h e I d e a l of J u s t i c e a s a 
Source of P o e t r y . 

The i d e a s which S h e l l e y p r o c l a i m s i n h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

w r i t i n g s i n s p i r e a l s o h i s p o l i t i c a l and m o r a l p o e t r y . These 

i d e a s r e - a p p e a r u n d e r a new form; and S h e l l e y h i m s e l f was v e r y 

c a r e f u l t o warn h i s r e a d e r s of t h e g r e a t d i f f e r e n c e be tween 

h i s p o e t r y , even p h i l o s o p h i c a l , and p h i l o s o p h y a s s u c h . He 

emphas ized t h i s d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e P r e f a c e of The R e v o l t of I s l a m , 

one t e x t among many of t h i s k i n d : 

The Poem t h e r e f o r e ( . . . ) i s nar ra t ive , not d idact ic . I t i s a 
succession of pic tures i l l u s t r a t i n g the growth and progress of 
individual mind aspiring af ter excellence, and devoted to the love 
of mankind; i t s influence in refining and making pure the most dar­
ing and uncommon impulses of the imagination, the understanding, 
and the senses; i t s impatience a t ' a l l the oppressions which are 
under the sun' ; i t s tendency to awaken public hope, and to en­
l ighten and improve mankind. 2 

A l though t h i s p a s s a g e i s r e l a t e d t o The R e v o l t of I s l a m , i t n e v ­

e r t h e l e s s i n c l u d e s a g e n e r a l a s s e r t i o n of what p o e t r y , i n t h e 

1 I c a l l p o l i t i c a l what i s re la ted to society, i n s t i t u t i ons and 
p o l i t i c s ; I c a l l moral what i s re la ted to personal behaviour and destiny. 
As well-known, philosophers a re used to dis t inguish between two kinds of 
j u s t i c e , namely: p o l i t i c a l and moral. Of course these two kinds are deeply 
interconnected as i t i s obvious in the Works of Shelley himself. 

2 SPW: RI, Preface p . 32. 
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eyes of Shelley, should be. This means that instead of being a 

chain of reasonings as in a "didactic" treatise, a poem should be 

"narrative", i.e. must express ideas through the narration of a 

story, whether invented by the imagination like Alastor or taken 

from a myth such as Prometheus Unbound, whether borrowed from his­

tory or suggested by contemporary events such as The Cenci and 

Hellas. Secondly, a poem is a picture and illustration where ab­

stract ideas are either concretized through characters (for in­

stance Queen Mab, Cenci, Prometheus) or developed through symbols 

(the eagle and the serpent in The Revolt of Islam, the personifi­

cation of anarchy in The Mask of Anarchy), and generally enlivened 

with images and metaphors. But above all, poetry should awaken 

feelings and emotions in the reader: cool reflection on the causes 

of evil and good must give way to a vivid representation of miseries 

and vices, virtues and heroic actions, in order to inspire various 

feelings of sympathy, antipathy, indignation and love. Therefore, 

if almost the same ideas recur in both the philosophical writings 

and poems of Shelley, the latter are interesting essentially be­

cause of the new forms and new expressions they add to these ideas. 

As Shelley's philosophical conception of justice has been studied 

in the preceding chapter, attention will be paid now to its poet­

ical expression. In other words, this chapter will attempt to show 

how Shelley's ideal of justice animates his poetry. 

Political and moral themes have inspired a great number 

of poems. As a matter of fact, when these themes first appear in 
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1805 with The Emperors of Russia and Austria and later on in 

1809 with Falsehood and Vice, they never quite depart from his 

poetry: sometimes they are approached separately but more often 

are joined together in a single poem. We can distinguish three 

main periods in the development of this inspiration. From 1805-

1813, Shelley, still very young, wrote a series of poems includ­

ing A Tale of Society as it Is, Republicans of America, The Crisis, 

Love and Tyranny or Bigotry's Victim, Liberty, To Ireland, all 

culminating in the writing of a major work, Queen Mab, in 1813. Bet­

ween 1814-1817, - although the poet was tormented by personal pro­

blems and already attracted by the ideal of beauty, - The Daemon 

of the World, Rosalind and Helen, To The Lord Chancellor, Marenghi, 

Prince Athanaze arise from the same source. Another peak is rea­

ched with The Revolt of Islam, Shelley's longest and for a long 

time most neglected poem. The third period 1818-1822 corresponds 

to the Italian exile, with many important compositions and some 

masterpieces such as The Mask of Anarchy. Peter Bell the Third, 

Oedipus Tyrannus, Ode to Liberty, Ode to Naples, Prometheus Unbound, 

The Cenci, Hellas and The Triumph of Life. 

Given the purpose of this study, one -need not to 

analyze all of these poems. It will be enough to take representa­

tive examples which best portray, at various periods, the influence 

and different aspects of the ideal of justice in Shelley's poetry, 

namely Queen Mab, The Revolt of Islam, The Mask of Anarchy, Hellas 

and finally The Cenci. Obviously Prometheus Unbound is still more 
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significant, and Shelley considered this masterpiece as his fa­

vorite ; but we shall postpone its analysis until the second part 

of Chapter III, where the unity between the two ideals of justice 

and beauty will be studied. 

If these poems are read successively, one gets the impres­

sion that they exhibit many common features both in content and 

expression. The same fundamental philosophical, political and 

moral ideas constantly return with the same types of symbols and 

images. That is not surprising because these poems share the 

same inspiration and have similar themes. Thus, before considering 

their particular aspects, we shall point out what they have in 

common. 

Part II; Common Themes and Features 

Historical Perspective 

The first common feature is the use of history- Shelley 

recalls the past and argues with the present in order to enlighten 

2 . . 

the future. The past he evokes is made up of the most signifi­

cant events of history, legends and religions, either reported 

by historians, as the glory and fall of Ancient Greece, narrated 

in legends, as the story of Prometheus, or taught by religions, 

1 LPBS: II, No 551, p. 174, Letter to C. Oilier, March 6, 1820 and, II, 
No 568, p. 200, Letter to L. Hunt, May 26, 1820. 

2 Cf. J.V. Murphy's The Dark Angel, Gothic Elements in Shelley's Works, 
Lewisburgh Bucknell Univ. Press, London, AUP, 1975, where a detailed study of 
this aspect is developed, although this book focusses on the "Gothic Elements" 
and sources of Shelley's poetry. 
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at 1:he beginnings of the world. In the present he is 

concerned with contemporary social ills and the struggles, so 

frequent and violent in his times, between governments and revo­

lutionary movements. The future to which he leads our imagination 

is the establishment of an ideal society, just in its politics and 

morally good in its members. 

An interesting example of this historical approach is Queen 

Mab . It is an imaginative story about a sleeping maiden, Ianthe, 

who is visited by a fairy. Queen Mab, and travels with her upon 

her chariot throughout the universe. But Mab declares the purpose 

of Ianthe's trip: 

' Spirit, come! 
This is thine high reward:-the past shall rise; 
Thou shalt behold the present; I will teach 
The secrets of the future.' 

(II, 64-67) 

Truly different from what the reader expected, Ianthe is faced 

with another kind of trip, one into human nature and its destiny 

on earth, the very place she left. Through this allegory, Shelley 

depicts an intellectual and spiritual voyage which men should un­

dertake to understand their own planet and themselves. He stresses 

the importance of maintaining a distance or "negative capability" 

from the object of study, in order to see truth with detachment 
2 

and objectivity. As Mab said to Ianthe, it is a panoramic, ency-

1 Keats' tarm. 

2 SPW: QM, II, 244-257, pp.769-770. 
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clopedic view of the world that she presents, i.e. not only de­

tached parts of men's history but its totality and unity. There­

fore, in Canto II, the Queen recalls the various civilizations of 

the past, whether Egyptian, Arab, Greek or Roman. These nations, 

once glorious, brought about their own downfall and are now des­

pised. From Cantos III to VIII, the fairy portrays contemporary 

societies which unfortunately follow the footsteps and inclina­

tions of preceding generations. In other words, the present re­

peats the past, with its errors, vices, injustices and miseries. 

Men still continue to long for power and wealth; they enjoy ha-
2 

ving kingdoms and disobey the principles of nature and reason. 

Because they do not want to change their habits, evil evolves in 

a vicious circle and perpetuates itself while society remains 

stagnant, in a state of disorder. For instance, as the Romans 

did not "hurl down" the tyrant Nero when he contemplated "flaming 

Rome, with savage joy" , modern people have let conquerors and 

kings tear apart the earth. They did not listen to Milton or to 

Newton any more than the ancients listened to the advice of 

1 Here, we are reminded of the poet's attachment to the Renaissance 
writers who examined the world in a very universal and comprehensive manner 
such as Shakespeare or Milton or Spenser. 

2 SPW: CM, IV, 168-195, p. 777. 

3 SPW: CM, III, 180-192, p. 773. 
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Cicero and Cato : 

'THUS do the generations of the earth 
Go to the grave, and issue from the womb, 

(V, 1-2) 

without ever unde r s t and ing : 

the imperishable change 

That renovates the world; 

(V, 3-4) 

and wi thou t knowing t h a t : 

' . . .every heart contains perfection's germs:(.) 

(V, 147) 

For had contemporary n a t i o n s unders tood t h e i r t r u e n a t u r e and 

the meaning of h i s t o r y , they could have b u i l t a p r e s e n t l i b e r ­

a t ed from the darkness of the p a s t . F i n a l l y , in Cantos VII I to 

2 

IX, the f a i r y looks a t the fu tu re , hopefu l ly exp la in ing to Ian­

the how i t can be, indeed, very d i f f e r e n t from previous t imes . 

There w i l l be a realm of order in n a t u r e , of t o l e r a n c e , love , 

wisdom and peace among men: 
Hope was seen beaming through the mists of fear: 

Earth was no longer Hell; 
Love, freedom, health, had given 

Their ripeness to the manhood of i t s prime, 
And a l l i t s pulses beat 

Symphonious to the planetary spheres: 
Then dulcet music swelled 

Concordant with the l ife-strings of the soul,( .) 

(VIII, 13-20) 

1 SPW: CM, V, 137-146, p . 781. 

2 SPW: OM, VIII, 1-3, 49-50, pp. 792-793 and the whole canto LX, 
1-137, pp. 796-798. 
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Ianthe herself is invited to work personally for the advent of 

this new era: 

'Yet, human Spirit, bravely hold thy course, 
Let virtue teach thee firmly to pursue 
The gradual paths of an aspiring change:(.) 

(IX, 146-148) 

This is the main lesson to be learned in Queen Mab:that "the Past, 

the Present & the Future are the grand & comprehensive topics of 

this poem . 

This method is not restricted to Queen Mab. The poet em­

ploys the same pattern in Ode to Liberty. Ode to Naples, Lines 

Written Among the Euganean Hills where he also considers the 

three dimensions of history, i.e. past, present and future, in 

order to illuminate human existence and capabilities • But 

in other poems, although a similar method is used, the symmetry 

we have noticed is somewhat changed. Less importance is given 

to past events and more to contemporary and future ones. The 

Revolt of Islam exemplifies this approach. Among twelve cantos, 

only Canto I deals with the past. This is the story of a muse 

taking aboard her boat a grieved poet, whom the failure of the 

French Revolution has saddened. Here the muse, as Queen Mab does 

with Ianthe, takes the poet into her realm and explains the history 

1 LPBS: I, No 202, p. 324, Letter to T. Hookham, August 18, 1810 
(for 1812). 
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of evil on earth: 

'Know then, that from the depth of ages old, 
Two Powers o'er mortal things dominion hold. 

(I, xxv, 346-347) 

Her purpose is to instruct the poet so that he may learn from 

history: 

'Speak not to me, but hear! Much shalt thou learn, 
Much must remain unthought, and more untold, 
In the dark Future's ever-flowing urn: 

Thus the dark tale which history doth unfold 
I knew, but not, methinks, as others know, 

For they weep not; and Wisdom had unrolled 
The clouds which hide the gulf of mortal woe,-

To few can she that warning vision show-

(I, xxv, 343-345; xxxviii, 460-464) 

But as the poe t , led by the muse, e n t e r s the Temple of the Sp i r ­

i t , he i s faced wi th the young Laon and Cythna who t e l l him an­

o the r s t o r y , supposed to have happened in Is lam, about t h e i r 

a t tempt to promote an e g a l i t a r i a n s o c i a l r e v o l u t i o n in t h e i r own 

count ry . At t h i s moment - in Canto I I - a s h i f t t akes p l a c e from 

the p a s t to the p r e s e n t . Thus, t h i s I s l amic t a l e becomes an a l ­

legory through which the poet a l l u d e s to r e c e n t e v e n t s , as he 

t e l l s us in h i s P re face : the French Revolut ion and i t s European 

in f luence , the conspi racy of Louis XVI wi th o the r monarchs to 

des t roy i t , the a l l i a n c e of European l e a d e r s a g a i n s t i t s a p p l i ­

c a t i o n and success ; the r e s t o r a t i o n of Bourbons in France and 

Spain i n 1814 and the execut ion of P a t r i o t s . This r e f e r e n c e 

was f i r s t i n d i c a t e d by the o r i g i n a l t i t l e Shel ley had chosen 
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f o r t h i s poem. I t was n o t c a l l e d The R e v o l t of I s l a m b u t Laon 

and Cythna ; o r The R e v o l u t i o n of t h e Golden C i t y : A V i s i o n of 
2 

t h e N i n e t e e n t h C e n t u r y . Such a t i t l e c l e a r l y shows t h e p o e t ' s 

i n t e n t , i . e . t o propound a judgment of h i s c e n t u r y . But i t i s 

more t h a n a j u d g m e n t ! I t i s a v i s i o n of what he t h o u g h t t h e 

f u t u r e shou ld b e : 

I t i s a Revolution of t h i s kind, that i s the beau ideal as 
i t were of the French Revolution, but produced by the influence 
of individual genius, & out of general knowledge. The authors 
of i t are supposed to be my hero & heroine whose names appear in 
the t i t l e . 3 

The same emphas is on p r e s e n t t i m e s i n r e l a t i o n t o f u t u r e 

ones d i s t i n c t l y a p p e a r s a l s o i n The Mask of Anarchy and H e l l a s , -

poems which e x p r e s s t h e p o e t ' s sympathy f o r con t empora ry r e v o l u ­

t i o n s and r e v o l u t i o n a r y movements , b e c a u s e t h e y s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t 

1 SPW: RI, Preface, p . 32: "The awakening of an immense nation from 
the i r slavery and degradation to a t rue sense of moral dignity and freedom; 
the bloodless dethronement of t he i r oppressors, and the unveiling of the r e ­
l ig ious frauds by which they had been deluded into submission; the t r a n q u i l l i t y 
of successful patr iot ism, and the universal to le ra t ion and benevolence of t rue 
philanthropy; the treachery and barbari ty of hired soldiers ; v ice not the ob­
j e c t of punishment and hatred, but kindness and p i ty ; the fa i th lessness of ty­
ran t s ; the confederacy of the Rulers of the World, and the r e s to ra t ion of the 
expelled Dynasty by foreign arms; the massacre and extermination of the P a t r i o t s , 
and the v ic tory of established power; the consequences of legit imate despotism,-
c i v i l war, famine, plague, supers t i t ion, ( . . . ) the j ud i c i a l murder of the advoca­
tes of Liberty; the temporary triumph of oppression, that secure earnest of i t s 
f ina l and inevi table f a l l ; ( . . . ) S u c h i s the ser ies of del ienations of which the 
Poem cons i s t s . " See p . 33. 

2 LPBS: I , No 435, p . 582, Let ter to T. Moore, December 16, 1817. 

3 LPBS: I , No 417, p . 563, Let ter to (A Publisher) probably T. Moore, 
October 13, 1817. See also SPW: t i t l e on page 31. (Shelley 's i t a l i c s ) 
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unjust oppressors. The Mask of Anarchy is an allegorical invec­

tive against those responsible for the Peterloo Massacre in Man­

chester, on August 16th 1819. Aroused by the news, Shelley por­

trays this conflict between Loyalists and Radicals through the 

personification of "Anarchy" against "Hope". Then, he fore­

shadows a better realm through the vision of the "planet of good" 

which descends from the heavens amidst the battlefield. And in 

Hellas, the future of Greece will be a revival of what was the 

best in its glorious past, and even brighter than this past. 

These historical and prophetic visions take here metaphysical 

proportions: Satan, Mahomet, and those who try to stifle the 

revolutionary movement are men of the pasty they think that his­

tory is condemned to repeat eternally the same evils, without 

any change and real progress . Jesus and reformers are those 

who foresee and prepare what should be in the future, first for 

Greece itself and then for the benefit of all mankind, because 

as we are told in the Preface: "We are all Greeks". 

The Conflict Between Evil and Good 

Besides a reference to history, another common character­

istic is the recurrence of similar themes and fundamental ideas 

which are often expressed by way of contrasts. A striking example 

1 Shelley wanted to sing the fight for liberty of Modern Greece as 
AEschylus did for the battle of Ancient Greece against the Persians. See SPW: 
Hellas, Preface, p. 446. 
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i s the oppos i t i on between e v i l and good. Such a theme dominates 

many of the poems r e f e r r e d t o in t h i s chap te r , e i t h e r e x p l i c i t l y 

or i m p l i c i t l y . I t i s very e x p l i c i t in The Revolt of Islam for 

i n s t a n c e . Thus, in Canto I , when the muse meets the poe t , she 

exp l a in s to him, through symbols and cosmic drama, t h i s u n i v e r s a l 

o p p o s i t i o n : 

Know then, that from the depth of ages old, 
Two Powers o'er mortal things dominion hold. 

Ruling the world with a divided lot, 
Immortal, all-pervading, manifold, 

Twin Genii, equal Gods-when l i fe and thought 
Sprang forth, they burst the womb of inessential Nought. 

(I, xxv, 346-351) 

Ev i l and good a re r ep re sen t ed by a d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n of a 

f i g h t between two animals near the s e a s i d e , namely an Eagle and 

a Serpent . Contrary to the B i b l i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the s e r ­

pent which makes i t a symbol of e v i l , She l ley , who i s i n s p i r e d 

by the Greek and Pe r s i an Myths and by Peacock ' s Ahrimanes, makes 

the se rpen t a symbol of Good or a t l e a s t of the immense v a r i e t y 

of the u n i v e r s e which i s i t s e l f good ; whereas the eag le symbol­

izes s t r e n g t h , v i o l e n c e , war and i s the ins t rument of the red 

comet, Mars. Vanquished by the eag l e , the se rpen t which had 

1 SPW: RI, I, i i-xiv, pp. 40-43; xxvii, p. 46; xlvi-xlvi i , 540-541, 
p. 50; in the Temple, lv - lv i i i , p. 52. On this subject, an excellent study 
was done in 1975 by an eminent c r i t i c , Stuart Curran, in Shelley's Annus Mira-
b i l i s . 

2 SPW: RI, I, xxvi, p. 46. 
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previously a celestial form is now rampant on earth under the 

vulgar form we know, and takes the appearances of evil. But 

thanks to the care of the muse, who serves the Spirit of Good 
2 

and the Planet of Love , the wounded serpent, clasped to her 

heart, is restored to its former shape and replaced in the midst 

of a Temple(which is probably the temple of Beauty and Good); then, 

as far as such apocalyptic and sometimes confusing visions can be 

interpreted, it becomes again "a majestic, yet most mild-calm yet 

compassionate" creature. The same kind of cosmic battle is an 

essential clue also for Hellas, where at the outset of the poem, 

i.e. in the Prologue, we see Satan, Christ and Mahomet discuss be­

fore God's throne the immediate future and destiny of Greece: 

The giant Powers move, 
Gloomy or bright as the thrones they fill. 

(11. 60-79) 

Satan claims that Greece should remain under his empire, i.e. 

under "Anarchy, Tyranny, War, Fraud and Death". Against him, 

Christ calls for the eradication of such miseries and the restora­

tion of Freedom because "Discord and Slavery", "Chaos and Death" 

can be overcome, and then Greece 

... shall arise 
Victorious as the world arose from Chaos! 

(11. 113) 

1 SPW: RI, I, xxvii, p. 46. 

2 SPW: RI, I , x v i i i - x x i i , pp. 44-45; xxvi i , p . 46; x l v i - x l v i i , p . 50 
in the Temple: l v - l v i i , pp. 52-53. 
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In other words, the liberation of Greece, according to Christ, 

should coincide with a cosmic triumph of Good over evil. As 

for Mahomet, who does not take part in the discussion but has 

listened to it as a third party, he is mainly concerned by the 

"rolling back of Christianity upon the West" and the total vic­

tory of his own creed over the Trinitarian: 

Be thou a curse on them whose creed 
Divides and multiplies the most high God. 

(11. 178-179) 

This opposition between evil and good is not entirely an 

eternal battle between cosmic forces; it develops also between 

men, through history, on a temporal and moral level. For instance 

in The Revolt of Islam we are reminded, through the muse's dialo­

gues with the poet, how evil entered into the world, how men won­

dered at its shining appeareance, and accepted its presence under 

multiple forms and consequently distorted the true values of life 

2 
to please such a foe. But we are also shown the return of good 

in early Greece through its bards and 

with that Fiend of Blood 
Renewed the doubtful war 

(I, xxxi, 401-402) 

1 SPW: Hellas, Prologue, 11. 175-176, p. 452: "Wake, thou Word /Of 
God, and from the throne of Destiny / Even to the utmost limit of thy way / 
May Triumph." 

2 SPW: RI, I, xxvi-xxx, 352-396, pp. 46-47. 



IDEAL OF JUSTICE AND POETRY 52. 

Since then , as the muse t e l l s u s , men l i v e and r e p e a t t h i s cos ­

mic b a t t l e : 

' Such i s this conflict-when mankind doth strive 
With i t s oppressors in a s t r i fe of blood, 

Justice and truth with Custom's hydra brood 
Wage silent war; . . . 

When round pure hearts a host of hopes assemble, 
The Snake and Eagle meet-the world's foundations tremble! 

(I, xxxiii , 415-416, 419-420, 422-423) 

But She l ley exempl i f ies more conc re t e ly t h i s gene ra l c o n f l i c t 

by p o r t r a y i n g r e p r e s e n t a t i v e c h a r a c t e r s of e v i l and good in ac ­

t i o n w i t h i n p a r t i c u l a r s t o r i e s . Therefore , i n The Revolt of I s ­

lam i t i s e s s e n t i a l l y Laon and Cythna, the major c h a r a c t e r s , 

who a r e t h e a p o s t l e s of good. They work a t reforming t h e i r 

country and people through a s o c i a l r e v o l u t i o n of e q u a l i t y , l i b ­

e r t y and f r a t e r n i t y . The old man, Zonoras, i s another c h a r a c t e r 

who w r i t e s m i l i t a n t p rose to promote t h i s change and saves Laon's 

l i f e . Against those he ro i c men, Othoman and h i s m i n i s t e r s s t r i v e 
to des t roy the e g a l i t a r i a n r e v o l u t i o n . By means of v i o l e n c e , by 

wars t h a t spread famine and dea th , they succeed in r e s t o r i n g t h e i r 
1 

power. gy conf ront ing t he se two camps, She l ley shows the inner 

workings of t r u t h or fa lsehood wi th in men's h e a r t s and behav iours . 

Laon and Cythna use the power of the mind to l i b e r a t e t h e i r people 

1 In Queen Mab the bat t le between evil and good i s not portrayed the 
same way as in The Revolt of Islam. Instead of characters confronting each o-
ther, we have a poetry of statements: i . e . the fairy herself t e l l s Ianthe, 
through a lengthy narrative, how this bat t le pervaded the whole history of man­
kind, dividing men within and among themselves. 
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and make them happy by teaching them the true values of life. 

Othoman and his accomplices use the power of fear and create 

miserable beings. Laon and Cythna stay in the open air to ac­

complish their work, while the authorities plot in the dark with 

bribes. The detailed descriptions of these struggles, which il­

lustrate the poem reveal how men's actions, however varied, are 

determined by a fundamental choice between evil or good. In The 

Mask of Anarchy, it is through the personification of "Anarchy" 

and "Hope" that this battle takes place. Under the symbol of 

"Anarchy" are the English rulers, Sidmouth, Castlereagh, Eldon, 

who oppress the nation. Under "Hope"are represented the English 

working classes struggling against government and leaders for 

better conditions. There is the same opposition in The Cenci, 

where Cenci himself represents the main figure of evil, with Or-

sino, Camillio and even the Pope as accomplices, while Beatrice 

and her family, at least in the beginning, suffer and struggle 

for good. 

Dramatic Form 

Another common feature appears in most of these poems: 

the development of philosophical ideas familiar to the poet, (that 

of a Power pervading the world, justice against injustice, lib­

erty, fraternity, equality) through the voice of some major char­

acters, for instance Queen Mab, (Queen Mab), Laon and Cythna, (The 

Revolt of Islam), or "Earth" (The Mask of Anarchy). However, as we 
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analyzed these ideas in Chapter I , we sha l l not dwell on th i s 

aspect but continue to study other constant features of Shel ley 's 

poe t ica l s t y l e : namely his use of dramatic, prophet ical , symbol­

i ca l and l y r i c a l forms. In the wake of Dante, Spenser and Blake, 

Shelley f e l t a bas ic need to create h is own mode of expression 

in poetry , because he had to convey to his readers abs t rac t 

ideas in concrete terms. He sought a language and forms which 

would appeal to his poet ica l i n s t i n c t and to the whole make-up of 

men, i n t e l l e c t , imagination and feel ings . 

F i r s t , by using a dramatic form in poetry, the poet nar-

ates h i s s to r i e s more convincingly. He makes his readers "see, 
2 

fee l , l i ve , hear" , imaginatively, the same adventures which h is 

characters encounter. Cenci, Beatr ice , Orsino in The Cenci, Othoman, 

Laon and Cythna in The Revolt of Islam, for ins tance, are endowed 

with d i f ferent p e r s o n a l i t i e s , v i r tues or v i ces , feel ings and goals . 

Then they face, through a dramatic or a l l egor i ca l t r ans f igura t ion , 

1 SPW: RI, Preface, p . 34: "Yet I am unwilling to t read in the foot­
steps of any who have preceded me. (. . . ) I have simply clothed my thoughts in 
what appeared to me the most obvious and appropriate language. A person fami­
l i a r with nature , and with the most celebrated productions of the human mind, 
can scarcely e r r in following the i n s t i n c t , with respect to select ion of lan­
guage, produced by tha t fami l ia r i ty" . 

2 SPW: RI, v, x l i - x l i i , 2085, 2089, p . 88. 

3 SPW: RI, Preface, p. 32: "I have chosen a story of human passion 
in its most universal character, diversified with moving and romantic adven­
tures, and appealing, in contempt of all artificial opinions or institutions, 
to the common sympathies of every human heart". 
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s i t u a t i o n s r e s e m b l i n g r e a l l i f e , so t h a t r e a d e r s may l e a r n 

from t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s of t h e i r a c t i o n s . S u c h portrayal arouses 

excitement, suspense, feelings of fear, pity or indignation and 

inclines us to judge their actions and passions, much in the 

same way as Aristotle proclaimed in his Poetics or J. Conrad in 

his Preface to the Nigger of the Narcissus. 

Visions and Prophecies 

Another type of expression which returns frequently in 

these poems is the visionary or prophetic. Past and future ep­

isodes, supernatural landscapes and persons which we cannot nor­

mally perceive appear to us as if they were present. This is 

done through the visionary and prophetic power that the poet 

attributes to his major characters: they judge of times as though 

they were Biblical prophets, and they unfold visions of history. 

In Queen Mab for instance, with the simple device of Ianthe's 

dream, we are introduced to the queen flying through the skies 

with her chariot and coursers. Readers become inhabitants of the 

heavens and travel in celestial spheres, examining different plan­

etary and solar systems and among them the earth: 

Seemed it, that the chariot's way 
Lay through the midst of an immense concave, 
Radiant with million constellations, . . . 

Earth's distant orb appeared 
The smallest light that twinkles in the heaven; 

Whilst round the chariot's way 
Innumerable systems rolled, 
And countless spheres diffused 
An ever-varying glory. 

(I, 231-233, 250-255) 
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At the end of this cosmic voyage, Mab and Ianthe, "The Fairy 

and the Spirit", enter "the Hall of Spells", the Temple of the 

Spirit, a preview of paradise. Here the queen, calling from the 

grave the ghosts of a king and a wandering Jew, evokes the ruins 

of the ancient civilizations and the injustices of present times, 

in order to instruct Ianthe on the way which leads to the new 

paradise, equality between men to be realized in the future. Al­

most the same figures are used in The Revolt of Islam and Hellas. 

In the former, the poet is still "embarked" with the muse in "a 

wingless boat", and afterwards is brought into a temple, a place 

of artistic achievements, peopled with supernatural forms, where 

the poet meets the Spirit of Beauty and the young Laon and Cythna; 

in the latter, we attend a debate between Christ, Satan and Maho­

met in eternity. Prophecies follow. In The Revolt of Islam, Laon 

and Cythna proclaim the continuation of the revolutionary fight 

for freedom after their death, and the advent of a better society; 

in Hellas, a new incarnation of the wandering Jew, Ahasuerus, calls 

the ghost of Mahomet II to predict the victory of Greeks over Mos­

lems. These few examples, among many others, show how the vision­

ary and prophetic forms are linked together. Such expression adds 

a new dimension to the philosophical and political ideas Shelley 

wished to convey through his symbolic figures. It makes their 

words resound with a solemn tone as if they were inspired from a-

bove. A certain aura of mystery is shed on the characters, as 

well as a seal of certainty and authority on their statements. 
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These poems have t h e d i g n i t y of a s a c r e d word . 

Symbolism and L y r i c i s m 

The u s e of symbols i s n a t u r a l l y prompted by t h i s v i s i o n ­

a r y and p r o p h e t i c form. S h e l l e y r e s o r t e d t o s y m b o l i c e x p r e s s i o n 

as e a r l y a s Queen Mab and t h e more he d e v e l o p e d a s a p o e t , t h e 

more he i n v e n t e d and i n t e g r a t e d v a r i o u s k i n d s of symbols i n h i s 

v e r s e . We s h a l l i n d i c a t e some of t h e mos t s i g n i f i c a n t . Dreams 

p o r t r a y p h i l o s o p h i c a l p rob lems r a i s e d by t h e l i f e of mankind w i t h ­

i n t h e w o r l d . The voyage h a s an ambiguous mean ing : somet imes i t 

s i g n i f i e s e s c a p e o u t of t h e o r d i n a r y w o r l d , i n t h e P l a t o n i c s e n s e ; 

somet imes i t s y m b o l i z e s t h e knowledge a c q u i r e d i n t h i s e s c a p e . 

F l y i n g on c h a r i o t s o r b o a t s , evokes t h e Soul l o o k i n g f o r a new 

freedom, u n s t a i n e d by e v i l and m i s e r i e s . The v e i l i s a l s o ambig­

u o u s : when i t h i d e s e v i l d e s i g n s , i t means h y p o c r i s y ; on t h e con­

t r a r y , when i t somewhat c o n c e a l s e t e r n a l and c e l e s t i a l e n t i t i e s 

from unwor thy e y e s , i t enhances t h e supreme v a l u e of what i s t h u s 

1 The Bible and Greek re l ig ion probably inspired t h i s technique of 
v is ions , dreams, prophets, prophecies, and Shelley closely linked these things 
to the ro le of the imagination. As a matter of fac t , these v is ions and prophe­
cies correspond to the innate disposi t ions of the poet who had been fascinated, 
in h i s childhood, by the occult , magic and ghosts . Moreover they su i t both the 
i d e a l i s t i c and r e a l i s t i c aspect of h is thought. The major characters speak as 
prophets showing the presence of ev i l as well as good in the world; they an­
nounce b e t t e r years to come i f men change, but t e r r i b l e ones i f they refuse. 
Through these characters , we not ice how the poe t ' s idealism i s connected i n t i ­
mately with realism and must be indeed: because i f things were perfect , there 
would be no need for idealism, but as they axe imperfect and must be improved, 
they are to be r e a l i s t i c a l l y known as they a re . 
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v e i l e d . Seasons t a k e an a l l e g o r i c a l q u a l i t y : autumn and w i n t e r 

r e p r e s e n t t h e decadence of men and i t s re f lec t ion on n a t u r e : 

'The b l a s t s of Autumn drive the winged seeds 
Over the ea r th , - . . . 

Lo, Winter comes!-the gr ief of many graves , -
The f ros t of death, the tempest of the sword, 

The flood of tyranny. 

(RI, IX, xxvi, 3640-3641; x x i i i , ) 
( 3671-3673 ) 

S p r i n g and summer foreshadow the new society of v i r tuous , j u s t 

and good c i t i z e n s : 

' 0 Spring, of hope, and love, and youth, and gladness 
Wind-winged emblem! br ightes t , best and f a i r e s t ! 

(RI, LX, x x i i , 3658-3659) 

E q u a l i t y , f o r i n s t a n c e , becomes t h e t r u e S p r i n g . S i m i l a r l y v i c e s 

and v i r t u e s a r e p e r s o n i f i e d : f r a u d , murder and h y p o c r i s y by "Anar ­

chy" and i t s masque , j u s t i c e and l i b e r t y by t h e c h a r a c t e r of "Hope" , 

w h i l e t h e c h a i n s y m b o l i z e s m e n ' s s l a v e r y . We s t i l l f i n d , t o symbol­

i z e e v i l and good, an imal images . I n The R e v o l t of I s l a m , t h e 

e a g l e s y m b o l i z e s E v i l , t h e s e r p e n t Good, and t h e i r b a t t l e t h e e t e r ­

n a l f i g h t be tween t h e s e two e n t i t i e s . Wolves and hounds m i r r o r 

o p p r e s s o r s , w h i l e t h e i r f o l l o w e r s a r e compared t o a f l o c k of s t u p i d 

s h e e p . As f o r t h e symbol of t h e cave bor rowed from P l a t o , i t e s s e n ­

t i a l l y means f o r S h e l l e y t h e i n n e r d e p t h of t h e mind , where t r u t h 

a p p e a r s a f t e r a long s e a r c h . 

L y r i c i s m adds somet imes a power fu l s t r e n g t h and p o e t i c a l 

q u a l i t y t o a l l t h e p r e c e d i n g d e v i c e s . I n Queen Mab i t i s n o t i c e ­

a b l e w i t h t h e d e s c r i p t i o n of Mab ' s a r r i v a l a t I a n t h e ' s p l a c e 
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( I , 45-113) , when she p r a i s e s the grandeur of t h e u n i v e r s e wi th 

i t s numerous spheres , s t a r s , and the temple of Nature , but most 

of a l l , when she foreshadows the advent of a happier world where 

n a t u r e and men w i l l be r egene ra t ed . In The Revolt of Islam l y r i ­

ca l passages a r e e s p e c i a l l y neticeable a t the p r e p a r a t i o n of the 

Feas t of E q u a l i t y (V, x x x v i i - x l v i ) and i t s c e l e b r a t i o n , where 

Cythna s ings wi th e c s t a t i c joy the f u t u r e r e i g n of f r a t e r n i t y , 

e q u a l i t y and wisdom: 

'0 Spirit vast and deep as Night and Heaven! 
Mother and soul of a l l to which i s given 
The light of l i f e , the loveliness of being, 

Lo! thou dost re-ascend the human heart, (.) 

(V, 2, 2197-2200) 

But a p a r t from Prometheus Unbound, the summit of l y r i c a l form in 

p o l i t i c a l poe t ry i s reached in H e l l a s , which i s c a l l e d app rop r i ­

a t e l y a l y r i c a l drama and where Shel ley r e v i v e s the l y r i c i sm of 

anc i en t p o e t r y , wi th the reappearance of the chorus of Greek t r a ­

gedy. In some of the most b e a u t i f u l v e r s e s he ever wrote , She l l ey , 

through an a l t e r n a t i o n between the chorus and the semi-chorus of 

c ap t i ve Greek women, e x t o l s the coming l i b e r a t i o n of Greece and 

even of mankind: 

Semichorus I 
I hear! I hear! 

The hiss as of a rushing wind, 
The roar as of an ocean foaming, 
The thunder as of earthquake coming. 

I hear! I hear! 
The crash as of an empire falling, 

Chorus 
The world's great age begins anew, 
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The golden years return, 

A brighter Hellas rears i t s mountains 

Another Athens shall arise, 
And to remoter time 

Bequeath, like sunset to the skies, 
The splendour of i t s prime;(.) 

(11. 719-724, 1060-1061, 1066,) 
( 1084-1087 ) 

P a r t I I I : P a r t i c u l a r Emphases on Spec ia l Aspects of J u s t i c e 

Besides these common f e a t u r e s and common themes, t h i s 

kind of poe t ry d i s p l a y s p a r t i c u l a r emphases on s p e c i f i c a spec t s 

of j u s t i c e : for i n s t a n c e on e i t h e r the s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

s i de s as in Queen Mab and The Revolt of Is lam, or contemporary 

i m p l i c a t i o n s as in The Mask of Anarchy, or the p e r s o n a l , moral 

and r e l i g i o u s dimensions as in The Cenci . The ob jec t of the 

l a s t p a r t of t h i s chapter w i l l be to show how such s p e c i a l a s ­

p e c t s a r e expressed in these examples. 

1. An I n i t i a t i o n to P o l i t i c a l and Soc ia l J u s t i c e : Queen Mab 

Although c a l l e d a " p h i l o s o p h i c a l poem", i . e . cosmological 

and me taphys ica l , Queen Mab i s not r e s t r i c t e d to one e x c l u s i v e 

meaning. She l l ey , we b e l i e v e , had another o b j e c t i v e i n mind 

1 As a matter of fact, the poet tried to accomplish three things at 
once in CM: (l) to translate into verse, as a modern Lucretius, our knowledge of 
the world;(2)to propound his own philosophical ideas;(3) to t e l l a story. 
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while w r i t i n g i t : t h a t i s - how the i d e a l of j u s t i c e can germinate 

w i t h i n men. And t h i s i n t e n t i o n g ives to the poem i t s p o l i t i c a l 

s o c i a l b e a r i n g : 

I t i s the Author's boast & i t constitutes no small portion of 
his happiness that, after six years of added experience & reflec­
tion, the doctrines of equality, & liberty & disinterestedness,( . . .) 
to which this Poem is devoted,( . . . ) f i rs t determined him to devote 
his l i f e to the investigation & inculcation of them. 1 

But in o rder to i n c u l c a t e t h e s e d o c t r i n e s in men, Shel ley p o e t ­

i c a l l y n a r r a t e s the s t o r y of the f a i r y Mab and Ian the in which 

r e a d e r s become, as i t were, involved. The c h a r a c t e r of I an the 

i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of a l l mankind, and the f a i r y Queen Mab wants 

to awaken her t o s o c i a l i l l s and i n i t i a t e her to the i d e a l of 

j u s t i c e . In Canto I , the p o r t r a y a l of I a n t h e a s l eep perhaps sym­

b o l i z e s her s t a t e of i n e r t i a and lack of p reoccupat ion wi th r e a l ­

i t y . However, because of I a n t h e ' s s i n c e r i t y and goodness, the 

f a i r y i s prompted to develop w i t h i n the maiden ' s soul a d e s i r e 

to become a reformer , a r o l e which every man should normally f u l ­

f i l l , in o rder to ge t the e t e r n a l "meed of v i r t u e " , as the Queen 

says : 

And i t is yet permitted me, to rend 
The vei l of mortal f rai l ty , that the spir i t , 
Clothed in i t s changeless purity, may know 
How soonest to accomplish the great end 
For which i t hath i t s being, and may taste 
That peace, which in the end a l l l i fe will share. 

(I, 180-185) 

1 LPBS: I, No 421, p. 566, Letter to Mr. Waller, November 22, 1817. 
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But Ianthe's goodness without any knowledge of the world remains 

insufficient and pointless. Therefore, Mab begins the initiation. 

Through her spells, Ianthe is shown the greatness of the universe 

but much more: the fall of once glorious nations and empires of 

the past. Already the maiden is undergoing a change from a state 

of innocence to experience, so that she exclaims: 

'I thank thee. Thou hast given 
A boon which I will not resign, and taught 
A lesson not to be unlearned. I know 
The past, and thence I will essay to glean 
A warning for the future, so that man 
May profit by his errors, and derive 

Experience from his folly:(.') 

(III, 4-10) 

Then Mab displays the miserable secrets of present years, a new 

dark age indeed. She denounces the childish dispositions of men 

who are called the shepherds of the people, kings, aristocrats, 

statesmen and churchmen, but are sunk in selfishness and multi­

ply more miseries and injustices because they lust for power and 

wealth, and indulge in pernicious customs, struggles and wars. 

Illusions are dispelled by the fairy's philosophical and polit­

ical discourse on institutions, policies, religions. Evil is un­

masked and its causes brought to light. These causes are mostly 

moral, human vices such as lust, ambition, pride, immoderate 

thirst for fame, selfishness. This picture of mankind awakens 

Ianthe to the sad realities of the world. Endowed with a greater 

degree of awareness, she anxiously wonders about the fate of her 

brethren: 

'It is a wild and miserable world! 
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Thorny, and full of care, 
Which every fiend can make his prey at will. 
0 Fairy! in the lapse of years, 

Is there no hope in store? 
Will yon vast suns roll on 

Interminably, still illuming 
The night of so many wretched souls, 

And see no hope for them? 
Will not the universal Spirit e'er 
Revivify this withered limb of Heaven?' 

(VI, 12-22) 

But the young g i r l does not remain stunned in a ba r ren pessimism. 

Mab answers t h a t only men of v i r t u e s h a l l s t a r t the reform and 

t h a t I an the h e r s e l f could count among them: 

Thine i s the hand whose piety would soothe 
The thorny pillow of unhappy crime, 

Thine i s the brow whose mildness would defy 
I t s fiercest rage, and brave i t s sternest wil l , 

0 human Spirit! spur thee to the goal 
Where virtue fixes universal peace, 
And midst the ebb and flow of human things, 
Show somewhat stable somewhat certain s t i l l , 
A lighthouse o'er the wild of dreary waves. 

(IX, 193-194, 197-198, VIII, 53-55) 

In her good h e a r t a s t rong d e s i r e grows to improve mankind and 

b u i l d a b e t t e r s o c i e t y , where the "sent iment of j u s t i c e " might 

become the r u l e and soul of a l l p r a c t i c e . F i n a l l y , to encourage 

Ian the i n her new r o l e as s o c i a l reformer , Queen Mab foreshadows 

a v i s i o n of the d e s t i n y t h a t awai ts he r : 

Futurity 
Exposes now i t s treasure; le t the sight 
Renew and strengthen a l l thy failing hope. 

'The habitable earth i s full of b l i ss ; 
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'All things are recreated, and the flame 
Of consentaneous love inspired all life: 

'Here now the human being stands adorning 
This loveliest earth with taintless body and mind; 

Man has lost 
His terrible prerogative, and stands 
An equal amidst equals. 

My task is done: 
Thy lore is learned. 

(VIII, 50-52, 58, 107-108, 198-199) 
( 225-227; IX, 140-141) 

Therefore, thanks to the dream vision of Queen Mab, Ianthe has 

changed. At the beginning, in Canto I, naive and somewhat un­

interested in the world, her young mind is symbolically por­

trayed in a state of sleep. But, at the end, in Canto IX, Ianthe 

awakens from sleep and this perhaps symbolizes her new frame of 

mind. More learned about the universe and men's history, she is 

better prepared to cope with life, knowing that she too has a 

purpose to achieve and that her efforts will be rewarded. This 

is essentially what the poet wished to teach his readers through 

this allegorical tale: that they should strive, as Ianthe, to al­

leviate men's sufferings and vices by working themselves for the 

advent of justice in the world. 

2. Justice and Revolution: The Revolt of Islam 

Written five years after Queen Mab, The Revolt of Islam, 

the longest of Shelley's poems, is an amplification of the same 

ideas. The reader is again invited to contemplate and love an 
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ideal of justice which means equality and freedom for all men. 

The purpose of the author, a passionate idealist who is fond of 

practical achievements, seems nothing less than to show how the 

ideal can be put into practice through an effective policy. But 

Shelley, as previously indicated, had before his eyes the fail­

ure of a recent attempt in this direction, the French Revolution. 

The Revolt of Islam is mainly an allegorical presentation of the 

deep reasons for such failure, in order to help men to avoid fal­

ling into the same misfortunes in the future. This purpose already 

points out the special interest that such a poem presents for us, 

at this stage of our study. By a true idealism it illustrates the 

combination of idealism and realism which, according to Shelley, 

is required in politics. 

The Revolt of Islam, as has been said above , narrates the 

temporarily successful attempts by a young couple, Laon and Cythna, 

to establish a new social order through a peaceful revolution. 

The two heroes are helped in their endeavour by an old man, sym­

bol of the philosopher, who has prepared the revolution by his 

writings for years and has suddenly seen, in the action of the 

young couple, an opportunity to realize the ideas he had defended. 

Therefore the particular meaning of this poem will become clearer 

if we briefly sketch the role of these characters, recall their 

1 Cf. Part I, of this chapter,"Ccnmon Themes and Features", pp.45-47. 
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successive endeavours and draw the conclusions tha t are suggested 

by the exemplary value of t h e i r des t iny. As the poem contains a l ­

most 5,000 l i n e s , i t may be convenient f i r s t to summarize t h i s 

ra ther complicated s tory . 

Laon and Cythna have consciously decided, since t h e i r 

childhood in Argolis , to devote t he i r l ives to a revolutionary 

undertaking. Afterwards, as we are to ld by Laon himself in Canto 

I I , they equally vow together to overcome the slavery under which 

t he i r nation moans, in the same fashion as the poet and the muse 

have done in the Dedication and Canto 1. But i t happens tha t they 

are separated before they can undertake any reform. Cythna i s kid­

napped by so ld ie rs of Othoman, king of Constantinople, raped and 

imprisoned in a cave near the seaside, where she stays for seven 
2 years and apparently gives b i r t h to a chi ld who i s taken away 

from her by the t y r an t . However, she i s delivered during 

an earthquake by mariners who bring her to Constantinople and 

the re , under a new name, tha t of "Laone", she attempts to secure 

the triumph of a peaceful revolution ( C. I l l , VII, VIII , IX ) . 

Meanwhile, Laon i s confined to a lonely column on a mountain fa­

cing the c i ty of Argolis , because he k i l l e d three so ld iers to 

1 SPW: RI, Dedication to Mary, i -x iv , pp. 37-40 and especia l ly St . i i i , 
i v , v, pp. 37-38: Shelley r eca l l s how, since an ear ly age, he decided to devote 
h i s l i f e to the cause of j u s t i c e . This confidence reminds us of a s imilar revela­
t ion i n HIB, where the poet also makes another vow, t h i s time t o beauty. For the 
muse, cf. C. I , xxxv; x l -x lv , pp. 48-49: while she was working on ear th to e r ad i ­
cate e v i l among men, the s p i r i t of jus t i ce appeared to her in a dream under the 
form of a ch i ld . 

2 SPW: RI, VTI, xvi-xxv, pp. 110-112: This episode narrated by the poet 
i s somewhat ambiguous: on the one hand, Cythna thinks tha t i t i s a dream; on the 
other , a t the end of the poem (C. x i -x i i ) the chi ld appears as a r e a l chi ld . 
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defend Cythna's life. He is saved from death by an old man, 

called Zonoras, who nurses and instructs him for many years. Af­

ter his recovery, Laon goes to Constantinople where he attends, 

with alternations of joy and pain, the ups and downs of the revo­

lution which Cythna has prepared. Although the revolution enjoys 

some success at the beginning, it is quickly crushed by Othoman's 

soldiers, before Laon has any chance to meet Cythna, so that they 

are condemned to act separately for another span of time. Then 

Laon tries to overcome the first failure by reconciling the pa­

triots with the military and converting Othoman himself, while 

Cythna, taking advantage of this interval of peace, organizes the 

feast of Equality, in which she acts as a priestess of the new 

Deity. Once again, although Laon has now been able to recognize 

Cythna, they cannot be reunited to celebrate their success, be­

cause Othoman, who has refused to change, defeats the revolution 

for the second time with the help of his allies, the foreign 

kings. But towards the end of the battle between the patriots 

and their enemies, Laon and Cythna find each other at last; and 

during four Cantos (VI,VII,VIII, IX) Cythna narrates her past 

sufferings to Laon, and discusses with him the failure of their 

common undertaking. Nevertheless, they continue to believe in 

their ideal and Laon, strongly moved by the misery of the people, 

makes a new and last attempt to soften the King, senators, priests 

and soldiers (C. XI). On the whole, his generous bravery avails 

nothing. The few who have listened to Laon are killed with 
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the p a t r i o t s . Laon and Cythna themselves are caught and 

burned (XI). But they are redeemed in a supernatural world, 

and in Canto XII we see them celebrat ing the i r s p i r i t u a l v ic tory 

in the company of the t y r a n t ' s chi ld, who had pleaded for them 

and out of sorrow died with them. They a l l enjoy for e t e rn i t y 

the reward of j u s t i c e and generosi ty. 

'Cythna exemplifies the true nature of a woman. 

Symbol of t ru th , she has a s p i r i t u a l mission to accomplish in 

society and f u l f i l l s several ro les as preacher, consoler, i n sp i r e r , 

animator and p r i e s t e s s , according to the need of the hour. The 

f i r s t time Cythna succeeds in es tabl ishing a social reform i s du­

ring Laon's confinement. Freed from the t y r a n t ' s cave, she i s 

bold enough to assume the normal task of Laon and preach to the 

mariners with a long discourse on moral values, so that she makes 

them reveal the i r ugly sec re t : they keep young maidens in cap t iv i ty 

for the t y r a n t ' s lus t fu l purposes. Under the spel l of Cythna's 

truthful words, the mariners re lease the f a i r v i rg in s , re turn to 

the c i t y and work wholeheartedly for the advent of a peaceful revo-
2 

lu t ion . Apart from being a preacher in exceptional circumstances, 

1 Baker a t t r i bu t e s a major ro l e to Cythna and a minor one to Laon,while 
he ignores completely the benevolent f igure of Zonoras. We bel ieve tha t Shelley 
favored more equal i ty between man and woman, and our analysis of these characters 
i s based on such views. As for Zonoras, Shelley dedicated a whole canto(IV) to 
him and t h i s i s a lso our reason for studying t h i s character . 

2 SPW: RI, VII, x l - x l i ; VIII, i-xxx; IX, i - x i i ; pp. 115-125. The atmos­
phere on the boat, where she meets the mariners, reminds us of Coleridge's The 
Ancient Mariner. 
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Cythna a p p e a r s i n eve ryday l i f e a s a c o n s o l e r and l i b e r a t o r of 

t h e p o o r , of c h i l d r e n and above a l l of women : "Can man be f r e e 

i f woman be a s l a v e ? " ( I I , x l i i , 1045) The r e s u l t s a r e p r o p o r ­

t i o n a t e t o t h e e f f o r t . S e l f - r e s p e c t and c o n f i d e n c e a r e r e s t o r e d 

i n saddened h e a r t s , t h e m u l t i t u d e i s e n c o u r a g e d t o p a r t i c i p a t e 

i n r e f o r m by c a s t i n g a s i d e a l l s u p e r s t i t i o n s , v i c e s , p a s s i o n s and 

by s h a r i n g among t h e m s e l v e s s u p e r f l u o u s g o o d s . The p o p u l a t i o n b e ­

comes a f a i t h f u l f o l l o w e r of C y t h n a ' s p r i n c i p l e s and i n no t i m e 

t h e k i n g i s abandoned b e h i n d h i s w a l l s (C. V ) . The t r i u m p h of 

t h e h e r o i n e r e a c h e s a peak a t t h e f e a s t of E q u a l i t y , i n which she 

2 
becomes " P r i e s t e s s " and " A n i m a t o r " . The c rowds , h o p e f u l and en ­
t h u s i a s t i c , p r a y w i t h h e r f o r t h e d e f i n i t i v e a r r i v a l of j u s t i c e : 

'Eldest of things, divine Equality! 
Wisdom and Love are but the slaves of thee, 
The Angels of thy sway, who pour around thee 

The t reasures from a l l the ce l l s of human thought, 
And from the Stars , and from the Ocean brought, 

And the l a s t l iving hear t whose beatings bound thee: 
The powerful and the wise had sought 
Thy coming, thou i n l igh t descending 

O'er the wide land which i s th ine own 
Like the Spring whose breath i s blending 

All b l a s t s of fragrance into one, 
Comes t upon the paths of men!-

Earth bares her general bosom to thy ken, 
And a l l her children here in glory meet 

To feed upon thy smiles, and clasp thy sacred fee t . 

(V, 3, 2212-2226) 

1 Cythna's social work reminds us of Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, first 
wife of the philosopher William Godwin. See Appendix II, 'Cythna's Prototypes', 
pp. 278-280 in Baker's Shelley's Major Poetry. 

2 SPW: RI, V, xxxvii-lviii, 2044-2334, pp. 87-94. 
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After such a prayer, the people of Islam, gathering in groups 

and sharing food in a general banquet, celebrate their quiet and 

just revolution, while peace reigns everywhere. 

Laon carries out the-masculine-role of a man. • .Although-a preacher 

like Cythna, he assumes essentially a diplomatic, political and 

military mission. It is a less rewarding and more difficult 

work than that of his wife, because he has to face the very op­

ponents of his program of equality: Othoman the Sultan, the min­

isters of his government and churchmen. Although the hero fights 

against higher authorities and their policies, he wishes above all 

to be a man of understanding and compassion, because it is only in 

this way - a revolution without violence - that lasting social 

change can be brought about. The first experience which confirms 

these sentiments in the young reformer comes after his stay with 

Zonoras. At this time, Cythna has established her quiet revolu­

tion in Constantinople. But the tyrant, afraid of losing his 

throne and powers, and outraged by such a successful attempt, tries 

to intimidate the population through bloodshed. The following day, 

a vengeful patriot throws a lance at an enemy soldier, and Laon, 

protecting the victim to save his life, is wounded. Sû ch an heroic 

gesture converts all enemy soldiers, and Laon wins his first vic­

tory for the revival of Cythna's revolution: 

Thus the vast array 
Of those fraternal bands were reconciled that day, 

Lifting the thunder of their acclamation, 
Towards the City then the multitude, 
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And I among them, went in joy—a nation 

Made free by love;-a mighty brotherhood(.) 

(V, x i i i , 1835-1836, xiv, 1837-1840) 

Another i n c i d e n t occurs when Laon, s t i l l very aware of Othoman's 

mal ice , p i t i e s the t y r a n t , now lone ly , sad and hungry in h i s pa­

l a c e , and fo rces the m u l t i t u d e , in a C h r i s t - l i k e manner, to f o r ­

g ive h i s i n j u s t i c e s : 
"What call ye justice? Is there one who ne'er 

In secret thought has wished another's i l l ? -
Are ye a l l pure? Let those stand forth who hear, 

And tremble not. . . . 

-the chastened will 
Of virtue sees that justice is the light 

Of love, and not revenge, and terror and despite. ' 

(V, xxxiv, 2017-2019, 2023-2025 , my i ta l ics) 

Therefore , Laon for the second time r e s t o r e s peace i n Is lam. As 

we have seen he w i l l t r y to accomplish t h i s miss ion u n t i l the end 

- r a t h e r the s a c r i f i c e - of h i s l i f e . 

The p a r t played by Zonoras, the old man, i s t h a t of a 

man of l e t t e r s , a sage who has a p r o v i d e n t i a l r o l e in saving Laon 's 

l i f e . For i n s t a n c e , when he u n t i e s the young m i l i t a n t from the 

column where he was kept p r i s o n e r and t akes c a r e of him in h i s 
2 

own home, the old man g ives an example of t r u e benevolence. Not 

1 SPW: RI, V, xxxvi, 2035-2043, p. 87. 

2 A whole canto is dedicated to the character of Zonoras. IV. More­
over, the old man i s identified with New Testament figures, such as the good 
Samaritan, or Joseph of Arameth«a who after Jesus' death on Golgotha took his 
body and hid i t in a shelter. Laon is identified symbolically to Christ hang­
ing on the Cross, and his resurrection on the third day. 
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only does he save Laon's life, but he prevents the tortured hero 

from falling into mental illness. Zonoras so completely restores 

Laon's soul that he rekindles in it a desire to work anew for so­

cial reform: 

-Uplift thy charmed voice! 
Pour on those evil men the love that lies 
Hovering within those spirit-soothing eyes-... 

(IV, xxviii, 1659-1661) 

Moreover, Zonoras calls himself the "passive instrument" of Laon, 

i.e. of peaceful revolution, because throughout his life as a 

philosopher and man of letters, he has eradicated a certain form 

of injustice - "ignorance" - in Islam, by. enlightening the minds of 

enslaved men, women and children, and by reviving within their hearts 
2 

a fire of hope. Like the two young heroes, he dies also for the 

cause of social justice and liberty. 

Notwithstanding these heroic actions, and some short tri­

umphs, the move for a peaceful revolution fails in the end, at least 

temporarily. Shelley insists that it is not because of any in­

ternal flaws, but because of external and unjust attacks. Othoman 

with his ministers and foreign allies, men who take pleasure in 

slavery, aim also at some kind of peace, but are absolutely opposed 

to the one established by Laon and Cythna. When power is in their 

1 SPW: RI, IV, xvi, 1549, p. 75. 

2 Here, Shelley makes perhaps seme autobiographical allusions to Dr. 
Lind, who came to see the poet at his home when he suffered a mental breakdown, 
or to W. Godwin, because of the writings and doctrines he propounded, cf. (RI,IV, 
xii-xiii, pp. 74^75; xviii, p. 76; xxviii, p. 78.)The old man's warning against 
"bloody revolutions" is the same that Godwin gave to Shelley on his tour to Ire­
land, cf. Ch. I, "Part III, A Turning Point: The Irish Campaign", p. 36. 
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hands, they soon abuse it, and they do not hesitate to overthrow 

all natural order. They succeed when they burn Laon and Cythna. 

However, Shelley does not want to convey a message and a feeling 

of abiding pessimism. Of course the poet shows, and this is a 

mark of realism, that even the best revolutions can be defeated 

from without because they hurt the interest of powerful opponents; 

furthermore the kingdom of Satan can be united to destroy a king­

dom of Light. But hope and idealism prevail finally. The martyr­

dom of Laon and Cythna is not lost but takes an eschatological di­

mension, for instance when their spiritual victory is celebrated in 

the Temple of the Spirit (C. XII). Because they knew the snares of 

evil men and were themselves realistic (as was Shelley), they fore­

saw their fate. This is clear from the words of Cythna to Laon 

before their terrestial death: 

'0 dearest love! we shall be dead and cold 
Before this morn may on the world arise; ... 

'The good and mighty of departed ages 
Are in their graves, the innocent and free, 

Heroes, and Poets, and prevailing Sages, ... 

(DC, xxvi, 3694-3695, xxvii, 3712-3714) 

But they had faith: 

—and we 
Are like to them—such perish, but they leave 

All hope, or love, or truth, or liberty, 
Whose forms their mighty spirits could conceive, 

To be a rule and law to ages that survive. 

(IX, xxviii, 3716-3720, my italics) 

1 Baker has a similar view when he says: "Although Shelley recognizes 
the probability of martyrdom, he is not a defeatist". (Shelley's Major Poetry, 
Ch. 3, p. 80.) 
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In other words, the seeds of an egalitarian society are sown in 

the minds of people who shall remember the two heroes and will 

follow their example, for as the heroine says: 

'Our many thoughts and deeds, our life and love, 
Our happiness, and all that we have been, 

Immortally must live, and burn and move, 
When we shall be no more;—the world has seen 
A type of peace; ... 

(IX, xxx, 3730-3734; my italics) 

3. Satire Against the Establishment and Powers: The Mask of 

Anarchy 

It is not surprising that Shelley7 after such work as The 

Revolt of Islam, would continue to support revolutionary move­

ments to which he was a witness during 1818-1820. Several of his 

poems are dedicated to them, whether these movements take place 

within his own country (The Mask of Anarchy), or on the European 

continent, as in Spain (An Ode, Ode to Liberty), in Italy (Ode to 

Naples), or in Greece (Hellas). The particular aspect of justice in 

all of these poems is a plea for liberty against anarchy, but our 

analysis shall be brief and limited to The Mask of Anarchy. 

Distressed by the Peterloo Massacre at Field Place, Man­

chester, August 16, 1819, Shelley took sides with the Radicals 

who were the victims of the British army and Loyalists. Living 

then in Italy, the poet received the news from faithful informers 

1 LPBS: II, No 513, p. 117, Letter to Charles Oilier, September 6, 
1819; No 515, pp. 119-120, Letter to T.L. Peacock, September 21, 1819. 
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such as Leigh Hunt, Peacock or O i l i e r . But i t i s e s p e c i a l l y the 

reading of Hunt ' s a r t i c l e Dis turbances a t Manchester which moved 
2 

him to w r i t e The Mask of Anarchy, and suggested in p a r t i t s t i t l e . 

Within s ix weeks the poem was sent to Hunt for e d i t i n g , who subse-
3 

quent ly refused to pub l i sh i t . -The poem serves two purposes : the 

one immediate, a denuncia t ion of the Pe t e r loo Massacre, the o the r 

more remote, a condemnation of government and r u l i n g c l a s s ' i n j u s ­

t i c e s of the s o r t which cause the m i s e r i e s and s e r v i t u d e s of the 

people . Using a s t rong kind of metaphor and metonymy, Shel ley 

i n d i c a t e s i n the t i t l e what he i n t ends to do: unmask the t r u e an­

archy which h ides i t s e l f under the cloak (" the mask") of o r d e r , -

s o c i a l o rde r , l eg i t imacy , and m o r a l i t y . For, according to the 

poet , what i s o r d i n a r i l y c a l l e d order i s in f a c t a d i s o r d e r . What 

i s c a l l e d j u s t i c e , l eg i t imacy and lawfulness i s r e a l l y i n j u s t i c e 

and oppress ion , wi th a l i p - s e r v i c e to s o c i a l peace and c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

Hence, we should r e v e r s e our judgment. When government l e a d e r s 

1 Johnson, R.B., ed., Shelley - Leigh Hunt, ed. with intr . by R.B. 
Johnson, Haskell House Publ. N.Y. 1972, 352p., The Examiner, No 608, August 
22, 1819, pp. 289-293 and No 502, August 10, 1817, pp. 245-248: Of the Neces­
sity of Being Watchful during the vacation of Parliament: and of one grand 
obstacle to the view of military government in this country. 

2 Ibid, p. 291: "With what feelings can these men in the Brazen Mask 
of power dare to speak lamentingly of the wounds or even the death received by 
a constable", (my i ta l ics ) 

3 Ibid, p. 77: Preface to the edition of 1832: "I did not insert i t 
because I thought that the public a t large had not become sufficiently discern­
ing to do just ice to the sincerity and kindheartedness of the spi r i t that walk­
ed in this flaming robe of verse". 
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accuse revolutionary movements of creating anarchy in a country, 

they are indeed responsible for such a situation. On the contrary, 

the Radicals or other movements represent the majority of workers 

who suffer, and work towards liberating them from servility and 

restoring their rights. They fight for freedom and justice. In 

order to present such an idea, Shelley first pictures a procession, 

or rather the parody of a procession, where vices appeared personi­

fied and identified with statesmen: for instance, "Murder(...)had 

a mask like Castlereagh,(...)Fraud (...)had on, like Eldon, an er-

mined gown;(...)clothed with the Bible, as with light, like Sid-

mouth, next Hypocrisy, on a crocodile rode by". They are followed 

by "many more Destructions". And to end the parade, "last came 

Anarchy" (ii, iv, vi, vii-viii, my italics)-both the source and re­

sult of all the preceding vices: 

he rode 
On a white horse, splashed with blood; 
He was pale even to the lips, 
Like Death in the Apocalypse. 

And he wore a kingly crown; 
And in his grasp a sceptre shone; 
On his brow this mark I saw— 
'I AM GOD, AND KING, AND LAW!' 

(viii-ix, 30-37) 

P e r s o n i f i e d "Hope" shows up a f t e rwards , i r o n i c a l l y por t r ayed as 

"a maniac maid" ( x x i i , 86) crying aloud and running on the s t r e e t s : 

'My father Time i s weak and gray 
With waiting for a better day;(.) 

(xxiii , 89-90) 

But through her, suddenly is foreshadowed a vision of the planet 
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of good where: 

. . . the prostrate multitude 
Looked-and ankle-deep in blood, 
Hope, that maiden most serene, 
Was walking with a quiet mien: 

And Anarchy, the ghastly birth, 
Lay dead earth upon the earth, (.) 

(xxxii, 126-129, xxxiii , 130-131) 

Then, f i n a l l y "mother Ear th" speaks to her c h i l d r e n reminding 

them how they endured years of oppress ion : 

'What is Freedom?—ye can t e l l 
That which slavery is too well— 

(xxxix, 156-157) 

But she g ives an apology to freedom and d e s c r i b e s i t : 

'For the labourer thou ar t bread, 

'Thou ar t clothes, and f i re , and food 

'Thou art Justice— 

'Thou art Wisdom— 

'Thou art Love— 

'Science, Poetry and Thought 
Are thy lamps; . . . 

(liv, 217; lv, 221; lv i i , 230; l v i i i , ) 
(234; lx i , 246; Ix i i i , 254-255 ) 

She i n v i t e s a l l l aboure r s to work for i t s advent : 

'Shake your chains to earth like dew 

Ye are many—they are few.' 

(xci, 370-372) 

Thus, i n d e p i c t i n g what i s , to h i s eyes , the t r u e contemporary 

anarchy and i n d i c a t i n g in a concre te manner the cond i t i ons of a 
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f u t u r e l i b e r t y , S h e l l e y t r i e s t o awaken t h e p o l i t i c a l c o n s c i e n c e 

of h i s p e o p l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e p o e t showed a c o n s t a n t p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h t h e 

s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l a s p e c t s of j u s t i c e i n poems such a s Queen Mab, 

The R e v o l t of I s l a m , The Mask of Anarchy, he n e v e r t h e l e s s e n l a r g e d 

h i s s t u d y f u r t h e r , l o o k i n g more d e e p l y i n t o t h e p e r s o n a l , r e l i g i o u s 

and m o r a l a s p e c t s of j u s t i c e w i t h i n men. Two long dramas c o r r e s ­

pond t o t h i s p e r i o d of e x c e p t i o n a l c r e a t i v i t y or "annus m i r a b i l i s " 

i n t h e p o e t P rometheus Unbound and The C e n c i . Of c o u r s e , i t i s n o t 

p o s s i b l e t o a n a l y z e a t l e n g t h t h e s e two poems and, a s m e n t i o n e d 

p r e v i o u s l y , we s e t a s i d e Prometheus Unbound f o r t h e l a s t c h a p t e r . 

But i n o r d e r t o c o n c l u d e t h i s s e c t i o n , i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t o add a 

few r e m a r k s on The C e n c i . 

4 . Moral C h a l l e n g e : J u s t i c e and Revenge, The Cenc i 

The Cenc i i s a t r a g i c drama bor rowed from t h e a r c h i v e s i n 

which i s n a r r a t e d t h e p i t i f u l s t o r y of a Roman f a m i l y i n t h e 1 6 t h 

c e n t u r y , namely t h e C e n c i . The s u b j e c t of t h e drama i s i n c e s t 

and t h e r e v e n g e i t p r o v o k e d . The f a t h e r of an a r i s t o c r a t i c Roman 

f a m i l y , F r a n c e s c o C e n c i , sexually-assaulted h i s own d a u g h t e r B e a t r i c e 

" d u r i n g t h e P o n t i f i c a t e of Clement V I I I " . T h i s young, b e a u t i f u l 

1 The I t a l i a n Manuscript: Relazione de l l a morte de Signi Cenci Rcmani 
seguita del l 'anno 1599, can be seen in microfilm a t the Archives of Bancroft L i ­
brary, Univ. of Calif. ,Also there i s f i r s t ed i t ion of The Cenci, pr inted in I t a ly , 
1819. I t was Mary who copied the Cenci manuscript for a period of eight days,May 
18-25, 1818 and t rans la ted i t «Wk English for Shelley. Cf. Shelley and Mary (Journal) 
Vol. I , London, Printed for Pr ivate c i rcu la t ion only a t the Chiswick Press , 1822, 
596p. 
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and virtuous lady was horrified by the "deed" her father forced 

upon her, and searched in vain for outside help, from neighbours, 

friends, high-ranking men, the Pope himself. Finally, approved 

by her former fiance Orsino, who has become a priest but wants to 

marry her and therefore needs money from Francesco Cenci to buy 

the dispensation of the Pope, she decides to pay murderers to kill 

her father. But, although she gets the approval and support of 

all the family, she and her accomplices are charged with murder by 

the State authorities and all the accused end on the rack. Revenge, 

even though just, has produced destruction. 

To be sure, Shelley was first of all interested by the 

tragic value of this story and of the characters involved in it. 
2 

He wanted to write a play , and had noticed "that the story of the 

Cenci was a subject not to be mentioned in Italian society without 
3 

awakening a deep and breathing interest". The central heroine, 

Beatrice, seemed absolutely suited for a tragedy, being capable of 

rousing "sympathy" and this kind of "superstitious horror", i.e. 

dramatic pity, which is provoked, according to Aristotle, by a mix­

ture of good and evil, of responsibility and misery. Therefore, 

although Shelley was perfectly aware of the "fearful","monstrous"t 

and even "insupportable" nature of the original events, so that he 

1 SPW: TC, II, iii, 122-129, p. 287. 

2 A play to be acted by Miss O'Neill. Cf .SPW: Note on The Cenci, by 
Mrs. Shelley, pp. 336-337. 

3 SPW: TC, Preface, p. 276. 
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thought necessary to add some idealistic light to "such a sub­

ject", he refrained from pursuing "what is vulgarly termed a moral 

purpose". As he said, in his dedication to Leigh Hunt, he only 

wanted to present "a sad reality". Probably, as we read the hint 

in the Preface when he speaks of the Catholic mentality in Italy, 

he was also captivated by the colourful contradictions of 16th 

century Rome. Nevertheless, behind these intentions, another can 

be detected, perhaps deeper. Through the story of incest followed 

by revenge, the poet wanted to display an anguish about justice and 

show different aspects of injustice . 

One of these aspects has been denounced at length in the 

poems already analyzed, namely The Revolt of Islam, The Mask of 

Anarchy and Queen Mab. It is the injustice committed by political 

and judiciary authorities, precisely in their administration of 

justice, in other words what Shelley has called anarchy. In this 

tragedy the Pope, head of the Church and State, is most responsi­

ble for this type of injustice. For, under the cloak of forgive­

ness and his papal privilege of absolution, he closes his eyes to 

three murders committed by Franscesco Cenci and delays punishing 

a more horrible crime: the assassination of two sons by their fa­

ther. But on the other hand, when Giacomo, third son of Cenci, 

urges Cardinal Camillo to obtain for his wife and children, through 

1 SPW: TC, Preface, p. 276. 
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Papal intervention, assistance from his father, Camillo answers: 

The Pope will not divert the course of law. 

(II, ii, 28) 

Worse than that, the Pope is unfair. When Beatrice with the help 

of her family has killed her father, a nefarious action, indeed, 

but understandable , the Pope does not listen to Camillo pleading 

mercy for the unfortunate family. He prefers to yield to polit­

ical arguments under the pretext of preventing the multiplicity of 

2 
crimes and preserving normal order in society. 

Another example of injustice portrayed in the tragedy is 

injustice within the family. The central cause of disorder is 

Cenci himself, who uses his paternal authority to oppress and 

tyrannize his wife and children. He strikes Lucretia, Bernardo 

and Beatrice, deprives his other sons, Rocco, Christophano, Giaco­

mo and their families of the necessities of life, and even steals 

the dowry of Giacomo's wife. Moreover, he constantly threatens 

to kill them if they refuse to obey his commands and he accuses 

Beatrice of insanity when she asks the guests for help at the party. 

But this is not all. He has two of his sons, Rocco and Christo­

phano, murdered not so much out of anger against them but out of 

1 SPW: TC, V, iv, 1-14, pp. 330-331. 

2 SPW: TC, V, iv, 15-27, p. 331. 

3 SPW: TC, I, iii, 160-161, p. 288:"My friends, I do lament this in 
sane girl / Has spoilt the mirth of our festivity". 
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sadistic feelings towards his wife and other children, who would 

be driven into despair by such a murder. The last horror is his 

incest with Beatrice. Through such drastic actions and behaviour 

with his family, Cenci brings into the lives of Lucretia, Bernardo 

and Beatrice a state of slavery and great unhappiness. Worse, he 

distorts their souls through such tyrannical abuses. 

With such a distortion, we reach the third kind of injus­

tice which Shelley wanted to picture primarily in his tragedy, the 

injustice which grows within souls. For, either in soliloquies or 

in the development of the action, Shelley throws some light on the 

thoughts, dispositions and internal evolution of his main charac­

ters, especially Cenci, Orsino and Beatrice. The first two are 

diabolical minds who vowed themselves deliberately and secretively 

to become agents of evil. In the course of a conversation with 

Camillo where his own life and wickedness are discussed, Cenci de­

clares, for instance, the enjoyment he gets from doing evil: 

All men delight in sensual luxury, 
All men enjoy revenge; and most exult 
Over the tortures they can never feel— 
Flattering their secret peace with others' pain. 
But I delight in nothing else. I love 
The sight of agony, ... 

And I have no remorse and little fear, 
Which are, I think, the checks of other men. 

(I, i, 77-82, 84-85) 

1 Cenci and Orsino remind us of two characters in Shakespeare's tra­
gedies, namely: Richard III, in Richard the Third and Iago, in Othello. In 
spite of his claim in the Preface that "an idea suggested by Calderone is the 
only plagiarism which I have intentionally conmitted" the play is full of echoes 
from Elizabethan drama, i.e. they are unconscious plagiarisms, i.e. Beatrice's 
speech Act V, Sc. iv, 1. 48. Compare Measure for Measure, Act III, sc.I,Claudius' 
speech on death or in Lear's: "Let me not go mad". (King Lear) 
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And, as wi th the murder of h i s two sons, l u s t f u l t empta t ion i s 

no t the deepes t cause of h i s i n c e s t wi th h i s daughter: i t i s r a ­

the r h i s wicked d e s i r e to co r rup t a v i r t u o u s soul and e v e n , - h i s 

pas s ion reaching metaphys ica l p r o p o r t i o n s , - h i s w i l l to darken eve­

ry l i g h t , no t only on e a r t h but up to the heavens: 

Come darkness! Yet, what is the day to me? 
And wherefore should I wish for night, who do 
A deed which shall confound both night and day? 

Her sp i r i t shall approach the throne of God 
Plague-spotted with my curses. I will make 
Body and soul a monstrous lump of ruin. 

(II, i , 181-183; IV, i , 93-95) 

A s i m i l a r l y d e l i b e r a t e m a l i g n i t y , perhaps more dangerous because 

i t i s l e s s cyn ica l and more h y p o c r i t i c a l , s t a i n s the soul of Or­

s ino . Although he s t r i v e s to do "as l i t t l e mischief as (he) can", 

and does no t want to be t a i n t e d by the blood of the Cenci, he 

would l i k e to " t ake the p r o f i t , ye t omit the s i n and p e r i l " of the 
2 

murder. And i f he i s very anxious , for reasons of prudence and 
3 

s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n , "not ( to) become the ins t rument of i l l " , he 

does no t h e s i t a t e to " f l a t t e r t h e dark s p i r i t t h a t makes i t s empire 

1 D.H. Reiman in h i s Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Carl H. Pforzheimer 
Library, St. Martin 's Press, N.Y. 1969, I88p, holds a similar point of view 
on the count. Cf. Ch. 5, "Reman Scenes", p. 90: "In Act IV Cenc i ( . . . ) i s 
determined not only to pol lu te her body but a lso to k i l l her soul". 

2 SPW: TC, I I , i i , 118-125, p . 295. 

3 SPW: TC, I I , i i , 154-158, p . 296. 



SPECIAL ASPECTS OF JUSTICE 84. 

and its prey of other hearts". Finally, under the guise of 

friendship, but actually for self interest, he cunningly ap­

proves the revenge, and encourages the assassination. When a first 

attempt fails, he sends to Beatrice two murderers, Marzio and Olym­

pic^ who succeed. However, this patent complicity does not prevent 

him from betraying Giacomo his "friend" and denouncing him as an 

accomplice to the police. 

The example of Beatrice is very different, and still more 

eloquent. Before the incest, the heroine is portrayed as a living 

example of justice and honesty, as an enduring person who fights 

against the Cenci's tyranny to protect Lucretia etnd Bernardo. She 

is, as it were, the emblem of justice within the family, when with 

dauntless courage she strengthens her mother and brother in the 
2 

face of sufferings. Moreover, she does not hesitate to ask help 

from neighbours, friends and authorities, in her opposition to the 

3 

oppressive and criminal behaviour of her father. She remains un­

shaken by the failure of her resistance and petitions. But she 

suddenly becomes depressed, and almost out of her mind, after she 

has suffered the rape. For a time, the unfortunate girl is so 

bewildered that even her perception of the outside world undergoes 

1 SPW: TC, II, ii, 159-161, p. 296. 

2 SPW: TC, I I , i , 46-49, p . 289:"Until t h i s hour thus you have ever 
stood / Between us and your fa ther ' s moody wrath / Like a protecting presence: 
your firm mind / Has been our only refuge and defence: . . . " 

3 SPW: TC, I , i i i , 122-128, p . 287. 
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a complete perturbation; she feels lost, a moral anxiety takes 

over, agonizing problems arise from every side. In this chaos 

of senses and understanding Beatrice experiences a loss of iden­

tity: 

0 God! What a thing am I? 

(Ill, i, 38) 

Revoking at least for a moment her religious faith, Beatrice re­

covers some moral consistency and peace when she dares to take 

alone, in the secret of her heart, what she believes to be a bold 

decision: revenge. Revenge appears now to her the only way to 

obtain justice and show her innocence, because she has decided to 

"determine" herself "what is right". But this fatal decision 

2 
will completely change her soul. Her heart hardens and her mind 

darkens : 

Farewell, farewell! Let piety to God, 
Brotherly love, justice and clemency, 
And all things that make tender hardest hearts 
Make thine hard, brother. 

(Ill, i, 387-390) 

Taking the sword of justice in her own hand and plotting her father's 

1 SPW: TC, III, i, 126-127, 134-137, p. 299; III, I, 218-221, p. 301; 
IV, ii, 35, p. 313. 

2 SPW: TC , III, i, 208-218, p. 301; III, i, 384-386, p. 305. Here again, 
there is some analogy with Shakespeare's play Macbeth, viz. between Beatrice's and 
Lady Macbeth's behaviour before and after the murder, although Beatrice was not 
perverted like Lady Macbeth by her ambition. Cf. SPW: TC, III, i, 169-172, p. 300; 
III, i, 228-229, p. 302; IV, iii-iv, pp. 313-320. For a detailed study on this 
topic, read Shelley's Cenci by S. Curran who traces the history of articles writ­
ten about Shakespeare's influence on Shelley. Ch. 2, pp. 35-36, fn 2; 27-41, fn 9 
which says that Shakespeare was probably influenced by the "Relation" of the Gencis. 
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death, - she unwittingly follows her father ' ' s vray . Of course, 

she does n o t go so f a r , and b e c a u s e h e r a c t i o n s d i d n o t l a c k some 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n , she r e m a i n s c a p a b l e of good , and w o r t h y of our p i t y . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e emblem of j u s t i c e , i n d e c i d i n g r e v e n g e , has f a l -
2 

l e n i n t h e w o r l d of t h e u n j u s t . 

T h e r e f o r e , a l t h o u g h The Cenci i s n o t a p h i l o s o p h i c a l poem, 

a s a r e Queen Mab and The R e v o l t of I s l a m , b u t a " r e a l p l a y " , t h e 

problem of j u s t i c e s t i l l d o m i n a t e s t h i s t r a g e d y . As i n d i c a t e d by 

t h e p r e c e d i n g a n a l y s i s , t h e main c h a r a c t e r s a r e d e f i n e d by t h e 

p o s i t i o n s t h e y a d o p t or have adop t ed i n t h e p a s t abou t j u s t i c e , 

and t h e s e p o s i t i o n s g o v e r n a l l t h e deve lopment of t h e a c t i o n . F u r ­

t h e r m o r e , even i f S h e l l e y , i n o r d e r t o a v o i d d i d a c t i c i s m , a b s t a i n s 

from j u d g i n g e i t h e r h i s c h a r a c t e r s or t h e ou tcome, n o n e t h e l e s s t h e 

whole of t h e t r a g e d y l e a v e s u s w i t h a w a r n i n g . B e a t r i c e b o r e p r e ­

v i o u s l y t h e s i g n of j u s t i c e on h e r f o r e h e a d . But when she h a s 

1 In The Mutiny Within, J . Reiger goes to the extreme when he says 
tha t "Beatrice i s a l e ss poet ical though more t r ag ic version of Prometheus. She 
i s in fac t Shel ley 's Satan."(p. 125)We do not go so far . We agree very strongly 
with J.V. Murphy who wri tes in The Dark Angel, tha t "Shelley mixes good and evi l 
into the f igure of Beatr ice ."(p. 172) 

2 D.H. Reiman in Percy Bysshe Shelley and C.E. Robinson in Shelley and 
Byron, The Snake and Eagle Wreathe in Fight, The Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1976, 
291p. hold a similar points of view on Beatrice. 

3 SPW: TC, Note on The Cenci, by Mrs. Shelley, p . 337: "Universal 
approbation soon stamped The Cenci as the bes t tragedy of modern times. ( . . . ) 
There i s nothing tha t i s not purely dramatic throughout." 
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decided to use revenge as a means to r e s to re j u s t i c e , she is 

marked in her turn by the s ta in of sin and darkness. Although 

Shelley does not want to teach dogmatically in his tragedy as 

he says in the Preface tha t : "revenge, r e t a l i a t i o n , atonement, 
2 

are pernicious mistakes" , t h i s i s the f ina l impression which 

is given to us by the tragedy and i t s denouement. 

1 Cf. The Dark Angel, J.V. Murphy, pp. 181-182: "As an audience, 
therefore, our response i s ambivalent because of the ambiguous circumstances 
surrounding her ac t s : we know she i s t ru ly innocent and i s provoked into the 
heinous deeds she commits, but on the other hand, her inexcusable deceit and 
ul t imate s p i r i t u a l wretchedness (as opposed, for example to Hamlet's tragedy) 
force us to conclude that she t ru ly i s g u i l t y . " 

2 SPW: TC, Preface, p . 276. Cf. the judgment of Charles E. Robinson 
who also focusses h is analysis of The Cenci on "revenge", Ch. 7, p . 152: "That 
Shelley judged Beatrice morally wrong for her revenge and morally reprehensi­
b le for her protested innocence of parr ic ide in Act V i s , I bel ieve, beyond 
question." 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE IDEAL OF BEAUTY AND ITS FUSION WITH THE IDEAL OF JUSTICE 

Part I: The Ideal of Beauty: Birth, Development and 
Expression in Poetry 

We have just seen how the ideal of justice inspired 

Shelley's poetry to a considerable extent. But if one examines 

the poet's canon, one soon discovers that another source of in­

spiration quickened his mind: namely the ideal of beauty. First 

appearing during the summer of 1811, when Shelley visited a 

cousin in Southern Wales and was impressed by the beauty of 

mountains, this ideal re-appeared in the journey through Switzer­

land and during his exile in Italy. Many poems echo this new 

source of inspiration, for instance Alastor or the Spirit of Sol­

itude at a time when Shelley was still in England: afterwards^ 

- in the Swiss and Italian period - Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, 

Mont Blanc, Lines Written Among the Euganean Hills, finally some 

great Odes such as The Cloud, To a Skylark or The Sensitive Plant. 

For years the poet seems to have beentorned between his two in­

spirations, but after his journey to Switzerland and arrival in 

Italy he tried, at least on some occasions, to reconcile his two 

ideals and succeeded in several poems, among them his masterpiece, 

Prometheus Unbound. The object of this chapter will be to study, 

through a few examples, the birth and growth of this new source 

of inspiration and its fusion with the former. But before under-



TRAVELS AND LETTERS 89. 

taking such analysis we must look briefly at the Letters, be­

cause they provide us with significant information about the 

aesthetic preoccupations of the poet. 

1. Travels and Letters 

The 1808-1815 correspondence rarely reveals, except in 

four or five instances , any particular inclination in the young 

writer to fine arts, or even a profound taste for outside nature, 

whose effects upon him he almost never describes. Oriented in a 

different direction first by his upbringing and afterwards by his 

own interest in politics and philosophy, he had somewhat stifled, 

as it were, his natural tendency towards aesthetics and nature. 

One may notice that on two occasions at least the poet was attrac­

ted by the beauty of the surrounding landscape, but did not yield 

to its influence. At Field Place, for example, he was awaiting 

2 
the visit of the muse amidst "woods & wilds & solitary groves" , 

but at the same time was bored by the quietude around him:"Very 

little to do in the Country & a most excellent time to go mad for 
3 

want of better employment". Later in Wales, in view of the moun-

1 Cf. the Letters from the Lake District from November 1811 to January 
1812, in particular Nos 142, 144, 148. 

2 LPBS: I, No 6, p. 4, Letter to J.T.T. Tisdall, April 7, 1809. 

3 Ibid, I, p. 4. 
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t a i n s , he i n s t i n c t i v e l y exclaimed: 

Nature is here marked with the most impressive character 
of loveliness and grandeur, (. . .)-This valley i s covered with 
trees, so are partly the mountains that surround i t . Rocks 
piled upon each other to an immense height, & clouds intersec­
ting them, in other places waterfalls midst the umbrage of a 
thousand shadowy trees form the principle features of the sce­
nery. I am not unwholly uninfluenced by i t s magic in my lonely 
walks. 1 

But such emotions and f e e l i n g s ha rd ly l a s t e d , because they 

c o n f l i c t e d wi th h i s a n a l y t i c a l reason: 

Once I was tremendously alive to tones and scenes—The habit 
of analysing feelings I fear does not agree with th is . I t i s 
spontaneous, & when i t becomes subjugated to consideration ceases 
to exists. But you do right to indulge feeling where i t does not 
mili tate with reason, I wish I could too—. 2 

Moreover, he thought a t t h i s time t h a t p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s and 

s o c i a l j u s t i c e were much more important than a e s t h e t i c emotions 

and p l e a s u r e : 

—This country i s highly romantic(.. . ) I am more astonished 
at the grandeur of this scenery than I expected. I do not now 
much regard i t . I have other things to think of. 3 

A g r e a t change took p l ace during h i s second t r i p to 

Swi tzer land . The L e t t e r s to Peacock, Byron and Hogg between May-

September 1816 c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e a new a t t i t u d e . To begin wi th , 

we see t h a t the young poe t , i n s t e a d of e x c l u s i v e l y med i t a t i ng on. 

a b s t r a c t and p o l i t i c a l p h i l o s o p h e r s , p a s s i o n a t e l y read the g r e a t 

1 LPBS: I , No 100, pp. 127-128, Letter to E. Hitchener, July 26, 1811. 

2 Ibid, I , p. 127. (Shelley's i ta l ics) 

3 LPBS: I, No 101, p. 128, Letter to T.J. Hogg, July 28, 1811. 
(Shelley's i ta l ics) 
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Romantic novel of the l a t e 18th century, Rousseau's La Nouvelle 

Heloise. Let te rs of th i s period show how such a novel, which 

portrayed a new conception of love and a new sense of nature , 

made a strong impression on Shelley. The t r a v e l l e r tha t he was 

at the time became so deeply moved and exalted tha t he t ransfor­

med h i s voyage into a pilgrimage not only to Rousseau, but even 

to the characters of La Nouvelle Heloise, Ju l i e and St Preux. 

Secondly, the undeniable genius of the French author, his strong 

imaginative and emotional powers developed in Shelley a genuine 

concern for the ro le of the imagination and feelings in aes the t i c s , 

something that the poet had thought of in p o l i t i c s and e t h i c s . 

Therefore a close re la t ionsh ip i s establ ished in the poe t ' s mind, 

between imagination, emotion, and the perception of nature:"The 

mountains of La(le) Valais and Savoy, present themselves to the 
2 

imagination as monuments of things tha t were once fami l ia r . " In 

addit ion to Rousseau's influence, Shelley benefited from discussions 

on poetry and l i t e r a t u r e with Byron and Mme de Stael in Geneva. The 

1 LPBS: I , No 356, pp. 493-494, Let ter to T.J. Hogg, July 18, 1816: 
" I have read-La Nouvelle Heloise a t these places, a book which tho(though)in seme 
respects absurd & prejudiced, i s yet the production of a mighty Genius, & acquires 
an i n t e r e s t I had not conceived i t to possess when giving & receiving influences 
from the scenes by which i t was inspired. Rousseau i s indeed in my mind the g rea t ­
e s t man the world has produced since Milton." And No 353, p . 486, Let ter to T.L. 
Peacock, July 12, 1816:"A thousand times, thought I , have J u l i a and St. Preux 
walked on th i s terraced road, looking towards these mountains which I now behold; 
nay, treading on the ground where I now t read ." 

2 Ibid, I , p . 485. 
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latter suggested to him ideas which he used later in his Defence 

of Poetry. Thirdly, these letters indicate how nature became a 

true inspirer and even a teacher for the poet. Delighted by the 

beauty of Swiss landscapes, he gave way to his own sensations and 

emotions, and transmitted the wonders which he saw through a colour­

ful language, filled with musical overtones. Hence, his prose has 

a poetical style. Discovering new kinds of scenery from day to 

day, he continuously exalted their beauties to his correspondents: 

small villages with "antient castles", houses or spires, like Her-

mance, Evian, Meillerie, surrounded with vineyards and lakes where 

one could admire "the vast expanse of(...)purple and misty waters"; 

waterfalls at St Gingolph "which roar over the rocks with a perpe­

tual sound, and suspend their unceasing spray on the leaves and 

flowers that overhang and adorn its savage banks"; rivers, like the 
2 

Drance over which fly "besolets, beautiful water-birds" , or like 

the Danube and the Rhone which "are not like roads, the work of 

the hands of man;(but)imitate mind, which wanders at will over path­

less deserts, and flows through nature's loveliest recesses, which 
3 

are inaccessible to anything besides." Yet what touched the poet 

1 Author of Corime, ou l'ltalie (1807); De l'Allemagne (1810); De La 
Litterature (1814). According to the Shelley and Mary Journal, pp. 81,84, 108, 
the poet h®4 be&ft familiar with these books since 1815. 

2 LPBS: I, No 353, pp. 480-481, 484-485, Letter to T.L. Peacock, July 
12, 1816. 

3 LPBS: I, No 354, pp. 489-490, Letter to T.L. Peacock, July 17, 1816. 
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most profoundly were the mounta ins . He c a l l e d them "Pa laces of 

Nature" , as i f no word were s t rong enough to d e s c r i b e what he 

f e l t i n f ron t of La Roche de St J u l i e n , L a ( l e ) V a l a i s , Savoy and 

above a l l Mont Blanc, the snowy summit of the cha in : 

I never knew I never imagined what mountains were before. 
The immensity of these aerial sunmits excited, when they suddenly 
burst upon the sight, a sentiment of extatic(sic) wonders, not 
unallied to madness—And remember this was a l l one scene. I t a l l 
pressed home to our regard & to our imagination. —1 

Such was the source of S h e l l e y ' s r e - b i r t h to the i d e a l of beau ty , 

and i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t during t h i s voyage he wrote two 

poems e n t i t l e d Mont Blanc and Hymn to I n t e l l e c t u a l Beauty. Nature 

had become for him " the poet whose harmony held our s p i r i t s more 
2 

b r e a t h l e s s than t h a t of t he d i v i n e s t " . 

However, i t i s e s p e c i a l l y the L e t t e r s w r i t t e n between 

1818-1820 which show t h i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y development of the i d e a l 

of beauty and a r t i s t i c i n t e r e s t s in the poe t . Too of ten thought 

of as a country of e x i l e for She l ley , I t a l y meant something q u i t e 

d i f f e r e n t to him, i . e . the fountainhead of l i f e , knowledge, c u l ­

t u r e and c r e a t i o n . There, more than in any o the r p l a c e he d e l i b ­

e r a t e l y searched for beauty in n a t u r e , and t h i s search was, so to 

speak, t he d a i l y bread of h i s mind: 

No sooner had we arrived at I t a ly ( . . .)than the loveliness of 
the earth & the serenity of the sky made the greatest difference 
in my sensations—I depend on these things for l i f e for in the smoke 

1 LPBS: I, No 358, p. 497, Letter to T.L. Peacock, July 22, 1816. 

2 Ibid, I, p. 495. 



TRAVELS AND LETTERS 94. 

of c i t i e s & the tumult of humankind & the ch i l l ing fogs & r a i n 
of our own country I can hardly be said to l ive .—1 

All the d e s c r i p t i o n s of I t a l i a n l andscapes , whether they be t h e 

Euganean H i l l s , the P l a i n s of Milanese or Parma a r e v i v i d l y ex­

pressed wi th words approaching images or p a i n t i n g s . For i n s t a n c e , 

t h i s i s t h e case , when he d e s c r i b e s the Appenines and t h e r eg ion 

of Rome: 

The surrounding scenery i s in i t s kind the loveliest & most 
sublime that can be conceived. In our f i r s t walk we passed through 
some olive groves, of large & antient trees whose hoary & twisted 
trunks leaned in a l l directions. We then crossed a path of orange 
trees( . . . )& came to a forest of ilex of a large size,(.. .)around 
heaming in the narrow vale were pinnacles of lofty mountains of pyr-
amidical rock clothed with a l l evergreen plants & trees; the vast 
pine whose feathery foliage trembled in the blue air , the ilex, that 
ancestral inhabitant of these mountains, the arbutus with i t s crim­
son coloured fruit & gli t tering leaves. 2 

The poet wrote most of h i s poe t ry during h i s s t ay in I t a l y , a-

mongst chosen scenery . 

Apart from n a t u r e , Shel ley looked to o the r forms of beauty , 

namely the a r t i s t i c , and, f i r s t of a l l , a r c h i t e c t u r e . The s t r u c ­

t u r e of c i t i e s l i k e Rome, Milan and Venice, a n c i e n t towns l i k e 

Pompei and Pos idonia were causes of wonder for him; he no l e s s 

admired monuments such as the Coliseum and the Arch of Cons tan t ine , 

Pagan Temples to J u p i t e r , Aesculapius, e t c . , C h r i s t i a n B a s i l i c a e 

1 LPBS: I I , No 460, pp. 3-4, Letter to T.L. Peacock, April 6, 1818. 
And, I , No 420, p. 573, Letter to W. Godwin, December 7, 1817:"It is not 
health but l i f e that I should seek in I t a l y , . . . " 

2 LPBS: I I , No 487, p. 56, Letter T.L. Peacock, November 20, 1818. 
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such as St P e t e r ' s in Rome and M i l a n ' s Ca thedra l . For i n s t a n c e , 

he says , speaking of the l a t t e r : 

This Cathedral i s a most astonishing work of ar t . I t is bui l t 
of white marble & cut into pinnacles of immense height & the utmost 
delicacy of workmanship, & loaded with sculpture. The effect of i t , 
piercing the solid blue with those groupes of dazzling spires r e l i e ­
ved by the serene depth of this I tal ian Heaven, or by moonlight when 
stars seem gathered among those sculptured shapes i s beyond any thing 
I had imagined architecture capable of producing. 1 

Discovering a r c h i t e c t u r e , he was quick ly f a s c i n a t e d by t h e 

u n r i v a l l e d t r e a s u r e s of p a i n t i n g s which a re s h e l t e r e d w i t h i n . He 

spent i n f i n i t e hours in churches a t Bologna and Rome, or i n museums, 

contemplat ing mas t e rp i eces of Michaelangelo, Raphael, Leonardo da 

Vinc i , Guido and many o ther p a i n t e r s . His L e t t e r s g ive us l i v i n g 

r eco rds of h i s impress ions . They r e f l e c t and n e a r l y reproduce , 

a t l e a s t as much as i t i s p o s s i b l e in w r i t i n g , t he con ten t of t he 

most admired p a i n t i n g s , for i n s t a n c e Raphae l ' s St C e a c i l i a ( s i c ) ; 

Guido 's Jesus Chr i s t Cruc i f i ed , Michae lange lo ' s Moses, - a n t i c i p a ­

t i n g a l r e a d y the a e s t h e t i c s t u d i e s which were to be done l a t e r by 

Ruskin and P a t e r , the forerunners of the A r t ' s for A r t ' s Sake 

Movement. Thus he wrote to Peacock, to take one i l l u s t r a t i o n out of 

many, about Chr i s t Bea t i f i ed by Corregio : 

I t i s a half figure rising from a mass of clouds tinged with an 
ethereal rose-like lustre, the arms are expanded, the whole figure 
seems dilated with expression, the countenance i s heavy as i t were 
with the weight of the rapture of the spir i t , the l ips parted but 
scarcely parted with the breath of intense but regulated passion, 
the eyes are calm and benignant, the whole features harmonized in 

1 LPBS: I I , No 462, pp. 7-8, Letter to T.L. Peacock, April 20, 1818. 
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majesty & sweetness. The ha i r i s parted on the forehead, and f a l l s 
in heavy locks on each s ide. I t i s motionless, but seems as i f the 
f a i n t e s t breath would move i t . The colouring, I suppose must be 
very good i f I can remark &Lunderstand i t . The sky i s a pale and 
aerial orange like the tints of latest sunset; i t does not seem 
painted around & beyond the figure, but every thing seems to have 
absorbed, & to have been penetrated by i ts hues. 1 

2 
As Peacock remarked in his reply , the poet was going to become 

while improving his t a s t e , a t rue "c r i t i que d ' a r t " . 

In addit ion to paint ings , Shelley paid an increasing a t -
3 

tent ion to sculpture , whether i t be bas - re l i e f carved on arches 

temples, or s ta tues erected in churches l ike the P ie ta , in open 

a i r such as those of "Castor & Pollux, each in the act of taming 

h i s horse" , in g a l l e r i e s l ike those of Venus, Bacchus and the 

Satyr: 

There is the Venus(Callipyga cancelled), an ideal shape of the 
most winding loveliness, a Bacchus more sublime than any living 
being, a Satyr making love to a Youth in which the expressed life 

1818. 
1 LPBS: II, No 486, pp. 49-50, Letter to T.L. Peacock, November 9 

2 Peacock invited Shelley to write a book about Italy in a letter 
dated December 15, 1818. Cf. LPBS: II, No 487, note 4, p. 57:"Your descrip­
tions of paintings are truly delightful; they make pictures more visible than 
I thought they could be made through the medium of words. (.. ,)If you bring 
home a journal full of such descriptions of the remains of art, and of the 
scenery of Italy, they will attract a very great share of public attention,... 
The poet rejected this suggestion for he had other views on the subject. Cf. 
LPBS: II, Nos 491, p. 70 and 495, p.84. 

3 SPW: Note on Poems of 1818, by Mrs. Shelley, p. 570:"The sight of 
the works of art was full enjoyment and wonder. He had not studied pictures 
or statues before; he now did so with eye of taste, that referred not to the 
rules of schools, but to those of Nature and truth." 

4 LPBS: II, No 495, p. 88, Letter to T.L. Peacock, March 23, 1819. 
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of the sculpture & the inconceivable beauty of the form of the 
youth overcome ones repugnance to the subject. 1 

The poet appreciated this form of art to the greatest degree: 

"Perhaps I attended more to Sculpture than Painting, its forms 
2 

being more easily intelligible than those of the latter". Here, 

we see that the enthusiasm for visual art and beauty has not 

weakened the rational faculty and intellectual drive. It is pro­

bably the reason why Shelley does not seem to have been strongly 

attracted by music as such (and this is all the more surprising 

as he was himself so musical in his poetry), but only some time 

before his death, when he could listen to Jane Williams's songs 

and guitar. 

On the whole, the Letters show that the various forms of 

art, mainly architecture, painting and sculpture, discovered in 

Italy, contributed no less than nature to develop in Shelley, to 

a very great extent, the sense of aesthetics and the ideal of 

beauty. He went so far in his studies that he was on the way to 

become, according to the just remark of Peacock, not only a 

tasteful admirer of masterpieces but an expert in fine arts. How­

ever he sought, above all, links and correspondences between them 

and with his own form of art, poetry, which should, he believed, 

recapitulate and unite all of them so that they "can survive in 

1 LPBS: II, No 488, p. 63, Letter to T.L. Peacock, 17 or 18 December, 
1818. 

2 LPBS: II, No 510, p. 112, Letter to L. Hunt, August 20, 1819. 
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the mind of man". Now more than ever was he prepared to love 

the great poets of the Greek, Medieval and Renaissance periods, 

and to follow Plato in his quest for intellectual beauty through 

the understanding of sensible beauty. For all these great men 

had been themselves strongly influenced both by nature and the 

visual arts: 

I now understand why the Greeks were such great Poets, & 
above a l l I can account, i t seems to me, for the harmony the 
un i ty of perfection the uniform excellence of a l l the i r works 
of a r t . They l ived in a perpetual commerce with external nature 
and nourished themselves upon the s p i r i t of i t s forms. 2 

T h e r e f o r e , t h e L e t t e r s p r o v e t h a t S h e l l e y ' s s t a y i n I t a l y was 

f a r from b e i n g an e x i l e . The p o e t ' s i m a g i n a t i o n had found i n 

t h i s Mother of a r t and c i v i l i z a t i o n a f e r t i l e g a r d e n o r " P a r -
3 

a d i s e " , where h i s i d e a l of b e a u t y c o u l d be enhanced by t h e 

g r e a t e s t v a r i e t y of o u t s t a n d i n g m o d e l s , and h i s c r e a t i v e power s , 

so w e l l i n s p i r e d , grow f r e e l y . 

1 Because they are in pa r t "material" monuments, paintings and 
sculpture must per ish and i t i s the task of poetry to save from death the i r 
s p i r i t u a l meaning. Cf. LPBS: I I , No 486, p . 53, Let ter to T.L. Peacock, Nov­
ember 9, 1819. 

2 LPBS: I I , No 491, p . 74, Let ter to T.L. Peacock, January 23-24, 
1819. 

3 SPW: Jul ian and Maddalo, 1. 57, p . 191: "Thou Paradise of ex i les , 
I t a l y ' " . Cf. Medwin, T., The Shelley Papers, Memoir of Percy Bysshe Shelley, 
p. 57:"He a t t r ibu ted the undisputed super ior i ty of I t a l y , in l i t e r a t u r e and the 
a r t s , above a l l i t s contemporaries-the union, and energy, and beauty, which d i s ­
t inguish from a l l other poets the writ ings of Dante-that res t lessness of fervid 
power, which surpassed i t s e l f in painting and sculpture, and from which Raphael 
and Michaelangelo drew the i r insp i ra t ion . " 
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2. The Ideal of Beauty and its Early Expression: Alastor or 
The Spirit of Solitude, Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, Mont-
Blanc. 

The Poetical Works of Shelley show a similar evolution, 

in the main, to that in his Letters. The first poems inspired 

by an ideal of beauty appear around 1811 in The Moonbeam 

or To a Star, although such an ideal was already alive in the 

poet's mind at an earlier date, as attested in Hymn to Intellectual 

Beauty: 

While yet a boy ... 

Sudden, thy shadow fell on me; 
I shrieked, and clasped my hands in ecstasy! 

I vowed that I would dedicate my powers 
To thee and thine - ... 

(V, 49, 59-60, VT, 61-62) 

But Shelley's preoccupation with the ideal of justice seems to 

have temporarily hampered such an inspiration for a period of 

four years. Intermittent recurrences can be observed either on 

the occasion of a trip along the Thames and Windsor forest in 1815, 

when Alastor or the Spirit of Solitude was written, or in the 

spring of 1816 with The Sunset, To Wordsworth, Oh! There are 

Spirits in the Air. However, such thoughts were only flashes until 

the poet's famous voyage, some months later, to Switzerland, where 

the ideal of beauty would be completely revived, as it is mani­

fest in the two remarkable poems which he composed that Summer: 

Hymn to Intellectual Beauty and Mont-Blanc. From then on, that is 

during the whole sojourn of Shelley in Italy until the end of his 
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l i f e , the rev ived i d e a l would never more abandon h i s g e n i u s , 

and became a major source of i n s p i r a t i o n r e f l e c t e d i n poems such 

a s : Lines Wri t t en Among the Euganean H i l l s , the Odes, in p a r t 

Prometheus Unbound and s t i l l many of the l a s t poems such as To 

Emilia V i v i a n i , Epipsychidion, The Witch of A t l a s . 

A la s to r or the S p i r i t of So l i t ude i s the f i r s t impor tant 

poem which i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s new i n s p i r a t i o n . As Shel ley himself 

i n d i c a t e s i n h i s Preface, t h i s poem i s an a l l e g o r y , which p r e s e n t s 

"one of the most i n t e r e s t i n g s i t u a t i o n s of the human mind", i . e . 

indeed t h a t of the poe t , fond of an i d e a l beau ty . For "Alas to r" 

i s only a f i c t i v e and symbolic name and i t s meaning i s defined 

by the o the r p a r t of the t i t l e : " the S p i r i t of S o l i t u d e " . We 

know r a t h e r we l l i n what c i rcumstances the poem was w r i t t e n . Re­

covering from a severe a t t a c k of t u b e r c u l o s i s suf fered in the 

Spring of 1815, She l ley spent h i s summer ho l idays near Windsor 

Fores t in o rder to r e s t o r e h i s h e a l t h complete ly . Mrs. She l ley 

r e c a l l s i n a Note on Alas to r how her husband "spen t h i s days under 

the oak-shades of Windsor Great Park" contemplat ing " i n s o l i t u d e " 

the "magnif icent woodland", hear ing the vo ice and worshipping the 

"majesty of n a t u r e " , but a l so c o n s t a n t l y med i t a t i ng on h i s death 

1 And even other poems such as F^ening: Ponte Al Mare, Pisa, The 
Boat on The Serchio, Hymn of Apollo, Hymn of Pan; To Jane:The Invitation, 
The Pine Forest of The Cascine near Pisa. Furthermore, i t can be noticed 
that some of the themes which were found in the Letters re-appear also in 
certain poems. The beauty of nature in The Woodman and the Nightingale, 
Ode to Heaven, A Vision of the Sea; the beauty of music: To-Music, Music, 
With a Guitar, to Jane, To Jane: "The Keen Stars were Twinkling'. 
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which he believed to be impending. These circumstances probably 

gave to Alastor an autobiographical meaning and may explain i t s 

character of "inward" meditation as well as the melancholic tone 

which permeates many verses , pa r t i cu l a r l y the l a s t . Nevertheless 

Shelley as usual does not stay within the l imi ts of circumstan­

t i a l and personal events. Once again, he found in them a concrete 

and emotional occasion to "look beyond" the pa r t i cu la r to the un i ­

versa l , in a poet ic way. The autobiographical fea tures , eas i ly 

recognizable for those who know Shel ley 's l i f e , remain in the back­

ground. What appears in the forefront i s a poet ica l meditation 

upon several general themes: namely, as Shelley underscores in 

his Preface, the sol i tude of the poet among his fellow-men, his 

search for something to love in and beyond nature (cf. the quota­

t ion from St. Augustine:-Nondum amabam, et amare amabam, quaere-
2 

bam quid amarem, amans amare.-) , his t h i r s t for beauty, f ina l ly 

his death because of passion, pain and sorrow. 

The body of the poem i s divided into three pa r t s : an in ­

troduction which i s a kind of personal exhortation; the story of 

Alastor; and again a personal meditation as a conclusion. 

1 SPW: ASS, Note on Alastor by Mrs. Shelley, p . 30:"Physical suf­
fering had also considerable influence in causing him to turn h i s eyes inward." 

2 SPW: ASS, Preface, p . 14: "He drinks deep of the fountains of know­
ledge, and i s s t i l l i n s a t i a t e . The magnificence and beauty of the external 
world sinks profoundly into the frame of h i s conceptions, and affords to the i r 
modifications a va r i e ty not to be exhausted. So long as i t i s possible for h i s 
desires to point towards objects thus i n f i n i t e and unmeasured, he i s joyous, 
and t ranqui l , and self-possessed. But the period a r r ives when these objects 
cease to suff ice. His mind i s a t length suddenly awakened and t h i r s t s for i n t e r ­
course with an in te l l igence similar to i t s e l f . " 
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The introduction takes the form of an address in which 

Shelley himself speaks to the elements of nature: "earth, ocean, 

air", and later to nature itself, 

Mother of this unfathomable world! 

(1. 18) 

This address is of a particular interest, because it is the first 

time that Shelley takes nature as the subject of his poetry. Of 

course in Queen Mab, for instance, there are several allusions, 

through poetical and symbolical images, either to the stars, the 

planets or other natural phenomena; the same observation could be 

repeated about The Revolt of Islam which is filled with descrip­

tions. But now Shelley comes very close to Wordsworth : nature 

is not used as a simple decor and ornamentation; it is even much 

more than a store of symbols; it becomes a central theme of po­

etry, or a source of poetical feelings. These feelings are so 

intense that Shelley speaks to the elements as if they were ani­

mate beings; and even calls them his brothers: 

EARTH, ocean, air beloved brotherhood! 
If our great Mother has imbued my soul 
With aught of natural piety to feel 
Your love, ... 

; then forgive 
This boast, beloved brethren, and withdraw 
No portion of your wonted favour now! 

(11. 1-4, 15-17) 

1 SPW: To Wordsworth, p. 526; and SPTP: Essay on Love, pp. 169-171. 
Compare these works to what W. Wordsworth said in: Preface to the Second Edi­
tion of Several of the Foregoing Poems published, with an additional volume, 
under the title of 'Lyrical Ballads', especially, "For all good poetry is the 
spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.",p. 735, OUP ed. 
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It is obvious through these verses and those which lie in bet­

ween - where Shelley evokes "dewy morn, sunset, autumn, winter, 

spring, birds, insects", etc.,- that not only the poet considers 

nature as an object of love but as a loving spirit which evokes 

piety. 

This is why this address is spontaneously followed by a 

kind of prayer which indicates that such feelings had not recently 

developed in Shelley, but were natural to him: 

Favour my solemn song, for I have loved 
Thee ever, and thee only; ... 

(11. 19-20) 

This worship is accompanied by a metaphysical interrogation a-

bout the "deep mysteries" which are concealed in nature and a-

round men. Of course such metaphysical inquiries were 

already Shelley's hallmark, since philosophy, as we have seen in 

Chapter I, always remained a major concern in his mind. But here 

philosophical meditation takes a new form. For the poet is now 

led to a philosophical and religious soaring not by abstract or 

political questions as in Queen Mab or The Revolt of Islam, but 

by the presence of concrete elements as they appear to the senses. 

Nevertheless, although the poet seems fascinated by sensible as­

pects of natural things and delighted to depict them in colourful 

and musical descriptions, with a profusion of details (similar to 

Wordsworth), he goes further, perceiving immediately or imagining 

the symbolical values of natural things. With a Platonic impulse, 

the impulse of many great poets, Homer, Dante and Spenser for in-
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stance, Shelley's masters and models, the author of Alastor as­

cends toward an ideal sky: 

: ... and, though ne'er yet 
Thou hast unveiled thy inmost sanctuary, 
Enough from incommunicable dream, 
And twilight phantasms, and deep noon-day thought, 
Has shone within me, that serenely now 

I wait thy breath. Great Parent, ... 

(11. 37-41, 45) 

As for the allegorical story of Alastor it is still more 

significant. In a way apparently paradoxical, the narration be­

gins at the end of the tale, i.e. by recalling the premature death 

of the young poet. Obviously Shelley wishes to set the tone and 

central meaning of his allegory: the complete solitude and aban­

donment of the poet in death as much as in life. No one knew,-

"no mourning maiden", "no lorn bard",-that he died: 

He lived, he died, he sung in solitude. 

(1. 60) 

The end of the story thus foreshadowed, Shelley goes on narrating 

its stages. Alastor was, in his early childhood, a very imagina­

tive and sensitive being for whom vivid impressions, emotions and 

feelings were essential. He responded spontaneously to everything 

encountered on his way: 

Every sight 
And sound from the vast earth and ambient air, 
Sent to his heart its choicest impulses, 
The fountains of divine philosophy 
Fled not his thirsting lips, and all of great, 
Or good, or lovely, which the sacred past 
In truth or fable consecrates, he felt 
And knew. ... 

(11. 68-75) 
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In o the r words, not only did t h e c h i l d l i v e for s e n s a t i o n s but 

a l r e a d y for knowledge and i d e a l wisdom.-Later on, having become 

a young man f i l l e d wi th a s p i r i t of adventure , he leaves h i s fam­

i l y : 

To seek strange truths in undiscovered lands. 

(1. 77) 

He f i r s t f inds n a t u r e i t s e l f which o f f e r s him a re fuge . Above a l l 

he seeks i t s beauty in i t s v a r i o u s forms: 

Nature' s most secret steps 

He like her shadow has pursued, . . . 

(11. 81-82) 

And he admires " l a k e s , caves , and the red vo lcano" . He goes so 

fa r i n h i s k in sh ip with the world t h a t , l i k e St F r a n c i s , 

he becomes a p r o t e c t o r of an imals : 
Until the doves and squirrels would partake 
From his innocuous hand his bloodless food, 
Lured by the gentle meaning of his looks, (.) 

(1. 100-102) 

Apart from admiring beauty w i th in n a t u r e , A la s to r searches i t s 

shadow amidst t he anc i en t c i v i l i z a t i o n s , treading through "Athens, 

Tyre, Balbec, Jerusalem" t r y ing to p i e r c e the m y s t e r i e s out of i t s 

r u i n s , "pyramids, obe lysks , temples" : 

He lingered, poring on memorials 
Of the world's youth, through the long burning day 

And gazed, t i l l meaning on his vacant mind 
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw 
The thri l l ing secrets of the bir th of time. 

(11. 121-122, 126-128) 
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Having exhausted so far all possible forms of external beauties, 

he happily extends his quest to distant lands of India in the 

Valley of Cashmire. There, in a cavern where he had found a pro­

visional home, he has a dream, 

, a dream of hopes that never yet 
Had flushed his cheek. 

(11. 150-151) 

He sees "a veiled maid" who is singing in "low solemn tones" a 

celestial music: 

Knowledge and truth and virtue were her theme, 
And lofty hopes of divine liberty, 
Thoughts the most dear to him, and poesy, 
Herself a poet. ... 

(11. 158-161) 

But the symphony was so "strange", i.e. so different from what 

can be heard on earth and from human language, that the counterpoint 

of her "ineffable tale" is made of "sobs" amdJ'beating of her heart", 

expressing her "irresistible ooy'lThe young poet, recognizing "the 

voice of his own soul" burns with love for the maiden and dreams 

that he is united with her and sinks into her bosom. Then the vi­

sion vanishes... "That beautiful shape!" is evidently the symbol 

of ideal beauty which lies beyond nature, in other words, a divine 

inspirer - of poetry. This apparition unexpectedly fulfills the 

longings of the poet. At last he suddenly finds before him the 

object he had pursued through nature for a long time. But while 

in love with this celestial shape, he has overleapt "the bounds" 

of the world. From now on, he is kindled with a desire that no-
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thing in nature can satisfy. He wants and hopes to meet again 

the beauty of his dream. 

Here begins the last stage of Alastor's life. His short 

contact, in a dream, with a supraterrestrial beauty brings him 

into an endless wandering, 

: thus driven 
By the bright shadow of that lovely dream, 
Beneath the cold glare of the desolate night, 
Through tangled swamps and deep precipitous dells, 

He fled. ... 

(11. 232-235, 237) 

But nowhere can he find the object of his pursuit;the most beauti­

ful things on earth have become insufficient in comparison with 

his ideal. Sometimes afoot, sometimes afloat, for days and nights 

he travels over many landscapes, mountains and shores, lakes, for­

ests and caverns, talks to the swan and stream, 

Obedient to the light 
That shone within his soul, ... 

(11. 492-493) 

Nowhere he meets what he looks f o r . Then the hope and joy of h i s 

dream t u r n i n t o d e s p a i r . He becomes aware t h a t he w i l l never see 

again on e a r t h the maid he l oves , h i s i d e a l . Therefore exhausted 

by h i s p a s s i o n a t e search and knowing t h a t he i s going to d i e , he 

1 He ignored the presence of the Arab maid because he searched for 
an Ideal Beauty. But this Ideal Beauty does not exist within the world. This 
is a t once the curse and blessing which Alastor undergoes. The vision i s a 
curse because he cannot find i t s manifestation in the material world, yet i t i s 
a blessing because i t ccmes from a realm higher than earth. 
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accepts solitude and death as his last refuge. 

In the concluding part of the poem, Shelley, commenting 

on the destiny and death of Alastor, seems to share and even 

emphasize the sadness of this tragic story. For, even if the 

wonders which are the dream of any poet-"Medea's alchemy", God's 

kingdom and magic power,-were accomplished and had become "the 

true law" of the world, still the poet is dead. As Shelley says 

lyrically: 

But thou art fled 
Like some frail exhalation; ... 

The brave, the gentle, and the beautiful, 
The child of grace and genius. ... 

(11. 686-687, 689-690) 

And t h i s complaint i s s t r e s s e d by the e l e g i a c oppos i t i on between 

the d u r a t i o n of n a t u r e and the ephemeral l i f e of man: 

Thou canst no longer know or love the shapes 
Of this phantasmal scene, who have to thee 
Been purest ministers, who are, alas! 
Now thou ar t not. 

(11. 696-699) 

Then a romantic d i r g e i s sung about the death of the poet which 

should no t be mourned or wept because i t could no t be : 

I t is a woe too 'deep for tears , ' 

(1. 713) 

Only "pa le despa i r and cold t r a n q u i l l i t y " s tand for such a l o s s , 

the l o s s of the " l i g h t " , which "adorned the world" . However in 

s p i t e of t h i s romantic melancholy about the apparent r u i n of the 

poe t , Shel ley p r e s e n t s the un fo r tuna t e A la s to r (and t h i s apology 
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is no less romantic) as a model to mankind. For he was not 

"morally dead" as those 

who, deluded by no generous error, instigated by no 
sacred thirst of doubtful knowledge, duped by no illustrious su­
perstition, loving nothing on this earth, and cherishing no hopes 
beyond,(...)have their apportioned curse. 1 

The poet is nobler because although he has been consumed by his 

2 

"irresistible passion" , he was awakened to an "exquisite percep­

tion" of the Power which permeates the world but remains far a-
3 

bove ordinary things. 

Although shorter, Hymn to Intellectual Beauty and Mont 

Blanc advance a step further. Instead of presenting a fictional 

story as does Alastor, or the Spirit of Solitude, these poems 

are the immediate and direct expression of Shelley's own emotions 

during his summer trip in Switzerland. As we have seen in analy­

sing the Letters, Shelley travelled for a period of six weeks on 

foot and sail in the region of Leman Lake and Chamonix. Such co­

lourful and majestic landscapes moved him deeply and gave rise to 

a new burst of poetical inspiration. In a letter to Lord Byron 

during the same summer, the poet wrote:"I shall not attempt to 

1 SPW: ASS, Preface, p. 15. 

2 D. Reiman and J.V. Murphy in their interpretation of Alastor acknow­
ledge the great sympathy of Shelley for the hero and the misfortunes and death 
which befall him. But, at the same time, they believe Shelley condemns the 
poet for his pursuit of an Ideal dream, because he ignores his fellow-men and 
society. We have emphasized more the sympathy of Shelley for Alastor. 

3 SPW: ASS, 651-653, p. 29:" the Poet's blood,/ That 
ever beat in mystic sympathy / With nature's ebb and flow, ..." 
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describe to you the scenes through which we have passed. I hope 

soon to see in poetry the feel ings with which they wi l l insp i re 

you." Hymn to I n t e l l e c t u a l Beauty and Mont Blanc are the main 

works which carry out th i s expectation. Written a t the scenes 

which inspired them, they c lear ly indica te how Shelley was deeply 

impressed by h i s contemplation of natural beauty: they reveal h i s 

own experiences, because now the poet himself, without the medium 

of f i c t i on , opens his heart to us within his poetry. 

Hymn to I n t e l l e c t u a l Beauty, the t i t l e of which has a Pla-

tonic r ing , although without reference to Plato , expresses a 

kind of Platonism natural to Shelley. For, although the poem was 

inspired by the marvellous scenery surrounding Shelley when i t 
3 

was composed , although i t begins by an evocation of d i f ferent 
4 

forms of natura l beauty , the t rue subject i s beauty in i t s e l f or 

the "Sp i r i t of Beauty" v i s i t i n g the world with i t s "inconstant 

wing" and refracted by everything which "shines" before men's eyes. 

1 LPBS: I , No 357, p . 494, Let ter to Lord Byron, July 22, 1816. 

2 Shelley was not reading P la to ' s Works a t t h i s time although he had 
done so a t Oxford and Eton with a t r ans l . from Taylor. Cf. J.A. Notopoulos, 
The Platonism of Shelley: A Study of Platonism and the Poetic Mind. Cf. LPBS:I, 
No 373, p . 517, Let ter to L. Hunt, December 8, 18l6:"The poem was composed under 
the influence of feel ings which agi ta ted me even to t ea r s , . . . " 

3 SPW: Note on Poems of 1816, by Mrs. Shelley, pp. 535-536:"The Hymn 
to In t e l l ec tua l Beauty was conceived during h is voyage round the Lake with Lord 
Byron." 

4 SPW: HIB, I , 4-10; I I , 15, 18-19; I I I , 32-35, p . 570. 
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The poem, a l y r i c a l eulogy of beau ty , a "hymn" as the t i t l e so 

p e r f e c t l y de f ines i t , p rog re s se s in four movements. In the f i r s t -

the f i r s t two s t a n z a s - t h e p o e t ' s mind, contemplat ing e a r t h and sky 

on a summer day, i s led to guess through the se t h i n g s : 

THE awful shadow of some unseen Power 

Dear, and yet dearer for i t s mystery. 

(I, 1, 12) 

Then, going immediately beyond n a t u r e , he d i r e c t l y addresses t h i s 

Power, the " s p i r i t of Beauty" which has a s p i r i t u a l r a t h e r than 

s ens ib l e n a t u r e . The two fol lowing s t a n z a s - the second movement-

are an invoca t ion to beauty i t s e l f about i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p with 

human b e i n g s . Beauty i s i d e n t i c a l wi th God and Truth (as i t was 

thought i n the Greek and C h r i s t i a n T r a d i t i o n s ) : 

Thy l ight alone- . . . 

Gives grace and truth to l i f e ' s unquiet dream, 

(III , 32, 36) 

And "Man were immortal and omnipotent" i f only he could keep t h i s 

grace and t r u t h "wi th in h i s h e a r t " . Unfor tunate ly the S p i r i t of 

Beauty does no t dwell enough wi th men; so f a r , i t has not been f u l l y 

r evea led to sages and poe ts , and consequent ly i s no t p rope r ly under­

stood by the human mind. Therefore t h i s m e d i t a t i o n b r ings a pas s ion ­

a t e p l e a from t h e p o e t : 

Depart not—lest the grave should be, 
Like l i f e and fear, a dark real i ty . 

(IV, 47-48) 

1 SPW: HIB, III, 25-26, p. 530: "No voice from seme sublimer world hath 
ever / To sage or poet these responses given—". 
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The third movement- the two following stanzas, V, VI- recalls 

a personal relation with this Spirit: 

While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped 
Through many a listening chamber, cave and ruin, 

Sudden, thy shadow fell on me; 
I shrieked, and clasped my hands in ecstasy! 

(V, 49-50, 59-60) 

In other words, since childhood Shelley perceived, through the 

lyrical voice of nature, "winds, birds and blossomings" (cf. V, 

56-58) as the revelation of transcendent beauty ("awful LOVELI­

NESS" that "words cannot express"(VI, 71-72)) and vowed to it a 

religious worship: 

I vowed that I would dedicate my powers 
To thee and thine— ... 

(VI, 61-62) 

The poem ends with a sigh, a praise and a prayer. Dreaming about 

the unrivalled serenity and harmony of an autumn evening, impos­

sible to experience in a summer day, the poet prays the "fair 

Spirit", which has enlightened his "passive youth", to "supply its 

calm" to his forthcoming years, perhaps the autumn of his life. 

The last lines of the poem, as the last verses of stanzas VI, 

clearly show that already beauty has an intimate unity with love 

and justice. Although its form appears to men in the world only 

through transitory and brief revelations, its Spirit "loves all 

humankind" and if men loved it in return, they would be freed from 

their "dark slavery"(cf. VI, 69-70). For as it is claimed in 

Prince Athanaze, "the mind becomes that which it contemplates",(cf. 
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1. 139) . Then, when men contemplate beauty and "every form con­

t a i n i n g " i t (cf. VII , 82) they become j u s t and good because beauty 

i s f i n a l l y i d e n t i c a l wi th j u s t i c e and goodness. 

Mont Blanc i s devoted to the"sublime" r a t h e r than , in Kant's t e r ­

minology , to the b e a u t i f u l . In many r e s p e c t s the poem i s much 

more d e s c r i p t i v e than Hymn to I n t e l l e c t u a l Beauty. Extremely im­

pressed by a scene such as he had never seen i n England, She l ley 

t r i e d t o render in v e r s e s the ma je s t i c s p e c t a c l e which lay before 

him, i t s shape, i t s sounds, i t s mystery, and a t t he same time to 

express the s t rong and perhaps unknown emotions he f e l t at such a 

d i scovery . The d e s c r i p t i o n i s made of t h r ee success ive views 

which correspond to t h r e e d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n s one ob ta ins in Chamonix 

when looking from l e f t to r i g h t . The f i r s t view i s t h a t of the 

Ravine of Arve-"dark deep Ravine"- facing Mont Blanc on the l e f t . 

The second i s t he d iv ine a p p a r i t i o n of Mont Blanc i t s e l f : 

Far, far above, piercing the infinite sky, 
Mont Blanc appears,—still, snowy, and serene— 

(III , 60-61) 

The t h i r d t ab l eau shows the g l a c i e r s which "creep l i k e snakes t h a t 

watch t h e i r prey" and descend from the mountain l i k e a "wal l impreg­

nab le of beaming i c e " . Although Shel ley does not in t end to draw a 

p i c t u r e of Mont Blanc for the sake of p i c t u r i n g ( s i n c e the poem p r o -

1 In the poem, Shelley emphasizes more the majesty than the beauty 
of the mountain. In his Letters he noticed that the Alps:"exhibit scenery 
of wonderful sublimity" and are "majestic in their beauty". Cf. LPBS:I, Nos 
348, p. 475, Letter to T.L. Peacock, May 15, 1816 and 358, p. 496, Letter to 
the same, July 22, 1816. Cf. Kant's Critique of Judgment, Parts II & I I I . 
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gresses as a dialogue with the mountain rather than as a pain­

ting of it), the evocation resulting from these three views pro­

duces a startling resemblance. The image which is given of the 

whole scene makes so impressive the presence of the mountain, and 

it is so close to reality, that someone who has never seen Mont 

Blanc before but has read the poem could recognize it, when he 

sees it for the first time. However, it is not easy to explain 

how the poet obtained such an effect. If we try a tentative elu­

cidation, we could say that Shelley uses some kind of cinemato­

graphic technique. He describes the mountains as he discovers 

them, successively, and by huge masses, for instance the "dark, 

deep Ravine", 

Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail 
Fast cloud-shadows and sunbeams: awful scene, 

(II, 14-15) 

the "bursting" of the River and its "giant brood of pines around 

(it) clinging", Mont Blanc itself, with "its subject mountains", 

heaped around! rude, bare, and high, 

Ghastly, and scarred, and riven.— ...(,) 

the icy and petrified chaos of the glaciers, and again finally 

Mont Blanc which "gleams on high" and inhabits the Heavens in 

"silence and solitude". Furthermore what makes the representa­

tion so faithful to the original, so vivid, is the intimate unity 

between the picturing images and the emotions that the scenery it­

self has provoked. "Awful scene","Dizzy Ravine", "How hideously 

1 I had this experience last summer when visiting the very places 
where Shelley had been in and around Evian. 
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its shapes are heaped around", "Great Mountain", "Flood of Ruin", 

"Majestic River", etc., all these exclamations through which the 

poet directly addresses the mountains suggest at the same time 

the shapes, the feelings they produce. Combined with such ex­

pressions, the personification of elements and the choice of me­

taphors- "children of elder time", "a desert peopled by the storms 

alone", "old Earthquake-daemon", "city of death" etc.- transform 

the pines, the rocks, the ice into signs and materialized thoughts, 

and have a strong picturing power. The sounds of words with an ac­

cumulation of hard consonants (cf. particularly Part II), the rhy­

thm of the verses, which sometimes clash and overlap each other, as 

a syncopated music, sometimes become calm, solemn and serene, con­

tribute also tremendously to intensify our impressions and express 

the jagged and majestic aspect of the mountain. 

Allied with these aesthetic qualities, the poem reverberates 

with a strong symbolical meaning, as well as a deep philosophical 

interrogation, the key of which is given in the first two admira­

ble lines: 

The everlasting universe of things 
Flows through the mind, (.) 

(I, 1-2) 

At the very outset we are told, and this claim is repeated in 

each part of the poem , that nature descends into the mind of the 

poet who has to be its interpreter: it is the reason why all the 

1 SPW; MB, I, 1-6; II, 34-48; III, 80-84; IV, 98-100; V, 139-144, 
pp. 532-535. 
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poem develops as a dialogue between the mountain and the human 

mind. The latter tries to penetrate the meaning of the former. 

From beginning to end, this meaning according to the poet remains 

ambiguous, the universe of things like a river being: 

Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom— 
Now lending splendour, ... 

(I, 3-4) 

and the mountain itself being on the one hand the image of ste­

rility, chaos, ruin and death (cf. Ill, 70-73; IV, 113-114), on 

the other the symbol of sublimity, solemnity or even wisdom. The 

poet constantly hesitates between these two alternatives, while 

his thoughts run within himself as the River flows from the moun­

tains. On the one side, the "legion of wild thoughts" inspired 

by the scenery "float above(...)darkness", and everything evokes 

"a desert" or an eternal death, where "the limits of the dead and 

living world" are "overthrown" and "never to be reclaimed". On 

the other side, contemplating the river and the serenity of the 

snowy peak which speaks to the "wise" and "repeals large codes 

of fraud and woe", one hopes to perceive through them "the gleams 

of a remoter world" which would make "death" only a "slumber"; a-

bove all, one would like to see the "Power" source and soul of all 

nature, which inhabits the mountain and reveals: 

The Secret Strength of things 
Which governs thought, ...(.) 

1 SPW: MB, IV, 99-100, p. 534:"And this the naked countenance of earth,/ 
On which I gaze, even these primaeval mountains / Teach the adverting mind." 
(Shelley's italics) 



BEAUTY AND POETRY 117. 

Although the second interpretation seems to be preferred, the 

poem concludes with an interrogation: 

And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea, 
If to the human mind's imaginings 
Silence and solitude were vacancy? 

(V, 142-144) 

The meaning of these last verses is not without some ambiguity. 

Does the poet mean,as in verses 80-83, III, that only the wise 

can understand the significance of the great mountain? Or ra­

ther, does he mean that if there were no human mind to contem­

plate and think about the snowy peak, its "silence and solitude" 

would remain forever insignificant? It is difficult to say. 

3. The Great Lyrical Poems: The Odes 

The Odes are the blossoming of the inspiration which we 

have just analyzed. Although the preceding poems showed a great 

talent for evoking shapes and atmosphere, Shelley still developed 

and improved his descriptive powers. His observation has become 

keen and more delicate; his technique of using metaphors and rhy­

thms, of choosing words and verses has reached a peak. Thus in the 

Ode to the West Wind and To a Skylark he fully displays a command 

of word-sonorities, verses and stanzas, which is already conspi­

cuous in Mont Blanc, yet not to express.the majesty of rocky moun-

tains, but the motion of the wind or the flight and song 

1 K.N. Cameron in Shelley:The Golden Years, with reference to the 
conclusion of Mont Blanc states that "The question is left open, ..."(p.251). 
He ventures his own interpretation. 
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of the sky l a rk . For i n s t a n c e long pe r iods in t r i p l e t s , combined 

w i th l i q u i d s y l l a b l e s and metaphors (11 . 1 -8 ) , express the blow­

ing of the wind in p a r t one of the f i r s t Ode, whi le the same t r i ­

p l e t s in p a r t t h r e e p i c t u r e the t r a n q u i l l i t y of 

The blue Mediterranean, . .. 
Lulled by the coil of his crystalline streams,(.) 

( I l l , 30-31) 

In the second Ode, two coup le t s of shor t v e r s e s followed by a 

longer l i n e , in which the eye, ear and thought r e s t t o g e t h e r , 

i m i t a t e bo th the success ive wing-beats and t r i l l s of the sky la rk : 

Higher s t i l l higher 
From the earth thou springest 

Like a cloud of f i re; 
The blue deep thou wingest, 

And singing s t i l l dost soar, and soaring ever singest. 

(11. 6-10) 

In The Cloud and The Sensitive Plant the music of verses remains 

an important descriptive feature. The long stanzas of The Cloud, 

with their couplets made of a long verse combined with a shorter, 

evoke the movement of the cloud through the sky, either hiding the 

sun and stars, or pouring rain, or fleeing at the horizon. The 

quatrains of The Sensitive Plant evoke the life of the garden, 

awakening in the morning, 

A SENSITIVE Plant in a garden grew, 

And the young winds fed it with silver dew, 

(I, 1-2) 

falling asleep in the evening, "beneath the kisses of Night" when 

1 i.e. syllables with 1, m, n. 
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. . . the beas ts , and the b i rds , and the insects were drowned 
In an ocean of dreams without a sound; 

( I , 102-103) 

and evolving from Spring through 

All the sweet season of Summertide, 

(II , 59) 

to win te r , when the wind becomes the "whip" of the f lowers . How­

ever , in these l a s t two poems, the emphasis i s most ly on shapes , 

c o l o u r s , s c e n t s , touch. Thus in The S e n s i t i v e P l a n t the poet d e s ­

c r i b e s , one a f t e r the o t h e r , the kinds of f lowers which f i l l the 

garden wi th the p r e c i s i o n of a gardener and a p a i n t e r ' s eye for 

colour and d e t a i l . See for i n s t ance a l l the s t anzas beginning 

wi th the Snowdrop . . . , and e s p e c i a l l y : 

And the hyacinth purple, and white, and blue, 
Which flung from i t s bells a sweet peal anew 
Of music so delicate, soft, and intense, 
I t was fe l t l ike an odour within the sense; (.) 

(I, 25-28) 

As for The Cloud, i t i s perhaps the b e s t p o r t r a i t of t h i s phe­

nomenon to be found in l i t e r a t u r e . I t s s ix s t anzas correspond 

to s i x l a r g e p a i n t i n g s which could be hung s i d e by s ide on a w a l l , 

evoking s i x d i f f e r e n t s t ages of the ephemeral but always r e a p p e a r ­

ing l i f e of the cloud in the sky. The imaginat ion of the poet 

comes so c lo se to r e a l i t y t h a t , when he p a i n t s t he o the r s ide of 

the cloud wi th the sun and t h e s t a r s above, one might th ink he has 

seen i t from an a i r p l a n e , such as in s t anzas t h r e e and four-. 

The Sanguine Sunrise, with his meteor eyes, 
And his burning plumes outspread, 

Leaps on the back of my sailing rack, . . . 
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That orbed maiden with white f i r e laden, 
Whom mortals c a l l the Moon 

Glides glimmering o'er my fleece-like floor, (.) 

(11. 31-33, 45-47) 

Hence the Odes show how Shelley has focussed h is a t t en t ion upon 

na tura l shapes and beau t ies . Par t ly on purpose , pa r t l y by a 

spontaneous development of his genius and sens ivi ty , he had be­

come a great observer and painter of nature. This feature i s 

underlined by the fact tha t a l l these Odes are to a greater de­

gree the f r u i t of both observation and emotional s t imulat ion. 

We know tha t Shelley spent hours in h is boat contemplating clouds, 

as he did on the ground hearing the wind or l i s ten ing to b i rds . 

The Sensi t ive Plant shows also his knowledge of botany, impossible 
2 

to acquire by a simple occasional i n t e r e s t . But at the same time 

we know tha t The Sensit ive Plant was suggested by the sight of a 

host of beaut i ful flowers, one afternoon, in h is wi fe ' s drawing 

room, The Skylark by the singing of the bird on a lovely summer 
3 

evening and the Ode to the West Wind was "conceived and chiefly 

1 SPW: RI, Preface, pp. 34-35:"I have considered Poetry in i t s most 
comprehensive sense; and have read the Poets and the Historians and the Meta­
physicians whose wri t ings have been accessible to me, and have looked upon 
the beaut iful and majestic scenery of the ear th, as conmon sources of those 
elements which i t i s the province of the Poet to embody and combine." 

2 Shelley read the Works of Buffon, Rousseau and Barthelemy on Na­
t u r a l Science. 

3 SPW: Note on Poems of 1820, by Mrs. Shelley p . 635:"It was on a 
beaut iful summer evening, while wandering among the lanes whose myrtle-hedges 
were the bowers of the f i r e - f l i e s , tha t we heard the carol l ing of the skylark 
which inspired one of the most beautiful of h i s poems." 
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w r i t t e n i n a wood t h a t s k i r t s the A r n o ( . . . ) o n a day of v i o l e n t 

tempes t" . 

P rogress in the use of symbolism i s no l e s s obvious . Even 

in The Cloud, the most pure ly d e s c r i p t i v e of these poems, the 

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of the ob jec t dep i c t ed , which speaks from the sky 

wi th the p o e t i c " I " , animates the cloud, making i t a k ind of Prov­

idence for n a t u r e : 

I BRING fresh showers for the thirsting flowers, 

I bear light shade for the leaves when laid 

I wield the f l a i l of the lashing hai l , . . . 

I s i f t the snow on the mountains below, . . . (etc.) 

(11. 1, 3, 9, 13) 

Perhaps it is also the symbol of the whole changing but eternal 

nature: 

I am the daughter of Earth and Water, 
And the nursling of the Sky; 

I change, but I cannot die. 

(11. 73-74, 76) 

The metaphysical meaning is probably deeper in Ode to the West Wind 

where the West Wind is called a Spirit, "Wild Spirit", "Fierce 

Spirit", i.e. according to the two senses of this Latin word and 

of its Biblical use, as soul as well as a wind. And indeed it 

1 SPW: OWW, Note of Shelley, p. 577. 
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seems to animate the whole u n i v e r s e , 

moving everywhere; 
Destroyer and preserver; . . . 

(I, 13-14) 

and t o be the i n s p i r a t i o n of the poe t : 

Make me thy lyre, even as the forest i s : . . . 

Be thou, Spirit fierce, 

My spi r i t ! Be thou me, impetuous one! 

(V, 57, 61-62) 

so that it becomes "the trumpet of a prophecy!" announcing to 

mankind in winter the coming of Spring,-i.e. hope of a spiritual 

renewal. These two poems and especially Ode to the West Wind 

have a pantheistic ring. On the contrary, The Skylark 

and The Sensitive Plant reflect a Platonic orientation. This is 

particularly evident in the first of the last two Odes which could 

be said to be a flight out of the cavern toward the absolute Good 

and Beauty. Perhaps because the singing bird is not seen, 
Like a star of Heaven, 
In the broad daylight 

Thou art unseen, but yet I hear thy shrill delight, 

(11. 18-20) 

i t becomes almost a pure symbol of an ascens ion towards d iv ine 

p e r f e c t i o n and of the joy which i s produced by the contempla t ion 

1 These poems somewhat evoke the Stoics' "Soul of the world". 
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of such an object: 

What objects are the fountains 
Of thy happy strain? 

What love of thine own kind? what ignorance of pain? 

(11. 71-72, 75) 

Of course She l l ey i s not a ph i losopher as i s P l a t o , but what was 

a q u a s i - c e r t i t u d e for the ph i losopher i s r e f e r r e d to in the form 

of an i n t e r r o g a t i o n by the poe t . Never the less the j oy , c l a r i t y 

and happiness t h a t t h e sky la rk d i f fuses through i t s songs exceed 

a l l t he music , beams and scen t s which a re spread around by the 

b e s t t h i n g s on e a r t h : 

All that ever was 
Joyous, and clear, and fresh, thy music doth surpass:(.) 

(11. 59-60) 

Therefore in t h i s passage , which inc ludes s ix s t anzas comprising 

o n e - t h i r d of the poem 11 . 3 5-65, and which develops s eve ra l com­

p a r i s o n s , the skyla rk i s descr ibed as a t r u e messenger of the 

I d e a l . And i t i s the reason why She l ley , in the second p a r t of 

the poem, asks the b i r d to become h i s mas te r , to u n v e i l the mys­

t e r i e s of dea th and e t e r n i t y : 

Teach us, Sprite or Bird, 
What sweet thoughts are thine: 

I have never heard 
Praise of love or wine 

That panted forth a flood of rapture so divine. 

Waking or asleep, 
Thou of death must deem 

Things more true and deep 
Than we mortals dream, ( . ) . . . 

(11. 61-65, 81-84) 
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This Invocation, continued in the last stanza where the poet 

implores the "skylark" to change him into a prophet , reminds 

us of the prayers which similarly conclude Ode to the West Wind 

and Hymn to Intellectual Beauty. 

Although pure descriptions comprise an important portion 

of the poem, as already indicated, The Sensitive Plant is cer­

tainly no less Platonic and symbolic. The poem develops an al­

legory presented under the form of a fairy tale which fulfills 

the function and meaning of a Platonic myth,-or even of an Evan­

gelic parable. The scene of the tale is a garden, the characters 

are beautiful flowers on the one side, bad weeds on the other; 

the Sensitive Plant stays in the middle of them, while a fair 

lady who comes from Spring to Autumn takes care of the garden. 

The garden stands for the earth and our transient world, changing 

according to the seasons, which also play an important part in the 

little drama narrated by the tale. The lovely flowers and the no­

xious weeds respectively signify all the beautiful things diffu­

sing Good and happiness in the world, or ugly beings and vices 

destroying the beautiful. Meanwhile, the Sensitive Plant, "com-

1 SPW: SP, 101-105, p. 603:"Teach me half the gladness / That thy 
brain must know, ~T Such harmonious madness / From my lips would flow / The 
world should listen then-as I am listening now." 
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p a n i o n l e s s " because i t i s a lone of i t s k ind and appa ren t l y the 

poores t among the love ly f lowers , r e p r e s e n t s both the P l a t o n i c 

Eros (son of pover ty and want) and the poet ,-who has no flower 

of h i s own but l i k e s to mi r ro r a l l the b e a u t i e s of the u n i v e r s e : 

For the Sensitive Plant has no bright flower: 
Radiance and odour are not i t s dower; 
I t loves, even like Love, i t s deep heart is full , 
I t desires what i t has not, the Beautiful! 

(I, 74-77) 

And " t h e l i g h t winds", " the plummed i n s e c t s " , " the unseen clouds 

of the dew", " the quiver ing vapours" , 

Each and a l l like ministering angels were 
For the Sensitive Plant sweet joy to bear(.) 

(I, 94-95) 

As for the lady, both a f a i r y and mythologica l f i g u r e , her symbolic 

meaning i s i m p l i c i t in the name she b e a r s , as wel l as by the 

t enderness and care she shows to the f lowers : 

There was a Power in this sweet place, 
An Eve in this Eden; a ruling Grace 
Which to the flowers, did they waken or dream, 
Was as God i s to the starry scheme. 

She sprinkled bright water from the stream 
On those that were faint with the sunny beam; 
And out of the cups of the heavy flowers 
She emptied the rain of the thunder-showers. 

She lifted their heads with her tender hands, 

(II, 1-4, 33-47) 

1 D. Reiman in Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ch. 6 "The Chameleon", pp. 110-
111, has a similar interpretation: Using the Platonic myth in his fable, Shel­
ley attributes love to man rather than to other natural creatures. Man alone 
is unfulfilled within the natural sphere; he appreciates the beauty of natural 
creation, but cannot contribute to it." 
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She i s d e l i c a t e and d i v i n e t o t h e p o i n t t h a t she e x t e n d s h e r 

p r o v i d e n c e t o t h e ha rmfu l b u t " i n n o c e n t " b e i n g s which h u r t t h e 

o b j e c t s of h e r c a r e . What happens i n t h e g a r d e n i s no l e s s sym­

b o l i c t h a n t h e c r e a t u r e s which i n h a b i t i t : 

This f a i r e s t creature from e a r l i e s t Spring 
Thus moved through the garden ministering 
All the sweet season of Sunmertide, 
And ere the f i r s t leaf looked brown—she died! 

The garden, once f a i r , became cold and foul, 
Like the corpse of her who had been i t s sou l , ( . ) 

( I I , 57-60; I I I , 17-18) 

In o t h e r w o r d s , t h e p r e s e n c e of Grace and Beau ty , symbo l i zed by 

t h e b l o s s o m i n g of Sp r ing and Summer, b r i n g s j o y and d e l i g h t f u l 

u n f o l d i n g t o t h e b e i n g s of t h e w o r l d , w h i l e t h e coming of t h e 

c o l d w i n t e r , i . e . p r o b a b l y t h e l a c k of l o v e and l o n g i n g f o r b e a u ­

t y , awakens t h e mob of bad t h o u g h t s and v i c e s , - " t h i s t l e s , n e t t l e s , 

d a r n e l s , hemlock" , e t c . , - w h i c h s p r e a d d e a t h everywhere and even 

t o t h e m s e l v e s : 

And plants , a t whose names the verse fee ls loath, 
F i l l ed the place with a monstrous undergrowth,. . . 

Their moss ro t ted off them, flake by flake, . . . 

Infecting the winds tha t wander by. 

( I l l , 58-59,(cancelled passage,62,65)) 

The p o e t , symbol of man, i s a l s o k i l l e d by t h i s c o l d l a c k of l o v e 

and a b s e n c e of b e a u t y : 

When Winter had gone and Spring came back 
The Sensit ive Plant was a leaf less wreck;(.) 

( I l l , 110-111) 
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This i s the end of the s t o r y , a t l e a s t as i t i s t o l d by the 

s ens ib l e appearances of t h i s world. But t h e r e i s another con­

c lu s ion , brought about by S h e l l e y ' s p h i l o s o p h i c a l P l a t o n i c f a i t h : 

Whether the Sensitive Plant, . . . 

Ere i t s outward form had known decay, 
Now fe l t this change, I cannot say. 

Whether that Lady's gentle mind, 
No longer with form combined 

Found sadness, where i t left delight, 

I dare not guess; . . . 

( I l l , 114, 116-119, 121-122) 

The mor ta l de s t i ny r e c a l l e d in the t a l e g ives indeed an argument 

to the s k e p t i c a l med i t a t i on and i n t e r r o g a t i o n of the p o e t . Never­

t h e l e s s resuming a d i a l e c t i c a l r e v e r s a l used in The Phaedo , where 

i t i s s a id t h a t death causing noth ingness must be no th ing , i . e . as 

i t i s sa id h e r e : 

Like a l l the rest , a mockery.(,) 

(III , 129) 

the poet chances on the S o c r a t i c "creed" which i s the l a s t word 

of the d ia logue in The Phaedo. The creed i s i n t e n t i o n a l l y qua l -

1 By this reversal Plato t r ies to argue that death itself, being 
nothing, proves the immortality of the soul. D. Reiman shares the same view 
on the meaning of the conclusion of the poem, "which i s not "logically" but 
psychologically inevitable. For the "modest creed" expressed at the end of 
"The Sensitive Plant" is Shelley's declaration that he i s unwilling to accept 
as final the verdict of limited human senses and fa l l ib le human reason and 
that he intends to be guided by the premise that the Good and Beautiful are 
ultimately True as well", (pp. 112-113 in Percy Bysshe Shelley) 
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i f l e d "modes t " a s w e l l as " p l e a s a n t " , i . e . e a s y t o a c c e p t and 

n o t e x c e e d i n g t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l power of r e a s o n , which knows t h e 

e t e r n i t y of supreme v a l u e s a s w e l l as i t s own w e a k n e s s : 

For love, and beauty, and the del ight , 
There i s no death nor change: t he i r might 
Exceeds our organs which endure 
No l igh t , being themselves obscure. 

( I l l , 134-137) 

We s h a l l c o n c l u d e t h i s su rvey of t h e Odes w i t h a few r e ­

m a r k s . An i n c r e a s i n g openness t o e x t e r n a l b e a u t i e s of t h e s e n s i ­

b l e w o r l d , t h e p r o g r e s s of which we have remarked s i n c e t h e j o u r ­

ney t o S w i t z e r l a n d , c o i n c i d e s w i t h an i n c r e a s i n g t h i r s t f o r t r a n s ­

c e n d e n t b e a u t y and t h e I d e a l . S h e l l e y h i m s e l f , i n t h i s r e g a r d , 

more and more r e s e m b l e s t h e a l l e g o r i c a l f i g u r e of t h e p o e t he had 

p o r t r a y e d i n A l a s t o r . The deepe r he p e r c e i v e s and f e e l s t h e c o ­

l o u r s , s h a p e s , sounds and s c e n t s s t r i k i n g h i s s e n s e s , t h e s t r o n g e r 

he l o o k s f o r i d e a l p e r f e c t i o n e x c e e d i n g t h e r a n g e of human p e r c e p ­

t i o n . Moved by a n a t u r a l t e n d e n c y and by a c o n s t a n t m e d i t a t i o n of 

P l a t o a t t h i s t i m e , namely d u r i n g h i s s t a y i n I t a l y , t h e a u t h o r 

of t h e Odes, a s i t was a l r e a d y n o t i c e a b l e i n A l a s t o r and Hymn t o 

I n t e l l e c t u a l Beau ty , t e n d s to s ee b e a u t y n o t on ly i n i t s s e n s i b l e 

aspects b u t e s s e n t i a l l y unde r a m o r a l p e r s p e c t i v e . I t i s t h e b e a u t y 

of t h e inward form t h a t he a l l u d e s t o , when he p o i n t s o u t t h e decay 

of t h e "ou tward form" i n The S e n s i t i v e P l a n t . And l a t e r on, he 

1 Shelley studied P l a to ' s Works and t rans la ted some during h is ex i le 
in I t a ly , i . e . from 1817-1822. Cf. J . Notopoulos, The Platonism of Shelley. 
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will celebrate again the unity of beauty with spiritual and 

moral perfection in some of his last poems, where a personal 

and aesthetic inspiration seems to dominate, obliquely in Epi-

psychidion, overtly in Adonais and The Witch of Atlas. Even­

tually this explains why the symbolic form is so natural and so 

successful in Shelley's poetry. Sensible and material beauties 

were experienced by the poet as images reflecting some superna­

tural Ideal or perhaps Entity (the "Power"), and raising man's 

spirit towards divine perfection. 

Part II: Unity of the Two Ideals 

1. First Steps Toward Unity 

Thus Shelley's ideal of beauty had a tendency, by its 

natural development,to be blended with the ideal of justice, as 

the political inspiration had already inclined towards the aesthe­

tic. For, using an abundance of metaphors and symbols in his pol­

itical poetry, Shelley was led to represent the just under the 

features of the beautiful, as observed in Chapter Two. Further­

more, he had started to unite the two ideals in his thought. In 

The Revolt of Islam for instance, Cythna and Laon, ministers of 

justice, love and reform, foreshadow the symbols of the Lady and of 

1 SPW: Adonais, LII-LIV, p. 441. 
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t h e S e n s i t i v e P l a n t a s e x p r e s s e d i n t h e Ode. Cythna i s d e s ­

c r i b e d w i t h b e a u t i f u l f e a t u r e s a l m o s t i n t h e same t e r m s a s t h e 

Lady of t h e Garden: 

She moved upon th i s ear th a shape of brightness, 
A power, . . . 

: she did seem 
Beside me, gathering beauty as she grew, 

Like the bright shade of some immortal dream ... 

(II, xxiii, 865-866, 870-872) 

Laon, on the o the r hand, a symbol of t h e poet and the reformer , 

loves t h i s beauty , r e c e i v i n g from her i n s p i r a t i o n and courage: 

In me, cctmiunion with this purest being 
Kindled intenser zeal, and made me wise 

In knowledge, . . . 

(II, xxxii, 946-948) 

Almost the same observations could be made about Prince Athanaze, 

2 
Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, Mont Blanc. Shelley was well aware 

of the deep unity between the two sides of his Ideal, the very 

sources of his poetry. This is obvious in A Defence of Poetry. 

his last and most important theoretical writing on the subject. 

2. Theoretical Development: A Defence of Poetry 

Although incomplete and written on an occasional circum-

1 SPW: RI, xxii-xxxii, p. 60. 

2 Cf. section "Beauty and Poetry", pp. 109-117. 
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stance, in opposition to Peacock's a t tack against "modern" 

poetry , t h i s admirable text unfolds a mature theory of poetry. 

I t i s not possible to analyze i t here even b r i e f ly . For 

evidence supporting the argument of th i s t h e s i s , i t suffices to 
2 

consider the f i r s t and l a s t parts of th i s tex t , which explain 

f i r s t the or ig in and nature of poetry, then, "the functions of 

the poet ica l facul ty" . On the one hand, if Shelley defines poetry 

as "the expression of the imagination", which was commonplace in 

the 18th century, his concept of imagination, very similar to 

Coleridge 's , was d i s t i n c t l y romantic. Imagination i s not only the 

reproductive power through which our mind answers as a " lyre" to 

the external impressions, but e s sen t i a l ly a "pr inciple of synthe­

s i s " , - i . e . a c rea t ive or a poetic power, cause of an in te rna l 
3 

and s p i r i t u a l order. And not only does th i s facul ty perceive 

1 LPBS: I I , No 602, p. 258, Let ter to C. Oi l ie r , January 20, 1820(for 
1821): " I am enchanted with your Li terary Miscellany, although the l a s t a r t i c l e 
i t contains has excited my polemical facu l t ies so v io len t ly , tha t the moment I 
get r i d of my ophthalmia I mean to se t about an answer to i t , which I w i l l send 
to you, i f you please. I t i s very clever, bu t , I think, very f a l s e . " And No 605, 
p . 261, Let ter to T.L. Peacock, February 15, 1820(for 1821) :"I received a t the 
same time your printed denunciations against general, and your wr i t ten ones a-
gainst pa r t i cu la r , poetry; and I agree with /you as decidedly in the l a t t e r as I 
di f fer in the former. ( . . . ) At the same time, your anathemas against poetry i t s e l f 
excited me to a sacred rage, or caloethes scribendi of vindicating the insul ted 
Muses." (Shelley's i t a l i c s ) 

2 We se t aside the middle par t , i . e . the long recapi tu la t ion in which 
Shelley examines through his tory the effects of poetry on society, because t h i s 
par t has l i t t l e to do with our subject. 

3 SPW: A Defence of Poetry, p . 277: "But there i s a pr inciple within 
the human feeing, and perhaps within a l l sent ient beings, which ac t s otherwise 
than in a ly re and produces not melody alone but harmony, by an in terna l adjust­
ment of the sounds and motions thus excited to the impressions which exci te them." 
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"rhythm or order" in material objects (for this reason it is 

the principle of dance, song and of any imitative art), but also 

this kind of superior rhythm and order, called harmony or the 

beautiful, which belongs to "higher objects" and gives "highest 

pleasure". Poets are those in whom this faculty exists in "ex­

cess", therefore those who are Impelled by their genius towards 

the "beautiful". But the beautiful is identical with "this in­

destructible order" which is in turn the same as justice, and 

therefore becomes the true foundation of "civil society". For 

such reasons poets, who stand among men as messengers and "hiero-

phants" of beauty, do act, like Laon in The Revolt of Islam, as 

ministers of love and justice: 

They are the institutors of laws and the founders of civil 
society...1 

"In earlier epochs of the world(they were called)legislators or 

prophets", they remained such, for the clear-sighted, through 

the whole history of civilization, as it is shown by the role of 

Dante and Milton for instance, and will remain such in the pre­

sent and future. On the other hand, if poetry is "connate with 

man", it is no less "something divine". "It is at once the center 

and circumference of knowledge; it is that which comprehends all 
2 

science and that to which all science must be referred." Here, 

knowledge and science must be understood in the Platonic sense, 

1 SPTP: A Defence of Poetry, p. 279. 

2 Ibid, p. 293. 
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I . e . e s s e n t i a l l y a s t h e a p p r e h e n s i o n of t h e I d e a l . T h i s i s why 

" p o e t r y redeems from decay t h e v i s i t a t i o n s of t h e d i v i n i t y i n 

man", i t " t u r n s a l l t h i n g s t o l o v e l i n e s s ; ( . . . ) e x a l t s t h e b e a u t y 

of t h a t which i s mos t b e a u t i f u l " . I n o t h e r w o r d s , a s S h e l l e y 

wanted t o e x p l a i n i n t h e u n w r i t t e n p a r t of h i s e s s a y , t h e main 

f u n c t i o n of t h e p o e t i s " t o i d e a l i z e " , v i z . t o c o n t e m p l a t e and 
2 

l o v e t h e i d e a l t r u t h and make i t known and loved by mankind . 

3 . S h e l l e y ' s P o e t i c a l Ach ievement : P rometheus Unbound 

P rome theus Unbound m a g n i f i c e n t l y i l l u s t r a t e s t h e same 

themes , by t h e m u t u a l harmony of p h i l o s o p h i c a l s u b s t a n c e , d r a ­

m a t i c deve lopment and p o e t i c form t h a t i s t h e h a l l m a r k of t h i s 
3 

l y r i c a l drama. I n s u b s t a n c e , t h e poem k e e p s t h e i d e a s f o r m e r l y 

e x p r e s s e d from Queen Mab t o The R e v o l t of I s l a m and The Mask of 

Anarchy, b u t r e a c h e s , t h r o u g h t h e r e - m o d e l l i n g of an a n c i e n t myth 
4 

and t r a g e d y , new m o r a l d e p t h and c o s m i c , m e t a p h y s i c a l , p r o p o r -

1 SFff; A Defence of Poetry, p . 295. 

2 SPTP: A Defence of Poetry, p . 297:"Poets are the hierophants of 
an unapprehended inspira t ion; the mirrors of the gigant ic shadows which futu­
r i t y cas ts upon the present; the words which express what they understand not; 
the trumpets which sing to b a t t l e and feel not what they insp i re ; the inf lu­
ence which i s moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged l eg i s l a to r s 
of the world." 

3 With chorus and songs as in the Greek tragedy. 

4 SPW: PU, Preface, pp. 204-205. 
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t i o n s . For t h e s u b j e c t of P rometheus Unbound i s s t i l l t h e 

b a t t l e be tween e v i l and good, t h e o p p o s i t i o n be tween a p a s t of 

d a r k n e s s and a f u t u r e of l i g h t , and above a l l t h e f i g h t of t r u e 

j u s t i c e a g a i n s t t y r a n n y . But nowj i n s t e a d of b e i n g d e s c r i b e d 

t h r o u g h h i s t o r i c a l and p o l i t i c a l e p i s o d e s , t h e s t r u g g l e f o c u s s e s 

on one Hero , P rometheus h i m s e l f , who does n o t c o n t e n d w i t h h u ­

man t y r a n t s o r e v i l s b u t w i t h a God, J u p i t e r , - s y m b o l of u n i v e r s a l 

e v i l . The s t r i f e of P r o m e t h e u s , a s c o n c e i v e d by S h e l l e y , e n t a i l s 

two major e p i s o d e s which a p p r o x i m a t e l y c o r r e s p o n d t o A c t s I and 

I I I . The f i r s t (Prometheus Bound) shows t h e s u f f e r i n g T i t a n who, 

bound t o a p r e c i p i c e , c o u r a g e o u s l y s u s t a i n s t h e t o r m e n t i n f l i c t e d 

on h i s body and s o u l by J u p i t e r , t h e o m n i p o t e n t God t h a t P rometheus 

had h e l p e d i n t h e p a s t t o g a i n supremacy o v e r a l l t h e w o r l d . When 

he d e s c r i b e s t h e s e s u f f e r i n g s , S h e l l e y closely f o l l o w s t h e Greek 

1 E.R. Wasserman has studied pa r t i cu la r ly the metaphysical side of 
Prometheus Unbound and to a great extent we agree with the ideas developed 
(in "Shelley 's Prometheus Unbound", Chapters I , "Being", and I I , "Myth") on 
Shelley's philosophy, even though his method seems to us somewhat questionable 
(cf. pp. 1-7). However, because Wasserman wants to reconstruct the philosophy 
contained in Prometheus Unbound, he neglects too much the poet ica l and drama­
t i c aspects of the poem. This i s probably the reason why a l l the major charac­
t e r s are f i n a l l y transformed into abs t rac t ideas (for instance, Prometheus becomes 
the "One Mind", Jup i te r , "only a dark shadow of Prometheus himself", Asia, "gen­
era t ive love" the " ideal s t a t e of the One Mind", and Demogorgon " i n f i n i t e poten­
t i a l i t y " so tha t : " the only r e a l and autonomously exis t ing actors in Shelley 's 
cosmic design are the One Mind and the indifferent law of Necessi ty."(p. 112) 
Our point of view i s closer to Baker who also emphasizes the concept of Necessi­
ty - , but does not pay less a t ten t ion to the dramatic value of the poem. More­
over for Baker and for us , Prometheus remains the symbol of mankind and of "the 
human mind seen in i t s universal aspect". (Baker,C., Shel ley 's Major Poetry, Ch. 
4: "The Heart of Cosmos", p . 112) 
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t r a d i t i o n a s n a r r a t e d and d r a m a t i z e d by AEschylus . He a l s o e x ­

t o l s , a s h i s Greek model , t h e i n d o m i t a b l e v i r t u e of t h e h e r o 

who does n o t y i e l d t o t h e t o r t u r i n g F u r i e s n o r t o t h e s u p p l i c a ­

t i n g Mercury . However a t r o c i o u s p a i n and t o i l may b e , P rometheus 

w i l l n o t j o i n t h e w o r s h i p p e r s of J u p i t e r b e c a u s e w o r s h i p of omni­

p o t e n t power i s s l a v e r y : 

Submission, thou dost know I cannot t ry : 
For what submission but that f a t a l word, 
The death-seal of mankind's capt iv i ty , 

Let others f l a t t e r Crime, where i t s i t s throned 
In brief Cmnipotence: . . . 

I would not qui t 
This bleak ravine, these unrepentant pains. 

( I , 395-397, 401-402, 426-427) 

But even i n t h i s f i r s t e p i s o d e , t h e r e a r e i m p o r t a n t a d d i t i o n s and 

emphases made by t h e r o m a n t i c p o e t : P rometheus h a s become n o t o n l y 

t h e b e n e f a c t o r and p r o t e c t o r of mankind b u t i t s Head, a s a k i n d of 
2 

new C h r i s t , v i z . s u c h a s S h e l l e y c o n c e i v e d Him. I t i s t h e r e a s o n 

why t h e t o r m e n t e d T i t a n i s a f f l i c t e d by n o t o n l y t h e t o r t u r e of 
3 

h i s body, b u t a l s o by t h e m i s e r i e s t h a t h i s c u r s e b r o u g h t upon h i s 

f e l low-men and a l l c r e a t u r e s . Moreover S h e l l e y wan t s t o i n s i n u a t e 

1 We refer to AEshylus' Prometheus Bound,(Eschyle Theatre Complet, 
Trad, not ices e t notes par E. Chambry, Garnier-Flammarion, 1964, 247p., Pro-
methee Enchained p . 125: " I I n ' a r r ive ra pas a f a i r e mourir l e dieu que je — su is . " 

2 Cf. Ch., I , section "Religion and Philosophy", pp. 18-23. 

3 SPW: PU, I , 276-279, p. 214:"Let thy malignant s p i r i t move / In dark­
ness over those I - l ove : / On me and mine I imprecate / The utmost to r tu re of thy 
hate; . . . " 
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the idea that violence mars heroism if mixed with it. Whatever 

courage was included in the famous challenge to Jupiter, the 

curse uttered by Prometheus remained a curse, i.e. an evil deed. 

This judgment is brought about in the tender representations and 

recallings made by Mother Earth to her son. Since the curse, for 

Thrice three hundred thousand years 

(I, 74) 

all the elements of nature and men have felt the hard dominion of 

Jupiter and 

The tongueless Caverns of the craggy h i l l s 
Cried, 'Misery!' then; the hollow Heaven replied, 
'Misery!' And the Ocean's purple waves, 
Climbing the land, howled to the lashing winds, 
And the pale nations heard i t , 'Misery! 

Evil, since thy ruin 

Have sprung, and trampled on my prostrate sons. 

(I, 107-111, 213-214) 

Therefore t h e elements and Ear th have p rese rved , as "a t r e a s u r e d 

s p e l l " , " those dreadful words" " In s e c r e t joy and hope", because 

i t i s an o ld t r a d i t i o n t h a t i f someone r e c a l l s the words to Pro­

metheus and al lows him to r e j e c t them, the world w i l l be r e c o n c i ­

led wi th the offended god and l i v e again in happ iness . Prometheus 

does not want a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , meaning for him s l ave ry , but he a l ­

ready r e c a n t s h i s words because h i s i n t i m a t e consciousness has 

changed: 

, for I hate no more, 
As then ere misery made me wise. The curse 
Once breathed on thee I would recal l . . . . 
. . . I am changed so that aught evil wish 
Is dead within; . . . 

(I, 57-59, 70-71) 
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and he d e s i r e s t o h e a r t h e b i t t e r s e n t e n c e s i n o r d e r t o overcome 

t h e i r e v i l e f f e c t : 

I t doth repent me: words a re quick and vain; 
Grief for awhile i s bl ind, and so was mine. 
I wish no l iving thing to suffer pain. 

(I , 303-305) 

Here S h e l l e y u n d e r l i n e s , once more , t h a t t h e r e p u d i a t i o n of v i o l e n c e 

i s as n e c e s s a r y a s c o u r a g e t o win m o r a l v i c t o r y o v e r t y r a n n i c omni­

p o t e n c e . The second e p i s o d e (Prometheus Unbound), Act I I I , p o r ­

t r a y s J u p i t e r ' s f a l l and P r o m e t h e u s ' l i b e r a t i o n , l e a d i n g t o t h e b i r t h 

of a new w o r l d . The d r a m a t i c p a r t - s t r i c t l y s p e a k i n g - i s s t i l l 

s h o r t e r i n t h i s a c t t h a n i n Act I . A l l t h e a c t i o n t a k e s p l a c e i n 

s c e n e s I , I I and t h e f i r s t l i n e s of s c e n e I I I , where J u p i t e r ( s c . I ) 

2 
i s d e t h r o n e d by t h e e n i g m a t i c f i g u r e of h i s son Demogorgon. A p o l l o 

( s e l l ) a p p e a r s t o n a r r a t e t h e e v e n t and fo reshadows t h e coming of 

a "young s p i r i t " ove r t h e w o r l d , b e f o r e H e r c u l e s i n t h e f i r s t f o u r 

1 In TC, Beatrice ceased to be j u s t the moment she used revenge to ap­
pease her sufferings. The evolution of Prometheus i s contrary to Beatrice, he 
passed from hatred to love. 

2 Several c r i t i c s debate on t h i s character, whether he represents "des­
t iny", "power", "imagination", "master of fa tes" , the "amoral law of Necessity". 
The most extensive and deepest study i s tha t of Wasserman who s ta tes in Shel ley 's 
Prometheus Unbound, in three chapters, pp. 111-218, tha t Demogorgon i s " in brief, 
i n f in i t e po ten t i a l i t y , needing only to be roused in order to re lease h is force 
into the realm of being as a chain of events ."(p. 133) I t i s d i f f i cu l t to follow 
the c r i t i c i n h i s de ta i led and somewhat a r t i f i c i a l analys is . But, even if Wasser­
man i s correct in h i s in te rpre ta t ion , the r e s u l t seems disturbing:Demogorgon tends 
to have the cent ra l place within the play instead of Prometheus, and the character 
of Asia which i s so important to u s , becomes secondary or a t l e a s t a simple ins t ru ­
ment of Demogorgon in the play ( i . e . episodes on Fauns, Panthea's dreams, pp. 116-
128). This does not seem compatible with the economy of the play, as t h i s economy 
appears to the reader. 
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lines of scene III delivers Prometheus. The remainder of the 

act, scenes III and IV, although much longer, is filled with lyri­

cal dialogues between Prometheus, the Spirit of the Hour , the 

Earth and other characters who celebrate the common liberation of 

the Titan, mankind and the universe. This episode as a whole illus-

strates the new version that Shelley intended to give to the old 

2 

myth. Contrary to AEschylus' Prometheus unbound, Shelley's Prome­

theus did not obtain freedom as a reward for submission to Jupiter 

but through a double victory over the God: the one that is 
3 

the mysterious work of time and of "the abysm" of Being , the other 

that is the moral victory of the just Titan over the powerful but 

unjust God first announced by the Earth, 

Subtle thou art and good, and though the Gods 
Hear not this voice, yet thou art more than God, 
Being wise and kind; 

(I, 143-145) 

t h e n p r o c l a i m e d by H e r c u l e s a t t h e v e r y moment of t h e d e l i v e r a n c e , 

Most glorious among Sp i r i t s , thus doth strength 
To wisdom, courage, and long-suffering love, 
And thee, who a r t the form they animate, 
Minister l i ke a s l ave . ( , ) 

( I I I , 1-4) 

1 Its role is described in Act III, sc.iii, 64-68, 76-83, p. 247; sc.iv, 
98-204, pp. 251-253. 

2 SPW: PU, Preface, p. 205:"The Prometheus Unbound of-^chylus supposed 
the reconciliation of Jupiter with his victim(.. Jand Prometheus, by the permis­
sion of Jupiter, delivered from his captivity by Hercules.(...)But, in truth, I 
was averse from a catastrophe so feeble as that of reconciling the Champion with 
the Oppressor of mankind."(Shelley's italics) 

3 Is he Demogorgon? Cf. Act II, iv, 114-116, p. 238:"If the abysm / Could 
vomit forth its secrets...But a voice / Is wanting, the deep truth is imageless;..." 
Wasserman and Baker say yes. 
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f i n a l l y p r a i s e d i n Act IV by t h e S p i r i t s and Demogorgon h i m s e l f : 

To suffer woes which Hope thinks i n f i n i t e ; 
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night ; 

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 
To love, and bear; to hope t i l l Hope creates 
From i t s own wreck the thing i t contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor f a l t e r , nor repent; 
This, l i ke thy glory, Titan, i s to be 
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 
This i s alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory. 

(TV, 570-578) 

Th i s o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n c o r r e s p o n d s t o S h e l l e y ' s m o r a l and m e t a ­

p h y s i c a l c o n c e p t i o n s : Prometheus i s t h e symbol of a c r e a t u r e 

a b l e t o j u s t i f y h i m s e l f by h i m s e l f , w i t h o u t t h e h e l p of any om­

n i p o t e n t God, b u t t h r o u g h t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g and l o v e of e t e r n a l 

i d e a s which e n l i g h t e n and e n l i v e n t h e u n i v e r s e . On t h e one hand , 

1 E.R. Wasserman a t some length s ta tes a thes is which seems a t 
f i r s t s ight paradoxical and ra ther remote from ours, when he says on p . 31: 
"The essen t ia l subject of Prometheus Unbound i s the One Mind; the extra-mental 
actuating power i s the source of i t s events; and the drama i s the h is tory of 
the One Mind's evolution in to perfect ion." Although t h i s in terpre ta t ion r e l i e s 
too much on a somewhat f rag i l e hypothetical reconstruction(cf. pp. 30, 195-197) 
i t has the meri t of emphasizing the cosmic meaning of Prometheus as a symboli­
cal character . Truly, Prometheus i s more than an ordinary man, perhaps more 
than r e a l mankind i t s e l f . As Baker says, Prometheus i s a t l ea s t " the mind of 
mankind", and with Shelley 's words, he continues, "impelled by the purest and 
t rues t of motives to the bes t and noblest ends". (Shelley 's Major Poetry,p.92) 
And i t can be conceded, that Prometheus i s such because he i s a pa r t i c ipa t ion 
or an expression of a supreme power or "One Mind". But identifying Prome­
theus as being the One Mind i s another matter , en ta i l ing many d i f f i cu l t i e s , as 
i t appears in the "several qualif icat ions"(pp. 195-I97)that Wasserman i s forced 
to add to h i s thes i s in the l a s t chapter of h is work. Therefore, i t seems to us 
more reasonable to remain closer to the t r ad i t i ona l and l i t e r a l in te rpre ta t ion of 
Prometheus Unbound which sees essen t ia l ly in the Titan the mythic Champion of 
mankind. Mary Shelley, Rosset t i , Symons, Sal t , Solve, Baker, Cameron, Reiman, 
Guinn, McNiece and many others are"in substant ia l agreement tha t Prometheus r e ­
presents the human mind". (Baker, p . 112) For a sharp c r i t i c i sm of Wasserman's 
in te rpre ta t ion ,see also Charles E. Robinson's Shelley and Byron, The Snake and 
Eagle Wreathed i n Fight, Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, Baltimore & London, 1976, 
291p. "Appendix B, Shelley 's "One Mind", pp. 245-248:"Shelley nowhere, not even 
in On Life, denies the r e a l existence of other human minds and nowhere subsumes 
individuaTminds into a universal One Mind." p . 245. 
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he differs from Satan because, in addition to these virtues, he 

is "exempt from the taints of ambition, envy, revenge, and a de­

sire for personal aggrandisement." But above all Prometheus is 

the head and saviour of a new mankind, "the type of the highest 

perfection of moral and intellectual nature, impelled by the pu-

2 

rest and truest motives to the best and noblest ends." Every­

one knows the extraordinary success of the Shelleyan re-interpre­

tation and transformation of the myth: the "new Prometheus has be-
3 

come, for many 19th century thinkers,-Marx in the first place, 

Nietzsche and Shaw afterwards,-the symbolic figure of the man to 

come, man liberated by himself and first freed from any worship 

of omnipotent Power, the atheistic version and at the same time 

the challenger of the Evangelic Christ. 

Another central feature must be emphasized insofar as it 

constitutes a strong argument in support of this thesis. Between 

the two episodes just analyzed, Acts I and III, is set Act II, of 

which we have still to speak, and which also plays a major role. 

1 SPW: PU, Preface, p. 205. 

2 Ibid, p. 205. D. Reiman writes in Percy Bysshe Shelley that "what is 
important is that Prometheus, by choosing to take no vengeance against the old 
order, keeps himself from becoming another Jupiter(...)Prcmetheus' decision to 
turn from self-centered hatred to outgoing love marks the moment in human history 
that breaks the old meaningless cycle of oppression and retribution - "the des­
pot's rage, the slave's revenge" - and introduces a new order based on forgiveness 
and equality."(Ch. 5, "Reman Scenes", p. 82) 

3 Marx, K. "Man is his own Prometheus". "Prome'thee est le premier̂ saint, 
le premier martyr du calendrier philosophique. La philosophie est Prcmetheenne". 
(Ceuvres Choisies,!, Idees, Gallimard, N. Guterman & H. Lefevre, 1963, 367p.,pp. 
1^207) 
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At f i r s t s i g h t t h i s a c t , - w h e r e Prometheus does n o t a p p e a r and 

t h e c h a r a c t e r s of A s i a h i s w i f e and h e r s i s t e r P a n t h e a t a k e t h e 

l e a d i n g p a r t , - s e e m s a l y r i c a l i n t e r m e z z o . I n f a c t , i t i s ! Even 

t h e d i a l o g u e s , f o r i n s t a n c e i n s cene I be tween A s i a and P a n t h e a 

i n t h e l o v e l y v a l e of t h e I n d i a n C a u c a s u s , r e s e m b l e a l t e r n a t e 

songs w i t h t h e i r long l y r i c a l p e r i o d s and a p o s t r o p h e s , t h e b loom­

ing of m e t a p h o r s , images and c o m p a r i s o n s , above a l l t h e e m o t i o n a l 

t o n e and m u s i c . The k e y n o t e of t h e whole a c t i s g i v e n a t t h e v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g when A s i a s p e a k s a l o n e w h i l e a w a i t i n g news of Prometheus 

from P a n t h e a : 

From a l l the b l a s t s of heaven thou hast descended: 
Yes, l i k e a s p i r i t , l i ke a thought, which makes 
Unwonted t ea r s throng to the horny eyes, 
And beatings haunt the desolated hear t , 
Which should have learnt repose: thou hast descended 
Cradled in tempests; thou dost wake, 0 Spring! 
0 chi ld of many winds! As suddenly 
Thou comest as the memory of a dream, 
Which now i s sad because i t hath been sweet; 
Like genius, or l ike joy which r i s e t h up 
As from the earth, clothing with golden clouds 
The desert of our l i f e . 
This i s the season, th i s the day, the hour; 
At sunrise thou shouldst come, sweet s i s t e r mine, 
Too long desired, too long delaying, ccme! 

The roseate sunlight quivers: hear I not 
The AEolian music of her sea-green plumes 
Winnowing the crimson dawn? 

( I I , i , 1-15, 25-27) 

What follows has the same poetical ring, if not more, particularly 

the dialogue with the Echoes filling the remainder of the scene, 

the semi-chorus and songs of spirits in scenes II and III, and final 

ly the songs of Apollonian spirits and Asia herself in scene V, with 
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t h e famous l i n e s : 

My soul i s an enchanted boat, 
Which, l i ke a sleeping swan, doth f loa t 

Upon the s i lver waves of thy sweet singing; 
And thine doth l i ke an angel s i t 
Beside the helm conducting i t , 

Whilst a l l the winds with melody are r inging. 
I t seems to f loa t ever, for ever, 
Upon that many-winding r i ve r , 
Between mountains, woods, abysses, 

A paradise of wildernesses! 

( I I , v, 72-81) 

I t would r e q u i r e v e r y l i t t l e change t o draw from t h e s e s c e n e s 

m a g n i f i c e n t i n d e p e n d e n t poems, wor thy i n d e e d of t h e Odes. They 

s h a r e t h e same p o e t i c a l q u a l i t y , w i t h t h i s e t h e r e a l nuance and 

a t m o s p h e r e p r o p e r t o " A r i e l " , and have a s i m i l a r i n s p i r a t i o n . 

As i n t h e Odes, t h e p o e t opens h i s h e a r t and l e t s i t speak a l ­

most d i r e c t l y on t h e l i p s of h i s c h a r a c t e r s . By means of dreams 

and v i s i o n s , he l y r i c a l l y evokes p a r a d i s a i c l a n d s c a p e s which a r e 

t h e l a n d s of f a i r s p i r i t s and s hou ld be t h e c r a d l e of a r e g e n e r a ­

t e d mankind : 

There the voluptuous nightingales, 
Are awake through a l l the broad noonday. . . . 

There those enchanted eddies play 
Of echoes, music-tongued, which draw, 

With melting rapture , or sweet awe, 
All s p i r i t s on that secret way; (.) 

( I I , i i , 24-25, 41-42, 44-45) 

Such l y r i c a l p a s s a g e s a r e p e r h a p s t h e b e s t i l l u s t r a t i o n of what 

1 Cf. Maurois, A., Ariel ou l a v i e de Shelley. 
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Shelley says about his whole creation: 

The bright blue sky of Rome, and the effect of the vigorous 
awakening spring in that divinest climate, and the new life with 
which it drenches the spirits even to intoxication, were the in­
spiration of this drama. 1 

However, Act II is not a piece apart. First, imitating 

a Greek model, Shelley could naturally use this mixture of dra­

matic and lyrical episodes characteristic of the ancient drama. 

Similarly, when he binds Act II to Acts I and III by the trip of 

Asia and Panthea to the cave of Demogorgon, he uses a device com­

mon to epic poets namely Homer, Virgil and Dante: the descent to 

"Infernos" and the crossing of Elysian fields. But the link bet­

ween Act II and the remainder of Prometheus Unbound is much deeper 

than an artificial or even usual one. For this link is absolutely 

2 
essential to the economy and philosophical import of the drama. 

With all the strength of his heart, Prometheus longs for the re­

turn of Asia, the sweet consolation of his soul, beside him. On 

her side Asia awaits in that far Indian vale, scene of a sad exile 

her reunion with her husband: 

I see a shade, a shape: ... 

1 SPW: PU, Preface, p. 205. 

2 Hence, D. Reiman in "Reman Scenes", Ch. 5, p. 83, has a view simi­
lar to our own, when he sees the great value of Act II. He says, "Act II, 
gives a metaphysical support to the moral decision of Act I". Elsewhere in 
his analysis, he mentions the importance of sc. IV where "Asia provides the 
mythical metaphysics and history that give shape to the verse drama" (pp.77-78); 
and he emphasizes heavily the value of sc. V later on (p. 81) as the "keystone 
in the drama of Shelley". We completely agree with Reiman's judgment and fur­
ther his statements by saying that the whole of Act II is extremely important. 
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Like radiance frcm the cloud-surrounded moon. 
Prometheus, it is thine! depart not yet! 

(II, i, 120, 122-123) 

C e r t a i n l y the love of the T i t a n for h i s tender wife , an oceanide , 

s t r o n g l y c o n t r i b u t e d to humanize h i s wild v i r t u e and to convert 

h i s proud s p i r i t towards a mi lder g e n e r o s i t y : 

Asia, thou light of l i fe , 
Shadow of beauty unbeheld: and ye, 
Fair s ister nymphs, who made long years of pain 
Sweet to remember, through your love and care: 
Henceforth we will not part, . . . 

( I l l , i i i , 7-10) 

This i s why, indeed, the love between Asia and Prometheus i s so 

much c e l e b r a t e d , because of i t s redeeming v a l u e , by the S p i r i t s 

of the Ear th and of the Hour, a f t e r the T i t an has been de l i ve r ed 

and a new world has begun. Furthermore, the pe r sona l r o l e of 

As ia , - and we must not fo rge t t h a t t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s S h e l l e y ' s i n ­

v e n t i o n , - i s no l e s s impor tant . Asia, oceanide but feminine c r e a ­

t u r e , i s the symbol of human Beauty, moral as wel l as phys ica l ( f rom 

t h i s v iewpoint she g r e a t l y d i f f e r s from Venus), whose soul i s whol­

ly ded ica t ed to contempla t ion , worship and love of the I d e a l . Such 

1 SPW: PU, I I I , iv, 90, p. 251:"What; as Asia loves Prometheus?" 
And, I I I , iv , 112^114, pp. 251-252:"A temple, gazed upon by Phidian forms / 
Of thee, and Asia, and the Earth, and me / And you fair nymphs looking the 
love we feel . -" 
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f e a t u r e s make h e r p e r h a p s t h e mos t l o v e l y f i g u r e i n P rometheus 
2 

Unbound, one of t h e mos t i m p o r t a n t and s i g n i f i c a n t t o o . Her 

b e a u t y and l o v e of b e a u t y have d e s i g n a t e d h e r a s t h e m e s s e n g e r 
3 

and p r o p h e t of j u s t i c e and h a p p i n e s s : 

whose footsteps pave the world 
With lovel iness- . . . 

( I I , i , 68-69) 

I t i s t o f u l f i l l such a m i s s i o n a s much a s t o s a t i s f y h e r f e e l i n g s 

t h a t s h e g o e s t o t h e cave of Demogorgon, i n o r d e r t o know t h e hour 

of d e l i v e r a n c e f o r b o t h P rometheus and t h e w o r l d . And i t i s a l s o 

b e c a u s e s h e i s p o s s e s s e d w i t h t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of a p r o p h e t t h a t 

she h a s t h e p r i v i l e g e of e x p l a i n i n g and p r a i s i n g t h e works and 

p a s s i o n of P rome theus f o r t h e s ake of mankind . For t h e same r e a -

1 These features appear pa r t i cu la r ly obvious i n Act I I , i i i , when 
Asia contemplates the mountain on her way to the cave of Demogorgon; for 
instance: 10-12, e t c . , p . 234: "F i t throne for such a Power! Magnificent! / 
How glorious a r t thou, Earth! And i f thou be / The shadow of seme s p i r i t 
lovel ier s t i l l , . . . " ; and in the same act , sc. V, when Panthea, waiting with 
Asia and the Sp i r i t of the Hour the coming of Apollo, says to her s i s t e r : " I 
scarce endure / The radiance of thy beauty. / Seme good change / I s working 
in the elements, which suffer / Thy presence thus unveiled." (17-18); and 
when Asia worships the inv i s ib le Sp i r i t , the God of Beauty and Light. 

2 D. Reiman emphasizes,like us , the r o l e of Asia in h i s analysis of 
Prometheus Unbound and he even goes further, saying tha t Shelley "while r e t a i n ­
ing h i s skept ic ism(. . . )suggests mythically tha t Asia-the universal , creat ive 
force tha t inspires human imagination-is also the source of natural creat ive 
energy; in other words, Asia i s a kind of Platonic demiurge underlying the v i ­
t a l powers of the e n t i r e ac t ive universe".("Roman Scenes", p . 85) 

3 Asia plays a r o l e similar to Cythna's. 

4 SPW: PU, I I , iv, 34-108, pp. 237-238. 
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son e v e n t u a l l y , Demogorgon a l l o w s he r t o c l imb t h e c h a r i o t of 

t h e young S p i r i t of Hope and a scend w i t h him and h e r s i s t e r t o ­

ward t h e r e a l m of A p o l l o , t h e God of l i g h t , o r d e r and harmony-

Then A s i a , i n s p i r e d by h e r v i s i o n , s i n g s a s i n a p r o p h e c y , t h e 

e t e r n a l law of l o v e and t h e a d v e n t of a new w o r l d : 

By thee, most beautiful of p i l o t s , 

The boat of my desi re i s guided: 
Realms where the a i r we breathe i s love, (.) 

We have passed Age's icy caves, 
And Manhood's dark and tossing waves, 

And Youth's smooth ocean, smiling to betray: 
Beyond the glassy gulfs we f lee 
Of shadow-peopled Infancy, 

Through Death and Birth, to a diviner day; 
A paradise of vaulted bowers, 
L i t by downward-gazing flowers, 
And watery paths that wind between 
Wildernesses calm and green, 

Peopled by shapes too br ight to see, 
And r e s t , having beheld; somewhat l i ke thee; 
Which walk upon the sea, and chant melodiously! 

( I I , v, 92, 94-95, 98-110) 

The u n i o n be tween b e a u t y and j u s t i c e c o u l d n o t be more v i v i d l y 

e x p r e s s e d and s y m b o l i z e d . 

1 This union as accomplished in the person of Asia i s celebrated by 
Panthea i n 11. 17-20: " I scarce endure / The radiance of thy beauty. / Seme 
good change / I s working in the elements, which suffer / Thy presence thus 
unveiled." And also by the "Voice in the Air" who c a l l s Asia: "Life of Life"; 
"Child of Light"; "Lamp of Earth". And i t i s because of t h i s union that Asia ' s 
splendour contributes to change to Good, heaven and earth, nature and men:"The 
whole world seeks thy sympathy". 
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The celebration of their unity and final triumph will be 

indeed the themes that dominate throughout the end of the drama, 

namely Act III, sc. iii, and the entire Act IV. For instance, in 

the prophetic hymn of scene iii, where Prometheus sings the advent 

of the new world, the Titan describes the fundamental law of the 

latter as an "embrace" of love and beauty or as a simultaneous and 

progressive discovery of both,-the practice of justice opening the 

heart to beauty, and the fine Arts ("Painting, Sculpture and rapt 

Poesy" as well as "arts though unimagined yet to be,) becoming 

"the mediators of that best worship love", so that: 

; swift shapes and sounds, which grow 
More fair and soft as man grows wise and kind, 
And, veil by veil, evil and error fall: 
Such virtue has the cave and place around. 

(Ill, iii, 60-63) 

And the Earth, the Spirit of the Earth, the Spirit of the Hour 

proclaim the same truth in their answers (end of scenes iii and 

iv). They extol in particular how the liberation of Prometheus, 

and the consequent justification of men have made mankind and all 

the world beautiful: "ugly" when unjust, men have been transformed 

into "mild and lovely forms", "imaged as in a sky", and celebrating 

"the happiest change of all". Act IV, a later addition (but a na­

tural one to complete the drama), continues the same lyrical cele­

bration through choruses of Spirits, followed by dialogues between 

Earth and Moon personified , the Oceanides and the new god Demogor -

1 The dialogue between Earth and Moon underlines the universal and 
cosmic extent of the reform. 
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gon, who summarizes i n a few v e r s e s S h e l l e y ' s i n t i m a t e hope 

f o r mankind : 

Thou, Earth calm empire of a happy soul, 
Sphere of divinest shapes and harmonies, 

Beautiful orb! gathering as thou dost r o l l 
The love which paves thy path along the s k i e s : ( . ) 

(IV, 519-522) 

4. The Last Poems 

The same pursuit of the two ideals and the same 

unity appear again in the last great poems that Shelley wrote: 

namely, Ode to Liberty, Ode to Naples, Hellas and The Witch of 

Atlas. The first three are obviously motivated by a political 

purpose, as their titles show. They were written to support rev­

olutionary movements in Spain, Naples and Greece. Nevertheless 

one finds in these poems many allusions to moral, social and even 

physical beauty, either in the evocation of landscapes and cities: 

Naples! thou Heart of men which ever pantest 
Naked, beneath the lidless eye of Heaven! ... 

Florence! beneath the sun, 
Of cities fairest one, ... 

(S. I, 51-52; A. IIB, 116-117) 

or in lyrical soarings: 

Spirit of Beauty! at whose soft ccmmand 
The sunbeams and the showers distil its foison 

, oh, let be 
This city of thy worship ever free!(,) 

(E. IIB, 155-156; 175-176) 
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e i t h e r i n t h e c e l e b r a t i o n of L i b e r t y , 

A glorious people vibrated again 
The lightning of the nat ions: Liberty 

From heart to hear t , from tower to tower, o ' e r Spain, 
Scattering contagious f i r e into the sky, 

Gleamed.(,) 

( I , 1-5) 

o r i n p o l i t i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a s i n a l l t h e 

s t a n z a s of t h i s Ode and t h e deve lopment of H e l l a s : 

A br ighter Hellas rears i t s mountains 
From waves serener far ; 

A new Peneus r o l l s h i s fountains 

Against the morning s ta r . 

(11. 1066-1069) 

S i m i l a r l y i n The Wi tch of A t l a s t h e Wi tch ,a symbol of b e a u t y , 

s p r e a d s h e r mag ic a round t h e wor ld l i k e t h e l a d y of t h e g a r d e n 

i n The S e n s i t i v e P l a n t . But she i s a l s o c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e a t t a i n ­

ment of a s o c i a l and m o r a l b e a u t y f o r men. At n i g h t , she p a s s e s 

a m i d s t s l e e p i n g men, e m b e l l i s h i n g t o a g r e a t e r d e g r e e t h e t h o u g h t s 

of t h o s e t h a t a r e a l r e a d y good and g i v i n g r e m o r s e f u l dreams t o 

t h o s e who a r e w i c k e d , so t h a t t h e y may be c o n v e r t e d t o t r u e r s e n ­

t i m e n t s . T h e r e f o r e , t h e u n i t y be tween t h e two i d e a l s of b e a u t y 

and j u s t i c e g leams a s S h e l l e y ' s c o n s t a n t theme and t e s t a m e n t . 

1 SPW: The Witch of Atlas , LX-LXXVII, pp. 384-387. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE INDIVIDUAL QUALITY OF SHELLEY'S ROMANTICISM 

In order to conclude the foregoing analysis and summarize 

the distinctive and prominent features of Shelley as a poet, it 

can be said that his outstanding qualities are the openness, va­

riety and wealth of his mind. Openness, because he was interested 

in the great political problems of his time, the main philosophi­

cal questions and almost all the sides of European civilization, 

literary, artistic, social, moral, religious. Variety, in spite 

of a strong constancy in themes and some repetition or even mono­

tony in his expression, beause his Prose Works deal with many 

different subjects in metaphysics, morals, politics and aesthe­

tics, while his Poetical Works comprise all these themes in an 

original way and pertain to almost every genre of poetry, descrip­

tive, lyrical, narrative, dramatic, and satiric. The wealth of 

his genius is no less striking, either in the wonderful broadness 

of his culture, or in the flow, which seems so spontaneous, of 

images, metaphors, symbols and music. Moreover, what is astonish­

ing about the strength of this genius is that it continues to 

diffuse today, as it did for its contemporaries, rays of light 

and fervour for the Ideal. In brief, Shelley seems to have achieved 

in his being and works the goal which he assigned to the poet in 
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his Defence of Poetry: a unity between philosophy, poetry and 

life. 

In many respects, Shelley wholly belongs to the Romantic 

Movement. He shares with the Romantics, in particular with 

Wordsworth and Coleridge, their claim for a renewal in poetry, 

their faith in the human role of the poet and their taste for 

modernity- But this creed takes in Shelley's mind a more uni­

versal dimension because, like Godwin and the Encyclopedists, the 

primary sources of his philosophy, he believed in the various 

forms of progress, scientific, social and moral. As the other 

Romantics from Wordsworth to Keats, he cultivated the prevalence 

of sensibility and imagination over logical reason, at least in 

creative activities, and he had this perception of Nature which 

was so different from the Augustans'. No less romantic are his 

dislike for the mediocrity of everyday life, his pessimistic view 

of present society which he finds unjust, unorganized if not evil, 

his aversion for the rich and the powerful, and even some "morbid 

feeling" about social life. This mood led him to seek solitude 

as his allegorical Alastor, and to feed his imagination with dreams 

2 
and idealistic thoughts. 

However, there is an uniqueness in Shelley's Romanticism: 

1 SPW: Note to the Witch of Atlas, by Mrs. Shelley: "I believed that 
all this morbid feeling would vanish if the chord of sympathy between him and 
his countrymen were touched." 

2 Ibid, p. 389. 
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it is a very speculative romanticism. As a man, as a genius, 

he is certainly in a very high degree an emotional, sensitive 

and imaginative being. But more than that perhaps his is an 

intellect which enjoys thinking on philosophical ideas. Ideas 

are for him something truer and, as it were, more real than the 

sensible world. This is why his romanticism is so deeply and 

naturally mixed with Platonism. Hence the subject of this thesis. 

His inspiration, although often occasioned by observation, experi­

ence and emotion, takes almost always its source above the material 

world, namely in an Ideal which is both justice and beauty- In 

this regard, Shelley inaugurates a trend of Romanticism very dif­

ferent from Byron's i.e. directed toward the reform of mankind; 

in a word, a romanticism that turns the emotional and imaginative 

powers of man upward rather than downward, therefore prefers light, 

hope and beauty to darkness and melancholy. 
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