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[from Reiman and Powers]


	In late November 1820, Mary Shelley and Clair Clairmont were introduced to Teresa Viviani, the 19-year-old daughter of the governor of Pisa, who was confined in the Convent of St. Anna there.  Shelley--always aroused by the sight of teen-age girls confined by strict fathers--took an interest in Teresa; he, Mary, and Claire all visited and corresponded with her until her arranged marriage (September 8, 1821). 


	On February 16, 1821, Shelley sent the (now lost) fir copy of Epip to his publisher Charles Ollier, asking him to publish it anonymously:  “indeed, in a certain sense, it is a production of a portion of me already dead; and in this sense the advertisement is no fiction.”  After Shelley's death Ollier to Mary Shelley that “it was the wish of Mr. Shelley that the whole of the 'Epip' should be suppressed”; he turned over to John Hunt a remainder of 160 copies. (This shows that at least 200-250 copies were printed.)


	Epip can be divided into 4 major sections:  


(1) lines 1-189 tell of the poet's relationship to “Emily”--first in an invocation (1-71), then in an allegorical history of his encounter with her (72-129) and finally in an address to her about the nature of love (130-189);


(2) lines 190-383 form the main part of the “idealized history of [Shelley's] life and feelings,” concluding with an address to Emily, Mary Shelley and (probably) Claire Clairmont under the symbols Sun, Moon, and Comet, respectively;


(3) after a short transitional prayerful address to Emily, Shelley concludes the poem proper with a proposal that Emily elope with him to an island paradise; and


(4) the concluding envoy addressed to the poem.


[This breakdown is a little misleading in that it grants to the concluding envoy the status as section unto itself while failing to even account for the opening envoy.]


	Shelley's title is coined from the Greek for “On the Subject of the Soul.”  And according to the advertisement, this poem was intended by the writer as the dedication to some longer one, so it can be considered a fragment. 





	Epipsychidion is a further exploration of the Alastor theme in which a poet figure falls in love with an ideal expressed in the form of a woman.  The theme is developed in several ways:  the ideal is more explicitly a projection of the poet's self (Emily is a soul out of the poet's soul) which more strongly emphasizes a neo-platonic and self-aware locating of an eternal element within the identity of the quester; it also highlights this dual status of humanity--both mortal and immortal--by problematizing the writer's desire to be one with his ideal, a desire which cannot be realized in a mortal context without the annihilation of identity; the short fall of annihilation is related to the issue of passivity explored in Epipsychidion by the writer who at once wants eternity through his poem but fears the possibility of being misinterpreted.


	1. Emily occupies a position that at once is part of the poet, yet beyond his control, that immortal aspect of humanity toward which the mortal dimension strives.  Emily as vision is designated “this soul out of my soul” (l. 238).  She becomes the principle that organizes the chaos of his thoughts while she herself eludes him.  She masks herself from him, but masking can be a way of revealing especially since her beauty is too great to see.  The vision is a soul out of his soul whose very steps are supported by his own dream, yet she has her own agency:  she meets him; she hides herself from him; and he is unable to clear the darkness that hides her or uncreate her (and in so doing, terminate his yearning).  She is a function of his own powers but yet beyond his control.


	2. We can illuminate the dual nature of the poet/humanity if we place Epipsychidion in a tradition of love poetry, a tradition which has the supplanting of boundaries as its objective.  Shelley invokes the Renaissance love lyrics of Raleigh, Donne and Marlowe; Marlowe's idealistic “Passionate Shepherd” finds a retort in Raleigh's “The Nymph's Reply to the Shepherd”:  a lover who offers the transcendence of immortality and enduring happiness (associated with the unfallen state, a state which is very much a part of the final section of Shelley's poem), gets a response which sceptically locates the poet of the first poem in the temporal community and views his ardent pleas as insupportable.  Epipsychidion enacts the same dialogue but places it within the divided or apprehensive character of the Writer.  This writer certainly appeals for an immortal union but can never be comfortable in his assertions for long, and the occasions on which he does falter have some reference to a physical death, a grave, a decay which undermines his idealism.  


	3. But his uncertainty is not the only undermining factor; he sometimes retracts his position after feeling that he has dared too much.  This is not a passive failure but an active retreat which seems to hinge on the possibility that his attempt at immortality (inhabiting a world of thought via the poem) might merely result in misinterpretation, a renewal that misconstrues the intent of the Writer.  Shelley seems to have taken this platonic idealism seriously; Ollier explains the eventual suppression of the poem thusly:  “The poem was published anonymously, but as people began to apply it to a certain individual, and make their own inferences, it was, I believe, suddenly withdrawn from circulation.”


	This apprehension is throughout the poem itself and is frequently expressed in terms of a preserved identity or ownership; even the epigraph is attributed to “Her Own Words.”  His first words express ownership of the poem, “My Song.”  The advertisement reveals ownership:  the Writer buys an island in the “wildest of the Sporades” and fixes up to suit his needs.  He uses the acquisition of property to create what he envisions.  S. also tells us that the writer wished to “realise” (thing-ify) a scheme of life which is suited only for a “happier and better world.”  Presumably, if he owned the island, he could control who could visit him, and he cannot control this in the world of the poem.  


	Ownership is associated with the luxury of authorial control but also with mortality (conversely, the lack of ownership potentially offers immortality but also misinterpretation, perhaps a worse death than annihilation). This explains Shelley's (see letters to Ollier in which he retracts distribution of the poem), S.'s (see advertisement) and the fictional poet's (see opening envoy) preoccupation with finding a fit audience and also provides the central tension of the poem:  in order for the poem itself to live an eternal existence through renewal, the poem must exist beyond its physical presence on a page and become interpreted through an infinitely variable process of recitation.  It is a poem that alternately resigns itself to this idealized consummation and retreats from it (much as Shelley himself did).





Emily as Unentangled Intermixture


	The preoccupation with finding a fit audience extends further into the poem.  Emily herself is alternately identified as part of the poet, the poem itself, and the (ideal) reader.


Her tears signal the presence of an emotional response to the poem (Wasserman sees tears a Shelley's symbol of the incarnate soul).  As such, these waters have a potential medicinal effect on the faults and mortality of the poem.  If this is a poem that needs the sensitive organ of perception to fulfill the bid for eternity, then Emily's role is a readerly one and one which brings love (that which makes all things equal) to the poem.  Through the vehicle of Emily, the poet asks for the sympathy that will help him reach the height that he does not have the strength to reach alone.  


	Then there's the case of the two addressees.  Even though we are told that Emilia V---- is the addressee (then why isn't the poem in Italian?), a Stranger is overtly addressed who has no apparent connection with E except that this Stranger is also a reader, and so connected to that audience that the Advertisement and the opening verse are so worried about.  


	Things grow even shiftier when Emily's wisdom tells the writer to warn the high hearts, presumably among the intended audience of the poem, about the rocks of monogamy (l. 147).  Here Emily's presence appears aware of the other audience as presumably the addressee switches from Emilia to this other audience again.  At this point, the poet refers to “we” which yokes this audience and the writer under one pronoun, whereas Emily and the poet are “we” elsewhere. 


	As an ideal projection of the poet's soul, Emily also can be identified as the poem itself--or what the poem “contains” (she is both imprisoned in a convent and in inadequate language).  The subtitle implies that Emily is part of or contained in the language of the poem by stating “Emilia V----, now imprisoned in the convent of ----.”  If we look at the designation of her last name, we may see that, as stated, she is imprisoned in the conVent.  Her identity as it is presented on the page is trapped within the very diction.  Taking her as the symbolic presence of the poem itself, the pursuit of a fit audience is then echoed in the condition of Emily who would not be imprisoned if her captors would only be receptive to her song, making the captors akin to the “dull” reader this poet would shun.  A receptive audience (i.e. the tearful, loving Emily as reader) would be able to free the ideal from the container.


	Like love, which elsewhere in Shelley (The Sensitive Plant, Prometheus Unbound) interpenetrates everything, Emily acts as a symbol through which different identities intermingle (the poet, the poem, and the reader).  Her identity is at various points strongly identified with different elements of the poetic process, but overall, she can be viewed as an unentangled (that is preserving identity) intermixture.





A Question of Love and Imagination


	The tears bring something akin to “True Love” to the poem, as it is expressed in the “to divide is not to take away” passage.  It is like Imagination! which fills the UniVERSE with glorious beams--which here and earlier are associated with lightning--and kills Error.  This then asks what the nature of the relationship is between Love and Imagination.  If imagination is that faculty which is “the principle of synthesis and has for its objects those forms which are common to universal nature and existence itself”[“imagination is the perception of the value of those [already known] quantities, both separately and as a whole”] then it shares the goal of synthesis with True Love.  Is the active presence of imagination in the poem, establishing metaphors and arranging a relationship of ideas, is an act of love, of uniting?





The Defense and Epipsychidion


	In l. 319, the poet claims to have used words which conceal the violence of the passions to which they refer.  The event was traumatic but the rendering is not; therefore he asserts “Weep not for me!”  The goal of the poem is the success of the poetry, not compassion for a biographical event.  The poet seems to be saying “Respond to the music in front of you.”  Representing the actual violence of the event would work contrary to the poetical design, so the events are altered accordingly.  Compare this to the Defense in which Shelley uses the metaphor of the Aeolian lyre which can change its pitch to produce a harmony of sounds.  This metaphor posits two types of music, one of unmediated perception and one with an organization provided by the mind (or whatever agency changes the pitch of the lyre).  In Epipsychidion (in the advertisement and in the poem) the reader is directed to respond not to the biographical details or individual circumstances, but to the order of the poem.  The working of the poetic mind should provoke the tears of an emotional response, not pity for an individual's hardships.





Metaphor


The Writer uses a mirror as metaphor but by the end of the sentence the metaphor is unfit.  Not only is agency of gazing ascribed to the mirror, but it changes all shapes so they're “glorious”.  His metaphor is insufficient for his referent, and at a point the metaphors begin to flow fast and furious in a desperate attempt to capture her.	The rhetorical climax of the first section of the poem ends in a flurry of metaphors, one being exchanged for another almost as quickly as they are introduced.  There is a trend which suggests that Emily is being stripped of her physical presence as she starts a “mortal shape”, and becomes an “image”, a “shadow”, a “Splendour,” and a “Reflection” (the latter of which introduces an image of the function of the mind in conjunction with its object), all of which suggest the presence of a physical aspect or referent, even if the metaphor itself is not itself physical.  She then becomes a “Metaphor” herself as the rhetorical equation is reversed:  Emily becomes a rhetorical phenomenon which is symbolic of other concepts (all of which have youth and regeneration in common).  In a sense she has become the product of the poetic mind and is now explicitly part of a poetic structure entirely removed from a physical referent.  It is a structure in which the poet is at first eager to participate as the next metaphor, a “Vision,” implies a seer/poet as well as what is apprehended.  The poem becomes a location for their dual presence, the consummation of their union in the poetic mind, a “container” as the Writer points out in the introductory verse.  But it is one which the poet retracts at the last minute.  The line breaks in mid stream suggesting that the Writer has been taken by a sudden realization:  “Ah, woe is me! / What have I dared?  where am I lifted? how / Shall I descend, and perish not?” (This sounds somewhat like the predicament of the poet in Adonais, yet this Writer has a (desperate) recourse in love which makes all things equal; presumably if love--which seems related here to imagination in the way it brings two objects together in union--is brought to his poem, the poet may live a life which the poet of Alastor does not foresee.)








From Earl Wasserman, Shelley:  A Critical Reading


	In the years after Alastor, Shelley repeatedly returned to the effect of the secret vision of perfection on the human spirit and to the frustrations of seeking to arrive in life at the  “unattainable point to which Love tends; and to attain which, it urges forth the powers of man to arrest the faintest shadow of that without the possession of which there is no rest or respite to the heart over which it rules.”  In “Lift not the Painted Veil,” he continued to speculate on facets of the irony that in life man is drawn beyond life by an ideal desire that the world cannot satisfy; and in The Sensitive Plant he found some probability of immortality and perfect being in the fact that, like the hero of Alastor, man aspires beyond worldly beauty and loves “even like Love.”


	Wasserman sees Epipsychidion to reflect Epithalamion, the Song of Solomon.  In both, love poetry becomes the medium for a beckoned marriage with an embodied ideal (Emily/Christ)


	What Emily is has real existence; the inability to formulate it indicates the radical “infirmity” (71) or ambiguity in human nature.  Consequently the irreconcilability of the poet's mortal state with his desire of the immortal has produced a chaos of images and an inward torment as he strives unsuccessfully to find the single image that will incorporate indissolubly both the human and the divine.  Wasserman views the latter parts of the poem as efforts to return to this first flurry of images and make sense of them by allegorizing them in a (planetary) system.  Were he only a mortal, the poet confesses he could love the human Emily  as the flowers of The Sensitive Plant find total fulfillment in the world, but his soul, like that of the sensitive plant, also desires its own perfect and transcendent prototype, which the human Emily can only adumbrate.


	As an act of self-reflection, Epipsychidion consequently requires two modes of a single self, the self in existence and the infinite self, under the name of Emily; and the knowledge that will arise out of the poem will be the product of the inevitable failure of these to coalesce, the self and the other in which it is conscious of itself.


	If the poet and Emily are the finite and the infinite self, Shelley also had the dramatic ability to see himself through an alien vision, the skeptic's gift of adopting the role of the anti-self to measure himself and his actions through an opposing consciousness.  This voice as it appears in the advertisement is, as Wasserman sees it, the sympathetic anti-visionary Byron.


	Rising from his dream, the poet, like the Visionary of Alastor, is tempted to seek the ideal lady in death, but a mysterious voice tells him that “The phantom is beside thee whom thou seekest” (233).  Earthly man is not unattended by his spiritual perfection, but when he asks “Where?” the world, in its necessary deficiency, can only echo his ignorance:  “Where?” (cf. Earth's ignorant echoes in Prometheus Unbound)


	Wasserman interprets the idealized history passage as a reconciliation of the moon (reason, Mary) and the sun (imagination, Emily), in which both maintain an identity while neither one entertains pre-eminence.  For he now concedes that the Moon of the everlasting cycle of the realm of mutability and the Sun of Immutable transcendent perfection are “equal, yet unlike” (359) and are not to be made one.  Yet there is difficulty with this reconciliation.  Although the poet's cosmos symbolizes the harmonious human life, it is nevertheless limited by passive acceptance of the world as it is rather than as it may be; and it is a condition in which the poet is acted upon instead of acting, controlled by love rather than loving.  As a remedy, the poet chooses the possibility of a love union with Emily, not in a postmortal existence, but in a purified world, or rather in the wilderness of an Elysian island.


	Shelley tended to associate these symbolic islands with the circle of fulfilled being and total containment that allowed one, in ideal self-realization, to be himself alone.  This island is in the world, and yet not quite of it.  The impulse of the last movement of the poem is toward a fulfillment of the love relationship in an indissoluble identity of the lovers, to dissolve the poet and Emily into one being.  The island displays the same mutual blending in love that with all its sexual overtones, will identify the poet and Emily with each other.  The lovers interassimulated by mutual giving and receiving, are also to be absorbed into the circle of their island of bliss, and the island is to be absorbed within their circumference.  Yet the most intimate relationship they can attain in life is only the mutuality of possessing and being possessed by each other and their island circumference of bliss, while remaining distinct.


	The rhapsodic disorder of the first movement had been subjected to a control in the next two movements which strove to create a harmonious love-relationship in the world; but the poem closes with the same desperate and ecstatic confusion, for here, as in the opening, the poet is aspiring to an identity of the finite and the infinite that is not possible in life.


	The symbolism of a spark of divinity imprisoned in the globe of a world, through which it radiates, rises, or erupts is implicit in Epipsychidion in the metaphor of the poet's worshipful thoughts of Emily as a “world” within the “Chaos” of himself and in the description of Love as able to burst Death's charnel (405).  Emily is a world from whose center love radiates light and motion, and her radiance enfolds her in its own warm atmosphere, which dispels “the dead, blank, cold air” of mortality.
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