P. B. Shelley (1792-1822)

“Mont Blanc,” “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” and “To a Skylark”

Notes from myself, Perkins, and the Reiman & Powers editions of Shelley’s poetry & prose



“Mont Blanc” and “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty”

Can be read as companion pieces

Both composed around July, 1816

both attempt to convey and elucidate an intuition of the ultimate power in the cosmos.  This power both transcends and descends into our world and consciousness, and to it alone can complete reality be ascribed.

“MB” presents its theme through description converted into symbolism; “Hymn” through autobiography and abstractions



“Mont Blanc”

In five stanzas of varying length; iambic pentameter; varying rhymes; I’m sure the fact that the poem is 144 lines long (12x12) is important.

The poet explores the (1) relationship of his own seeming individual identity to the Universal Mind, of which all minds are parts, and the relationship of Mind to the unknown first cause or motive force that sends the impressions of “things” to the Mind.  The unknown actuating force is called “Power” and is represented by the summit of Mont Blanc itself, hidden high above the clouds.

Where PBS saw Mont Blanc, in the Valley of Chamonix, he could see only the rushing river and the Arve Valley; he could hear the falling of the streams melting off the glacier, Mer de Glace; but he images to himself and in the poem snows and the lightning storms, unseen and unheard, at the upper reaches of the mountain which feed the glacier and start the chain of Necessity that first destroys life as the glacier moves down the mountain and then supports life as the Arve and, later, the Rhône carry water and life to peoples far away.

I.	This stanza is all one sentence.  Lines 1-11.

“The everlasting universe of things/ Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves... ”  The use of “things” recalls Wordsworth, and these opening lines also recall the “Eolian Harp”:  “And what if all of animated nature/ Be but organic Harps diversely fram’d,/ That tremble into thought, as o’er them sweeps/ Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze,/ At once the Soul of each, and God of all?” (44-48)

Establishes that there is an eternal realm and that it is connected to the human mind

This eternal realm is the “source of human thought” and human thought is like a tributary stream which has a “sound but half its own”(recalls what we “half-create” by means of our senses in “Tintern Abbey”

Describes the “vast river” and waterfalls that leap around the “feeble brook” of human thought



II.	The Ravine of the Arve.  Also one whole sentence (unless you count exclamation points!).  Lines 12-48.

Describes the Arve coming down from the top of Mont Blanc(describes the river as “Power in the likeness of the Arve”

“Thine earthly rainbows stretched across the sweep/ Of the ethereal waterfall, whose veil/ Robes some unsculptured image...” (25-27)  This line recalls PBS’ Skylark, which “Pourest thy full heart/ In profuse strains of unpremeditated art” (4-5).  The art that exists without human intervention here represents the veiled Ideal; the skylark, too, is linked to the eternal, for the speaker declares “Bird thou never wert”(from heaven

The power has “a loud, lone sound no other sound can tame;/ Thou art pervaded with that ceaseless motion,/ Thou art the path of that unresting sound”( 31-33); this passage links motion and sound, which seems to occur a lot in PBS.

More WW:  “My own, my human mind, which passively/ Now renders and receives fast influencings,/ holding an unremitting interchange/ With the clear universe of things around.”  The idea that the passive mind receives images echoes WW, of course, as does this whole poem’s movement to connect a specific natural setting to a mental process.

Function of Poetry/Poet/Imagination:  the poet’s thoughts flit about, coming to rest “Where that or thou [Power] art no unbidden guest,/ In the still cave of the witch Poesy” (43-44).  R/P:  The witch Poesy personifies the imagination; only in the stillness of her cave(within the mind(can the individual communicate with “that” (43), “the clear universe of things” (40), or “thou” (43), the Universal Mind; note that the syntax is ambiguous, leaving the possibility that these may be either two separate entities or only one.

The Power persists even after our fickle thoughts have been withdrawn:  “till the breast/ From which they fled recalls them, thou art there!” (47-48)

Ends with no rhyme within this section:  “thou art there!” but this ending is echoed in the beginning of the last section:  “Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:(the power is there” (127)



III.	Dreams/sleep and the first appearance of Mont Blanc itself.  Lines 49-83.

The speaker explores the source of the “Ghosts of all things that are” (46) (from the last stanza) in the imaginative mind.  

He first explores the relationship between dreams and sleep and their relation to the eternal:  “Some say that gleams of a remoter world/ Visit the soul in sleep,(that death is slumber...” (49-50)

The eternal becomes fleetingly available, and the speaker questions its source:  “Has some unknown omnipotence unfurled/ The veil of life and death?  or do I lie/ In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep/ Spread far around and inaccessibly/ Its circles?” (53-57)  The passage stresses the transitory nature of inspiration; the veil is lowered again.

Imagination:  Mont Blanc first appears in this section, “piercing the infinite sky” (60), recalling the cosmos of fixed stars, which MB can access because of its height.  We just get what trickles down from the top.  Recalls the infathomability of the sublime.

All around MB are “gathered its subject mountains” which are all barren, “A desert peopled by the storms alone” (67).  Recalls the sterility of the sublime.

Poet as different in kind (and degree):  The mountain has a voice “not understood/ By all, but which the wise, and great, and good/ Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel” (81-83).



IV.	Temporality of earthly things and the separateness of Eternity.  Glaciers.  Lines 84-126.

Liens 84-95 give a catalog of earthly things, including natural beauties, natural disasters, man, and all mortal things, all of which “revolve, subside, and swell” (84).  

The Power/source of imagination “dwells apart in its tranquillity,/ Remote, serene, and inaccessible” (96-97)

Everything we see can “Teach the adverting mind” (100)

The speaker describes the glaciers, which are destructive and then supportive of life as they become streams and, eventually, the Arve and the Rhone.  Sense of cycles, generation, everything “Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,” if you will.

Imagination:  The “secret chasms” (122) of the valley result from the glaciers and form the “one majestic River.”  Recalls the generative “deep romantic chasm” of “Kubla Khan,” from which came the fountain, which begat the sacred river.

Last line (“the circling air”) does not rhyme within this section, but it ties the section aurally to the final section (“the power is there”), which has no rhyme within section V, and recalls the unfinished rhyme of the second section (“thou art there”).  



V.	The end

The final question suggests that if silence and solitude were just empty, then MB and all we see and imagine would be worthless(we know the latter is untrue as must be the former:  “And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,/ If to the human mind’s imaginings/ Silence and solitude were vacancy?” (142-144)

“The secret strength of things/ Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome/ Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee!” (138-141).  This states that the Power that generates “things” and is the law of nature also “governs thought”(that mind is ultimately subordinate to the “remote, serene, and inaccessible” (97) force that originates the amoral cycles of Necessity.

The very power of imagination to realize the nature of Power, so remote and foreign to all mortal experience, illustrates the supremacy of that imagination over the “silence and solitude” (144) that threaten it.  

The poet is equal to MB, for though the amoral Power can destroy him, only he can comprehend its meaning.



P. B. Shelley.  “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty”



Composed in summer of 1816.

First published in Leigh Hunt’s Examiner on January 19, 1817.

A revised version was printed, along with “Lines written among the Euganean Hills” and “Ozymandias,” in Rosalind and Helen (1819).

See note above on both poems.

Seven 12-line stanzas, abbaa (pentameter) cc (tetrameter) b (pentameter) dde (tetrameter) e (pentameter)

Poem explores the transience of earthly representations of Intellectual, or ideal, Beauty



Stanza 1

“The awful shadow of some unseen Power/ Foats though unseen among us” (1-2); Cf. “Mont Blanc”:  “The everlasting universe of things/ Flows through the mind” (1-2); “Tintern Abbey”:  “A motion and a spirit, that impels/ All thinking things, all objects of all thought,/ And rolls through all things.” (100-102)

laments the “inconstan[cy]” (3) of IB

Gives both visual and aural representations of the Ideal’s transience or “inconstan[cy]”:  “Like clouds in starlight widely spread,(/ Like memory of music fled” (9-10).  

The speaker stresses that Ideal is nevertheless “Dear, and yet dearer for its mystery” (12).  The moments of eclipse that the spirit of beauty leaves behind are only further proof of its existence for the speaker and are thus “dear.”



Stanza 2

Asks “where art thou gone?” (15).  Echoes the Intimations Ode:  “Whither is fled the visionary gleam?”

Asking why IB leaves is like asking any number of impossible questions.



Stanza 3

The third stanza explores our inability to name what we feel most deeply, listing some of the different names we give to supernatural agents:  “God and ghosts and Heaven” (27).  

In questioning the capacity of language to capture such mysteries, the speaker stil takes solace in the albeit fleeting images of Beauty, both aural and visual:

Thy light alone(like mist o’er mountains driven,

	Or music by the night wind sent

	Through strings of some still instrument,

	Or moonlight on a midnight stream,

Gives grace and truth to life’s unquiet dream.  (32-36)

All the objects imagined here are transitory, and none are clear and strong; the music drifts from far away, and the light is diffused over mist or water.  

By combining the sensory images, Shelley here shows that light is mediated by our being earth-bound; light is the evidence for the Eternal, but the human experience of light is still different from the light (or Beauty) itself.



Stanza 5

PBS explains his first encounters with IB:  “While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped/ Through many a listening chamber, cave and ruin,/ And starlight wood” (49-51); he sought evidence of life’s mystery both visually and aurally.  

He tries to call on God by the “poisonous names” that we are taught in youth, but even then he says, “I was not heard(I saw them not(” (54), again seeking evidence from either sense.  The “poisonous names” may refer to the restrictive nature of religion, which formulates the eternal too specifically.  

This mention of naming is important in this stanza, which marks the speaker’s initial engagement with the spirit of Beauty, especially since he will devote his life to naming and renaming it in poetry.  Visual and aural images are paired in his moment of discovery:  “Sudden, thy shadow fell on me;/ I shrieked, and clasped my hands in extacy” (59-60).

The speaker perceives visually the presence of the Eternal, evidenced only by its shadow; interestingly, the sound represented here is an inarticulate one(a shriek.  The speaker responds with incoherence to his direct experience with Beauty, showing the constant struggle that will plague the poet in trying to name that Beauty.



Stanza 6

Despite his initial inability to respond coherently, however, the speaker begins the next stanza by saying, “I would dedicate my powers/ To thee and thine” (61-62).  By thus dedicating himself, as if to a religious cause, the speaker expresses his faith in the existence of Beauty despite its transience.



Stanza 7

Speaker has achieved some sense of resolution and dedicates his career as a poet to the “worship” (81) and representation of the ideal; the last line calling the speaker to “fear” the ideal, echoing the biblical language about the fear of God, which is the “beginning of wisdom” (Psalms 111:10).  



“To a Skylark”



Composed near Leghorn (Livorno) in late June 1820 and published with Prometheus Unbound.

21 five-line stanzas; four lines of trimeter, followed by one of pentameter; ababb.  Lots of feminine endings.



Lines 1-30:  The flight of the actual skylark, a small European bird that sings only in flight, usually when it is too high to be clearly visible.

“Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!/ Bird thou never wert,/ That from Heaven, or near it,/ Pourest thy full heart/ In profuse strains of unpremeditated art” (1-5, first stanza)

The proximity of the bird (“or near it”) to Heaven recalls Mont Blanc’s similar physical position “piercing the infinite sky” (60)

The “unpremeditated art” recalls the “unsculptured image” (27) behind the waterfall in “MB”; it also forms a bridge to the Poet, who, though “unbidden,” (37), still effects change in the world.

The stress on the bird as not natural, “Bird thou never wert,” sets up the bird as a source of the Eternal/Power/sublime, etc.

Imagination/first generation Romantics:  “Until we hardly see(we feel that it is there” (25).  Compare this line with those from first-gen. Romantics:  “I see them all so excellently fair,/ I see, not feel, how beautiful they are!” (“Dejection” 38); “Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might” (Intimations “Ode” 186).  Shelley seems to be more Wordsworthian here, as in the lines of “MB” that discuss the river’s “sound but half its own,” recalling what we “half-create” by means of our senses in “Tintern Abbey.”



Lines 31-60:  Attempts but fails to find a fitting analog for the bird and its song.

The speaker comes up with four possible analogs.  Reiman/Powers suggest that these images form a catalog of the five senses, but I could only identify four.  They have one important thing in common:  they are all producing sound/light/scent unbidden and unheard, unseen, and unsmelled.  They also suggest that the poem goes through the animal, vegetable, and mineral worlds.

The Poet/first generation Romantics.  The Poet sings even though “unbidden,” but his song effects change among people anyway:  “Till the world is wrought/ To sympathy with hopes and fears it heeded not” (39-40).  The word “sympathy” is all over the place, but since I brought up the Intimations Ode earlier, “We will grieve not, rather find/ Strength in what remains behind/ In the primal sympathy” (179-181).  Again, Shelley seems to be being Wordsworthian here, that time spent in nature restores us to re-enter society and re-established our fundamental connection to humanity.  Similarly, Shelley’s Poet here functions to establish sympathy.

The high-born maiden.  She produces “music sweet as love, which overflows her bower.”  This image is again one of overabundance, like the Poet who sings “Till the word is wrought/ With sympathy.”  The maiden’s song is unheard; she is only singing it to herself.  The overflowing may suggest that the music does get out into the world after all but not because of the maiden’s intentions.

The glow worm’s light is “unbeholden,” because the flowers and grass “screen it from the view.”  The word “unbeholden” also suggests that the glow-worm is free.

The rose.  I’m not sure about this image.  The warm wind “deflower[s]” the rose until the wind itself is made “faint with too much sweet.”  No one appears to smell this sweet scent.  Like the maiden, whose song “overflows her bower,” the rose is “embowered/ In its own green leaves.”



Lines 61-105:  Speaker asks the bird to teach men its secret joy.

All the greatest poetry is hollow compared to the bird’s song:  “I have never heard/ Praise of love or wine/ That panted forth a flood of rapture so divine” (63-65)

As in “Mont Blanc,” the speaker wants to know the source of the bird’s song:  “What objects are the fountains/ Of thy happy strain?” (71-72)  The speaker suggests several possible sources:  nature, love, the lack of pain, but he reaches no definitive answer.

Because all of human experience is so mixed (“Our sincerest laughter/ With some pain is fraught” [88-89]), the bird must be eternal:  “Thou of death must deem/ Things more true and deep/ than we mortals dream,/ Or how could thy notes flow in such a crystal stream?” [82-85])

The speaker reaches some resolution, though:  if our experience was mixed with pain, how could we feel the Skylark’s joy?  “I know not how thy joy we ever should come near” (95)

The bird is likened to the (ideal?) poet, whose skill is better than all created music or “treasures” in books.  

In the final stanza, the speaker longs for the bird’s skill:  “Such harmonious madness/ From my lips would flow/ The world should listen then(as I am listening now” (103-105).

First-generation Romantics:  Shelley’s estimate of the effects poetic joy in the last stanza contrasts with the isolation that STC sees as its result in “Kubla Khan”:  “Could I revive within me/ Her symphony and song,/ To such a deep delight ‘twould win me,/ That with music loud and long,/ I would build that dome in air,/ That sunny dome!  those caves of ice!/ And all who heard should see them there,/ And all should cry, Beware!  Beware!/ is flashing eyes, his floating hair!/ Weave a circle round him thrice,/ And close your eyes with holy dread” (52-53)

�PAGE  �





�PAGE  �5�

P. B. Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” and “To a Skylark”








