P. B. Shelley (1792-1822)


My notes on the poems



Alastor	1816

Preface

insatiable desire for knowledge

wants to know someone like himself; imagines such a Being

“Those who 
love
 not their fellow-beings live unfruitful lives, and prepare for their old age a miserable grave”

does call for understanding solitary “luminaries”

The poem

blank verse

speaker invokes nature (
great
 mother) to tell his tale

describes childhood(learned from nature, philosophy

left home to seek “strange truths in undiscovered lands’

went to ancient cities:  Egypt—saw hieroglyphics that inspired him:  “… gazed/ And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind/ Flashed like 
strong
 inspiration, and he saw/ The thrilling secrets of the birth of time”; Arab maiden brings his food; she loves him

H has a vision of his soul-mate:  “Her voice was like the voice of his own soul:

“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.”

Wakes up and is startled to find the dream illusory

seeks out soul-mate; seen by variously people:  cottagers, mountaineers, maidens

takes to the ocean; storm; ends up in a cavern; woods; 

seeks out a bower in the woods;  Nature’s “cradle, and his sepulchre”; following the eyes reflected, follows a stream, dies, “It is a woe too deep for tears”



“To Wordsworth”	1816

sonnet with an embedded couplet:  abab cdcd ee fgfg; English with a twist

“Poet of Nature, thou hast wept to know/ That things depart which never may return”

laments that WW has left his familiar themes behind

“One loss is mine/ Which thou too feel’st, yet I alone deplore”

used to shine light on all around, singing of “truth and liberty”; “Thou wert as a lone star”

“Thou hast like to a rock-like refuge stood/ Above the blind and battling multitude”

ll.  “Deserting these, thou leavest me to grieve,/ Thus having been, that  thou shouldst cease to be.”



“Feelings of a Republican on the Fall of Bonaparte”	1816

“I hated thee, fallen tyrant!”

“I know.../ that Virtue owns a more eternal foe/ Than Force or Fraud, old custom, legal crime,/ And bloody Faith, the foulest birth of Time.”  Ouch.



“Mont Blanc.  Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni”	1816/1817  see handout

“Hymn to Intellectual Beauty”	1816/1817  see handout
�
“Ozymandias”		1817/1818

“I met a traveller from an antique land”

“‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:/ Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’/ Nothing beside remains.  Round the decay/ Of that colossal wreck, 
boundless
 and bare/ The lone and level sands stretch far away”



“Ode to the West Wind”	1819/1820

The stanza is a 
modification
 of 
Dante’s
 
terza
 rima (aba, bcb, cdc).  Few poems in English are comparable either in clarity of formal pattern or in sweep, directness and intensity of emotion, and the union of these qualities is rarer still.

five sections with four tercets each, closed by a couplet

I.  “O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being/ Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead/ Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing”

	invocation to the wind(describes how it drives leaves to their “wintry bed” where the “winged seeds” await the spring

II.	describes the wind’s on the clouds(shakes them loose; causes storms(approaching storm make clouds like the M
aenads hair (votaries of Dionys
us); the night “Will be the dome of a vast sepulchre” for the “dying year,” but the dome is “vaulted” by the WW’s vapours, which will cause storms

III.	picturing the Mediterranean.  All the lush scenery when it hears the WW’s voice 
grows
 “gray with fear”

IV.	speaker inserts self here:  “If I were a dead leaf thou mightest bear;/ If I were a swift cloud to fly with thee”

	If the speaker could be with the wind in all its travels, “I would ne’er have striven/ As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need/ O!  lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!/ I fall upon the thorns of life!  I bleed!”

	poem would never have been written if could be one with the WW

V.	Even if the speaker can’t travel with the wind, he says “Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is”

	wants wind to make a “deep, autumnal tone” and to scatter his thoughts and words and make his voice the “trumpet of prophecy!  O wind,/ If winter comes, can Spring be far behind?”



“To a Skylark”(see handout



“The Mask of Anarchy.  Written on the occasion of the Massacre at Manchester”	1819/1832

8-16-1819:  meeting of workers dispersed by the charges of a drunken cavalry

“As I lay asleep in Italy/ There came a voice from over the sea,/ And with great 
power
 it forth led me/ To walk in the visions of Poesy”

91 quatrains (some have five liens); tetrameter couplets




�
“Sonnet:  England in 1819”	1819/1839


“An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King”(George III, who died in 1820


describes country:  rulers are parasites; people are attacked in their own “untill’d field” (Manchester Massacre); army attacks its own people; laws useless; religion godless and Christless


ll.  All these bad 
thi
n
gs
, though
, “Are graves, from which a glorious Phantom may/ Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day”




“Song to the Men of England”	1819/1839


8 quatrains; tetrameter couplets; fast


“Men of England, wherefore plough/ For the lords who lay ye low?”


says that by supporting the parasitic system, the men of England are weaving their own 
shrouds





Preface to Prometheus Unbound	1820


Greek writers varied enormously, even on the same story


Talks about the imagery being “drawn from the operations of the human mind, or from those external actions by which they are express”; like Dante, Shakespeare, and Greek 
writers
 but unlike contemporaries


talks
 about form of poetry vs. inspiration:  forms due to culture/people doing similar things, but only a few actually have genius


“As to imitation, poetry is a mimetic art.  It creates, but it creates by combination and representation.  Political abstractions are beautiful and new.”


Poets are both the creators and creation of their age




Defence of Poetry	1821/1840


Prompted by Peacock
’s The Four 
Ag
es 
of Poetry.  
Pe
acock 
had argued that poetry is the natural expression of men in primitive ages, and that it loses relevance or value in more advanced societies.  Hence Shelley was mainly concerned to explain the moral (and thus the social) function of poetry.





Reason and Imagination



Reason 
“may be considered as mind contemplating the 
relations
 borne by one thoug
ht to another, however produced
”; Imagination 
“as mind acting upon those thoughts so as to colour them with its own light, and composing from them, as from elements, other thoughts, each containing within itself the principle of its own integrity
.
”



“
Reason
 is the enumeration of quantities already known; imagination is the perception of the value of those quantities, both
 separately and as a whole.  Reasons respects the differences, and imagination the similitudes of things.  
Reason is to 
i
magination as the instrument to the agent, as the body to the spirit, as the shadow to the substance
.
”


“Poetry... may be defined to be 
‘the expression of the Imagination
’:  and poetry is connate
 with the origin of man.  Man is an instrument over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven
”





�
The Poet



everyone wants a certain order to give delight(poets in particular can 
“observe an order which approximates more or less closely to that from which this highest delight results
.
”
  The ability to given on 
“approximation to the beautiful
” is in everyone, but 
“Those in whom it exists in excess are poets, in the most universal sense of the word
”(like WW.



poetic language is 
“vitally metaphorical
”(sees 
“
unapp
rehended relations of 
things
,
 
a
nd perpetuates their apprehension
, until the words which represent them become, through time, signs for portions
 or classes of thought instead of pictures of integral 
thoughts
; and then, if no new poets should arise to create afresh the associations... language will be dead to all the nobler purposes of human intercourse.
”


the poet
 
“comprises and unites
” the 
character
 of the legislator and the prophet.  
“For he not only 
beholds
 intensely the present as it is, and discovers those laws 
according
 to which present things ought to be ordered, but he 
beholds
 the future in the present.
”



“A 
p
oet participates in the etern
al, the infinite, and the one; as far as relates to his conceptions, time and place and number are not.  The grammatical forms which 
express
 the 
moods
 of 
time
, and the difference of persons, and the distinction of place, are convertible with respect to the highest poetry without injuring it as poetry
”





Language



language relate
s directly to 
thoughts
, but everything else can only relate to each other.  Thus language is the closest to the ideal/ Thought



“But poetry in a more restricted sense expresses those arrangements of language, and especially metrical language, which are 
created
 by that imperial faculty, whose throne is curtained within the invisible nature of man.  And this springs from the nature of language itself...  [L]anguage is arbitrarily produced by the imagination, and has relation to thoughts alone.
”



“vitally metaphorical
” (mentioned earlier)






Prose vs. poetry



Like
 WW:  
“The distinction 
between
 
poets and
 and
 prose writers is a vulgar error.
”



“
S
ounds as well as thoughts have relation both between each other and towards that which they represent
, and a perception of the order of those 
relations
 has always been found connected with perception of the order of the relations of thought.  Hence the language of poets has ever affected a certain 
uniform
 and harmonious recurrence of sound, without which it were not poetry....
”


if this melody exists in prose, then wr
iter a poet:  Plato, Lord Bacon, etc.


their language is 
“harmonious and rhythmical, and contain in 
themselves
 the elements of verse; being the echo of the eternal music.
”



a story is a 
“catalogue of detached facts
”


poem:  
“a creation of the actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in the mind of the creator, which is itself the image of all other minds
”


stories thus restricted; poetry infinite
. One
 refers to a
 period of time; poetry is universal


“Time, which destroys the beauty and the use of the story of particular facts, stripped of the poetry which should invest them, augments that of poetry, and for ever develops new and wonderful 
applications
 of the eternal truth which it contains.
”



Li
ke 
STC,
 parts of a piece may be 
“poetical
” without the whole thing being a poem






“A poe
t
 is a nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; his auditors are 
as
 men entranced by the melody of an unseen musician.
”




Poetry and morality



“The whole objection, however, of the immorality of poetry rests upon a misconception of the manner in which poetry acts to produce the moral improvement of man.
”



Poetry 
“enlarges the mind,
” thus encouraging rather than restricting morality


“Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world
, and makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar
”
(
STC
’s 
defamiliarization



“The great instrument of moral good is the imagination
; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the cause
”(trying to make poetry have a 
“moral aim
” makes it bad


“
[
T
]
he presence
 or 
absence
 of poetry in  its most perfect and universal form, 
has
 been found to be connected with good and evil in conduct or habit.
”


Talks about drama during this section, too, and poetic drama:  
“
the connexion
 of poetry and social good 
is
 more observable in the drama than in 
whatever
 other form.
”





“And the world would have fallen into utter anarchy and darkness, but that there were found poets among the authors of the Christian and chivalric systems of manners and religion, who created forms of opinion and action
 never before conceived
”


“The poetry in the doctrines of Jesus Christ, and the mythology and institutions of the Celtic conquerors of the Roman empire, outlived the darkness and the convulsions connected with their growth and victory, and blended themselves into a 
new
 fabric of manners and opinion
.
”



“... Christianity, in 
its
 abstract purity, became the exoteric expression of the esoteric doctrines of the poetry and wisdom of antiquity.
”



“The
 poetry of Dante may be considered as the bridge thrown over 
the
 stream of time, which unites the modern an
d ancient world.
”



“Milton
’s Devil as a moral being is as far superior to his God, as one who perseveres in some purpose which he has c
onceived to be excellent in spite of adversity and 
torture
....  Milton has so far violated the popular
 creed... as to have alleged no superiority of moral virtue to his God over his Devil.
  And this bold neglect of a direct moral purpose is the most decisive proof of the supremacy of Milton
’s genius.
”



Epic poets:  1.  Homer, 2.  Dante, 3.  Milton.






�
Poetry
’s u
tility



Ties poetry
’s utility to pleasure


“
There
 are two kinds of plea
sure, one durable, universal an
d
 
permanent; the other transitory and particular
.
”



Pleasure difficult to define, especially since the deepest sorrows are the greatest pleasures



“The production and assurance of pleasure in this highest 
sense
 is true utility.  Those who 
produce
 and preserve this pleasure are poets or poetical philosophers.
”



P
oetry more useful than reason because it gets at 
“first principles
”:  
“The production and 
assurance
 of pleasure in this
 highest 
sense
 is true utility
”




Poetry quotables



The functions 
of the
 poetical faculty are twofold; by one it creates new materials of knowledge and power and pleasure; by the other it engenders in the mind a desire to reproduce and arrange them according to a certain 
rhythm
 and order which may be called the beautiful and the good.
”


“Poetry is indeed something divine
.
”


“The mind in creation is as a fading coal...
”


“...when composition begins, inspiration is already on the decline, and the most glorious poetry that has ever been communicated to the world is probably a feeble shadow of the original conceptions of the poet.
”


“Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds
.
”



“Poetry thus makes immortal all
 that is best and most beautiful in the world....
”



“Poetry turns all things to loveliness; it exalts the beauty of that which is most beautiful, and it adds beauty to that which is most deformed; it married exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity and 
change
; it subdues to union under its
 light yoke all irreconcilable things
... it strips the 
veil
 of 
familiarity
 from 
the
 world, and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty, which is the spirit of its forms.
”



“It reproduces the common universe of which we are portions and percipients, and it purges from our inward sight the
 film of 
familiarity
 which obscures from us the wonder of our being
”





Kicker last lines


Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration; the mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present; the words which express what they understand not; the 
trumpets
 which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire; the influence which is moved not, but moves.  Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.
”  Wahoo!



�PAGE
  
�









�PAGE
  
�
6
�



My notes on P. B.
 Shelley












