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James Engell Benjamin Sudarsky

“Year of the Titan: Percy Bysshe Shelley and Ancient Poetry”

ABSTRACT

“Year of the Titan” examines the life and poetic career of Percy Bysshe Shelley
from March 1818 to April 1819—a central turning point. It focuses on the Greek and
Latin poetry that Shelley studied while composing Prometheus Unbound, and this
poetry’s part in the creative process which culminated in his great “lyrical drama”

(chs. I-V), his translation of Plato’s Symposium (ch. II), the Georgic-length conversation
poem “Julian and Maddalo” (ch. III), the masterly lyric “Stanzas Written in

Dejection” (ch. IV), and several other short works in verse and prose. These works
cohere into a separable corpus—even (as it were) a single poem—centered around
Prometheus and patterned after Classical themes, modes, and forms. This dissertation
employs manuscript evidence, letters, journals, and the editions of ancient writers that
Shelley possessed, in order to add an unprecedented comparative perspective to Shelley

scholarship and to Romantic Studies.
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—a child who chases a bird on the wing—
and inflicts unbearable shame on the state

Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 394-5

Elysian quiet, without toil or strife;
No motion but the moving tide, a breeze,
Or merely silent Nature’s breathing life.

William Wordsworth, “Elegiac Stanzas,” 26-8



I: UPAITHRISM

“Upaithric” is a rare English word, struck directly from the Attic Greek
Umatfpiog, and meaning “under an open sky” (cf. L. sub dio).! The OED gives a slightly
different form of the etymon (¢rmai6pog), but this should be amended, since the word’s
original use is Percy Bysshe Shelley’s and derives from the Aeschylean Prometheus
Bound.?

TO10VSE TOWAG AUTTAAKNpUATWY TV
UnaiBpiog S€0U0IG TAGOAAEVUEVOG.

These are the crimes I must pay for,
Nailed in these fetters under an open sky.

112-13°

I Since Shelley copied Greek without accents or breathing marks, he may not have noticed the
rough breathing over the upsilon, which could explain why he spells “upaithric” without an h
(cf. “hypaethral”). Vitruvius uses the term hypaethros to denote a kind of temple with a central
court open to the sky like a peristyle, giving as an example the Temple of Olympian Zeus in
Athens (I11, iii, 8).

2 “Aeschylean” and not “Aeschylus’s,” since the attribution of Prometheus Bound is now doubtful.
In the nineteenth century, however, the poem’s place in the Aeschylean canon was not
challenged, nor did Shelley question it.

3 For the sake of consistency with later chapters, I have quoted my own “reading” text based on
the most recent Teubner edition: Aeschyli tragoediae cum incerti poetae Prometheo, ed. Martin L.
West (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1990). Shelley used a pocket edition of Christian Gottfried Shiitz’s
text (Oxford: N. Bliss, 1809), from which my reading text takes a few cues.



The speaker is the Titan Prometheus. His “crime” was the secreting to human beings
(in a fennel stalk) of fire, which has since become a “teacher in all the arts.”* The
shackles of unbreakable metal are hammered on the one end to his arms, legs, and
chest; and on the other to a crag in Scythia—for a Golden-Age Greek the remotest,
northernmost part of the world, hard by the strand of Ocean.

Painters have depicted the Titan’s bondage and its setting in a variety of ways.
On Attic vases he is often roped to a pillory, with the sharp beak of a large bird sticking
in his heart. In the well-known canvas by Rubens hanging in the Philadelphia Museum
of Art, his supine body writhes under an enormous eagle, which tears at his liver; his
legs are free, but the eagle’s left talon forces his head against a rock, which is
surrounded by vegetation; and the landscape in the background is lush and green, with
barely a glimpse of shore. The depiction which strikes me as the most Shelleyan is a
smallish canvas by the Bavarian painter Franz von Stuck (fig. 1). Here Prometheus is
bound hand and foot to a rock that juts into the fearsome waves like a jetty, low
enough to catch the spray in his hair. Looming behind him is a black eagle, larger still
than that of Rubens, resembling the Austrian Imperial Eagle minus one of its heads.
The sky is darkened by black clouds, save for a narrow chasm admitting a shaft of

sunlight streaked with gold and purple rays, which laves the outstretched torso and

* Since Zeus had intended to annihilate the human race, aiding humans in their struggle for
survival was tantamount to treason.



fig. 1 (painting is rotated 90° counterclockwise)



face of the Titan. An upaithric captivity holds the prospect of deliverance ever above
the captive.

Think of Danaé locked away in her brazen chamber underground, with only a
small hole in the top to admit the air. Transmuted to gold, Zeus streams through the
hole and impregnates her. After she gives birth, Acrisius, fearing the oracle, locks her
in a chest and casts her to sea, where she washes ashore on Seriphus and is released.®
For Shelley, Danaé’s chamber could still be called upaithric, since the aperture cannot
be closed by a window or door and is located in the roof, not the walls. Compare with
his description of Cythna’s prison cave in The Revolt of Islam:

. . . that spacious cell
Like an upaithric temple wide and high
Whose airy dome is inaccessible,

Was pierced with one round cleft through which the sun-beams fell.

VII, xii, 6-9°

Shelley composed these verses in summer 1817, while reading the complete works of
Aeschylus with Thomas Love Peacock and translating Prometheus Bound (JMS, 1, 177-8).

He had never visited the Pantheon, but had seen renderings of it, and began to

> See Pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 11, iv, 1-9. In Latin poetry without fail she is imprisoned
in a tower.

® Unless a manuscript is cited, Shelley’s poems are quoted from 1839. For an explanation of
why, read on.



meditate upon the upaithric motif in architecture and nature. From 1817 onward, it
appears again and again in his poetry and prose, including his letters.”

For the Greek poet, the key spatial elements of Prometheus’s captivity were
three. First was its geographical location: on the northern boundary of Scythia and
therefore of Earth, far from human settlement. To many fifth-century Greeks “Scythia”
meant little more than a mountainous region to the far north inhabited by nomadic
peoples; in the poem they are archers living in wattle houses on wheels (707-711).
Second was the crag itself, icy and lofty, beetling over Ocean (1-6). The Titan is
shackled to the inside of a chasm or ravine—gdpay¢ is the word most often used—yet
at the very edge or summit facing Ocean, exposed to hard winters and to the
admonitions of the Chorus of Ocean Nymphs (15 & 143). From above, he is subjected
to Zeus’s lackey Hermes and (after the action of the play) to Zeus’s eagle, which will
tear him to shreds and gorge on his liver, which regrows continually, until it turns
black (1021-5). Third was the bodily position in which the Titan is shackled: erect,
with his knees locked straight, unable to sleep (31-2). When at the end of the poem a
great storm engulfs him in rock, he describes it as occurring before him, advancing

against him.

7 The occurrence of “upaithric” given by the OED is from a letter of January 1819 to Thomas
Love Peacock (LPBS, II, 74), but the above quotation from The Revolt of Islam was printed earlier.
For a use of the motif directly related to the myth of Danaé, see “The Witch of Atlas,” ii & v.
See also the “Letter to Maria Gisborne,” 126-8.



The last two elements Shelley preserved in Prometheus Unbound (hereafter
Prometheus), with minor but important differences. The Greek Prometheus is far from
humanity (dmdvbpwmog, 20), deprived of contact with the mortal race he so favors. Yet
the English Titan, who can see in a kind of cosmic panorama, has a broad view of

human suffering. The first main verb of the poem is “regard,” and its second verb is

“behold”:

PROMETHEUS.
Monarch of Gods and Daemons, and all Spirits
But One, who throng those bright and rolling worlds
Which Thou and I alone of living things,
Behold with sleepless eyes! regard this Earth
Made multitudinous with thy slaves, whom thou
Requitest for knee-worship, prayer, and praise,
And toil, and hecatombs of broken hearts,
With fear and self-contempt and barren hope.

I, 1-8

Jupiter (who is here addressed) has already assumed a far more sinister aspect than
Zeus. Not only does he begrudge Prometheus his championship of humanity, he exacts
“knee-worship” from humans themselves, turning the Titan’s stance “with unbent
knee” (ov kdumrwv yévu, 31) from a torture into an act of resistance. Jupiter also
demands flattery, back-breaking labor, and “hecatombs of broken hearts”—the first of
the poem’s many striking and original images, with its blend of ancient and Romantic

tropes. In thanks for these extortions, Jupiter blesses human beings with anxiety, self-



hatred, and despair. In the running semi-allegory of the poem, Jupiter epitomizes the
ethos of those conservative monarchies which recaptured swaths of Europe after the
defeat of Napoleon, of which the most vile to Shelley was the Austrian Empire.
Prometheus holds the spark of radical revolt.

Three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered hours,

And moments aye divided by keen pangs

Till they seemed years, torture and solitude,

Scorn and despair,—these are mine empire.

More glorious far than that which thou surveyest,

From thine unenvied throne, O, Mighty God!

Almighty, had I deigned to share the shame

Of thine ill tyranny, and hung not here

Nailed to this wall of eagle-baffling mountain,

Black, wintry, dead, unmeasured; without herb,

Insect, or beast, or shape or sound of life.

I, 12-22

Next we learn the duration of Prometheus’s captivity thus far: three millennia since the
action of the Greek play, which begins from the binding of the Titan to his crag. “Aye”
means “always” or “continually” (cf. Greek def), but puns on af or ai (the Greek Titan’s
exclamation of pain, 137), the keen pang that literally divides the verse. Other details
of the poem’s beginning give indications of its affinity for the Greek language.

“Nailed” is a more vivid translation than the customary “bound” or “riveted” of
<me>naocoalevuevos (West) or masoalevrds (Schiitz), which mean “pinned down” or

“driven in,” as Hephaestus drives an unbreakable wedge through the Titan’s chest with



a hammer (64-5). Most noticeable perhaps is Shelley’s use of compound participles—
especially compound perfective participles, and most especially those with a negative
meaning, such as the above “sleep-unsheltered”—which come profusely in the Greek
poem and grow into a hallmark of Shelley’s “late” style.® “Eagle-baffling” seems

premature given:

The crawling glaciers pierce me with the spears

Of their moon-freezing crystals; the bright chains
Eat with their burning cold into my bones.
Heaven’s winged hound,® polluting from thy lips
His beak in poison not his own, tears up

My heart; and shapeless sights come wandering by,
The ghastly people of the realm of dream,
Mocking me: and the Earthquake-fiends are charged
To wrench the rivets from my quivering wounds
When the rocks split and close again behind:
While from their loud abysses howling throng

The genii of the storm, urging the rage

Of whirlwind, and afflict me with keen hail.

I, 3143

Here finally, Shelley’s utter departure from the ancient poem becomes obvious. There
is no Ancient Greek word for “glacier,” and the reader must refer back to Shelley’s
scene direction at the top of Act I: “a Ravine of Icy Rocks in the Indian Caucasus,”

referring to an Ancient Greek name for the Hindu Kush (Kavkaoog Iv6ikég). Scholars

8 For the inaptness of the word “late” when used with regard to Shelley, see ch. 4.

% The Greek poet’s expression for Zeus’s eagle is mrnvis kvwv or “flying dog” (1022).



have made much of this location, yet it has little traction in the rest of the poem; and
since the Hindu Kush is thousands of miles from the ocean or sea, most readers
understand intuitively that Shelley has entered an extra-geographical dimension, an
intellectual one, the “realm of dream.” Shelley writes clearly in the Preface that the
poem’s imagery is drawn “from the operations of the human mind” (1839, 1II, 4), and
every one of its characters represents, in every verse of the poem without exception,
one or another mental or emotional state. The poison in which the eagle dips his beak
is the insane cruelty of Jupiter’s commands.

There is one point in which Shelley follows the Greek poet more closely than
other Hellenophiles of the Romantic period: the emphasis upon Prometheus as a
teacher of the arts, a bringer of technological advance, and hence of intellectual
enlightenment. Mythologically, each of the Titan’s gifts can be traced back to fire, so
that “teacher” can be read in either the immediate sense of direct instruction or in the
etiological sense of original cause. Fire brought kilns, kilns made bricks, and bricks
built houses; thus Prometheus was the teacher of architecture to human beings. This
manner of logic can be carried further, from architecture to astronomy, from astronomy
to farming, and so on:

. . . koUTe mhivBueig
8dpovs mpooetilovs, foav, ov EvAovpyltav:
karwpuxes § évaiov Aot dnovpor

HUPUNKES AVIpwV €v puxois dvnioig.
v & 008¢v avtois olite xelparog tékuap



10

00T’ dvOepuSous fpog olite kapTipou

Oépoug Befarov, A’ drep yvaung o mav

émpaooov, €0Te 81 01V AVTOAAG €Y@

dotpwv éde1a tag te Suokpitous SUOEIS.

.. . neither were there

Houses of brick or wood facing the sun:
They lived dug underground like mote-sized
Ants in the sunless, deepest nooks of caves.
Nor knew they any boundary-sign of winter,
Of flower-fragrant spring or fruitful summer,
But effected everything without knowledge,
Until the rising and the setting of the stars
I taught to them, difficult to interpret.

450-8

It is the transition from dvAiog to mpdoeiros—from completely without sunlight to
facing the sun—to which the material betterment of humankind is owed. For the
upaithric motif, the most famous example of which is Plato’s allegory, can be a
powerful symbol not merely of enlightenment but of the mental tyranny which

enforces ignorance, locking the spirit in darkness.

ii
“Glacier” derives from a Savoyard word (glaciére), and Savoy is the place which,
as Mary Shelley put it, “gave S— the idea of his Prometheus” (LMWS, I, 357). One
aspect of textual scholarship on Shelley which this dissertation will encounter again
and again is the excessive mistrust of Mary’s datings, judgments, and interpretations.

There are institutional biases against women and towards revision, especially of the
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early critical judgments of a writer, and most especially in cases where a close personal
relationship pertains. Yet Mary remains the most reliable of Shelley’s editors. She
lived and travelled with Shelley throughout their years in Italy, making daily records of
his reading and writing in her journals. Shelley read to her aloud from many works,
including his own drafts of poems and translations, and discussed them with her. She
was the first editor to gain a comprehensive view of his manuscripts, as well as the last,
since several of those which Mary gave to Shelley’s friends and relatives are now lost.
She heard him complain about the misprints in 1820, and used his direct instructions
to emend this and other texts. She took dictation from him, titled several of his
poems, and must have contributed words and ideas to them as well, as Shelley did to
Frankenstein. And though there were times during which they were emotionally
estranged, no other individual was closer to Shelley for as long. For these reasons and
many more, too numerous to be listed here, I have quoted Shelley’s poetry from 1839,
which she revised using her own collection of draft manuscripts, notes, and letters.
Her edition of Shelley’s prose, published the following year, is equally valuable.
It includes Shelley’s letters from Italy, to which are appended scraps of Shelley’s notes
illuminating the letter in question. A prominent example is included in a footnote to

the first letter, addressed to Leigh Hunt on March 23, 1818:
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In a brief journal I [Mary] kept at that time, I find a few pages in Shelley’s
handwriting,!° descriptive of the passage over the mountains of Les
Echelles. —“March 26, Thursday. We travel towards the mountains, and
begin to enter the valleys of the Alps. The country becomes covered again
with verdure and cultivation, and white chateaux and scattered cottages
among woods of old oak and walnut trees. The vines are here peculiarly
picturesque; they are trellised upon immense stakes, and the trunks of
them are moss-covered and hoary with age. Unlike the French vines, which
creep lowly on the ground, they form rows of interpenetrated bowers,
which, when the leaves are green and the red grapes are hanging among
those hoary branches, will afford a delightful shadow to those who sit upon
the moss underneath. The vines are sometimes planted in the open fields,
and sometimes among lofty orchards of apple and pear-trees, the twigs of
which were just becoming purple with the bursting blossoms.

We dined at Les Eschelles [sic], a village at the foot of the mountain
of the same name, the boundaries of France and Savoy. Before this we had
been stopped at Pont Bonvoisin, where the legal limits of the French and
Sardinian territories are placed. We have heard that a Milanese had been
sent back all the way to Lyons, because his passport was unauthorized by
the Sardinian Consul, a few days before, and that we should be subjected to
the same treatment. We, in respect to the character of our nation I
suppose, were suffered to pass. Our books, however, were, after a long
discussion, sent to Chambery, to be submitted to the censor; a priest, who
admits nothing of Rousseau, Voltaire, &c., into the dominions of the King
of Sardinia. All such books are burned.

After dinner we ascended Les Eschelles, winding along a road, cut
through perpendicular rocks, of immense elevation, by Charles Emanuel,
Duke of Savoy, in 1582. The rocks, which cannot be less than a thousand
feet in perpendicular height, sometimes overhang the road on each side,
and almost shut out the sky. The scene is like that described in the
Prometheus of £schylus. Vast rifts and caverns in the granite precipices,
wintry mountains with ice and snow above; the loud sounds of unseen
waters within the caverns and walls of toppling rocks, only to be scaled as
he describes, by a winged chariot of the ocean nymphs.

Under the dominion of this tyranny, the inhabitants of the fertile
valleys, bounded by these mountains, are in a state of most frightful
poverty and disease. At the foot of this ascent, were cut into the rocks at
several places, stories of the misery of the inhabitants, to move the

10 The following note is transcribed directly from Shelley’s MS in JMS, I, 199-201.
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compassion of the traveller. One old man, lame and blind, crawled out of a
hole in the rock, wet with perpetual melting of the snows of above, and
dripping like a shower-bath.

The country, as we descended to Chambery, continued as beautiful;
though marked with somewhat of a softer character than before; we arrived
a little after night-fall.

1840, 11, 110-12

The road referred to in the third paragraph, now known to the French government as
D 1006, was in fact an ancient Roman road to which the Savoyard government added a
stone parapet in the sixteenth century; the pass that recalled the Titan’s ravine to
Shelley’s mind is the same as that described by Rousseau in the fourth book of his
Confessions, in which the teenage Jean-Jacques ventures on his Tom-Jones-like
ambulation from Lyon to Chambéry.!! Whereas Jean-Jacques pauses to lean over the
parapet and stare down towards the bottom of the ravine, watching as a pebble he has
dropped tumbles out of sight into the abyss, in Shelley’s note his attention is fixed
upwards, towards the splinter of sky visible between the towering rocks and ice. The
ravine, from which the town of Les Echelles (“the ladders”) has its name, can be
“scaled” only by the ocean nymphs (who have already traveled a long distance) in their
winged chariot.

Several other details of the note look forward to Prometheus; it is a kind of

ur-Prometheus. Their crossing from the relatively liberal France under the restored

11 See Buvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1959), I, 17-23.



14

Bourbons into the arch-conservative Kingdom of Sardinia, “with its Jove-like King and
Priests,”!? where their seditious books are immediately seized, sets the backdrop for
the play’s political themes. So do the inhabitants of Savoy, whose tales of material
privation were literally inscribed into the rocks of the ascent; so does the old, lame, and
blind Savoyard who crawls out of a cave as out of the primordial, pre-Promethean past.
Like many of Shelley’s poetic sufferers, he drips with moisture and cold. As they
ascend from his hovel, the unseen rush of melting glacial ice through the rocks grows
more and more deafening. Yet the countryside in the valley below is beautiful and
lush, with interpenetrating bowers of vines stretching over the moss and sprinkling it
with drops of sunlight. Compare with the Indian Vale of Prometheus:
Nor sun, nor moon, nor wind, nor rain,
Can pierce its interwoven bowers,

Nor aught, save where some cloud of dew . . .

Or when some star of many a one

That climbs and wanders through steep night,

Has found the cleft through which alone

Beams fall from those high depths upon

Ere it is born away, away,

By the swift Heavens that cannot stay,

It scatters drops of golden light,

Like lines of rain that ne’er unite:

And the gloom divine is all around;

and underneath is the mossy ground.

II, ii, 5-7 & 14-23

12 The phrase is Neil Fraistat’s, from his introduction to the Prometheus fair-copy MS (BSM, IX,
Ixv).
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Mary’s journal records that throughout the previous week (March 16-22), while
traveling from La Fére to Lyon, Shelley read aloud to her, Claire Clairmont, and
perhaps as well to the nursemaid Milly Shields, from John Black’s translation of August
Schlegel’s Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (JMS, I, 198-9).13 After two lectures of
generalizations on the arts of various cultures (some of them racist and even proto-
fascist in both content and form—see especially 47), by far the least valuable lectures
from a scholarly point of view, Schlegel begins his discussion of Ancient Greek (and
especially Attic) theatre, of which his first observation is that “the theatres of the
Greeks were quite open above, and their dramas were always acted in open day, and
beneath the canopy of heaven” (54). So impressed is Schlegel with this basic fact of
Greek theatre construction that he spends several hundred words upon its
consequences for Greek dramatic art and philosophical aesthetics: “If we are to be truly
deceived by a picture, that is, if we are to believe in the reality of the object which we
see, we must not perceive its limits, but look at it through an opening; the frame at

once declares it for a picture” (61). Thus the modern theatre, with its “frame” of a roof

13 It is usually assumed that the edition Shelley read from was A Course of Lectures on Dramatic
Art and Literature, tr. John Black (London: Baldwin, Cradock, and Joy, 1815), since Black’s
translation was popular in England, and neither Shelley nor Mary had begun their study of
German. The Swiss nurse Elise, who was traveling with them, knew only French; and the
Shelleys’ two children, William (“Wilmouse”) and Clara (“Ca”), were too young to understand,
much less appreciate, Schlegel’s bold yet ill-tempered and pompous lectures. Since its text is
practically identical, I have quoted from the edition of Black’s translation that I happen to
possess (London: J. Templeman, 1840).
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and offstage wings to the right and left, is less effective at creating scenic illusion than
the open expanse of the logeum from which its heroes can address the gods face to face
(as it were), “through an opening.” Much detail is lavished on the skene, the proskenion,
and the ekkyklema, as well as the “machinery for the descent of the gods through the
air,” of which, “even in the time of Z£schylus, great use was made . . ., as he not only
brings Oceanus through the air on a griffin [sic], but also introduces the whole choir of
ocean nymphs, at least fifteen in number, in a winged chariot” (61-2).

Some observations upon Greek meters follow (see iii below), and upon popular
themes and modes, before Schlegel commences with his discussion of individual
dramatists, of whom the first is Aeschylus. “&schylus is to be considered the creator
of tragedy, which sprung from him completely armed, like Pallas from the head of
Jupiter” (94); an untenable opinion even in 1808 (when the lectures were delivered in
Vienna), if only because it ignores Phrynichus, Choerilus, and Pratinas.!* Aeschylus is
then contrasted to Sophocles, whom Schlegel interprets as more humanizing, for his
“particular delight in exhibiting the Titans, those ancient gods who signify the dark
powers of primitive nature,” or “the dark primary powers of nature and of mind” (95
& 108). Perhaps because of Aeschylus’s status as the gloomy, primeval forefather of
tragedy in Schlegel’s brain, Prometheus Bound holds canonical preéminence: “the other

poems of the Greek tragedians are single tragedies; but this may be called tragedy

14 If Shelley was not already familiar with these three poets, he became acquainted with them
when he read through Herodotus during the summer of 1818 (see ch. II).
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itself: its purest spirit is revealed with all the annihilating and overpowering influence
of its first unmitigated austerity” (115-6).

It is difficult to imagine that these passages were far from Shelley’s mind when
he composed his note of the 26th.!> While the note doesn’t mention Shelley’s poem
explicitly, or his plans to write any poem at all, it probably wasn’t Mary’s only basis for
claiming that Shelley “got the idea of his Prometheus” at Les Echelles. They may have
discussed Aeschylus while reading Schlegel aloud in the coach, or noted Schlegel’s
puzzling attribution of the longest extant passage of Aeschylus’s Prometheus Unbound,
known as fragment 193, to “Attius” (115).1¢ The towering and wintry ravine—gqdpay€
Svoxetpepoc—evidently touched off a memory of Prometheus Bound, perhaps too of the
stage machinery aloft behind the skene that lowered the chariot of Ocean Nymphs into
the Titan’s view. In any event it is the upaithric motif of the landscape, combined with
its tragic associations—including its association with the architecture of theatres—that

prove important in the poem itself. Since Shelley discussed the poem with Mary as he

15 March 26 was the first day of the Paschal Triduum of the year 1818—possibly Shelley was
meditating upon the crucifixion and resurrection of that other martyr (“witness”) of Greek
literature to whom Prometheus bears an obvious resemblance, as he does to the Norse god
Odin: see Matt. xxvii: 27-50, and Hdvamdl, 139-146.

16 A mistake in the original German (Heidelberg: Rohr & Zimmer, 1809) for Accius, i.e. the
Roman tragic poet Lucius Accius. Fragment 193, which occurs in Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations
in Latin translation (I, x, 23-5), was probably translated by Cicero himself directly from
Aeschylus, a fact that Shelley would learn shortly if he did not already know (see LPBS, 11, 43).
For Shelley and the Tusculan Disputations, see ch. IV of this dissertation; for the attribution of
fr. 193 see C. John Herington, “Aeschylus, Prometheus Unbound, Fr. 193” in Transactions and
Proceedings of the American Philological Association, XCII (1961), 239-50.
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wrote it, he may have mentioned “the idea of” it to her that day, especially since the
note was written into her journal. “The idea of his Prometheus” could simply mean
Shelley’s principal innovation in the Titan’s story: that he is released without divulging
his secret to the Olympian. Or “idea” could simply mean “vision” (from iSeiv, “to
look”).1”

Despite the lack of any evidence whatever to dispute Mary’s claim, Neil Fraistat
has called it “questionable that the passage through Les Eschelles actually ‘gave’
Shelley the idea for Prometheus Unbound—a work he may well have been contemplating
for several years” (BSM, IX, Ixv). Likewise, the “standard account” of how the poem
was composed, based largely on one of Mary’s editorial comments in 1839, “is at best
misleading and almost certainly wrong” (Ixiii). Yet the objections brought against it
are so meagre, that I have on the whole accepted it.!® Since it will serve as a rough
guide for the chapters that follow, let it be given here at some length:

He [i.e. Shelley] went direct to Italy [ch. I], avoiding even Paris,
and did not make any pause till he arrived at Milan. The first aspect of

17 Twenty-first century readers of English are philologically alienated from words like “idea,”
“invention,” “inspiration,” and “composition,” all of which denote some aspect of creativity
and have slightly different meanings in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English that are
closer to their Greek and Latin etymons. For a discussion of “composition” see ch. II, for

“invention” and “inspiration” see ch. V.

18 Fraistat mentions that Prometheus Bound was recommended to Shelley by his tutor at
University College, that he ordered an edition of Aeschylus from Thomas Rickman in 1812,
that Prometheus appears in the footnotes to Queen Mab as the first meat-eater, and that Shelley
translated Prometheus Bound in 1816 (BSM, IX, c—ci). For a longer consideration of Fraistat’s
arguments regarding the composition of Prometheus, see ch. V.
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Italy enchanted Shelley; it seemed a garden of delight placed beneath a
clearer and brighter heaven than any he had lived under before. He wrote
long descriptive letters during the first year of his residence in Italy,
which, as compositions, are the most beautiful in the world [. . .] .

The poetical spirit within him speedily revived with all the power
and with more than all the beauty of his first attempts. He meditated
three subjects as the groundwork for lyrical Dramas. One was the story
of Tasso; of this a slight fragment of a song of [sic] Tasso remains.!® The
other was one founded on the book of Job, which he never abandoned in
idea, but of which no trace remains among his papers. The third was the
“Prometheus Unbound.” The Greek tragedians were now his most
familiar companions in his wanderings, and the sublime majesty of
Zschylus filled him with wonder and delight. The father of Greek
tragedy does not possess the pathos of Sophocles, nor the variety and
tenderness of Euripides; the interest on which he founds his Dramas is
often elevated above human vicissitudes into the mighty passions and
throes of gods and demigods—such fascinated the abstract imagination of
Shelley.

We spent a month at Milan, visiting the Lake of Como during that
interval. Thence we passed in succession to Pisa, Leghorn, the Baths of
Lucca, Venice, Este, Rome, Naples, and back again to Rome, whither we
returned early in March 1819. During all this time Shelley meditated the
subject of his drama, and wrote portions of it. Other poems were
composed during this interval, and while at the Bagni di Lucca he
translated Plato’s Symposium. But though he diversified his studies, his
thoughts centered in the “Prometheus.” At last, when at Rome, during a
bright and beautiful spring, he gave up his whole time to the
composition [. . .] .

At first he completed the drama in three acts. It was not till
several months after, when at Florence, that he conceived that a fourth
act, a sort of hymn of rejoicing in the fulfillment of the prophecies with
regard to Prometheus, ought to be added to complete the composition.

1839, 11, 131-2

19 The “Song for Tasso” (titled by Mary): see 1839, IlI, 141.
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The dissertation that follows will elaborate upon three points that Mary makes here
(among other critical judgments of later writers). First is that the Greek tragic poets
“were now”—meaning from Spring 1818 onward—Shelley’s “most familiar
companions.” The superlative is meant literally: during Shelley’s life in Italy he read
Greek more than any other language, including English. Within the period examined
here, Latin was a close second, followed by French and Italian. (English was a distant
fifth, and Shelley had not yet mastered German or Spanish as he was to do from 1819-
22).

The second thing to note is how closely Mary’s characterization of the three
tragic poets resembles Schlegel’s, even at a distance of 20 years: the human pathos of
Sophocles, the “variety and tenderness” of Euripides, and the elevation of Aeschylus
“above human vicissitudes.” Perhaps she reread the Lectures in the intervening years
(although there is no evidence to suggest this); more likely she recalled, as she edited
Prometheus, the conversations with Shelley in the coach on the way to Lyon.

Third, “though he diversified his studies, his thoughts centered in the
‘Prometheus.”” This is an important statement. It suggests that Shelley’s works of
1818-19 are somehow sparks struck off from a central flint—an interpretation which,
to my mind, is almost completely unshakable. Mary doesn’t use the poem’s full title,
nor does she customarily use it (as Shelley does). I will follow Mary’s usage here (i.e.

Prometheus and not the unsightly and malodorous PU), but only to refer to the original,
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three-act drama completed in April 1819. Reiman and Fraistat like to point out how
“wrong” Mary is in claiming that the fourth act was added later. It was.?? In the event
that a monograph based on this dissertation is written, it will include an epilogue on
Act IV, which is literally “something else altogether.” It is not, as many have
maintained, the final piece of a symmetrical, architectonic poem. It is exactly what
Mary says it is: “a sort of hymn of rejoicing in the fulfilment of the prophecies of

Prometheus.”

20 See ch. V.
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II: PLATO, GENDER, AND “ORIGINAL COMPOSITION”

By the time this dissertation is published, Shelley’s translation of Plato’s
Symposium will be over 200 years old. Despite its venerable age, the translation has
never had its moment either with a general readership or in the academy, where it has
fallen through scholarship’s disciplinary cracks. In the 1940’s James Notopoulos, a
classicist and scholar of oral literature in the tradition of Milman Parry and Albert
Lord, analyzed the translation’s text.?! It was not until 2002 that David K. O’Connor
built upon Notopoulos’s work, followed by the classicist Stephanie Nelson in 2007.22
Recently Michael O’Neill has discussed some of Shelley’s formal or stylistic choices,
but does not engage with Plato’s Greek.?* Since the translation has not appeared in an

easily accessible, single-volume edition of Shelley’s collected works or even of his

21 The key work is The Platonism of Shelley (Durham: Duke University Press, 1949), esp. 375-461.
For a summary of the translation’s textual history, see Michael O’Neill’s introduction to the
facsimile ed. of the manuscript notebook containing Mary’s fair copy: BSM, XX, 126-31.

22 See the introduction of David K. O’Connor ed., The Symposium of Plato: The Shelley Translation
(South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2002), and Stephanie Nelson, “Shelley and Plato’s
Symposium: the Poet’s Revenge,” International Journal of the Classical Tradition, X1V, i/ii (2007),
100-129.

23 Michael O’Neill, “Emulating Plato: Shelley as Translator and Prose Poet” in The Unfamiliar
Shelley, eds. Alan Weinberg and Timothy Webb (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 239-55. See also
Teddi Lynn Chichester, “Love, Sexuality, Gender: On Love, Discourse on Love, and The
Banquet of Plato” in The Oxford Handbook of Percy Bysshe Shelley, eds. Michael O’Neill and
Anthony Howe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 132-147.
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prose,?* and only once (in expurgated form) in a widely distributed edition of Plato’s
dialogues,?’ there have been few opportunities for Shelleyans or Platonists to study it.
Its title is The Banquet.

Our neglect of The Banquet is lamentable for three reasons. First is the
wonderful suppleness and flow of the prose, its atmosphere of relaxed elegance and
grace, which have been felt by readers from Mary Shelley and Leigh Hunt to O’Neill.
The Banquet belongs among those special translations which reflect the literature of one
celebrated period (Greece in the Golden Age) through that of another (the Romantic
Period), harmonizing not merely individuals but cultural moments. The Italian
Renaissance mediates between them, too, since the Latin translation of Marsilio Ficino,
from which The Banquet takes some of its cues, was included in Shelley’s edition of

Plato.?® The several references to The Banquet in Shelley’s letters indicate his high

24 The only modern, single-volume edition of Shelley’s prose of which I am aware, The Trumpet
of a Prophecy, ed. David Lee Clark (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1954), does
not include The Banquet.

25 In the “Everyman Series”: Five Dialogues of Plato bearing on Poetic Inspiration, ed. A. D. Lindsay
(London: J. M. Dent, 1910). This text reproduces Mary’s expurgated 1840 text (see below,

n. 28). The only other general-interest volume containing The Banquet which has enjoyed a
wide readership is Carl Van Doren ed., Anthology of World Prose (New York: Reynal & Hitchcock,
1935).

26 Shelley seems not to have used his Greek lexicon while composing The Banquet, but Ficino’s
Latin appeared directly beneath Plato’s Greek. This edition is sometimes called the “Bipont” or
“Bipontine” edition after the Latinized name of Zweibriicken, where it was published in 1786.
All quotations from Ficino’s Latin below are taken from vol. X of this edition, where they can
be located using Stephanus numbers.
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esteem for it,?” as do Mary’s comments in the introduction 1840, where she places it at
the front of the first volume, the prefatory Discourse preceded only by A Defence of
Poetry.8

Second is The Banquet’s importance in the history of English Platonism, there
being at the time only two other translations into English of the Symposium in print:
those of Sydenham and Taylor, both severely bowdlerized. Plato was surprisingly little
known among English readers from the 17th to the 19th centuries, with Homeric and
New Testament Greek taking priority in school curricula. As Notopoulos
demonstrated, Shelley probably used either Sydenham’s or Taylor’s translations while
discovering Plato at Eton with James Lind, as well as during his Platonic studies at
Oxford with Hogg.?° It was probably not until 1817 while at Marlow with Peacock,
whose mastery of the Attic dialect helped Shelley fill the gaps in his own knowledge,
that he studied the Symposium carefully in the original. The Banquet is therefore an early

expression of what Notopoulos called Shelley’s “direct Platonism.” It gives a much

27 A letter to Mary on July 4, 1822 ends with the postscript “I have found the translation of the
Symposium” (the MS had been misplaced for about a year: LPBS, 11, 444). Unless the letter to
Jane Williams of the same day was written after this one, these are Shelley’s last recorded
words.

28 The 1840 text is marred by several deletions which Mary made reluctantly at the insistence
of Hunt and Moxon. These deleted passages were first restored in CW.

29 The Platonism of Shelley, 29-54.
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fresher impression of Greek erotic life than Sydenham or Taylor, and embodies
Shelley’s interpretation of Plato’s thought, especially with regard to gender.

Third, The Banquet played a key role in the gestation of Shelley’s poetry and
especially of Prometheus, a relationship which has remained virtually unexplored in
scholarship. This chapter will attempt to bring these three points of significance under

the aegis of a single theme.

ii
... whenever that which is pregnant with the generative principle
approaches that which is beautiful, it becomes transported with delight,

and is poured forth in overflowing pleasure, and propagates.

The Banquet 3°

Shelley composed The Banquet at the Baths of Lucca in July 1818, while “totally
incapable of original composition,” a rare event for him (LPBS, II, 26). Why did he
turn to the Symposium at such a time? This chapter will propose a few answers, the
most obvious being that the Symposium is an inquiry into the mysteries of creativity.
Perhaps Shelley felt that studying the dialogue closely would indicate how to proceed
in his poetry. If this was his intent, it succeeded. The Banquet forms a link in the chain

of his poetic career, and echoes of it sound again and again in his poems from 1818

30 CW, VII, 202. The commas after “delight” and “pleasure” are not found in Mary’s fair copy
and were presumably added by Ingpen and Peck. The CW text, although not as correct as
Notopoulos’s, is typographically pleasing, widely available, and like Notopoulos restores the
deleted passages. The differences between the two text are too minor to be noted, and can in
any case be found in The Platonism of Shelley, 541-555.
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onward. He engaged with Plato’s dialogue explicitly as a poetic as well as a
philosophical masterpiece, as both a product and a study of poetic creativity.

The departure for Italy in 1818 was bound up in Shelley’s mind with a material
approach to and contact with Ancient Greece. The closest he came in reality was
Naples, in and around which ruins of Ancient Greek colonists survive, although he did
not always know when he was (or was not) viewing them. But during that first Italian
summer in the Tuscan countryside, he began to think that he was inhabiting the Greek
climate, the natural ambience in which Plato’s characters discourse beneath plane trees
or in the sunlit peristyle of an Athenian house. In his first letter from Italy he writes
that he “depend[s] on these things [i.e. the Mediterranean Climate] for life” (LPBS, I,
3). That some form of culture, too, depended on them was a hypothesis which Shelley
shared with eighteenth-century writers such as Winckelmann. It is therefore fitting
that the atmosphere of the Tuscan countryside permeates The Banquet: Tuscany doubled
for Greece, or at least allowed one to imagine it. Ficino, who was Tuscan, must have
helped to make up the difference, just as his Latin provided connections between
Shelley’s English and Plato’s Greek.

The letters remaining from this summer radiate the pleasantness and calm of
Shelley’s life at the Baths. Like Werther toting his Homer around Wahlheim, Shelley
wandered with Herodotus through a nearby wood, where he discovered a small,

secluded pool. At noon each day he would bathe in it, then clamber up its surrounding
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rocks, stretch out in the sun, and read. The letters feature keen observations of clouds,
which would “grow in the middle of the day,” then subside in the evening, revealing a
clear sky; whereupon Shelley would ride with Mary or Claire Clairmont and look at the
stars. That left mornings and afternoons to writing, for which he was provided with a
spacious and comfortable house adjoined at the back by a spacious garden. Although
he makes brief mention to Godwin of some “busy thoughts and dispiriting cares, which
I would shake off,” he had relatively few immediate worries (LPBS, I, 23) . Yet he
found himself unable to write poetry. At the placid beginning of Goethe’s novel,
Werther confesses a similar paralysis to his friend: “I am so happy, so completely sunk
in the feeling of peaceful existence, that my art suffers under it.”3!

“Totally incapable of original composition”—the full quotation from Shelley’s
letter to Peacock, dated July 25, is as follows: “I have lately found myself totally
incapable of original composition. I have employed my mornings, therefore, in
translating the Symposium, which I accomplished in ten days” (26). In a letter to
Godwin of the same day, Shelley echoes this phrase, again in relation to The Banquet,
reporting that it was undertaken “in the despair of producing any thing original” (22).
A July 10 letter to the Gisbornes indicates the beginning of the project: “I am employed

just now, having little better to do, in translating into my fainting and inefficient

31 Gedankausgabe der Werke, Briefe und Gespriche, ed. Ernst Beutler (Ziirich: Artemis Verlag, 1949),
IV, 384. Before his suicide, Werther assembles a packet of his writing from the Wahlheim
period, consisting of “short essays, stray thoughts” (508). His principal literary achievement
from the period is a translation—of Ossian.
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periods the divine eloquence of Plato’s Symposium—only as an exercise or perhaps to
give Mary some idea of the manners & feelings of the Athenians” (20).

These letters should be put into perspective, even though Shelley’s biographers
tend to view the summer in Lucca as a creative lull. Shelley’s rapid completion of The
Banquet in July indicates an engrossing interest. In August, he had “a few days of
inspiration” (probably an understatement) and finished Rosalind and Helen.>* It was
during these weeks, too, that he wrote the essay On Love and A Discourse on the Manners
of the Ancient Athenians, relative to the Subject of Love. The Discourse was intended as an
introduction to The Banquet. Additionally, Reiman argues that the fragmentary Prince
Athanase was begun in July 1818, a poem which looks back upon Shelley’s discovery of
Plato with James Lind while at Eton.33

Many writers would be happy to file such works under “original composition.”
What exactly is meant by this phrase? Since Shelley declares himself incapable of it
before completing Rosalind and Helen, it could be taken to mean simply longer poems, as

Edward Young uses the phrase in his “Conjectures on Original Composition,”

32 On August 16, Shelley wrote to Ollier that he “took advantage of ten [not “a few”] days of
dubious inspiration to finish” the poem, and that “the tone of your [Ollier’s] reproaches and
the printer’s wonder operated as Muse on the occasion” (LPBS, II, 30-1). However, in 1839
Mary claims that she found the draft of Rosalind and Helen and that it was completed at her
request: See 1839, III, 159, but not CW, where her “Note on the Poems of 1818” is incomplete.

33 For the dating of the fragments related to Prince Athanase, see P. M. S. Dawson’s introduction
to the notebook known by its Bodleian shelfmark MS Shelley e. 4: see BSM, III, xiv-xv.
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published in 1759.3* But Young declines to “enter into the curious enquiry of what is,
or is not, strictly speaking, original, content with what all must allow, that some
compositions are more so than others.”?> Translations were universally assumed to be
less so, although Shelley’s false modesty (“fainting and inefficient periods”) belies
some authorial pride.

“Conjectures” provides a useful contrast, since Young’s outlook is antithetical to
Shelley’s. Shelley never opposes originals to imitations so emphatically. True, a year
earlier he writes, in the preface to The Revolt of Islam, “I have sought to avoid the
imitation of any style of language or versification peculiar to the original minds of
which it is the character, designing that even if what I have produced should be
worthless, it should still be properly my own” (CW, I, 242-3). But he means
principally the style of contemporaries (the stanzas of Revolt are Spenserian). As for
past masterworks, a writer familiar “with the most celebrated productions of the
human mind, can scarcely err in following the instinct, with respect to selection of

language, produced by that familiarity” (ibid.). When in a letter Shelley calls Prometheus

34 Perhaps Shelley was thinking of his dramas on Tasso and Job, neither of which got off the
ground.

35 Quoted from English Critical Essays: Sixteenth, Seventeenth, and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Edmund
D. Jones (London: Oxford University Press, 1922), 318.
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Unbound “less an imitation of anything that has gone before it” (LPBS, II, 116),%¢ the
word “imitation” should be taken in this narrower sense. Like The Banquet, its
prototype is Athenian.

Young cautions against reading too heavily in the Classics, which Shelley reads
more often than not from 1818 onward. This regimen does not “engross, prejudice,
and intimidate him,” as Young warns that it will, but inspires him to write for
posterity, to be less “original” in Young’s sense, less a product of his own age and
nation.?” Young is particularly hard on translation, faulting Pope for not giving us “two
Homers instead of one,” i.e. for not writing an English epic rather than translating

Greek ones. Shelley values translation far more highly than this.®® He acknowledges in

36 Trelawny records Shelley as saying that the poem “has no resemblance to the Greek drama,”
but if this is not a dubious memory, it is certainly a dubious statement. Trelawny’s Shelley is
often exaggerated, which makes him a compelling character; his statements are likewise
exaggerated. See Recollections of the Last Days of Shelley and Byron (Boston: Ticknor and Fields,
1863), 80.

37 English Critical Essays, 322. Herder clarifies Young’s injunction by claiming that reading too
much Latin and Greek was only harmful for a minority of readers, and then only sometimes;
whereas the benefits of a wider readership of the Classics would probably outweigh the harm
done to literary culture by the intimidation of a few geniuses; the point being that Young could
be right without it being advisable to follow his recommendation. See Sdmtliche Werke, ed.
Bernhard Suphan (Berlin: Weidmann, 1877), I, 383.

38 True, in A Defence of Poetry Shelley writes that “it were as wise to cast a violet into a crucible
that you might discover the formal principle of its color and odour, as seek to transfuse from
one language into another the creations of a poet” (CW, VII, 114). But his several attempts at
poetic translation tell another story.
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the Discourse that “there are many to whom the Greek language is inaccessible,”
whereas Young ignores readers limited by education.?®

In distinguishing between originals and imitations, Young refers to novelty of
content rather than to metrical invention, which he does not treat at all. For the
Greeks, however, originality often meant a new type of verse into which traditional
stories and themes could be fitted. In the Symposium, Eryximachus distinguishes
pelomoua, the invention of one’s own melody, from naibeia, training in the music of
another (187 d). Since Eryximachus uses of music as a metaphor for other kinds of
invention, Shelley takes the liberty of translating his distinction as “poetry, or the
composition of melody” vs. “the correct use of songs and measures already
composed” (CW, VII, 181). Given this distinction, and the fact that moinoig (“making”
or “invention”) is often translated as “composition” (as Shelley translates -moiia above),
the phrase “original composition” is somewhat tautological to the Greek way of
thinking.

The Symposium has its own answer to the “curious enquiry” of what is original.

It is given by the prophetess Diotima.

ii

The philosophical centerpiece of Plato’s dialogue occurs when Socrates relates a

conversation which has taken place between himself and Diotima. Early in the

39 Since the Discourse is incomplete in CW, 1 quote from The Platonism of Shelley (407).
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conversation, in order to show how the word épws is commonly abused to mean
something specific, whereas it should have a more general application, she compares it
to the word moinois. This latter word she defines as “every cause whereby anything
proceeds from that which is not, into that which is; so that the exercise of every
inventive art is poetry, and all such artists poets” (CW, VII, 200). Her definition is
more challenging than the distinction of Eryximachus, and links the act of composition
with the creative process as it occurs in the body and the mind, in human life and in
nature. It also summarizes the dialogue’s main theme: the origin of created things,
their manner of production. In a rhetorical sense, of course, the theme of the dialogue
is Eros. But underlying and structuring each character’s speech are ideas of generation,
creation, birth: the “begetting” theme.

Diotima employs two begetting-words, rékos and yévvnoig, along with their
respective verbs tikrew and yevvdyv, in slightly different senses: rdkog for “mortal” things
such as childbirth or the breeding of animals, and yévvnoic in more abstract and
philosophical senses, “immortal” things in Plato’s world. She also employs a third
begetting-word, one which has already been mentioned: moinois. Investigating how this
third term is brought into relation with the other two brings us to the heart of The
Banquet.

Diotima tells Socrates that “Love is the desire for generation in the beautiful,

both with relation to the body and the soul” (201). The word that Shelley translates as
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“generation” is rékoc—the mortal one. Socrates responds in bewilderment: “I must be
a diviner to comprehend what you say; for being such as I am, I confess that I do not
understand it” (ibid.). What does Socrates not understand? The idea that sexual desire
is the body’s urge for childbirth does not explain his bewilderment. The mysterious
part is rather the application of rdxog to the soul in addition to the body (“both with
relation to the body and the soul”): the application of the mortal word to the immortal
thing. She is saying, literally, that souls undergo childbirth. The phrase “in the
beautiful” (év kaA®) further complicates the matter, kaA® being here a neuter noun
(although importantly, in this form it is identical with the masculine).

Let us summarize what follows as it stands in Plato, then see how Shelley
translates it. Diotima clears up the inconsistency by using rdxog and rikrewv
metaphorically, describing how the soul undergoes maturity, pregnancy, and birth like a
body. Socrates says likewise in the Theaetetus: souls feel an urge towards beauty like
the body, they shrink from ugliness, they undergo labor pains. But unlike Socrates
with Theaetetus, Diotima does not act as midwife to the cogitation of Socrates. Her
thinking is far too elevated for him; no amount of midwifery could have elicited it from
his head. If there is a midwife-figure in the dialogue, it is beauty, since beauty is what
relieves the pregnant soul “of its heavy birthpangs”—a standard translation of ueydAng
wéivog, referring specifically to labor pains. Her description of the soul’s rdkog thus

draws for the most part upon the generative processes of the female body, although
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some nouns are neuter or masculine, and matters of gender are already complicated by
the fact that the dialogue centers upon the man-boy relationship of maiepaotia.
Complementary to this metaphor, Diotima claims that there is a soul-like and
divine element in childbirth. The immortal thing undergoes a mortal process; the
mortal process contains an immortal thing. This divine element in childbirth, which
she calls yévvnoig, consists in leaving a new individual in place of a departing one,
thereby resembling immortality. Diotima uses yévvnoig somewhat like the formal term
for beauty (70 kaAdv), meaning something eternal, unchanging, and existing
everywhere. Tokog is yévvnois in the mortal world, in the world of bodies. The yévvnoig
of the soul, which mirrors réxog but is not identified with it, is moinoig. Téxog and
moinoig are types of yévvnoig, since they partake of the eternal process of generation.
Although noinoig, being already intellectual, is for this reason closer to the eternal
world than rdkog, they are both divine; and for this reason they must equally take place
in a beautiful medium, since the opposite of the beautiful is discordant with divinity.
A faithful translator would attempt to make Diotima’s separation of mortal and
immortal ideas apparent, as in the Theaetetus it is made explicit by Socrates. Ficino
does this by keeping rikrerv and rdkog distinct from yevvav and yévvnoig, translating
them respectively by parere, paratio or partus, generare, and generatio. Shelley, who had
Ficino’s translation in front of him, probably saw the distinction quite clearly. But not

only does he not render it, he is careful to confuse it as far as possible. He uses several
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begetting-verbs interchangeably: “propagate,” “produce,” “generate,” “bring forth,” but
never the more creaturely “beget” or “bear,” with the effect that sexual reproduction is
never explicitly referred to in The Banquet. When the talk is of pregnancy, Shelley uses a
masculine pronoun, so that “heavy birth-pangs” becomes “the great pain of retaining
that which he has conceived” (202). In later passages where Diotima presumably
refers to man-boy love, The Banquet is as gender-neutral as possible, preferring the
words “body,” “form,” and “object,” thereby keeping open the gender-possibilities in
naic and dvBpwmog, which translators usually render as “boy” and “man.”4°

Why does he do this? There are three reasons, one of them obvious and the
other two less so. Obviously, in referring to sexual intercourse, Diotima draws
attention to the sexual element in maiepaotia. It is clear from his letters that Shelley
did not shy away from the homoerotic element in the Symposium, despite the
censorious tone which the Discourse affects. But translating Plato’s Greek too literally
would certainly complicate any future publication of The Banquet.

In another passage, Diotima explains to Socrates that “They whose souls are far
more pregnant than their bodies, conceive and produce that which is more suitable to
the soul. What is suitable to the soul? Intelligence, and every other power and

excellence of the mind; of which all poets, and all other artists who are creative and

inventive, are the authors” (204). However, she also says by contrast that “Those

40 Compare especially 210 d with CW, VII, 206.
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whose bodies alone are pregnant with this principle of immortality are attracted by
women” (ibid.). In other words, not only can you not achieve téko¢ with a boy; you also
would not think of achieving moinoic with a woman. This sexism (rather than the
homoeroticism) was the objectionable aspect of the dialogue for Shelley, and the
second reason he translated the dialogue as he did. The Discourse states clearly that the
“invidious distinction of human kind, as a class of beings [of] intellectual nature, into
two sexes, is a remnant of savage barbarism which we have less excuse than they [i.e.
the Athenians] for not having totally abolished.”*! The “barbarism” of the dialogue
would therefore reside in those moments where man-woman intercourse is discussed
in a merely sexual sense, in the sense of rdxos only.

Take for example one of Diotima’s simplest utterances: #) ydp dvépog kai yvvaikog
ovvovaia Tokog éotiv; literally, “the intercourse of man and woman is tdkog” (206 c).
Here Ficino reads like a medical text: Viri sane mulierisque congressu foetus partusque
provenit. Shelley merges the beginning of this sentence with the following one and
produces “The intercourse of the male and female in generation, a divine work,
through pregnancy and production, is, as it were, something immortal in

mortality” (CW, VII, 201). By emphasizing the immortal form (yévvnoig, generatio,

*1 The Platonism of Shelley, 412. This sentence is probably the best summary of Shelley’s views
on gender. See also Nathaniel Brown, Sexuality and Feminism in Shelley (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1979), 5-23.
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generation) rather than its mortal iteration (rdkog, partus, birth), he leaves space for
moinoig.

Third, re-gendering the dialogue in this way arguably makes it more consistent
with itself. Diotima is a wise prophetess, a medium between the human and the
divine. For the same quality, Eros is styled “a philosopher, a powerful enchanter, a
wizard, and a subtle sophist” (198). Although it is popular now to read her as an
invention of Socrates, there is no evidence of such an interpretation in The Banquet. As
Platonists have noted for centuries, Diotima possesses in abundance that “power and
excellence of the mind” suitable to lovers of the soul—who avoid women. Her
presence in the dialogue is therefore ironic in itself, and Shelley interprets this irony
into the language of the translation so much as to efface it, almost completely.

These emendations have some textual basis. Nowhere does Diotima claim that
women are inferior by nature: her contention that those whose “bodies alone are
pregnant with this principle of immortality are attracted by women,” which cannot be
softened by translation, is strictly speaking a comment on the preferences of men. This
preference could result from the “savage barbarism” of how Greek girls and women
were educated.*? In this light, The Banquet appears to be Shelley’s attempt to correct for
Plato’s historical bias with regard to gender while staying true to his philosophy. It is a

Symposium for a gender-equal readership; and this is an additional reason, beyond its

42 One could point to other instances in Plato’s dialogues where Socrates refers to thinkers and
writers in a gender-neutral or gender-equal manner, e.g. Phaedrus 235 b-c.
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stylistic superiority, why it is the best one. True, it achieves this superadded moral
beauty at the cost of differing from Plato’s text. But just how far it violates the spirit of
the dialogue depends to a large extent upon the question of whether Diotima’s
prophecy, too, is “original composition.”

The censure of Ancient Greece for its repression of women is historically bound
up with the argument that, if Greek women and girls had been better educated,
naidepaoria would not have developed. A necessary condition of this argument is the
discriminatory one that man-boy and man-man love is a perversion in the modern
period, whereas in antiquity nature ran its course along with the savagery of the times.
Shelley repeats this argument in the Discourse.*> He even makes the insupportable
claim that the embraces which occur repeatedly between men and boys in ancient
literature (even in Petronius) fall short of sexual intercourse. He exceeds Diotima’s
low valuation of the sexual act and calls it “nothing.”** Yet how far he believed in these
claims is obscured by the fact that seeming to believe them contributed to the purpose
of the Discourse, which was to assuage the prejudices that would otherwise prevent an

English readership from appreciating The Banquet or a publisher from risking it.

3 Todd Reeser helpfully places the Discourse in the context of Renaissance and Enlightenment
readings of Plato. See Setting Plato Straight: Translating Ancient Sexuality in the Renaissance
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 310-11.

4 The Platonism of Shelley, 410.
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It is generally recognized that the Symposium became central to Shelley’s poetics.

A Defence of Poetry combines elements of The Banquet and its two introductory essays
(the second being a short, incomplete preface, presumably abandoned for the Discourse)
with Renaissance and Enlightenment ideas about prehistory, childhood, the nature of
language, and the moral aspects of drama. A Defence begins by identifying imagination
with moiweiv (the verb from which moinois is derived), defining both as a principle of
synthesis, and as having “for its objects those forms which are common to universal
nature and existence itself” (CW, VII, 109). It claims that “social sympathies” (those
lauded in praise of Eros) and the principles derived from them “constitute pleasure in
sensation, virtue in sentiment, beauty in art, truth in reason, and love in the
intercourse of kind” (110). The pleasure given by the arts is determined by their
“approximation to the beautiful,” and all artists are “poets, in the most universal sense
of that word,” i.e. Diotima’s sense, which includes “the institutors of laws, and the
founders of civil society, and the inventors of the arts of life, and the teachers, who
draw into certain propinquity with the beautiful and the true, that partial apprehension
of the agencies of the invisible world which is called religion” (111-12). Faithful to the
Greek way of thinking, it states that “every great poet must inevitably innovate upon

the example of his predecessors in the exact structure of his peculiar versification,”*°

4> By White’s count, Prometheus contains thirty-six different lyrical verse-forms, several of them
“either unique or extremely rare in English poetry before Shelley” (Shelley, II, 133-4).
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and echoes Longinus in stating that “Plato was essentially a poet” (114).%® It repeats
the main argument of the Discourse, that “the century which preceded the death of
Socrates” exceeded all others in “energy, beauty, and virtue” (119). Its famous last
sentence, “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” which improves
upon Imlac’s formulation in Rasselas, is an inverse expression of Plato’s banishment of
poets from his ideal republic, due to their effects on mores and manners (140).

But the Symposium is not a complete poetics from which ready-made points of
doctrine can be selected. It is itself a complex drama in which many layers of narration
are enfolded one within the other, so that deeming Plato a poet requires no metaphoric
extension. Nor does the dialogue provide a basis for practical criticism, since it has no
interest in the manner in which a finished work is approached; it is not an Ars Poetica.
Its interest is in is the work’s coming into being from the soul’s approach to
intellectual beauty. Diotima’s speech is not, like Agathon’s, subjected to dialectic. As
prophecy, it is somewhat beyond criticism. Yet it suggests a general method of
approach to questions of poetry in its vast breadth of scope, linking as it does the
process of original composition with all acts of generation in the natural and

intellectual world. This breadth in turn allows Diotima a certain fineness of detail in

46 This statement also appears in the unfinished preface to The Banquet. Longinus believed that
zealous imitation of the principal prose writers and poets of the past could lead to sublimity,
and that Plato had achieved greatness as an artist by drawing from Homer. See On the Sublime,
xiii, 2.
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her description of the creative process. Let us look closely at one of the sentences
quoted above, in all three versions:
... 0tav pév kaA@ mpoomeAddy 10 kvov, IAewv Te ylyveral, kai e0Qpavopevov
Swaxeirai, kai TIKTEL TE KAl YeVVd.
206 d
. . . quoties pulchro quod gravidum est adhceret, laetitia gestit, hilaritate & voluptate
diffunditur, partique & generat.
Ficino
... whenever that which is pregnant with the generative principle
approaches that which is beautiful, it becomes transported with delight,

and is poured forth in overflowing pleasure, and propagates.

The Banquet

Does Diotima draw upon the male or the female body? It is difficult to say; the
best answers are “both” and “neither.” The words that Shelley translates with the
gender-neutral phrases “that which is pregnant” and “that which is beautiful” are 7o
kvotv and 10 kdlov, both nominalized adjectives of the neuter gender. (Ficino uses the
neuter equivalents in Latin.) As before, Diotima is speaking the sexless language of
forms. And yet in one detail it seems that the male body is being subtly privileged: the
pain of retention referred to earlier has not carried over into the pain of giving birth,

and one of the main verbs Siaxeirar (usually “is scattered” like seed, or “is poured” like
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a fluid), which corresponds to the moment of separation from the thing conceived, is
accomplished in a state of pleasure. In the Greek, before this moment of separation,
there is a becoming gracious or gentle ({Aewv yiyverar), which Ficino renders as laetitia
gestit and Shelley as “becomes transported with delight.” Shelley’s phrase is closer to
Ficino than to Diotima, although its elongation of the period, and its echo of euphoria,
are typical characteristics of Shelley’s own prose.

Last come the begetting-verbs, rikret re kai yevvd, the mortal followed by the
immortal one. Linking them in this way carries a hint of causation or metaphor: “gives
birth and thereby generates,” or “gives birth, which is to say generates” would both be
too strong, but indicate possible interpretations. Ficino follows Diotima closely with
partique & generat, the elision of which nicely rounds out the rhythm of his sentence.
Ficino’s syntax links the two begetting-verbs in rhythm and in sense, whereas Shelley
combines them with the single word “propagates,” dividing the main clause into three
balanced parts. “Propagates,” which often had an intellectual sense in the 18th and
19th centuries, suppresses the mortal side of things and elevates the sense of the
whole. In this manner he outdoes Ficino’s Neoplatonism (though not his textual
fidelity to Plato), even adding the phrase “with the generative principle,” which,
although it sounds Neoplatonic, Ficino did not write.

Diotima goes on to explain why Love “must also be the desire of

immortality” (CW, VII, 202). Love desires not merely the beautiful but generation in
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the beautiful, and since generation is “something eternal and immortal in mortality,” it
follows that Love is the desire for that immortal something, the desire “that the good
be for ever present to us” (ibid.). There is a clear appositeness of this statement to
poetry: our original compositions outlast us. But Diotima is far from that strain of
thought which dwells on “reputation,” the obsession of Young’s essay. In her speech,
the external perspective of judgment is overwhelmed by the internal experience of the
poet in the act of creation. The immortal element is experienced in the act, not merely
attributed retrospectively by posterity. Iloinoig, being intellectual and therefore
immortal by nature, contains the experience of its end, and for this reason too is placed
above 1dko¢ in the order of things.

As he translated these words, Shelley must have wondered what circumstance it
was that rendered him “totally incapable of original composition.” Perhaps there is a
clue in the dialogue’s equivocation on the subject of suffering. How are the “heavy
birth-pangs” of intellectual labor suddenly transformed into unmitigated pleasure in
the act of bringing forth? This equivocation is one and the same with the equivocation
between the male and the female body, perhaps even between the social circumstances
of Greek men and Greek women. For Diotima, the soul delivers itself painlessly. But
what of the difficulty of original composition, or the struggle of intellectual toil in

general, which is often aided by circumstances rather adverse than comfortable?
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The Symposium, of course, does not completely overlook suffering. It features
the jilted and angry lover Alcibiades, whose “Praise of Socrates” (as it is traditionally
called) is not all praise. His drunken and riggish harangue includes what should be
called the “Blame of Socrates” (one of the deleted passages in 1840), in which he
accuses the sage not only of rejecting his advances unfairly but also of hogging to
himself all the pretty boys. In response, Socrates must deliver an extemporaneous
defense, by which it is impossible not to be reminded of the Apology. Socrates
eventually suffers for his philanthropy, like Prometheus. The similarity between the
two figures was obvious to the writers of Pagan Antiquity, before Prometheus became
more closely associated with Christ and Satan. Lucian, whom Shelley was reading that
July, wrote a dialogue about Prometheus (Prometheus on Caucasus) that spoofs both the
Apology and Prometheus Bound, in which the Titan, like Socrates, proposes that his proper
due is lifelong support at the public expense.

Furthermore, Shelley at this time read the Memorabilia of Xenophon and the
Clouds of Aristophanes. Both works treat the moral character of Socrates, a subject in
which it is clear that Shelley was intensely interested. These works, together with
those discussed above, form a dense web of intertextuality. Lucian draws from
Aeschylus and Plato, while Xenophon responds both to Plato and the sophist
Polycrates, the title of whose Accusation of Socrates (no longer extant) could double for

the deleted part of Alcibiades’s speech. The Clouds presents a portrait of Socrates
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nastier than even than Lucian’s (for example in The Fisher), so that Socrates complains
about it in the Apology. Yet Aristophanes features as a character in the Symposium,
telling a comic parable of sexual origins far more elevated than anything Aristophanes
actually wrote. Shelley’s interest in Socrates as a character, in his moral excellence, his
love of beauty, and his ability to withstand discomfort and persecution, is more
germane to Prometheus Unbound than any Platonic doctrine or idea.

Agathon is also a key figure for Shelley. He and Diotima, but not Socrates, are
mentioned by name and called “from death and dark released” in a fragment related to
Prince Athanase (CW, 111, 142). Among passages of The Banquet that have been singled
out for admiration, Agathon’s peroration is most consistently mentioned. Although it
is too long to be quoted here, I urge the reader to peruse it (CW, VII, 191-2). The first
to admire this passage was Leigh Hunt, who wrote in pencil upon Mary’s fair copy: “A
most divine praise of the divinest thing [i.e. Love]” (BSM, XX, 356-7). Michael O’Neill
compares it to the King James Bible,*” and indeed, its incantatory list of attributes,
which forms the longest sentence of The Banquet, recalls similarly appreciative
repetitions in the Psalms. O’Neill discusses in detail the phrases “calm upon the sea,
the windless silence of storms, repose and sleep and sadness.” Importantly, Shelley
here is translating the one bit of original verse in the Symposium. Agathon is versifying,

but he isn’t quoting, and the phrases form two hexameter lines:

7 The Unfamiliar Shelley, 255.
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gipnvny pév €v dvbpwmoig, meAdyer 6¢ yaAnvnv
vyveptav, dvépwy koitny Umvov T’ évi knde

197 ¢

Agathon means: it is Eros who creates these things in human life. Shelleyans will
recognize in these two verses the central theme, as well as the imagery in bare outline,
of the poems he would write after the death of Clara that autumn, especially “Julian
and Maddalo” and “Lines Written among the Euganean Hills.” The thematic structure
of these poems carries over into Prometheus.

In the end, perhaps, Shelley’s drama takes after Agathon more than Diotima.*8
The poem’s myth can be interpreted as a revolution of the gods that makes Agathon’s
view of Love the true one. If Agathon sounds naive to us, as he did to Socrates, it is
because we live in the unregenerated world. Despite its moral strengths, ancient
Athens too fell short of the goal. The social status of women, the punishment of true
philanthropy, even Plato’s own banishment of poets from his ideal republic (in
rebellion against his own essentially poetic nature) made this painfully clear to Shelley.
The Banquet attempts to correct for these shortcomings as far as possible. It is also a

subtle iteration of Shelley’s central myth, its protagonist, its ethos.

48 See especially 11, iv, 118-20; 11, v, 38-47; and 1V, 406-411.
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III: REVERSALS & RECOGNITIONS

The events surrounding the death of Clara Shelley in late September 1818 are
well known to Shelleyans. It is a suspenseful and complex story, ultimately too a tragic
one. Clara’s death was the first major reversal of Percy and Mary Shelley’s new life in
Italy. In Newman Ivey White’s biography of Percy Shelley, still after almost 80 years
the most reliable, Shelley and Mary suffer an emotional estrangement during the
months that follow (that is, October through December 1818).4° For White, this
estrangement lay at the heart of “Julian and Maddalo: a Conversation” (hereafter J&M),
often regarded as Shelley’s most autobiographical poem. White accepted Shelley’s
claim in a letter to Hunt that J&M was composed “at Este,” where the Shelleys were
living from early September to early November (LBPS, II, 108).

The dating of J&M has since undergone revision. Reiman, citing manuscript
evidence analyzed by G. M. Matthews (namely the J&M draft notebook, Bodleian MS
Shelley adds. e. 11), and criticizing White’s somewhat reductive reading of the poem,
argued that its emotional core—the passage often referred to as the “Maniac’s
soliloquy” (300-510)—reflects rather the troubled period of Shelley and Mary’s

marriage after the death of William Shelley in June 1819.5° Reiman’s hypothesis is

49 See Shelley, 11, 28 & ff.

%0 See G. M. Matthews, “‘Julian and Maddalo’: the Draft and the Meaning,” Studia Neophilologica,
XXXV (1963), 57-85; and SC, VI, 858-865. “Maniac” is no longer proper nomenclature
(“bipolar disorder” is now preferred, in its first, second, and ghostly third manifestations
BP1D, BP2D, and [BP3D]), and therefore appears here (and throughout) in scare quotes.
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now generally accepted by Shelley’s American editors. Reiman and Fraistat’s Norton
edition gives the date of composition for J&M as late winter to late summer 1819,°! a
judgement echoed with only a slight caveat by Steven E. Jones, the editor of adds. e. 11
for the Garland Series facsimile editions.>? The forthcoming volume IV of Johns
Hopkins’ The Complete Poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley, which will cover this period of
Shelley’s poetic career, is likely to follow suit.

For most new readers of J&M, it makes little difference whether any despair of
Shelley’s the poem may express followed the death of a daughter or a son. The
“Maniac” (as Shelley dubs him in the Preface) does not dwell upon any death other
than his own potential suicide, or the “living death of agonies” caused by the sudden
coldness of a beloved and trusted partner. His sole reason for staying alive, he
soliloquizes, is to spare her from suffering, perhaps from a feeling of guilt:

... Do Inot live
That thou mayst have less bitter cause to grieve?
I give thee tears for scorn and love for hate
And that thy lot may be less desolate
Than his on whom thou tramplest, I refrain

From that sweet sleep which medicines all pain.

J&M, 494-99°3

51 Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, eds. Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat (New York & London:
Norton, 2002), 119.

52 See BSM, XV, 173-4.

53 All quotations from J&M will (eventually) follow the holograph fair copy that Shelley sent to
Hunt in August 1819: MYRS, VIII, 214-226.
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If J&M is interpreted biographically, however, it is difficult to read these lines without
speculating about what exactly was going on in Shelley’s marriage. The datings of J&M
are in every case based upon some such speculation. For understanding the poem’s
context in Shelley’s work, therefore, it makes a significant difference whether this
portion of it was composed after the death of William (as Reiman claims) alongside The
Cenci and Act IV of Prometheus; or after the death of Clara (as White believed) alongside
Act I of Prometheus, “Lines Written among the Euganean Hills” (hereafter Lines), the
essay “On a Future State,” and several other lyrics, fragments, and sketches in verse
and prose.

This chapter argues for a dating between White’s and Reiman’s. Although
Shelley almost certainly made minor changes of wording to J&M after William’s death,
he most likely had composed the whole of it—including the lament—before leaving
Naples for Rome in late February 1819. He began it in September or October 1818,
while immersed in reading Sophocles’s Oedipus Tyrannos, Plato’s Republic, and Malthus’s
Essay on the Principle of Population (in a French edition);>* as well as in writing Act I of

Prometheus and Lines. It is the myriad and profound connections between these works

5% Essai sur le Principe de Population, tr. Pierre Prevost (Paris & Geneva: J. J. Paschoud, 1809).
Prevost used the much expanded 1806 edition and not, as F. L. Jones states, Malthus’s original
Essay of 1798 (LPBS, 11, 43).
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that Shelley was reading and writing simultaneously, rather than the dating of J&M per

se, which motivates this reconsideration.

ii
All three of these poems of Shelley’s—J&M, Lines, and Prometheus—are centrally
concerned with the question of whether human happiness can be established with
permanence, or (contrariwise) whether our lasting condition is suffering, while
happiness visits us merely as a temporary hallucination.
TiG ydp, TiG dvip mA€ov
Tag evdarpoviag pepel
f) ToooUToV 00V SoKETY
kai 60av y’ dmokAivai;
Who then, what man gains
Any more of happiness
Than just enough for it to seem

And then fall away?

OT, 1189-92%

The question is both personal and political, as when (for example) it is debated
between Julian and Count Maddalo, characters modeled on Shelley and Byron but
whose conversation also parallels the public debate between Malthus and William

Godwin. Malthus’s Essay argues, with an almost Sophoclean bleakness, that since the

%5 For this and all other quotations from OT, see Sophoclis Oedipus Rex, ed. R. D. Dawe (Stuttgart
and Leipzig: Teubner, 1996).
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exponential growth of population perpetually outpaces the linear growth of resources,
human societies are fated to encounter scarcity—and therefore war, famine, and high
infant mortality rates—unless regulated by “vice” (non-reproductive sex) or “virtue”
(abstention from sex unless married, attempting to conceive, and financially able).
Since the Essay was written as a direct rebuttal to Godwin’s Political Justice, those who
regard Shelley’s politics as merely Godwinian, or emphasize his antipathy to clerics,
should expect him to derogate it. But in fact he admired the work and read it
absorbedly, finishing the whole in five days.*® In a letter to Peacock of October 8, he
finds Malthus “a very clever man,” adding “the world would be a great gainer if it
would seriously take his lessons into consideration—if it were capable of attending
seriously to any thing but mischief” (LPBS, II, 43).

Maddalo is not obviously Malthusian; he has none of Malthus’s dry and somber

heartlessness®” and much of Byron’s irony and pride. But he shares with Malthus what

%6 October 3-8 (see JMS, I, 228-9). The 1806 edition, which Prevost used for his translation,
was Malthus’s second expanded edition, containing his encyclopedic catalogue of death and
privation from all over the world and from antiquity.

7 “With regard to illegitimate children, after the proper notice has been given, they should on
no account whatever be allowed to have any claim to parish assistance. If the parents desert
their child, they ought to be made answerable for the crime. The infant is, comparatively
speaking, of no value to the society, as others will immediately supply its place.” In the 1806
edition the first sentence was altered: “ . . . they should not be allowed to have any claim to
parish assistance, but be left entirely to the support of private charity.” Quoted from An Essay
on the Principle of Population, ed. Patricia James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
II, 141. Prevost takes the further step of deleting the last sentence entirely, as he does with
other sentences and phrases throughout the work, sparing Shelley Malthus’s crassest
expressions, though not his general view of infant mortality. See Essai sur le Principe de
Population, III, 111.
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J&M calls “despondency” (48), the belief that our social and moral ills are fixtures of
human nature mitigated only by repression, whether external or self-imposed. For
Maddalo too, the endless struggle between desire and scarcity afflicts not just the body
politic but the individual soul:

“And like that black and dreary bell, the soul

“Hung in a heaven-illumined tower, must toll

“Our thoughts and our desires to meet below

“Round the rent heart and pray—as madmen do

“For what? they know not, till the night of death

“As sunset that strange vision, severeth

“Our memory from itself, and us from all

“We sought and yet were baffled!”

J&M, 123-130

While many editors (but not Mary in 1839) place a comma after “sunset,” making
“that strange vision” appositive, in the MS the phrase is objective (MYRS, VIII, 216-7).
For Maddalo’s imagery, although it seems impressionistic upon first reading, is in fact
quite precise. The “black and dreary bell” hangs in the dilapidated (“rent”) belfry
tower of an insane asylum on an island in the Venetian Lagoon, where Julian and

Maddalo see and hear it from a gondola.”® They watch as the sun sets among the

%8 The asylum (“madhouse”) is undergoing conversion from a church or monastery, leading
scholars to speculate about its relationship to the Church of San Clemente, which was
converted into an asylum after the Napoleonic government suppressed religious orders in
Venice in the early nineteenth century. The identification works up to a point, since San
Clemente was “such a one / As age to age might add, for uses vile” (99-100), having served as
a monastery, a military garrison, and a lockup for the mentally disabled.
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Euganean Hills, and as Maddalo broods in his cryptic fashion, Venice and the hills
“dissolve into one lake of fire,” are “huddled in gloom,” and “become invisible”:
severed from memory by the dying of the light, like memory from itself by death (J&M,
81, 137 & 134). The poem’s narrative cuts off abruptly, to resume the following
morning.

Lines contains a passage depicting the exact same scene, but in reverso (as it
were): the speaker watches from the Euganean Hills as the sun rises behind Venice and
the Lagoon. It is a passage of the sort of brilliant and liquid description of light-effects

for which Shelley was so much admired by the Symbolists:

Lo! the sun upsprings behind,
Broad, red, radiant, half-reclined
On the level quivering line

Of the waters crystalline;

And before that chasm of light,
As within a furnace bright,
Column, tower, and dome, and spire,
Shine like obelisks of fire,
Pointing with inconstant motion
From the altar of dark ocean

To the sapphire-tinted skies;

As the flames of sacrifice

From the marble shrines did rise,
As do pierce the dome of gold
Where Apollo spoke of old.

100-14
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Whereas for a Symbolist the “marble shrines” may have been a merely aestheticizing
touch, in Lines Shelley’s reference to the Oracle of Delphi hints at the poem’s political
themes and sets up the following passage (115-41), a prophetic meditation on the
history and fate of Venice.>® While the passage is too long for the sake of this
argument to be quoted in full, it is such a wondrous blending of Shelley’s own
sensibilities with the ballad tradition (especially the closing tableau of the fisher) that I
urge the reader to revisit it. The speaker muses on the potential ruin of the city, and
with it the Austrian Empire: the oracle fulfilled.

The speaker, however, is uncertain of its fulfillment. He does not appear to have
iron-clad faith, like Julian, in the “immense improvements of which, by the extinction
of certain moral superstitions, human society may yet be susceptible,” or in “the power
of man over his own mind”—central Godwinian doctrines (1839, III, 289-90). The
poem pendulates back and forth between elation and despondency—the speaker is
vengeful and submissive, euphoric and hopeless by turns—it is a kind of L’Allegro and II
Penseroso in one, or alternately. Its unifying theme is the indispensability of happiness
or delight—even as a passing dream—to the task of enduring the weariness of life, its
endless toil, its sudden reversals. Yet the agents of this soothing balm are mysterious.
They are referred to as “soft winds,” “soft dreams,” “spirits” that “float and flee” (69,

327, 337). They are like the Chorus of Spirits in Act I, the Witch of Atlas, or Eros:

91 mean “prophetic” in the sense of “relating to prophecy,” not of “having come true.”
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messengers of spiritual delight that transform the world’s pain as with a magic wand.
For most of the poem he dwells upon such a visitation, a feeling of delight in his
surroundings, a seeming and a falling away. But as to whether these deliverers can
ever afford to human beings a permanent haven, the speaker is ambiguous. His closing
reverie, where such a haven is lovingly described, has the air of being imagined on the
spot, even forced by the imagination upon the mind in order to divert it from too
painful thoughts:
. .. even now, perhaps,

On some rock the wild wave wraps,

With folded wings they waiting sit

For my bark, to pilot it

To some calm and blooming cove,

Where for me, and those I love,

May a windless bower be built,

Far from passion, pain, and guilt . . .

338-345

The only poetic characters of Shelley’s to reach such haven are Prometheus, Asia,
Panthea, and Ione, who retreat to a mountainous cavern luxuriant with fruit-laden and
flowering plants, birds, bees, and naturally occurring architectural forms and
furnishings. The cavern is described first by Prometheus (IIl, iii, 10-24), then by the
Earth (I, iii, 124-147), who reveals it to be the erstwhile oracular cave through which
Asia and Panthea reach Demogorgon’s throne (II, iii). The oracle’s influence had been

radical, “lonely men” had drunk its vapor “wandering in their youth” (Il, iii, 5), and its
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gospel of bloodless, instant, and spontaneous revolution had led to Jupiter’s overthrow
and the cave’s metamorphosis into paradise. This is the Titan’s gospel, for his temple
had been built beside the oracle (I, iii, 158-75). Unlike a human being, he is certain
that his torture will come to an end during his (immortal) lifetime:
MERCURY.
Thou knowest not the period of Jove’s power?

PROMETHEUS.
I know but this, that it must come.

MERCURY.
Alas!
Thou canst not count thy years to come of pain?

PROMETHEUS.
They last while Jove must reign; nor more, nor less

Do I desire or fear.

I, 412-16

In exchanges like this one, which recur throughout Act I, Prometheus—far more
than himself in the Greek Prometheus Bound—resembles Teiresias in OT:
Teipeoiag
fifet yap avrd, kdv €yw o1yfi 0Ty w.

Oisimoug
ovkolv d y' fifer kai 0¢ xpn) Aeyery épol.

Teipeoiag
ovk dv mépa ppacaipt. mpog 1ad’, i O€Ael,
Bupod &1’ dpyfis fiTig dypirwtar.
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Teiresias
It will come of itself, though I shroud it in silence.

Oedipus
Since it will happen anyway, tell it to me.

Teiresias
I won’t speak further. In protest, if you like,

Rouse your most savage anger.

3414

Although all three characters suffer interrogation under the threat—or the fact—of
intense suffering, Teiresias, like the English Prometheus but unlike his Greek ancestor,
speaks as one who knows the significance of the oracle to one who learns it too late.
Both Teiresias and Prometheus are unshakable in their prophetic knowledge
(ITpounBevs means “forethought” or “prophecy”), towards which they hint in riddles or
ominous adumbrations, but never disclose.®® Other aspects of OT are clearly exploited
in Prometheus. Like Jupiter and his phantasmic doppelgéinger, Oedipus curses himself
unknowingly (244 & ff.), suffers a reversal of fate that casts him from despotic rule
(1178 & ft.), and by the drama’s conclusion has undergone a role-reversal with his
interrogated subject: the blind one with the one who sees, the oppressor with the

oppressed. The oracle has overwhelmed him. From a purely thematic point of view,

60 Aeschylus’s Prometheus, as Shelley mentions in the Preface, discloses the secret of Zeus’s
marriage to Thetis in exchange for his release from Tartarus.
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the main difference between the two dramas is that the protagonist of Shelley’s is
vindicated.

It is tempting to argue that, to the question of whether happiness (in political
economy or in life) can gain security or permanence, J&M answers negatively, Lines
ambivalently, and Prometheus affirmatively. But in the end, all three are pessimistic
poems. Their sufferers look not just forwards but backwards—they are Epimethian as
well as Promethean—and like Oedipus, they all see a past self more exalted but less
knowing. They have “learned in suffering”—undergone the Aeschylean mdfe:
pafoc—a key theme of OT.®! Even Prometheus, in his more desperate moments, utters

”
!

the refrain “Alas! pain, pain ever, forever!” Like the Madman and the speaker of Lines,
misery has “made him wise” (I, 58), he longs for death but cannot actively seek it (I,
638-41); and although he himself reaches a permanent haven, he pauses to reflect that
human beings cannot (I1I, iii, 25). The closing speech Act III, spoken by the Spirit of
the Hour, is composed in a kind of tacit future tense, just as the end of Lines expresses a
kind of optative mood not grammatically present in English as it is in Greek. Thus
when we read:

Passionless? no—yet free from guilt or pain
Which were, for his will made, or suffered them . . .

61 See Agam., 176-8. The famous lines from J&M referred to here are: “Most wretched men /
Are cradled into poetry by wrong, / They learn in suffering what they teach in song” (544-6).
This is the most heavily revised sentence of the poem: see BSM, XV, passim.
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111, iv, 198-9

we hear an echo of Lines, of the sadness upon which the speaker of that poem reflects,
and perhaps too of the sad event to which it may allude.

Like Lines, J&M does not fit neatly into any known poetic genre. In 1820 Shelley
reflected, “It is an attempt in a different style, in which I am not yet sure of myself, a
sermo pedestris way of treating human nature quite opposed to the idealism of that
drama” (LPBS, II, 196). Yet this term comes from Horace,% who permits the sermo
pedestris—a commonplace or prosaic style in diction and syntax—in tragic drama too,
under certain conditions:

Et tragicus plerumque dolet sermone pedestri

Telephus et Peleus cum pauper et exsul uterque

Proicit ampullas et sesquipedalia verba

Si curat cor spectantis tetigisse querella.
The tragic poet too often grieves in a commonplace style
When Telephus, or Peleus, in poverty or exile,
Casts aside bombast and foot-and-a-half-long words—

If he wants his lament to touch the spectator’s heart.

Ars Poetica, 95-8%3

62 Sermo Pedestris is also the title of a book of Latin Poems by William King (London: T. Cooper,
1739). I have found no evidence that Shelley read this book or was aware of it.

63 Since there are relatively few textual problems with the Latin poetry discussed in this
dissertation, I have quoted in every case from the most recent edition of the Loeb Classical
Library. These smallish volumes are pretty (on the outside) and fit easily into a coat pocket,
whereas the Teubner and OCT books are clunky and have pages of equal ugliness to the LCL.
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The tragedies by Sophocles and Euripides to which Horace refers are now lost. But he
means essentially that a hero like Oedipus may employ grand rhetorical flourishes at
the beginning of the drama, when he is 0 ndo1 kAewog Oidimovs katovuevos (“Oedpius,
whom all men call illustrious,” 8), but not at the end when he Oi§irovs . . . gi¢ Soov
kAvSwva sewvis ouppopas éAnivBev (“Oedpius, to whom waves of such terrible
misfortune have come,” 1524-7). The “Maniac” too is a tragic character who has
“fallen to deep reverse” (265); his speech is therefore patterned on the Horatian
compromise between popular discourse and tragic decorum. If it lacks the “idealism”
of Prometheus, it is in the imagery, which is drawn principally from observation, often
very minute and detailed—whereas that of Prometheus was drawn from “the operations
of the human mind” (1839, 11, 4), a phrase related to Shelley’s idealism and discussed
in connection with a verse from OT by Mary in her “Note on the Prometheus
Unbound” (1839, 11, 136-7).

If Act I was written more or less in order, it would seem that Prometheus had
been conceived of (if only at first) as an Attic-style tragedy with an Aeschylean or
Sophoclean proportion of blank to lyric verses (about five to one). But with the
entrance of the Chorus of Furies (495 & ff.), the lyrics begin to run away with
themselves—a process which accelerates all the way through to Act IV, which is
entirely lyric. It is fitting, then, that the first great lyrical efflorescence of the poem

should take after the choral odes of OT, which were fresh in Shelley’s mind. Shelley’s
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Chorus summons its fellow furies from their work of destruction in the human world

to aid in the torture of Prometheus:

From the ends of the Earth, from the ends of the Earth,
Where the night has its grave and the morning its birth,
Come, Come, Come!
O ye who shake hills with the scream of your mirth
When cities sink howling in ruin, and ye
Who with wingless footsteps trample the Sea,
And close upon Shipwreck and Famine’s track
Sit chattering with joy on the foodless wrack;
Come, Come, Come!
Leave the bed, low, cold and red,
Strewed beneath a nation dead;
Leave the hatred—as in ashes
Fire is left for future burning,—
It will burst in bloodier flashes
When vye stir it, soon returning;
Leave the self-contempt implanted
In young spirits sense-enchanted,
Misery’s yet unkindled fuel;
Leave Hell’s secrets half-unchanted
To the maniac dreamer: cruel
More than ye can be with hate,
Is he with fear.
Come, Come, Come!
We are streaming up from Hell’s wide gate
And we burthen the blasts of the atmosphere,
But vainly we toil till ye come here.

495-520

This passage and the following lines (521-577), like the “Song of the Earth” in Act IV
(319-449), are among those longer lyrical masterpieces within Prometheus which, for

Swinburne, raised Shelley to the level of Aeschylus—the sort of comparative evaluation
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critics seldom now make.%* Shelley’s Furies are cousins of that “antient pilot, Pain”
who sits at the helm of “The frail bark of this lone being” in Lines (331-4), and the evil
in-laws (so to speak) of the Chorus of Spirits that float and flee about the head of
Prometheus later in Act I (672-751; cf. OT, 479-82). Their method of torture is
psychological, their best weapons fear and despair. Thus their only effect upon
Prometheus, whose spirit is inured from physical pain, is achieved by representing
before him in a vision the very hate and despair which lead virtuous thought to vicious
action: most exemplary are the Church (547-559) and the French Revolution (567-
577). Unlike its inevitability in myth, in the human world the oracle requires correct
interpretation in order to be fulfilled.
Whether or not the accomplishment of these verses is on par with Attic tragedy

(I think not—and neither did Shelley), it is difficult to imagine the Chorus of Furies
without the example of the chorus of Theban elders in OT, who bemoan the fate of
their city ravaged by plague. From the standpoint of emotion, their choral odes contain
some of the bleakest poetry in Greek literature:

v g dvdpiBuos Murta:

vhAéa §¢ yévebla mpdg meSwi

Bavarapdpa keitar dvoikTwe:

év & dAoxor mohai T ém parépeg
dxav mapa foopiov dAoBev dAlar

64 See The Complete Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, ed. Sir Edmund Gosse & Thomas James
Wise (London: William Heinemann, 1926), XV, 336. Readers of Swinburne’s poetry may
recognize elements of his style in the verses quoted above.
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Avyp@V movwy iKeTHPES EMOTEVAXOVOL*
naiwv §¢ Adumer aTovogood Te YHipus Spavog:
Qv Umep, @ xpvoéa Ovyarep Aidg,
ev@mna meppov dAkav.
Our city perishes in countless deaths:
Our offspring lie dead at our feet, unpitied,
Mercilessly spreading contagion;
Grey-haired wives and mothers
At altars now here, now there
Groan in supplication from their wretched pain;
The Healer’s hymn rings out, blended with the mourning cry:
Over these deaths, O golden daughter of Zeus,
Send us bright-eyed strength.

179-87

Such a vision of total human suffering, layered on top of a Lucretian vision of nature’s
periodic decline, is what Act I seeks to convey. The final word dAxn, translated above
as “strength,” also means “courage.”

Aristotle famously cites OT as an example of reversal (wepinéreia) in dramatic
poetry, a plot element in which the course of events rounds a sharp turning point from
worse to better (comedy) or better to worse (tragedy).®> His example from OT is the
passage in which the herdsman, summoned to allay Oedipus’s fears of the Pythian
oracle, reluctantly—and under threat of torture—confirms its truthfulness. For
Aristotle this passage (1120-85) represented the finest or most beautiful kind of

reversal, because it coincides with recognition (dvayvwpioig), the moment in which a

65 See Poet., XI.
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protagonist moves from ignorance to knowledge. The reversal of Oedipus is more
central to Prometheus than any single plot element in the Greek Prometheus Bound. 1 have
adopted Aristotle’s term for the title of this chapter, since it pertains so well not only to
Shelley’s poetry of late 1818, but also to his contemporaneous development as a

thinker, and indeed to the events of his life.

iii

Biographical datings of poems can fall into a form of circular argument: because
of its date, a poem is read as a reaction to event x, while the occurrence of x is used to
date the poem. White falls into this trap somewhat, as Reiman points out (SC, VI,
865). Yet the danger persists even when manuscripts are added, since three points of
reference can make a circle as well as two. Any dating must eventually consider all
three (poetry, life, manuscripts), so let us now turn to the biographical story, since of
the three it is known with the most certainty. In many ways its protagonists are not
Shelley and Mary, but two little girls: Clara Shelley, at the beginning of our story not
yet one year old; and Allegra, Claire Clairmont’s daughter by Lord Byron, not yet two.

Byron had never seen Allegra, whose name was still Alba. His interest in Claire
appears from his letters to have been little more than sexual and of short duration. By
1818 he refused to communicate with her on matters of Allegra’s custody and
maintenance except through Shelley. Yet he suspected that Shelley’s efforts on behalf

of Claire masked a ploy by Claire to maintain personal contact. He offered to take Alba
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under the sole condition that Claire relinquish all custody to him. Claire reluctantly
accepted his terms. In White’s narration, Byron comes off as singularly heartless in
these negotiations, as at times indeed he was. Yet Leslie Marchand, whose biography
of Byron achieves the scope and quality of White, reminds us that Byron was impatient
to see his daughter and would soon grow very fond of her.®® Although he quickly
proved unable or unwilling to care for her, he made an initial effort by moving into
Palazzo Mocenigo on the Grand Canal and hiring additional servants. Allegra was
brought there in late April by the Swiss nurse Elise (later Elise Foggi), who remained
with her.

Yet none of the fourteen servants Byron had hired could speak with Elise in
French. She spoke neither English nor Italian. His innumerable Venetian paramours
came and went continually and quarreled with one another, at times violently. By late
1818 (although it is not clear exactly when), Mocenigo had also become the home of
two monkeys, a fox, and several large mastiffs. Alarming reports from Elise had
reached Claire and the Shelleys in Bagni di Lucca during the summer, and Shelley had
written back to Venice attempting to mitigate Byron’s hostility towards Claire and
persuade him to visit. Byron still refused to see or write to Claire, who naturally
assumed that he would be reluctant to let her see Alba as well. At the time he may

have been, yet he also realized that the life he led at Mocenigo was bad for Alba and

%6 See Byron: A Biography (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), II, 730-5.
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that some other arrangements had to be made. His solution was to move Alba and
Elise into the house of his friends the Hoppners (a short walk from Mocenigo), where
he could visit frequently. This was done in early August.

When news of Alba’s removal to the Hoppners’ reached Claire on August 14,
she made up her mind to go to Venice without Byron’s permission and without delay.
She was upset that her daughter was now living with people whom she had never met.
If her visit could be kept secret from Byron she could see Alba without suffering his
arrogance and reprisals. Another of Claire’s goals was to persuade Byron—which
meant have Shelley persuade him—to let Alba visit for several weeks with Claire and
the Shelleys in Florence before heading south to Naples for the winter. Lastly, even if
Byron were to discover Claire’s presence in Venice, perhaps it could mean a chance to
see him again—for Claire was still in love with him. Shelley tried to dissuade her from
circumventing Byron and potentially irritating him into even further recalcitrance, but
she insisted. She and Shelley departed Bagni di Lucca with Paolo Foggi on August 17.
They had sent no letter to Byron ahead of them.

The situation was a delicate one for Shelley, involving as it did a conflicting set
of interests among those closest to him. He was now the sole intermediary between
Claire and Byron and felt responsible for representing Claire’s interests—and indeed,
although he did not use this word when writing to Byron, her rights. Yet he wished to

avoid offending Byron, one of his closest friends, by appearing to foist upon him a
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former lover whose fawning attentions were unwelcome. He had also left Mary alone
in Bagni di Lucca with their two young children but only one third of their permanent
domestic staff, the nursemaid Milly Shields. To John and Maria Gisborne, Mary wrote,
“Shelley and Clare are gone (they went today) to Venise on important business and I
am left to take care of the house—now if all of you or any of you would come and cheer
my solitude it would be exceedingly kind” (LMWS, 1, 77).

The rough, mountainous roads between Lucca and Florence were “excessively
fatiguing” (LPBS 1I, 32). During the first day of traveling Shelley and Claire apparently
agreed—almost certainly at his urging—that she would wait in a nearby town (Fucina
or Padua) while he went on to Venice alone to mollify Byron on her behalf. But by the
time they reached Padua, Claire had changed her mind. The inns had been dirty and
full of insects, and she (understandably) refused to wait in one alone (or with Paolo)
rather than in a comfortable house in Venice with her daughter. They arrived
unannounced at the Hoppners on August 23, a Sunday. Claire especially must have
been unsure of her reception—she probably suspected that Byron had been openly
scornful in speaking of her with his friends—and in fact he had “often expressed his
extreme horror of her arrival” to the Hoppners (LPBSII, 36). But the Hoppners turned
out to be sympathetic to Claire. They received her warmly, called for Allegra to be
brought to her, and offered to help her and Shelley in dealing with Byron. They all

agreed that Claire’s presence in Venice was to be kept secret.
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Shelley immediately set off to see Byron, since Claire was anxious to learn the
outcome of their negotiations, and Shelley too was anxious to prevent Byron’s calling
on the Hoppners and discovering Claire’s presence. (The words “anxious” and
“anxiety” occur frequently in Shelley’s and Mary’s letters written during these weeks.)
When Shelley arrived at Mocenigo at around 3 in the afternoon, Byron was surprised
and delighted to see him. In the conversation that followed, Shelley had to explain
why he had suddenly shown up in Venice alone. He could not say that he and Claire
had travelled together without Mary, since this would raise suspicion. Yet he had to
mention that Claire was somewhere nearby; otherwise there would be no reason to ask
for Alba to be taken from the Hoppners right away. So he invented a white lie: that the
whole party, including Mary and the children, had traveled as far as Padua together, and
that he had gone on to Venice alone.

Byron was in a genial mood and quickly agreed to let Alba (now named Allegra)
depart with Shelley when he left Venice, but he did not want her to travel as far as
Florence. To make things easier (he thought), he offered to lend the party I Cappucini,
his villa at Este (a mere half day’s ride from Padua), which he had never used and
which was ready to be inhabited immediately. This was a snag. Shelley could think of
no reason to decline Byron’s offer and therefore accepted; yet Mary and the children
were still in Bagni di Lucca, several days’ journey distant. Shelley would have to

conceal their temporary absence from Byron while living at his own property nearby, or
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else invent another lie should Byron find out that he and Claire were at I Cappucini

alone. His letter continues the story:

Well, dear Mary, this talk went off, for I did not see in that moment
how I could urge it further, & I thought that at least many points
were gained in the willingness & good humour of our discussion.—
So he took me in his gondola—much against my will for I wanted to
return to Clare at Mrs. Hoppners who was anxiously waiting for me
—across the laguna to a long sandy island which defends Venise
from the Adriatic [i.e. the Lido]. When we disembarked, we found
his horses waiting for us, & we rode along the sands of the sea
talking.

LPBS, 11, 36

Although J&M goes on with the story, at this point in its narration Shelley’s
letter is torn. Apparently he and Byron talked until early next morning. The portion of
the letter quoted above was dashed off hurriedly at 5 a.m. on August 24. It continues

by imploring Mary to travel to Este as quickly as possible:

Pray come instantly to Este, where I shall be waiting with Clare &
Elise in the utmost anxiety for your arrival. You can pack up directly
you get this letter & employ the next day in that. The day after get
up at four oClock, & go post to Lucca where you will arrive at 6.
Then take Vetturino for Florence to arrive the same evening. From
Florence to Este is three days vetturino journey, & you could not I
think do it quicker by the Post [. . .] I don’t think you can but try to
get from Florence to Bologna in one day. Dont take the post for it is
not much faster & very expensive. I have been obliged to decide on
all these things without you.—I have done for the best & my own
beloved Mary you must soon come & scold me if I have done wrong
& kiss me if I have done right—for I am sure I do not know which—
& it is only the event that can shew.
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LPBS, 11, 37

The letter, apparently carried to Mary by Paolo, arrived on August 28. The Gisbornes
had arrived from Livorno on August 25, having planned to stay (one imagines) at least
a week. Mary’s journal records:

Friday 28th

Finish reading the Symposium to Mrs G — walk out in the evening —
a letter from Shelley — consultation.

Saturday 29th

Bustle — Paolo goes to Lucca —walk out in the evening —
Sunday 30th

My birthday — 21 — Packing——
Monday 31st

Travel to Lucca with Mrs G. — she then leaves me — Go on to
Florence Where we arrive late — the day is hot but the evening is
delightful —

Tuesday September 1st
Remain at Florence all day — Read Hymns — Epithalamion &c of
Spencer — ride about the city —

Wednesday 2nd

JMS, 1, 225-6

Here the journal breaks off—the date of the 2nd is recorded without an entry. It is
almost certainly the day on which Clara first showed symptoms of dysentery. The
journey to Florence had exhausted Shelley and Claire—now it was hotter, and the inns
were unlikely to have improved in a fortnight. The next writing in Mary’s hand is a

letter to Maria Gisborne (who was back in Livorno) on September 13:
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I hasten to write to you to say that we have arrived safe and yet I can
hardly call it safe since the fatigue has given my poor Ca an attack of
dysentery and although she is now some what recovered from that
disorder she is still in a frightful state of weakness and fever as {and}
is reduced to be so thin in this short time that you would hardly
know her again [ . . . ] we are still in great anxiety concerning her

I found Mr Shelley very anxious for our non arrival . . .

LMWS, 1, 78-9

Mary’s journal continues the following day:

Monday — 14th
In four days — (saturday 5th) arrive at Este — poor Clara is
dangerously ill — Shelley is very unwell from taking poison in Italian
cakes — He writes his drama of Prometheus . . .

JMS, 1, 226

These weeks in which Shelley was sunk in composition are described picturesquely by
Mary in her “Note on Poems Written in 1818” (1839 IlII, 160-1); her description
echoes “To Mary—,” written in those early September days of anxious waiting; it also

echoes Lines (see 285-319).

Friday 18th
Read Livy — after tea S. reads L’Allegro & il penseroso to me
Saturday 19th
Saturday-Oet3
Thursday 24th
This is the Journal book of misfortunes — Read Livy —A great many
of the plays of Alfieri — S writes — he reads Oedipus Tyrannos to
me — On Tuesday Sept 22nd he goes up to Venise — On thursday I
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go to Padua with Clare — meet S there —we go to Venise with my
poor Clara . . .

JMS 1, 226-7

Shelley concludes the story in a letter to Claire:

We arrived at Venice yesterday [August 24] about five o’clock. Our
little girl had shewn symptoms of increased weakness and even
convulsive motions of the mouth and eyes, which made me anxious
to see the physician. As she past from Fusina to the Inn, she beame
worse. Ileft her on landing and took a gondola for Dr. Alietti. He
was not at home.—When I returned, I found Mary in the hall of the
Inn in the most dreadful distress.

Worse symptoms had appeared. Another Physician had arrived.
He told me there was no hope. In about an hour—how shall I tell
you—she died—

LPBS 11, 40-1

iv
Knowing this story as intimately as he did, and interpreting J&M as
straightforwardly autobiographical, White naturally assumed that October and
November 1818 had been a difficult time in Shelley’s marriage. Neither White nor any
other biographer goes so far as to blame Shelley for Clara’s death. But he seems to
imply that it would have been difficult for Mary to keep herself utterly from blaming
Shelley when Clara sickened and died. The death of a child under any circumstances is

enough to account for emotional disturbances in a marriage. Nevertheless, Reiman
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argues that “outside [Shelley’s] poetry, there is no evidence of such estrangement at
this time,” and continues:

Mary was undoubtedly deeply upset by Clara’s death, but her later

remarks on their stay in Venice and Este give no indication that she

looked back on that period as one troubled by dissension in her

marriage, however much troubled it was by external circumstances.

The death of William Shelley was the event that drove Mary to

despair, and only after July 1819 does Shelley begin to admit to

outsiders that he cannot share everything with Mary.

SC, VI, 863-4

It is worth asking, however, whether “outside the poetry” is too large a proviso.
Even ignoring J&M, several poems traditionally dated to late 1818 lament a sudden lack
of sympathy from a beloved and trusted partner. Although the datings of some of
these poems (such as “Misery—a Fragment”) are fraught with the same uncertainties
as the dating of J&M,%7 those of others such as Lines, “Stanzas Written in Dejection,
near Naples” (hereafter “Stanzas”) and “Song for Tasso” are less uncertain. In 1839
Mary dates all of these poems to 1818, along with “Lift Not the Painted Veil,” “On a
Faded Violet,” and “The Past,” which are similar in tone and theme.®® Like J&M and

Prometheus, many of these poems fixate upon the revenge that the speaker imagines he

67 For a discussion of “Misery—a Fragment” see BSM, XXI, 448-53.

%8 In 1839 Mary dates J&M 1820, but amends this to 1818 in subsequent editions after seeing
Shelley’s letter to Hunt, which Hunt forwarded to her.
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will reap, perhaps posthumously, when his beloved or enemy® suffers keen regret.
Around this time, “regret” becomes a term of great complexity and associative richness

in Shelley’s poetry.®

THE PAST.

Wilt thou forget the happy hours

Which we buried in Love’s sweet bowers,
Heaping over their corpses cold
Blossoms and leaves, instead of mould?
Blossoms which were the joys that fell,
And leaves, the hopes that yet remain.

Forget the dead, the past? O yet

There are ghosts that may take revenge for it;
Memories that make the heart a tomb,

Regrets which glide through the spirit’s gloom,
And with ghastly whispers tell

That joy, once lost, is pain.

1839, 111, 144

When Reiman states that there is no other evidence of estrangement “at this time,” he
means merely October 1818, when Shelley and Mary were living in Este following
Clara’s death. Strictly speaking this is true, yet Mary discusses Shelley’s depression the

following December in Naples, in her “Note on the Poems Written in 1818”:

%9 Epipsychidion’s “one chained friend, perhaps a jealous foe” is apt here.

70 Although not quite a contronym, “regret” can mean both “to wish that a thing had not
occurred” and “to feel pain at the loss of a thing,” a slight opposition in meaning that Shelley’s
poetry exploits.
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Many hours were passed when his thoughts . . . became gloomy, and
then he escaped to solitude, and in verses, which he hid from fear of
wounding me, poured forth morbid but too natural bursts of
discontent and sadness. One looks back with unspeakable regret and
gnawing remorse to such periods; fancying that had one been more
alive to the nature of his feelings and more attentive to soothe them,
such would not have existed . . .

1839, 111, 162

Perhaps Mary was reading into the poems. But her note indicates at least some degree
of estrangement between herself and Shelley, whether it was apparent to her or not, six
months before William’s death. It is difficult to read Lines or “Stanzas” without feeling
the intense emotional isolation they express. Both poems echo the motif of

posthumous revenge reaped from a beloved’s regret:

Senseless is the breast, and cold,
Which relenting love would fold;
Bloodless are the veins and chill
Which the pulse of pain did fill;
Every little living nerve

That from bitter words did swerve
Round the tortured lips and brow,
Are like sapless leaflets now
Frozen upon December’s bough.

Lines, 27-40

Some might lament that I were cold,

As I, when this sweet day is gone

Which my lost heart, too soon grown old,
Insults with this untimely moan—

Some might lament—for I am one
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Whom men love not, and yet regret . . .

“Stanzas,” 37-42

The “Maniac” uses similar images to describe his emotional abandonment:

That, like some maniac monk, I had torn out

The nerves of manhood by their bleeding root
With mine own quivering fingers, so that ne’er
Our hearts had for a moment mingled there

To disunite in horror—these were not

With thee like some suppressed and hideous thought
Which flits athwart our musings, but can find

No rest within a pure and gentle mind . . .

Thou sealedst them with many a bare broad word
And cear’dst my memory o’er them,—for I heard
And can forget not . . . they were ministered

One after one, those curses.

J&M, 424-35

It would be natural to assume that Shelley was exercising the same theme with
different kinds of poems one after another or simultaneously. He did this while
brooding on incest in 1817 and on the popular uprisings of 1819. The burden of proof
would clearly lie on whoever challenged Shelley’s own dating of Julian and Maddalo,
were it not for the notebook containing a draft of the poem, known by its Bodleian
shelfmark Shelley adds. e. 11.

With respect to this notebook there are three points to consider. The most

obvious bit of evidence, and the one which prompted Matthews to revise the dating of
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the poem, is an ink sketch of what appears to be the pyramidal tomb of Caius Cestius,
with disembodied eyes floating in the foliage above it, beneath several draft lines from
the beginning of the poem (BSM, XV, 66). This wonderfully bizarre drawing has
become one of Shelley’s best known MS pages, and scholars have speculated about its
poetic significance.”! Shelley was living in Rome in June 1819 when William died,
which encourages Reiman in his later dating. But as Matthews himself points out, the
Shelleys spent a week in Rome on their way from Este to Naples in November 1818.
Since Shelley mentions the tomb of Cestius in a letter to Peacock in December 1818,
but never afterwards, it is more likely than not that the sketch dates from November of
that year. Even in their minutely observed details, the letter and the sketch agree: “To
see the sun shining on its bright grass fresh when we visited it with the autumnal
dews, & hear the whispering of the wind among the leaves of the trees which have
overgrown the tomb of Cestius . ..” (LPBSII, 60). And while Matthews maintains that
the sketch was probably in the notebook before the draft lines, there seems to be no
visual evidence of this ordering and even an indication to the contrary, since the sketch
crowds the bottom edge of the page, while the draft lines sprawl freely above it and

terminate in a cancelled line.

1 See Nancy More Goslee, “Shelley at Play: A Study of Sketch and Text in His Prometheus
Notebooks,” Huntington Library Quarterly, XXXVIII (Summer 1985), esp. 226; and Jerrold H.
Hogle, Shelley’s Process: Radical Transference and the Development of His Major Works (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 360, n. 46.



78

The second point to consider about e. 11 is the remaining contents of the
frontward-facing pages (that is, the pages which face the same way as the draft of
J&M), most of which relates to reading and writing dated confidently by Shelleyans to
1818: “On Love,” Herodotus, the “Discourse on the Manners of the Antient Greeks
relative to the Subject of Love,” and the fragmentary lyric “I am Drunk with the Honey
Wine.” A few draft pages after the tomb of Cestius there is another sketch (BMS XV,
80), apparently from observation, of a person in a sailboat rowing or poling along a
coastline of luxuriant vegetation. This sketch could easily have been made in Venice or
Naples, where Shelley was often in or near boats, but not in Rome or Florence where
he was not. The only piece of evidence that could encourage a later dating of this part
of the notebook is a broken series of pages containing draft lines of Prometheus, 111, iii-iv
(BSM, XV, 46-57). Yet in the finished poem, these lines are integrated into those
blank-verse passages of Act III which express most clearly the triumphant conclusion of
Prometheus. They are of a piece with Act I and could easily have been written alongside
it, especially since Shelley foresaw in broad outline how the drama would end (in its
original, three-act version) before he began writing it:

The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains
Scepterless, free, uncircumscribed, but man,
Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless,
Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king

Over himself; just, gentle, wise . . .

111, iv, 193-7
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Conversely, those passages of Act III most clearly composed in Rome under the
influence of Lucretius are nowhere to be found in e. 11. It is therefore likely that the
draft lines from Act III in e. 11—most of which do not appear in the finished poem—
belong to late 1818 as well.

Third and last, there are the reverso pages of e. 11, without which the
notebook’s chronology would be relatively straightforward. Shelley habitually used
both orientations when drafting two projects simultaneously, and does so here as well:
the pages begin with a scene from the drama on Torquato Tasso, and the essay “A
Future State,” both of which belong to late 1818 (BSM, XV, 167-130). But then the
essay breaks off, there are some child’s scribbles (perhaps Allegra’s) followed by a torn
page, before a page showing a date in Shelley’s hand: April 20, 1819 (BSM, XV, 127-6).
On this day the Shelleys were living in Rome, William was still alive, and Shelley was
absorbed in the composition of Acts II & III. After another torn page followed by a
blank one, there are lyrical sketches of the beginning of Act II—the very passages most
evocative of the Baths of Caracalla where Shelley went to write the poem in the
budding spring:

PANTHEA

The crags, this clear spring morning, mock our voices
As they were spirit-tongued.

[...]
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ECHOES
O follow, follow,
As our voice recedeth
Through the caverns hollow
Where the forest spreadeth . . .

II, i, 163-76

If Fraistat is right that the draft of these lines in e. 11 was written by the end of March
at the latest (BSM IX, Ixvii), the entry that records the date of April 19 must be the last
made in the notebook. There is little reason, therefore, to doubt Mary’s dating of J&M
to 1818. She remains one of the most conscientious and knowledgable editors of
Shelley’s poems, not least because she suffered the same reversals from which they

sprang.
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IV: DEJECTION

This chapter differs from the others in its nearly exclusive focus on one short
poem: the lyric entitled “Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples” (hereafter
“Stanzas”). This wonderful work has just as strong a claim to be read closely as “Ode
to the West Wind,” which is similar in length and technical finish, yet much more
famous.”? “Stanzas” is the only work of Shelley’s known with certainty to have been
composed during his residence in Naples during winter 1818-19; hence its isolation in
this study, which is divided chronologically. This is a happy accident, since the poem is
an understated marvel, comparable to the “Great Odes” of Keats or the finest lyrics of
Schiller. It crystalizes in 45 lines several of this dissertation’s themes, and serves as an
emblem for thinking about Shelley’s encounter with Pompeii, which affected him
deeply. Most immediately, “Stanzas” is an exquisitely nuanced exploration of an
emotion that has become strange to us, even after the recent burgeoning of “affect
theory.””3

I first came across “Stanzas” while reading a selection of Shelley’s verse in
chronological order for a college course on British Romanticism, and it struck me then
(according to a marginal note, which still seems judicious) as his “first perfect poem.”

I was not aware that this term had recently been theorized by Helen Vendler in Coming

72 To these two I would add a third, the “Song of Apollo,” written in 1820 for inclusion in
Mary’s mythological drama Midas.

73 For an explanation of this recent trend in scholarship, see Marta Figlerowicz, “Affect Theory
Dossier: An Introduction,” Qui Parle, XX, ii (2012), 3-18.
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of Age as a Poet.”* According to Vendler, a first perfect poem must satisfy four criteria:
first, it must be idiosyncratic in a manner that is typical of a poet, so that it may
justifiably be called “Keatsian,” “Wordsworthian,” etc.; second, all of its lines must be
“just so”—"“one would not wish them other than they are” (imagine suggesting
improvements to Keats!); third, the poem must introduce a style “visibly continuous
with the poet’s later work,” and fourth, it must be canonical enough to be frequently
selected by anthologists and teachers as representative of the writer’s early poetry.

If we follow Vendler’s definition, the term is incisive for Keats (her choice being
the sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer”), but does not really work for
Shelley. What, according to these criteria, is Shelley’s first perfect poem? The sonnet
“To Wordsworth” is a good candidate, being an early and stylistically faultless
performance; it is not, however, among his ten most frequently anthologized lyrics, nor
even among his three most frequently anthologized early lyrics, which are the “Hymn
to Intellectual Beauty,” “Mont Blanc,” and “Ozymandias.” “Intellectual Beauty” and
“Mont Blanc” are companion poems of some length, and while they are on the whole
exceedingly brilliant, they contain those minor faults which are difficult to avoid in
longer compositions. “Ozymandias” could perhaps be called a “first perfect poem,” but
it is not a major stylistic leap from the poems that came before it, the way “Chapman’s

Homer” is (or isn’t, depending on one’s interpretation).

4 Coming of Age as a Poet: Milton, Keats, Eliot, Plath (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).
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The biographical terms “early” and “late” apply uneasily to a writer who died at
29 (more uneasily still to one who died at 25). Nevertheless, we often feel justified in
speaking of a writer’s “late” work if, despite having died young, a certain degree of
stylistic maturity and consistency is achieved. If there is no “first perfect poem,”
therefore, there may be a “first late poem,” a poem after which there is rarely (if ever)
an early one. “Stanzas” is such a poem for Shelley. Vendler enriches the term’s usage
by adjoining to the question of stylistic maturity the question of identity, of “an
authentic selfhood and a fitting means of its unfolding” (1), the formation of which is
parallel to the formation of style. She describes how, for a young writer, the stakes of
forming an “authentic self” are doubled, since its formation is doubled in the
formation of a style; how the awkward, halting growth of a literary style into its own
takes place concurrently with the awkward, halting growth of a sense of self. Once
again, the description applies wonderfully to Keats, especially to the period from
“Chapman’s Homer” to the first Hyperion, but rather awkwardly to Shelley, whose
almost preternatural sense of mission (in life and in poetry) was decided quite early,
even in childhood.

This makes Shelley somehow less modern, less Keatsian or Wordsworthian. The
painful embarrassment of Shelley’s artistic evolution belongs entirely to his readers.
He seems never to have felt it, at least it is not evident from his early poems, which

possess a dashing boldness quite different from the boldness fraught with anxiety so
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characteristic of his younger compeer. Insofar as there are typical patterns of
development, the pivotal moment for a writer like Shelley is not, as it is with Keats, the
crystallization at once of a self and a style. It is rather the moment when the
longstanding “selfhood” of youth is brought low, both artistically and personally, by
suffering. A poem representing such a moment can achieve perfection; it can be “just
so and not otherwise,” but not in the same way. Its perfection is different from that of
a “first perfect poem,” because the sense of self from which it springs is that of a
second maturity, one brought on not by the subjective urgency of a young writer in
search of an identity, but by the objective impulse of misfortune. Let us call this
second maturity “dejection.”

Use of this word to mean something like “depression” or “melancholy” peaks in
the Romantic Period. In De Quincey and Coleridge it comes quite often. A poem by
Coleridge, better known than Shelley’s (it is also longer), bears the title “Dejection, an
Ode.” Both this poem and “Stanzas” borrow rhetorical patterns from the “Intimations
Ode” of Wordsworth. But Shelley’s poem (and Coleridge’s as well) represents a feeling
quite different from Wordsworth'’s; it alludes to direct pressures in the here and now,
in addition to the more oblique sadness of something that has, or inevitably will have,
passed away. The first letter that Shelley wrote after leaving England in the spring of
1818 was to Leigh Hunt, and begins, “We are all very well & in excellent spirits.

Motion has always this effect upon the blood, even when the mind knows that there
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are causes for dejection” (LPBS, II, 1).7° It is important that dejection should have
causes “that the mind knows,” whereas “depression” may not. By the winter of that
same year, when the poem was composed, these causes had multiplied. Clara,
Shelley’s daughter with Mary, had died in September. Mary was inconsolable, lifeless,
distant. The couple had virtually no English acquaintance in Naples, leaving little
escape from emotional pressures at home. Shelley’s health, too, had worsened. Like
his own Titan, he suffered from a constant pain in the side, judged by an English
physician named Roskilly to radiate from the liver. These are causes enough for
dejection, leaving aside the so-called “Neapolitan mystery.””®

The word itself does not occur in the text of the poem, either in the draft MS or
the holograph fair-copy, where the heading reads simply “Naples—December 1818.”77
The table of contents in Mary’s hand at the back of the fair-copy notebook gives the
title as “Lines written at Naples.” When the poem was finally published in 1824, she

expanded the title to “Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples” (164). This last title,

which the poem now bears, is more specific. “Near Naples” means precisely that, for

75 Jones, for some reason, thinks that it “can hardly be doubted” that the English surgeon was
Bell (LPBS, 11, 76 n.).

76 Referring to the extant record of a daughter born to Shelley on December 27th. It is
unknown whether Shelley was in fact the father, or who the mother was, although my own
sense is that Shelley adopted an orphan, arranged for its support in Naples, and left it there.

7 The draft appears in e. 11, 67-73. The holograph fair-copy, once part of the “Larger Silsbee
Notebook” (Harvard MS. Eng. 258) has unfortunately been removed to the Pierpont Morgan
Library in New York (MA 406).
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the poem’s imagery is drawn not from Naples but from the bay, its islands and
mountains—generally speaking, the landscape surrounding the city. The word
“Stanzas” carries a hint of verses dashed off in an instant (although Mary may not have
meant it that way), whereas the draft shows heavy revision, and there were subtle
changes (“perfections”) between the draft and the fair copy. But “Written in
Dejection” is just right, so that the word “dejection,” although it is (so to speak) the
poem’s exonym, has become inseparably associated with it. Had Mary chosen the
word that does in fact occur in the text, she would have done injustice to it. “Despair”
is too urgent; the poem itself says that “now despair itself is mild,” so that the emotion
which it expresses is calmer, even more joyful. Perhaps it were better to say that the
emotion is less subjectively determined; being the emotion of an objective state (if such a
thing exists), it leaves to consciousness the freedom to respond in a variety of ways.
This idea, the idea of an objective emotion, is less strange when we remember
that the language of feelings so often originates as a language of things. Roman prose
authors use the verb deicere (to throw, hurl, or cast down) and its perfective participle
detectus for physical things and events. Caesar uses the participle for low-lying
territory. The astronomer Manilius uses it to indicate when a planet sinks below the
horizon. In old astronomical and current astrological discourse, a planet “enters
dejection” when it passes through the sign of its minimum influence, opposite the sign

of its “exaltation.” Roman poets began to employ the word with reference to the eyes,
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face, or head—more generally, the gaze—which is turned down (cf. Eng. “downcast”).
It occurs frequently in elegy and in those passages of longer poems which express
elegiac themes. In Propertius’s famous opening verses, he laments that Amor forced
him to lower his proud gaze (literally “cast down his eyes,” deiecit lumina) and trampled
his head underfoot (I, 1-4). Ovid echoes these lines in Heroides, XI, 37-8. In the sixth
book of Virgil’s Aeneid, the hero is guided by his father Anchises through the
underworld, which, as Shelley mentions in a letter to Peacock after having visited the
spot, he enters through Lake Avernus near Pozzuoli in the Bay of Naples (see LPBS, 1I,
61). At the end of the book (860-86), Anchises points out Marcellus, the nephew of
Augustus, walking mournfully beside his namesake on the Elysian Fields with “eyes in
a downcast gaze” (deiecto lumina vultu). In all three cases, there is a fateful
circumstance: for Propertius, being struck with love for Cynthia, who ruins him; for
Ovid’s Canace, a suicide-sentence for the crime of incest; and for Marcellus, a
premature death. To be “dejected” in the poetic sense, therefore, means more than to
be depressed; it implies that one has been decisively overthrown in a hostile struggle
(with fate, with the gods, with a beloved), utterly conquered, crushed.

Because of the stress which the word “dejection” lays upon the gaze, the
emotion has a special bond with the visual sense. The essential activity of dejection is
looking. All three English poems (Wordsworth’s, Coleridge’s, and Shelley’s)

commence with descriptions of landscape, then pivot towards the speaker’s suffering.
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Yet Wordsworth’s poem is inscribed with a sense of loss from the very first words:
“There was a time when . . . . ” Coleridge complicates the natural description at the
outset with a wry comment upon the poem’s ballad-epigraph. Only Shelley’s poem
begins with utter simplicity, and it is instructive to imagine how the introductory
stanza would strike a reader for the first time, without Mary’s title. No sorrowful tone
would be evident right away, and the details of the poem’s imagery would exist more
for themselves, poised in the balance of the passions before their respective weights are
determined, or after they have come into equilibrium. The world of the poem begins
as its own world. Its sights awaken its sounds and breezes into life:

The sun is warm, the sky is clear,

The waves are dancing fast and bright,

Blue isles and snowy mountains wear

The purple noon’s transparent might,

The breath of the moist earth is light;

Around its unexpanded buds,

Like many a voice of one delight,

The winds, the birds, the Ocean-floods,

The City’s voice itself is soft, like Solitude’s.

1-9

The draft shows that Shelley revised this stanza and the next one heavily as he wrote it,
then continued to make significant changes between the draft and the fair copy (an
unusual amount of rewriting for one of Shelley’s lyrics). Many of the added touches

are very fine. The fourth and fifth verses were condensed, lending a sense of dilation to
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the sixth, even though its buds are “unexpanded” and its letters few. At the sixth verse
the stanza begins to bloom, as it were, invoking an air of expectation and hope. This
verse also introduces the second main clause, which harmonizes the impressions of the
scene. The phrasing and punctuation of the ninth verse were subtly altered to create a
pause before “Solitude’s.” These are the alterations of a mature poet, not the
lightning-like coup of young genius; and in keeping with this difference, the speaker
does not draw attention to himself; in fact he externalizes as much as possible. It is the
scene itself which speaks, and because it speaks with “many a voice of one delight,”
and not yet with one voice of many sorrows, the reader is drawn into the atmosphere
of the poem by the beckoning not of sorrow but of beauty.

What is the “city” mentioned at the end of the stanza? It could be Naples, but
more likely Shelley is referring to Pompeii. Several of the stanza’s details echo in the
letter to Peacock of January 23-4, in which Shelley’s first visit to the ancient city on
December 22 is described. During this visit, the party (Shelley, Mary, Claire, and a
guide) ate lunch under the shattered portico of the Temple of Jupiter, the point of
highest elevation in the city. “Above & between the multitudinous shafts of the
sunshiny columns, was seen the blue sea reflecting the purple heaven of noon above it,
& supporting as it were on its line the dark lofty mountains of Sorrento, of a blue
inexpressibly deep, & tinged towards their summits with streaks of new-fallen

snow” (LBPS, 11, 70). On the righthand side of Sorrento, the islands of the Bay
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appeared a lighter blue in the distance. In the afternoon, having toured the two
theaters and the so-called “Triangular Forum” in the city’s southern part, they retraced
their steps to the northwest and passed along the consular road through the Porta
Ercolano, to view the tombs. “These tombs were the most impressive things of all.
The wild woods surround them on either side and along the broad stones of the paved
road which divides them, you hear the late leaves of autumn shiver & rustle in the
stream of the inconstant wind as it were like the steps of ghosts” (76). Readers of
Shelley will be reminded of “West Wind,” in which the dead leaves are driven over the
ground “like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing. . . .” The whisperings of these leafy
ghosts may perhaps constitute the soft “voice” of the city that mixes with the winds,
the birds, the Ocean-floods.

Pompeii, like a broken mould, can bring alternately into view the kernel which
was present before—the life of the people who inhabited it—and the fact of this life
remaining no longer. The two visions are produced by the same object, each with its
historical complement: the ancient fullness emphasizes the present vacancy, while the
present fullness—one’s own sense of life, or the sense of being yet alive—calls to mind
Pompeii’s twofold destruction, its dejection. Shelley’s first statement about the ancient
city in the letter to Peacock is a curiously frequent one of visitors throughout the
centuries: “I had no conception of anything so perfect yet remaining” (71). “Perfect”

here means intact, complete—a third type of perfection, distinct and yet related to the
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other two. Someone visiting the ruins today might say, “it’s all still here,” while the
same person could say with equal justice, “it’s all gone.” Beyond the shock of finding
oneself in the midst of such “perfect ruins,” in both senses of this phrase, the
impressiveness of Pompeii was intensified for Shelley by the fact that he interpreted it
as a Greek city, whereas it is predominantly a Roman and a Samnite one. It is possible
he was misled by the Doric temple fragment in the Triangular Forum, of which he drew
a little diagram in the letter to Peacock; but this is charitable, since when he later
visited the larger, more perfect Doric temples at Paestum, he thought they were
Etruscan.”® Perhaps he classed Pompeii as a Greek city according to his own willfully
imagined taxonomy of the ancient world, knowing better all the while, especially given
that he and Mary were reading about the history of Campania in Livy at the time. Not
unusually for the Romantic Period, Shelley regarded the Greeks as the great innovators,
and the Romans as the great oppressors, of ancient artistic and intellectual culture,
even while standing before and admiring Roman works. Winckelmann, whom Shelley
read aloud to Mary in a French translation beginning in late December, of course did
the same (although with greater distinction).

In Shelley’s poetic mind, then, Pompeii was a Greek city whose arts flourished

until the Romans conquered it, after which (in revenge for which?) Nature demolished

78 Peacock noted the correction in his copy of the letter. This note is missing from Jones’s
edition: therefore see The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen (London: Sir Isaac
Pitman & Sons, 1912), II, 670 n.
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it, first by earthquake, then by lava and ash. “Dejection” has a geological definition as
well: “matter thrown out of a volcano” (OED). Evoking both the decline of Greek
civilization and the omnipotence of nature, both a political and an environmental
dejection, the ancient city was rife with symbolic power. He was deeply affected by it,
and returned more than once; although just how many times is unclear. The first visit
on December 22 is recorded in the letter to which we have been referring. Mary’s
journal states that they visited again on their way back from Paestum on February 25
(JMS, 1, 249). But neither Shelley nor Mary makes mention of a third visit, recorded
thirty-seven years later by the English travel writer Charles MacFarlane in a book
entitled Reminiscences of a Literary Life.”” MacFarlane, then a young man of nineteen,
claims to have met Shelley by chance at the Royal Bourbon Museum (now the Museo
Archeologico di Napoli) in the gallery containing the enormous and magnificent
Farnese marbles. They began talking, and spent the afternoon examining the
museum’s collection of manuscripts. Through the fog of many years, and with the
poem sounding in his head, MacFarlane remembers encountering Shelley again by
chance the following morning, this time walking down the Via Toledo with Roskilly.
They resumed their conversation, and soon (he claims) decided to hire a calesso to
Pompeii for the day. According to the Reminiscences, this occurred a day or two before

Shelley left Naples, probably on February 27th, if it occurred at all.

79 (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1917).
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MacFarlane writes that they entered from between the rows of tombs through
the Porta Ecolano, “as it should always be entered” (7). This comment seems to be his
snobbish and categorical adoption of Shelley’s own preference. After eating in the Casa
di Pansa and climbing the steps of the amphitheater in the eastern part of the city, they
walked down to the shore and sat on a large volcanic rock—literally, a rock of dejection
—to watch the sun set over the bay. “We spoke not a word, and other sound there was
none except the rippling and plashing of that tideless, tranquil sea, as its waters
creamed, in a long curving line, on the smooth sands, or gently struck the blocks of
lava which lie rather thickly in that part of the bay” (7). Shelley’s face became
“languid, despondent, melancholy, quite sad” (7). It is understandable why, even
though the month and time of day does not match, MacFarlane should have assumed
that the poem was conceived in that moment, as he claims in his book. “Some of those
lines, ever since I first read them, have haunted me, have been upon me like a magic
spell; and I really believe that not a day or night has passed without my repeating them
to myself” (8). Considering the effect of such powerful forces upon recollection in
general, combined with the extreme mutability of any particular memory over such a
long period, it is overwhelmingly likely that the poem had a hand in shaping the young
traveler’s reminiscence. A moment resembling it occurs in the second stanza:

I see the Deep’s untrampled floor

With green and purple seaweeds strown,
I see the waves upon the shore
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Like light dissolved in star-showers, thrown . . .
I sit upon the sands alone,
The lightning of the noontide Ocean
Is flashing round me, and a tone
Arises from its measured motion,
How sweet! did any heart now share in my emotion.

10-18

“Noontide” reinforces “purple noon”—it is unambiguously midday, like the moment
recounted in the letter to Peacock; but unlike that moment, the speaker sits by the
shore, as Shelley does in MacFarlane’s account. Possibly, the poem combines both
memories. If this is so, the importance of Pompeii for our reading of the poem would
likewise be reinforced; it would become the location of the poem, and more
importantly the location of the feeling. We also learn that the speaker is alone. Shelley
could have felt sufficiently alone in the company of the young traveller, who in addition
to being seven years the poet’s junior, was also a recent acquaintance. But the draft’s
revisions suggest that the poem is reflecting the fact that at this time Shelley felt alone
with Mary.8° The solitude in which the speaker finds himself, in addition to being the
solitude found in the company of ancient ghosts, is also the lonelier, more crushing
solitude of being with a beloved person whose mind seems far away.

Already evident is the poem’s doubleness, what could be called its simultaneous

dejection and exaltation. A younger poet might have made the natural elements

80 A cancelled version of the first two lines reads: “And round that cheek once pressed to
mine / health hangs like a fresh atmosphere” (BSM, XV, 71).
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sympathize with the speaker’s gloom, or at the very least, if the scene were as glorious
as it is here, have made nature into a foil for the speaker’s pain. But that is not the
case in Shelley’s poem, since the speaker is truly able to sympathize with the glory of
nature, rather than nature with him. He feels both joy and sadness. Yet the structure of
the imagery, since the impressions of the poem are the speaker’s own, enacts the
doubleness, traveling as it does from the sun in its zenith to the “deep’s untrampled
floor.” And in the word “untrampled,” Shelley’s idiosyncrasy, his Shelleyanism, flashes
briefly forth; both because Shelley likes to use negative perfective participles
(“unexpanded”) and because “trampled” is a word rich with meaning in Shelley’s
poems: oppressors trample upon multitudes, or multitudes upon oppressors; parents
upon children, and lovers upon each other.®! In elegy, trampling is the act which
follows the act of casting down, the act of dejection. Shelley appreciated the passage of
Plato’s Symposium in which Agathon cites Homer to the effect that the goddess

Calamity has tender feet. “Her feet are soft,” quotes Agathon, “for she treads not upon

81 The “Maniac” in J&M apostrophizes to his beloved:

I give thee tears for scorn and love for hate,
And that thy lot may be less desolate

Than his on whom thou tramplest, I refrain
From that sweet sleep which medicines all pain.

496-99

The relationship between the “Maniac” and his beloved is of a distinctly elegiac cast, and
contains much trampling upon the head (see also 407 & ft.).
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the ground, but makes her path upon the heads of men.”®? The motif of trampling,
treading, or walking upon “the heads of men” reappears throughout those poems of
Shelley’s composed after his translation of Plato’s dialogue. If the deep is untrodden,
Calamity cannot walk there; for the speaker it is a place of respite and relief. And all
the while in which the speaker of “Stanzas” half-wishes himself underneath them, a
tone rises from the measured motion of the waves. It is as though he were sinking
against the tide, as though all things but him were born upwards. Yet he is able to
sympathize in the natural glory around him.

“My emotion” is a joyful emotion, it is joy in dejection, which sadly he cannot
share. The joy and the sadness coexist. De Quincey writes of Wordsworth that “he
does not willingly deal with a passion in its direct aspect, or presenting an unmodified
contour, but in forms more complex and oblique, and when passing under the shadow
of some secondary emotion.”®® The same can be said of this poem, if darkness can be
said to pass under the shadow of light. But the external quality is so pronounced, the
speaker’s feelings are so much outside of him, that it is difficult to say which is the
primary quality and which is the secondary one. Shelley believed human beings to be
naturally joyful until borne down by a historical force. If this is true of the speaker, his

dejection is somehow external to him, although it overwhelms him; just as his joy is

82 Quoted from The Banquet (CW, VII, 189).

8 Thomas De Quincey, Essays on the Poets, and Other English Writers (Boston: Ticknor, Reed, and
Fields, 1853), 10.
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external to him because it is the joy of nature. Neither the joy nor the sadness is
entirely his own; neither is born of internal necessity, of the unmoved mover in the
self. The speaker continues by listing reasons for his dejection, but in terms fit for
poetry, which for Shelley meant universal, general terms:

Alas, I have nor hope nor health,

Nor peace within, nor calm around,

Nor that content surpassing wealth

The sage in meditation found

And walked with inward glory crowned,

Nor fame nor power nor love nor leisure—

Others I see whom these surround—

Smiling they live and call life pleasure:

To me that cup has been dealt in another measure.

19-27

It is in these lines, occurring in the middle of the poem (which is five stanzas long),
that the reader who has followed Shelley’s poetry chronologically—a manner of reading
him only recently (and still not completely) possible, now that the order of his
compositions has in most cases been determined—that such a reader hears a new
voice, which at the same time is a very ancient one. It is humble in style, clear in
meaning, and direct in address. These three rhetorical qualities, when a person’s own
feelings are reflexively spoken of, can only be fully realized when a certain level of
consciousness has been reached at which these feelings can be experienced as though

they were the feelings of another person. I admit that I had read these lines many
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times, and turned them over in my head for a long while, before the phrase “self-pity”
occurred to me. But the phrase is not quite accurate. There is a slight but
consequential difference between exploiting the sympathy of a listener (even if that
listener is oneself) to elicit consoling pain, and the objective description of one’s own
misfortunes, where sympathy is a byproduct rather than an aim. If our complaint is
true, and the things we lack are the very material of a joyful life, we can give voice to
the complaint in an array of tones, moods, and feelings; this complaint is not of itself
self-pitying. “Peace within” and “calm around” are both attributes of a good life,
virtues an ancient writer would understand perfectly well. “Others I see whom these
surround” further emphasizes the external quality of fate. “Smiling they live, and call
life pleasure” sounds exactly like the translation of a Classical-elegiac verse. The last
line of the stanza, too, has the finality of a verdict against which all the self-
determination of a modern mind is powerless.

Un-Wordsworthian as the sentiment may be, it would be difficult to improve
upon the poem’s simplicity of diction, a poetic beauty extolled by Wordsworth in the
preface to Lyrical Ballads. “Stanzas” contains no archaisms, no poeticisms, no
neologisms; in short, no “bookish” words of any kind. Nor does it overshoot the mark
in the other direction by employing the vulgarisms of comedy or satire; the slightest
drop of bitterness would curdle the humility of the poem. Stylistically, it can best be

thought of as an experiment to see how far humility (a word near in meaning to
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“dejection”) can reach without groveling, without relinquishing the dignified character
of a person cast down by circumstance, who lacks the sense of having deserved it, or
having deserved better. It is accepting of its state of affairs without feeling responsible
for them; its fate is not born of its character. If this acceptance indicates a special
weakness in the ability to hold oneself accountable, a fault of which Shelley is often
accused, at least it does not rankle with a sense of injustice; there is a momentary
suspension of Shelley’s customary calls for redress. This is perhaps its principle
difference from Classical elegy. The elegist does not sympathize with the happiness of
others; it is the others who withhold their sympathy from the elegist. Even in the
middle of the poem, the nadir of its emotional cycle (its dejection), the speaker is still
carried away briefly in imagining the supreme contentment of the sage. Because of the
speaker’s power to carry his thoughts away from himself, his sorrowful tone does not
last long. This too has rhetorical power. Should the speaker dwell too long on his own
misfortune, a suspicion might arise that it is at least self-perpetuated, if not self-
created. It would break the cycle of rise and fall, or rather the simultaneous rise and
fall of all cycles, with which the speaker consoles himself, and by which his words
achieve unity of form.

Yet now despair itself is mild,

Even as the winds and waters are;

I could lie down like a tired child

And weep away the life of care
Which I have borne and yet must bear
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Till Death like Sleep might steal on me

And I might feel in the warm air

My cheek grow cold, and hear the Sea
Breathe o’er my dying brain its last monotony.

28-36

There is nothing idiosyncratic in these lines; they do not leap out at you, as a
“first perfect poem” would. It is not the voice of precocious genius which speaks, but
of early mastery. Mastery is more difficult to perceive than genius because its
perfection is achieved not by a flash of inspiration, but by a sureness of touch.
Dejection and mastery have therefore something in common: the lack of
precariousness. We often use the term “control” to designate this sureness, but
control is a force applied to keep error within bounds; whereas mastery, like a tired
child, has nowhere it wishes to go. I noted before the difference between two types of
personality or character: one who gropes uneasily towards a self, and finally achieves it
at great cost; and another whose sense of self, having been formed early, is eventually
beaten down or destroyed—perhaps for the very reason that it was premature. This
difference is parallel to the difference between genius and mastery, the latter being a
product of hard experience, while the former makes its way in the absence of
experience, or in despite of it.

Although mastery is more difficult to perceive, it is in some sense more

scrutable. Once it is noticed, many things can be noticed about it. It is evident, for
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example, how the movements of the poem, each with its equal and opposite reaction,
are subtly resolved in the above penultimate stanza. Even if a primary and secondary
emotion could be distinguished, it is all one now. It is not that despair and hope
struggle against or alternate with one another, as they do in “Julian and Maddalo” or
“Lines written among the Euganean Hills.” Their struggle is over; whether by coming
together at last or parting forever, it matters little. So too does the time in which the
speaker imagines himself, in its sweep from past into future, bundle the present along
with it to its final end. Life and death are carried past the instant that separates them:
he survives his own death, while his death encroaches upon his life. He muses upon
what it would feel like to die, and experiences a living death in his imagination. As
warmth and coldness pull apart, he hears the “last monotony” of the sea, in a line
almost marvelously evocative of the breaking and receding of a wave upon the shore.
He is being inundated, “breathed o’er” by the Sea; but whether it is his body or his
soul, or whether the monotony belongs to the Sea or to him, does not matter, just as it
does not matter whether the poem describes a coming together or a growing apart, for
in the matter of life and death these are one and the same.

Picture two figures moving towards each other on a path, at once identical and
opposite in form, like Zoroaster in Prometheus, who meets his own image walking in a
garden. “For know there are two worlds of life and death,” says the Earth, one of

body and the other of shadow, one of semblance and the other of reality, “till death
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unite them and they part no more” (I, 195-99). Or death does not come, the union
does not occur, and the two images pass one another by on the path. We see our
reflected image, our shadow, our death, moving away from us into the past. The
speaker of “Stanzas” has such a vision, since he is in the process of surviving the
moment of crisis, gaining thereby the ability to see his own death (the one he does not
undergo) receding backwards in time from the point of view of the living. He views
his own dead body, the one that isn’t there, as though it were an ancient ruin. What
was the civilization of himself? Undoubtedly a virtuous one, like Greek civilization
too beautiful to survive for long, and loved most in its absence.

Some might lament that I were cold,

As I, when this sweet day is gone

Which my lost heart, too soon grown old,

Insults with this untimely moan—

Some might lament—for I am one

Whom men love not, and yet regret:

Unlike this day, which, when the Sun

Shall on its cloudless glory set,

Will linger, though enjoyed, like joy in Memory yet.

37-45

The masterstroke is the verb “regret,” which carries two meanings that appear to be
opposites. To regret is to feel sorry either for the existence of a thing, or for the fact of
its remaining no longer. To regret something is to wish that it had never occurred, or

to wish that it was yet occurring. What is remarkable, however, is that the two
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meanings are not exclusive, and that “Stanzas” plays upon both. How sad that he
should ever have lived; if only he were living still. Yet he is alive, and it is equally
remarkable that the memory of “this day” will be a joyful one, as though the day itself
were joyful without him, independently of him; and that there seems to be nothing
illogical or unnatural about this. Such a day is never regretted; it is a joy that it should
have occurred, even in passing. Perhaps that is why his moan is “untimely,” in
addition to the fact that his heart is prematurely careworn. Perhaps too it is untimely
in the sense of being dislocated in historical time, an “Untimely Meditation,” in which
case it is at once early and late. The poem, like all of Shelley’s poetry, is a meditation at
once on the time that was and the time to come—it is Epimethean as well as
Promethean (“We look before and after . . . ). At the very least it is a harbinger of
Shelley’s “late” lyrics, which are more simple in style, though more complex in
meaning, than any he had produced before this one. It is this “lateness” or mastery,

rather than the idiosyncrasy or genius of Keats, that is precocious in Shelley.
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V: THE GOLDEN SHADOW

Shelley arrived in Rome for the second time in his life on March 5, 1819. As
early as April 6 he wrote to Peacock, “My Prometheus Unbound is just finished and in
a month or two I shall send it” (LPBS, II, 94). Whoever corresponds with writers
might suspect that if something is to be sent “in a month or two” it is not quite
finished. Such a length of time would hardly have been required to make a
transcription for the press, even if an intermediate fair-copy were added.?* But Mary’s
journal entry for April 25, “Read S’s drama,” seems conclusive (JMS, I, 260). If Acts II
& III were not begun until Shelley arrived at Rome on March 5, March and April 1819
include the entire time during which two thirds of the original three-act play was
composed.

Not one but two myths are invented in Prometheus, although many more are told.
One is the liberation of Prometheus from captivity, set in motion by Panthea’s dream
and carried forward by Asia and Demogorgon. (Hercules is something of an
afterthought, a return at the end of the plot to Classical Tradition.) The other myth
narrates the genesis of the poem itself, and the setting of this second myth is Rome. In
the frequently quoted words of the Preface:

This poem was chiefly written upon the mountainous ruins of the Baths
of Caracalla, among the flowery glades, and the thickets of odiferous

84 On April 6, Mary still uses the present tense in a letter to Leigh Hunt: “S is writing a
poem” (LMWS, I, 91).
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blossoming trees, which are extended in ever winding labyrinths upon its
immense platforms and dizzy arches suspended in the air. 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 inspiration of this drama.

CW, 11, 172

It is well known that Prometheus was in fact conceived a year earlier in the spring of
1818, that Act I was written in September of that year in Este, and that portions of Acts
IT & III were not added until after Shelley had left Rome for Florence in 1819. But it is
instructive to remember what is true in these words, and what they mean more
particularly—since the second myth is as much a part of the poem as the first. They
are in fact part of one another, and in this chapter I will try to say how in as much
detail as possible. For this second myth can be considerably expanded and enriched
with what we know about Shelley’s activity during these two months.®®

To begin with, Shelley did in fact spend many of his days in March and April
composing at the Baths.?¢ This is supported by Mary’s “Note on the Prometheus
Unbound”: “At last, during a bright and beautiful spring, he gave up his whole time to
the composition. The spot selected for his study was, as he mentions in his preface,

the mountainous ruins of the Baths of Caracalla” (1839, II, 132). He probably walked

85 The above quotation formed the third of four paragraphs of the original Preface to the three-
act drama; the remaining five paragraphs were added after Act IV was complete (or nearly
complete).

86 Confusingly, “the Baths” in this chapter refer to the Baths of Caracalla, whereas “the Baths”
in ch. II refers to Bagni di Lucca.
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there in the morning from the southern end of the Corso through the Roman Forum,
not yet imprisoned within the modern city by iron gates, and returned in the afternoon,
often repeating a similar but shorter walk in the evenings with Mary and Claire.
Visitors to the apartment adjoining the Spanish Steps in which Keats died, now the
Keats-Shelley House, have seen the 1845 painting by Joseph Severn of Shelley
composing at the Baths, which White called “an indifferent copy of a poor model,
embellished in a misleading tradition.”®” Although Severn’s painting is perhaps an
“indifferent” work of art and unreliable as portraiture (Shelley died in 1822), still it has
served as a kind of emblem for the second myth, the myth of the Roman composition
of Prometheus. (It is familiar, whether fondly or not, to a generation of college students
from the cover of their paperback editions of Shelley’s collected poems.) If only
symbolically, the notebook which the painted Shelley rests on his knee could stand in
for either of the two small notebooks that the real Shelley took with him to the Baths:
e. 11 & 12.

The assertion that the drama was “chiefly written” at the Baths makes sense, if
we consider the original three-act drama, the version in existence when this part of the
Preface was written. Even if we follow Neil Fraistat in judging that around 150 of the

lines from Acts II & III combined were composed later in Florence, that still leaves over

87 Shelley, 11, 522. The “poor model” is the painting by Amelia Curran, not her best, which has
unfortunately become the archetype for Shelley’s face in almost every subsequent portrait.
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750.88 Although Act I is longer than this (833 lines), almost the entire action of the
drama is carried forward in Acts II and III; they do the entire work of expounding the
first myth, the one that Shelley invented to alter and expand upon the Greek one. In
mythological terms, this is Shelley’s “poem,” its mythological value-added. There is a
good deal of truth even in calling Rome “the inspiration of this drama,” although this
can be misread to mean that Shelley “got the idea” of Prometheus in Rome. But that is a
modern and not an ancient idea of inspiration: Homer’s muse is invoked to help the
poet carry out a theme he has already in mind. Not only can conception and
inspiration be two separate events, they often are: that a story can be struck upon
without its author knowing what exactly it will tell, or that even a bare narrative
outline can lack inspiration or poetic substance until a particular moment, are critical
truisms. When Shelley says that Rome gave him “a new life,” the force of the
utterance points toward the poem, toward a revitalization rather than a coming-into-
being. Nevertheless, although he probably had some notion of how Prometheus would
be liberated, it is fairly clear from examining e. 11 & 12 that he did not know the exact
machinery of Acts II & III before he began writing down the verses. The end of Act I
gives only the slightest indication of it:

And Asia waits in that far Indian vale

The scene of her sad exile, rugged once
But now invested with fair flowers and herbs,

88 See Fraistat’s introduction to e. 1, e. 2, & e. 3 in BSM, IX, Ixviii & ff.
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And haunted by sweet airs and sounds which flow
Among the woods and waters, from the ether
Of her transforming presence . . .

I, 826-32

These words give a foretaste of the “divinest climate” in which Act II unfolds like a
blossom, a paradisiacal counter-world to Act I’s hellish, icy crag. Since this climate is
made gentle by her “transforming presence,” Asia is the mythic representative of the
very climate that “drenches the spirits even to intoxication,” where she herself was
brought into being—although not, importantly, where she was conceived.

Just as Les Echelles and Savoy provided the scenic and thematic structure for
Act I, the Baths seem to have played their own unique role both in the invention of the
“Indian Vale” (where the first scene of Act II is set) and in the events that are born
there. The Vale is not only the climactic opposite of the Crag but also its spatial
inverse: rather than a monolithic, vertical protrusion, it is a broad and complex
horizontal space that can be entered into, wandered about in, and explored. In this it is
clearly patterned after the successive chambers formed by the Bath’s lofty, shattered
arches and elevated passageways, which since the medieval period had been luxuriant
with plants (they have since been stripped bare by the Roman city government).
Shelley writes about them at length, and in picturesque detail, in a letter to Peacock of
March 23. Abutting the northeast-facing exterior wall is a crumbling ancient staircase

leading to an upper story. Judging from the letter, it seems that Shelley climbed not
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only this staircase but also the upper-story walls to where the base of the domes had
lain, which must have been extremely dangerous. About the structure there grew on
every side “thick entangled wildernesses of myrtle & the myrtelus & bay & the
flowering lauristrinus . . . the wild fig & a thousand nameless plants . . .. These woods
are intersected on every side by paths, like sheep tracks thro the copse wood of steep
mountains, which wind to every part of these immense labyrinths” (LPBS, II, 85). The
labyrinthine or covert nature of the Baths complex as it then appeared was one of its
principal appeals; he first describes it to Peacock as “a number of . . . labyrinthine
recesses hidden & woven over by the wild growth of weeds and ivy” (84).

The passages of Act II in which Asia and Panthea roam through scenery
evocative of these descriptions appear to have been composed right there at the Baths,
probably sitting (like in Severn’s painting) among the upper reaches of the structure.
This is wonderfully visible in the Prometheus passages of e. 11 and e. 12, which show
snatches scribbled quickly in pencil, along with sketches of the tops of trees.?® They
are sometimes corrected in ink, then redrafted elsewhere in the notebooks, while these
inked redrafts are in turn corrected in pencil while Shelley was out and about. The
notebooks thus indicate a continuous and fluid process of composition typical of
Shelley during his most productive periods: he would write all day between notebooks

and loose sheets, revising and pushing forward simultaneously. It must have been for

89 In addition to the textual evidence, it seems natural that Shelley would have brought a pencil
with him to the Baths rather than a pen, to avoid the need to carry ink.
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the duration of at least two week that Shelley “gave up his whole time to composition”
in this manner, probably beginning around the middle of March.

These penciled scrawls all have one thing in common: they correspond to the
portions of Act II that are the seeds from which the action germinates. They are
introductory and invocational, and the lyrics are beckoning, almost coaxing. According
to the order in which they appear in the final text, the first of these passages is a dream
that the sea-nymph Panthea relates to Asia in the opening scene, which takes place in
the Vale at morning. The manuscript reads (with pencilled corrections worked in):

I had dreams of spring
Last night methought that flower infolding buds
Burst on yon lightning blasted almond tree
And then from yon white Scythian wilderness

A wind swept down wrinkling the earth with frost

e. 12, 36%°

The wind scatters the petals of the blossoms, and upon each petal is written “ai ai,” the
syllables emitted by Apollo in Ovid’s Metamorphoses when his discus, bounding back

from the ground after an impossibly high toss, brains his young lover Hyacinth.”!

9 Nancy Goslee has “dawn” where I read “down”: see BSM, XVIII, 39.

91 The first vision sent to the prophet Jeremiah is the rod of an almond tree, shaked, a poetical
name for the tree which literally means “hastens to awake.” The almond was the first tree to
bloom in late winter, a signal of the coming spring. The Lord immediately puns upon
Jeremiah’s vision: “Thou hast well seen: for I will hasten [shoked] my word to perform it” (KVJ
Jer. 1:12). The thing to be performed is judgment: “I will utter my judgments against them
[the people of Israel and Judah] touching all their wickedness, who have forsaken me, and
worshipped the works of their own hands” (1:16).
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Above these lines is written, also in pencil but more faintly, “The fields of Enna,” a
reference to the countryside beyond the walls of the city in Sicily where, according to
the Metamorphoses, Proserpine was snatched into the underworld by Dis. Aside from
the obvious parallel of the Classical tale to Asia in the cave of Demogorgon, Ovid’s
Pergus, the lake found in this countryside, provides one of the source-texts from which
the imagery of the Vale is drawn. There is thus a strong possibility that the
Metamorphoses provided the link between Panthea’s dream and the unfolding of the
action in Act II, where the two sisters stray abroad in the Vale and are led into
Demogorgon’s cave. Perhaps Shelley carried his Ovid with him to the Baths, since he
rarely left home without one or another Greek or Latin author in hand. Later in
Prometheus, Enna is mentioned again in relation to the cave where Asia and the Titan
retire after his unbinding, which bears similarities to the Baths (III, iii, 10-63).

It is tempting to accept Fraistat’s suggestion that the above lines in e. 12 were
the very first lines of Act II that Shelley wrote, since they act as a catalyst, setting off
the chain-reaction that eventually leads to Demogorgon (BSM, IX, lvii). Here is how
they appear in the finished poem:

Methought
As we sate here the flower-infolding buds
Burst on yon lightning-blasted almond tree.
When swift, from the white Scythian wilderness,
A wind swept forth wrinkling the Earth with frost . . .

I looked, and all the blossoms were blown down;
But on each leaf was stamped—as the blue bells
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Of Hyacinth tell Apollo’s written grief—
O follow, follow!

11, ii, 13341

The message on the petals of the almond blossoms has been altered. It prompts Asia
to recall a dream of her own in which the same message is expressed everywhere she
looks and listens: in the shadows of the clouds upon the mountainside, in the
susurrations of pine trees, and in the eyes of Panthea. Like a dryad from a tree, an
Ovidian echo suddenly springs alive and calls to the sisters, leading them away through
the landscape of the Vale in the manner of Narcissus.®? Shelley seems to have struck
upon this device while at the Baths (which echo very clearly) with e. 11, where we see
in a series of successive pages the lyrics comprising II, i, 163-87 in the finished poem
drafted in pencil, with a little sketch of foliage here and there:

O follow follow

As our voice recedeth

Thro the caverns hollow

Where the forest spreadeth . . .

e. 11, 113 rev.

Shelley then switched back to e. 12 in order to draft the second scene of Act I,

which is a very special scene. It is entirely lyric and is sung by a “Chorus of Spirits.” It

92 Possibly the association of Echo and Enna comes from Pindar’s fourteenth Olympian (20-4),
but the movement of the sisters through the Vale undoubtedly takes after Ovid’s story.
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originally consisted of two matching stanzas (in the terms used for Greek choral odes,
a strophe and its antistrophe) with a shorter stanza between them that can only, with
any propriety, be called a mesode. (The dialogue of the Fauns was added later, in
Florence.) The mesodic structure is extremely rare in English lyric, and the elongated,
interlocking rhyme-pattern of the two matching stanzas, both of which are formed of a
single sentence, is completely unique: aabbbacbddcbeefgfthhggii! But beyond its
technical daring, the poetry of the scene reaches a new level of fluidity and subtlety; it
is perhaps passages like these, drafted on-site at the Baths, that Shelley thought of
when he reported to Peacock that Prometheus contained his best writing to date (LPBS,
I, 94). Both of the matching stanzas have that introductory quality which
characterizes the first two scenes as a whole, but they lead to very different places. The
first seems to draw the reader by the very rhythm of the verse, and its succession of
images, into the enclosure it describes:
The path through which that lovely twain
Have past, by cedar, pine and yew,
And each dark tree that ever grew
Is curtained out from Heaven’s wide blue;
Nor sun nor moon nor wind nor rain

Can pierce its interwoven bowers . . .

11, ii, 1-6

The Chorus draws from the imagery of the Baths as well as from Ovid’s description of

the woods above Pergus by Enna, where the thick leaves close out the sun “like a
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curtain” (ut velo). Although the sisters already “have past” through the landscape
which the chorus depicts, it feels as if they were moving in step with the verse, as
though the verse itself were guiding them through the wood, just as it guides the
reader. It leads, as I have said, into an enclosure. But just as soon as we feel that the
enclosure is impenetrable, like a magician’s box that opens an unseen door by the
action of a visible door which closes, we discover that it is in fact accessible to all
manner of influences. In this it resembles Danaé’s underground chamber into which

Zeus steals in the form of a golden stream, a story to which the lyric subtly alludes:

Nor aught save where some cloud of dew,
Drifted along the earth-creeping breeze
Between the trunks of the hoar trees

Hangs each a pearl in the pale flowers

Of the green laurel, blown anew;

And bends and then fades silently

One frail and fair anemone;

Or when some star of many a one

That climbs and wanders through steep Night,
Has found the cleft through which alone
Beams fall from high those depths upon,
Ere it is borne away, away,

By the swift Heavens that cannot stay—
It scatters drops of golden light

Like lines of rain that ne’er unite;

And the gloom divine is all around

And underneath is the mossy ground.

11, ii, 7-23
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These are the first intimations that the gloomy covert will contain what D. J. Hughes
called, in his seminal essay on Prometheus, “potentiality.”*® Yet they also undoubtedly
express an experience, something occurring in the present time, and perhaps—this is
the key—in the present time only. (The chorus will subtly suggest that the poet
himself is familiar with this experience.) After the interruption of the mesode, they
continue in their description of the “path” (not, importantly, a destination):
There those inchanted eddies play
Of echoes, music-tongued, which draw,
By Demogorgon’s mighty law,
With melting rapture or sweet awe,
All spirits on that secret way,
As inland boats are driven to Ocean

Down streams made strong with mountain-thaw . . .

I, ii, 41-47

These lines are just as they appear in e. 12, with the exception of “secret” euphoniously
substituted for “trackless.” Although its patterns of rhyme and meter are identical to
that of the strophe, the clauses of this antistrophe are comparatively extended at the
beginning. They gather speed in a series of increasingly rapid images, giving a
premonition of the coming impetuosity of the action:

And first there comes a gentle sound
To those in talk or slumber bound,

93 “Potentiality in Prometheus Unbound,” Studies in Romanticism, 11, ii (1963), 107-26. Hughes’s
discussion of these lyrics begins on 117.
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And wakes the destined: soft emotion
Attracts, impels them: those who saw
Say from the breathing earth behind
There streams a plume-uplifting wind
Which drives them on their path, while they
Believe their own swift wings and feet
The sweet desires within obey:
And so they float upon their way;,
Until, still sweet, but loud and strong,
The storm of sound is driven along,
Sucked up and hurrying: as they fleet
Behind, its gathering billows meet
And to the fatal mountain bear
Like clouds amid the yielding air.

I, ii, 48-63

That these lines are usually read as fatalistic (or, in older criticism “necessitarian”) is of
the utmost importance, given that the chain of events now underway, which the reader
cannot help associating with the images of the chorus, will end in the unbinding of
Prometheus. But what manner of necessity or fate is at work? This is the same as
asking of the “first” myth, who unbinds the Titan? Although Hercules performs the
physical action, it is merely a ceremony; the decisive events have already passed. Who
then is responsible? Although the mechanism (if it is properly called that) is in full
swing by the end of the second scene, its cause or prime mover remains something of a
mystery. Is it the echo, the dream, or the chorus themselves (as is perhaps suggested
by their role in Act I)? They seem to suggest only that free will is illusory, and that our

attractions and impulses are inexorable, or at least as spontaneous and inexplicable as a
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poet catching the strain of a verse. Nevertheless, any interpretation of Prometheus as a
whole must seek in some manner to answer this question, if it maintains that the
poem has anything to say about how human beings may be liberated from pain,

oppression, and suffering.

ii

In traditional Shelley scholarship, the passages discussed above have also been
read as the moment where the poem shuts out the visual sense and opens the door to
sound. But this is a highly selective reading. Demogorgon’s “the deep truth is
imageless” is famous, but the words which come directly before it, “a voice is
wanting,” are not (II, iv, 115-16). According to its own epistemology, the poem can
express nothing of the deep truth. What it does express possesses an independence
from one sense or another only insofar as it can change freely between them as it
pleases. Think of the manner in which, according to several critics of the Romantic
Period (including Hegel), the same spirit of a people is expressed equally in its polity
and in its art, religion, or philosophy. Shelley is no different, but he has perhaps a
keener sense of the freedom of the spirit in moving from one art to another, from
vision to sound, from sound to thought, and so on. This freedom is expressed to an
unusual degree in Prometheus. Yet it is doubtful whether any poem can do so without

paying keen attention to particular works of music, painting, or sculpture; and
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Prometheus, although it owes much to the first two of these arts, has this unique,
concrete relation largely to the last.

The preponderance of attention that Shelley gave to sculpture while in Rome is
well known and mentioned explicitly in his letters, in Mary’s letters, in her journals,
and in her editorial notes to 1839. The “secret way” by which sculpture crossed over
into his poetry, however, has largely been discussed either in an antiquarian vein or in a
manner subject to the inevitable muddle surrounding speculative remarks on such a
topic. Both discussions have their uses, but there is still wanting the sort of treatment
that is at once concrete and suggestive which Nancy Goslee has given to the drawings
in Shelley’s manuscripts.”* Such a treatment should probably begin in March 1819,
since this was when Shelley’s interest in sculpture became serious and professional.
One hesitates to use this word, but I only mean that Shelley began to study sculpture
with the express intent of writing poetry about it, not that he aspired to a historian’s
understanding of the sculptures themselves. (He continued to read Winckelmann in
French translation, and seems to have finished reading him at this time). It was not
his first encounter with a great collection of ancient sculpture; he had spent several
days the previous winter viewing the enormous Farnese marbles that Ferdinand IV had
moved to Naples in 1787. Yet while the Farnese collection was (and is) more

impressive in itself than any single sculptural collection in Rome, the combined effect

94 See Nancy Goslee, Shelley’s Visual Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011).
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of the musei at the Vatican, the Capitol, Villa Borghese, Villa Doria Pamphilj, and other
private galleries was a watershed.

The nearest way to turn visual experience into writing is by recording one’s
responses to an object of contemplation before the freshness of its first impression has
faded. Shelley was uniquely gifted in this, so much so that a description of the Falls at
Terni that he composed extemporaneously in a letter to Godwin was later plagiarized in
one of the philosopher’s novels. It was in Rome that Shelley began to make detailed
jottings on sculptures while sitting or standing in front of them in order to use as
references for poetry: the so-called Notes on Sculpture. Most of these were made in the
Uftizi gallery in Florence, but the practice was begun at Rome, and there were probably
some additional “Roman” notes that have been lost. Some are mere notations of
sculptural motifs, but others are developed into rich and fluid imagery and express
complex themes and feelings. If the prose poem had existed at the time, they would
have been read that way, and in retrospect they read somewhat like Bertrand or
Baudelaire. They also take certain cues from poems that Shelley had written earlier.
The description of the Arch of Titus, the first among the notes, is like a prose
Ozymandias in both theme and gesture, with the difference that it refers to an object
perfectly real. The triumph of Titus after the successful siege of Jerusalem in 70 AD,
carved in bas relief on the interior faces of the arch, would later serve as a model for

two poetic triumphs: of Anarchy and of Life. Such borrowings are not mere
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importations of imagery into a new context, but carry all the richness of significance
with which Shelley viewed the original sculpture. It lay in the course of his daily walk,
and became an object not only of aesthetic contemplation but of meditation and
reflection: “The power, of whose possession it was once the type, and of whose
departure it is now the emblem, is become a dream and a memory. Rome is no more
than Jerusalem” (CW, VI, 309).

Shelley’s rapidly deepening interest in sculpture is reflected quite clearly in the
the Roman half of Prometheus, peopled as it is with images and figures from ancient
statuary and relief carving. In her editorial note following the poem, Mary mentions
Shelley’s studies of sculptures in the Capitol, the Vatican, and various Roman palazzi,
observing that “There are many passages in the “Prometheus” which show the intense
delight he received from such studies, and give back the impression with a beauty of
poetical description peculiarly his own” (1839, II, 139). Thus the Hours which appear
in the fourth scene of Act II, urging their sky-faring chariots in anticipation of triumph,
resemble Shelley’s (embellished) description of the Victories carved in relief upon the
Arch of Constantine (cf. II, iv, 129-39 with LPBS, 11, 86), with the difference that their
wings have been relocated from the goddesses to the horses. Ocean and Apollo in III,
iii, reflect particular sculptures from the Capitol (the “Marforio” and the “Apollo
citaredo”) that Shelley had seen together, and the beautiful tableau of the Nereids

given in the closing speech of Ocean borrows figural motifs from Roman fountains.
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When Earth is restored to her former glory in Act III, she gains a torch-bearer, a sort of
cross between Eros and Hermes, difficult to imagine among the harsh and barren
Zschylean landscape that she embodies in Act I. Sculpture is payed homage explicitly
as one of several of humankind’s essential arts; yet it is Praxiteles and Phidias, rather
than any musicians, painters, or poets, who are mentioned by name (III, iii, 165; & III,

” «

iv, 112), and a specialized sculptural vocabulary (“marble,” “form,” “shape,” “limb”) is
everywhere apparent. Although the Titan has been interpreted as a “central sculptural
figure” in Act 1,°° the imagery that Shelley uses to vivify him is derived from Zschylus
and from Christian painting, most identifiably from Correggio (cf. especially II, i, 71-8
with LPBS, 11, 49-50). The only ancient images of Prometheus that Shelley certainly
knew were the two engraved gems copied in his edition of Winckelmann, which shows
the Titan as a sculptor—a creator rather than a creature, as he becomes in the poem—
modeling the forms of human beings from clay.”®

Mary’s observation that these passages give back Shelley’s impressions of
ancient sculpture with a beauty “peculiarly his own” refers to their manner of
description, and indeed Prometheus is similar to much (if not all) of Shelley’s best

poetry in that a descriptive mode of speech is often privileged over others and overlaps

to a great degree with a prophetic or oracular mode. Description in these cases is

9 In an early article by Nancy Goslee: “Shelley’s Notes on Sculpture: Romantic Classicism in
Prometheus Unbound,” The Comparatist, IV (1979), 11-20.

% Shelley’s edition was Histoire de l’art chez les anciens (Paris: Bossange, Masson et Besson, 1802).
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therefore not “mere description” but a richly meaningful mode of address with
profound political and emotional dimensions. This is true of every major work
discussed in this study, including the translation of Plato. The question to be put to
these passages in Prometheus then becomes, not just how Shelley undergoes the task of
translating visual experience into language, but how this particular body of sculpture
makes its way into the poem’s prophecies that foretell the future of the myth in all its
richness. It is easy enough to observe that the forms are highly animated, “marble
grown divine” and therefore active, fluid, and sensitive; this after all is a characteristic
Shelley imputed to the best sculpture to begin with, and he is right: a viewer of the
Laocoon (described in the second of the Notes) does not “animate” the sculpture by
telling the story of the serpent—the sculpture already embodies the motion of the
narrative and the movements of its figures in static form—and he noted too that the
visual effect even of non-narrative sculpture (such as the Capitoline Venus) depends to
a large degree upon movement. But in Prometheus all of this movement is working to
accomplish the same thing. The Hours are embodiments of time’s impetuosity,
heading with gathering speed to the fateful instant (or perhaps “the fatal mountain”)
in which Jupiter falls; Apollo and Ocean speak in the future tense about the ensuing
period of peace (I, iii, 18-37), and even seemingly random tableaux such as the

Nereids, which appear at first merely to embellish the verse, are caught up in the
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coming moment, lifted (in a typical Shelleyan thought-figure) by the current of their
own speed towards it:

Behold the Nereids under the green sea,

Their wavering limbs borne on the windlike stream,

Their white arms lifted o’er their streaming hair

With garlands pied and starry sea-flower crowns,

Hastening to grace their mighty sister’s joy.

I, iii, 44-8

The image of the Nereids is therefore one of suspended movement—it is a sculptural
image. Their movement, like that of Asia and Panthea in the lyric passages quoted
above, is at once willed and inevitable, and like that of the Hours it is a hurrying,
hastening one. And yet, although their figures are anything but static (in fact every
part of the figures is in motion), they can nonetheless be observed in detail as though
they were perfectly still; which, of course, as monuments of poetic art graven on the
page, they are. Such descriptive magic would scarcely be possible were the sculptural
motifs which they employ not already familiar, to Shelley and ideally to his readers.
The Nereids flow in the stream and in the verse, but also in the cultural memory; their
beauty is pleasing not least because it does not protrude in its novelty. Even the most
fantastical of the imagery in Prometheus is aided by this familiarity, and lends the

imagery of the poem a wholeness that it would not otherwise possess. Roman
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sculpture and architecture provide the poem’s visual cohesiveness, its integrity as a
perceptible world.

There is an irony to the fact that Shelley fashioned these heralds of liberation
and revelation from works of art dating (in almost every case) from the Roman
Imperial period. The poem’s opposition of Titanic to Olympian rule has two principal
referents: the conflicts between revolutionary and conservative governments (or, in
England, political factions) in the modern era, and the struggle of free Greek city states
against imperial domination both Hellenistic and Roman. The latter of these two
political contexts provided Shelley with the motivation to interpret Roman art as
Classical (i.e. fifth- and fourth-century), even when it is decidedly more Roman than
Greek. He did not have the subtly trained eye of Winckelmann that allowed the
German scholar to see what was specifically Greek in a Greco-Roman copy from the 1st
century AD, and thereby to study the art of one period through that of another. As I
have mentioned, Shelley even interpreted Pompeii as a Greek city, despite the fact that
almost all trace of the Greek colonists who once lived in the area had been wiped out.
But his blindness to these historical distinctions was partly willful, a symptom of his
elective Hellenophilia. Thus in the letter to Peacock, describing the Victories from the
Arch of Titus he writes, “so essential to beauty were the forms expressive of the
exercise of the imagination & the affections considered by the Greek artists [Shelley’s

emphasis], that no ideal figure of antiquity not destined to some representation
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directly exclusive of such a character, is to be found with closed lips” (LPBS, 11, 89). It
is true of course that Roman sculpture is largely patterned after Greek sculpture, that
many of the artisans working in Imperial Rome were Greeks, and that Roman sculpture
was able to approach, but never match, the sophistication of its Greek models. But
Shelley went further than this in thinking that Roman beauty must have been Classical
in origin, since the “spirit of its forms” must have been the spirit of a people free from
tyranny.

Had Shelley not held this belief, his enthusiasm for ancient sculpture might have
been checked in some manner by historical reality. Yet this would not necessarily have
been so. Winckelmann, with all his historical knowledge, ultimately held the same
view of Roman sculpture, even in the brilliant period of the early Empire, as
representative of a decadent permutation of a body of forms perfected in the age of
Pericles. He also felt, like Shelley, that the artistic flourishing of Classical Greece was
dependent upon the support of political freedoms by liberal institutions of government.
It was not until the later nineteenth century that thinkers such as Burckhardt advanced
the interpretation of fifth- and fourth-century Greece as a brutally militaristic,
oppressive culture in its own right and argued that such conditions had been beneficial
to the arts, an idea seized upon by Nietzsche. In this sense both Shelley and
Winckelmann were myth-makers, with the difference that Shelley is more transparently

so; not because he did not write history, but because he is read as a poet. This is as it
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should be, since there is no compelling reason to take Shelley seriously as an art-
historical thinker. But as a poetic thinker reacting to sculpture, Shelley is more
important than Keats or Landor. The totality of his response to this medium was
equal to that of Goethe, looks forward to Rilke, and of course looks back to Greek and
Latin literature and especially to Lucian.®” Arguably, a poet as a poet is interested in
art-historical truth only insofar as it can be thematized into myth. Ultimately it is the
myth of Prometheus that structured Shelley’s response to Roman sculpture in the
intellectual, moral, and emotional dimensions, just as myth and cultic practice dictated
the aesthetic laws of Classical sculpture to begin with. Poetry is like sculpture in its
reliance not only upon harmonious movement but also upon myth and myth’s freedom

to fashion the world as we see it in its own image.

iii
Were it not for Mary’s journals, there would be far less evidence of Shelley’s
reading at any particular time. In his letters Shelley occasionally mentions a book or a
poem with a brief appreciative or deprecatory comment, but Mary consistently noted

down what she and Shelley were reading, either alone in each other’s company or aloud

97 References to famous sculptures abound in the works of the Greek writer, who in the
autobiographical sketch The Dream claims to have begun his career apprenticed to his uncle, a
sculptor. Not long into his apprenticeship he was beaten by his uncle for incompetence, and
gave up sculpture for poetry after the two arts appeared to him in his sleep as allegorical
figures debating their respective merits as though in a legal case, a typically Lucianic speech-
scenario.
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to one another, on a given day. This information is extremely valuable for studying
Shelley’s poetry (indeed, this entire dissertation would not exist without it), since
when he was composing rapidly as he was in Rome, he would exclude those works
from his reading which were not expressly related to the composition at hand. Almost
without exception, the works he read at such times have direct thematic, formal, or
historical pertinence to the writing and illuminate aspects of it that are otherwise easily
overlooked.

It is therefore highly significant that on March 15 & 16, and again a week later
on March 22, we find the note: “S. reads Lucretius” (JMS, I, 253-4). This is right in
the middle of the most intensive work on Acts II & III, and the spread of the dates, as
well as the fact that no other reading is mentioned between them, demand that
Lucretius be read in closer conjunction with the latter half of Prometheus than has
hitherto been done.’® Since many fine points have been made about Shelley’s
relationship to Lucretius, but far fewer obvious ones, some remarks of general
orientation may prove helpful. One must go back a long way in the criticism before

one finds such broad and straightforward generalizations as: “Both [Prometheus and De

98 The most detailed studies on Shelley and Lucretius are Paul Turner, “Shelley and Lucretius,”
Review of English Studies, X, xxxix (1959), 269-82; Jane Phillips, “Lucretian Echoes in Shelley’s
Mont Blanc,” Classical and Modern Literature, 11, ii (1982), 71-89; Hugh Roberts, Shelley and the
Chaos of History (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), esp. 249-87
& 411-81; Michael Vicario, Shelley’s Intellectual System and its Epicurean Background (New York:
Routledge, 2007); and Amanda Goldstein, “Growing Old Together: Lucretian Materialism in
Shelley’s Poetry of Life,” Representations, CXXVIII, i (2014), 60-92. None of these studies
treats Prometheus at length, and none discusses the passages I will elaborate upon here.



128

rerum natura (hereafter DRN)] are written in disrespect of the accepted gods. Both
seek to enfranchise man through reliance upon his own powers. Both glorify science
and belittle conventional theology.”?® The comparison is wanting in refinement, but it
points in the right direction.

Lucretius was a moral reformer; his chief aim as a philosopher was to change the
way Romans led their lives. His manner of addressing Memmius in DRN is a kind of
analogue to Shelley’s guardian-like and gently chiding attitude towards Byron. Both
Shelley and Lucretius hated cities and priests, and both were heavily interested in
natural science and indeed glorify it. Descriptions of nature abound in all poetry, but
Shelley takes after Lucretius in his frequent descriptions of light-phenomena
(especially reflections) and of clouds. Even in the subtleties of language, the particular
scientific universe of Lucretius is felt. The last words of Act III, and therefore of the
original drama, are:

The loftiest star of unascended Heaven
Pinnacled dim in the intense inane.

111, iv, 203-4

The excellent effect of the last word is carried off partly by its intellectual sense in

English, but Shelley is also thinking about the Lucretian term inane, the void in which

9 Carl Grabo, Newton among Poets: Shelley’s use of Science in Prometheus Unbound (Chapel Hill,
University of North Carolina Press, 1930), 7.
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the heavenly bodies, and indeed all things in space, move or remain. The same
particularity applies to Shelley’s use of the word “religion” in Queen Mab (the epigraph
of which is taken from DRN) to mean just what Lucretius means by the word religio:
not worship or cult but mere superstition, the collective body of fallacy about the
natural world, life, death, and the gods. Probably Shelley’s favorite poeticism of all
time is “aérial,” similar to Lucretius’s addition of aerius to embellish stock phrases
such as aeriis auris. Some well-known passages in Shelley’s poetry are free adaptations
from DRN, such as the passage on marriage and relationships in Epipsychidion.

Lucretius’s poem had been a principle source for Shelley’s conviction that the
first century BC was a time of moral stupor, since it contains long passages on the folly
of fellow Romans. No less than a satirist like Horace or Juvenal, Lucretius paints lively
pictures of wayward beings whose insane immorality brings them unnecessary pain
and in the end destroys their lives. (The following week Shelley read Plutarch’s
biography of the Roman general Caius Marius; Shelley’s curiosity about this power-
hungry and destructive demagogue of the late Republic was perhaps piqued by having
seen the sculptured Roman spolia known as the “Trophies of Marius,” thought at the
time to represent the general’s war booty from routing Germanic tribes, which adorn
the balustrade of the Piazza del Campidoglio.) The preface to the Revolt of Islam states
that the time during which Lucretius lived was “the period when Greece was led

captive . . . and Asia made a tributary to the Republic,” events which for him
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symbolized the moral downfall of humankind (CW, I, 246). There is a reason why
Jupiter in Prometheus cannot be called Zeus; he is emphatically the Roman God, whereas
Prometheus is soundly Greek, and the domination of the Eastern Mediterranean (the
province of Asia, later Phyrgia) by Rome in the late Republic was probably the principle
reason why he noted with delight while reading Herodotus that Asia was the name of
Prometheus’s wife. Shelley’s distaste for the Roman Republic, a heterodox position
among English supporters of revolutionary governments in Europe (the governments
themselves, of course, worshipped the Republic), must have owed a good deal to
Lucretius. Shelley’s delight in walking among Roman ruins must have been due in
great part to the fact that it was Lucretius’s time, the time which brought the Empire
into being, whose destruction was everywhere evident around him, that had been
conquered by nature Ozymandias-wise in the intervening centuries, just as Earth is
rejuvenated after the downfall of Jupiter in Prometheus.

But this is only the most superficial way in which Lucretius’s poem begins to
provide poetic material for Shelley’s, since the former is of course much more than
satire or philosophy. Its moral-philosophic and natural-scientific threads are woven
together with cultic and epic myths about the decay of earth, creating a breadth and
unity of worldview rare in literature outside of scripture. Indeed, Lucretius is kind of
an Epicurean St. Paul. In Hesiod and Ovid, the earth changes in lockstep with moral

decline through the ages of humankind, neither causing them nor caused by them. The
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ages are like the seasons, and the productive capacity of earth wanes as human
rapaciousness and belligerence wax greater. In DRN, however, Earth is also spoken of
as a living woman, a Magna-Mater-type Cybele in her menopausal phase, whose
younger antitype is the Venus of extraordinary complexity and generative power whom
the poem worships. (Lucretius was interested in the cult practices surrounding
Cybele and describes them at length.) Thus the DRN’s myth of Earth is of a fabric with
its religion and also with its science, since Lucretius believed that Earth had once been
the origin not only of all species but of all individuals, whereas now the best she can do
is make tiny worms grow from rotting organic matter. It follows that at some point
the bearing and nursing of fauna were given over to the parents of each species, who
perform these functions very badly, while Venus became the reigning genius of the
floral domain. It is therefore in Venus, who represented what the earth had been
before human culture grew nefarious, that Lucretius and Shelley placed their hopes of
redemption. And since the Asia of Herodotus is given only in the barest outline,
Shelley turned to the Venus of DRN (and especially to the famous invocation with
which the poem begins) to flesh out his Asia, while his Earth is a representative at

once of Lucretian myth, religion and science.!®® Even the discourse of natural science

100 The key passage is II, v, 20-31, which (although it also draws from Cicero’s De natura
deorum, as well as from painting and sculpture) is saturated with the feeling of the famous
invocation.
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is politicized in the Latin poem, one of the stated goals of which is to give a picture of

nature—

libera continuo, dominis privata superbis,
ispa sua per se sponte omnia dis agere expers.

Free at once, and rid of proud masters,
Doing everything herself, through herself,

voluntarily, without the gods.

II, 1091-2

Lastly, it is often remarked that Epicurean science provided the basis for its
moral philosophy, and DRN argues that knowledge of atoms renders the fear of death,
and hence immoral behavior, irrational. Since the soul has a material basis, it cannot
possibly stay together once the flesh has decomposed and the breath has been let out
of the body. After death, the soul loses its identity, and therefore cannot be punished
in the underworld by gods who, if they exist at all, would have no interest in carrying
out petty retribution against corpuscles that have flown to opposite ends of the
universe.

The point is to emphasize the coherence, in Lucretius’s poem, of elements that
we think of under the aegis of different disciplines, since Prometheus possesses this
coherence to a greater degree than any other long poem by Shelley with the exception
of Queen Mab (to which it is far superior). Due to constraints of genre, a lyrical verse-

drama cannot expatiate upon its worldview in the manner of “A Philosophical Poem;
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with Notes,” as Shelley’s earlier work is styled. Yet there are two long blank-verse
passages in Acts II & III which, were they excerpted, would seem to belong rather to an
epic than to a dramatic poem, and which take after the speech-style of DRN at least as
faithfully as that of Paradise Lost. Thematically, they are far closer to the Latin poem.
The first is Asia’s epic-style universal history recounted in the cave of Demogorgon (II,
iv, 32-109), a central passage, since it tells the story of Shelley’s myth from something
like the beginning of time (“at first”) until time present. The myth deviates in crucial
respects from the standard epic past, since unlike Ovid or Hesiod but very much after
Lucretius, it does not glorify life in the Golden Age for the reason that thought did not
yet exist. Prometheus gives speech and thought to human beings only after Jupiter’s
reign has begun with all its attendant ills, so that there is no such thing in the human
past as paradise. Were the gifts of Saturn to outweigh the gifts of Prometheus, or were
the blessings of a prelapsarian past to outweigh the technologies of the present, the
radical nature of the poem would be compromised. Neither is there any mention in
DRN of a return to a bygone era of moral purity; Epicurean philosophy (which had only
been available since Epicurus) works by erasing our constitutional inheritance with the
aid of reason:

illud . . . video firmare potesse,

usque adeo naturarum vestigia linqui

parvola quae nequeat ratio depellere nobis,
ut nil inpediat dignam dis degere vitam.
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This I know can be said with certainty:

So slight are those traces left by our natures

Which reason cannot drive out from us,

That nothing keeps us from living a life
worthy of the gods.

III, 319-22

Mark how both nature and the gods have switched valences completely from the
previous quotation given above: the gods are models of a worthy existence rather than
superstitions about nature to be banished; while nature is inherited character rather
than the knowledge which allows us to transcend that character. In Lucretian terms,
to say that we must banish the gods in order to be worthy of the gods is to say that we
must employ knowledge of nature in order to overcome nature. These are not ture
paradoxes if the subtleties of sense are distinguished, and Lucretius often plays upon
the multiple meanings of natura, as for example when he invokes the Golden Age in
saying that in the abode of the gods, “nature furnishes everything in abundance” (omnia
suppeditat . . . natura). In the context of the praise of Epicurus in which these words
appear (III, 1-30), this idea can be translated to mean that philosophy provides
everything required by the mind.

The Golden Age for Lucretius (insofar as it exists at all) is therefore not, as it is
in other epic poems, time past or time future, but rather a state of mind that human
beings can reach in the present with the aid of philosophy. The comparison with

Prometheus inevitably raises the same sort of questions about the historical dimensions
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of its myth; it causes us to ask at what point in the myth can humankind locate itself. 1
suggested above that there are certain political referents or analogues to the reign of
Jupiter, but ultimately the myth (like all others) shakes free of temporality. Real,
historical individuals and their experiences serve only to illustrate the myth at various
points in its plot; they tell its story, but it does not tell theirs. Its world is similar to
the static world of the gods in DRN. The struggles and blessings it contains are
eternally present to us in the here and now as emotion and intellect, suffering and
relief. In Asia’s recounting we learn that the plagues which “fall” from Jupiter (strife,
wounds, not death itself but its “ghastly” form—a typical Lucretian distinction—and
extreme climates) cause the Titan, like Epicurus or natura, to invent and “teach” a
series of “alleviations”: hope (59-63), love (63-5), fire (66-71), speech, thought, and
science—generally, Adyos (72-75), the arts and especially sculpture (75-84), medicine
(85-6), astronomy (87-92), seafaring (92-4), and architecture (94-7). Her ambition is
to give a total picture of civilized life and those of its struggles and boons which endure
from age to age. Yet unlike Epicurus or natura, none of these Promethean technologies
can enact the final liberation of human beings form their various ills, the chief of which
had already “fallen” during the reign of Saturn: time itself.

The second of these long, Lucretian passages occurs directly after the unbinding
of Prometheus (I1I, iii, 84-175), and is spoken by the Earth. Straightaway she feels

herself become, once more, a mother in her childbearing and nursing age:
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—Henceforth the many children fair
Folded in my sustaining arms—all plants,
And creeping forms, and insects rainbow-winged
And birds and beasts and fish and human shapes
Which drew disease and pain from my wan bosom,
Draining the poison of despair—shall take
And interchange sweet nutriment; to me
Shall they become like sister-antelopes
By one fair dam, snowwhite and swift as wind
Nursed among lilies near a brimming stream;
The dewmists of my sunless sleep shall float
Under the stars like balm; night-folded flowers
Shall suck unwithering hues in their repose;
And men and beasts in happy dreams shall gather
Strength for the coming day and all its joy:
And death shall be the last embrace of her
Who takes the life she gave, even as a mother
Folding her child, says, “Leave me not again!”

I, iii, 90-107

It is nowhere mentioned by Shelley’s critics that this mythological fable has its
counterpart in Epicurean natural science. Lucretius is perfectly literal-minded in
conjecturing, based upon his observations of nature, how the phase of Earth’s

childbearing and nursing might have worked:

hoc ubi quaeque loci regio opportuna dabatur,
crescebant uteri terram radicibus apti

quos ubi tempore maturo patefecerat aetas
infantum, fugiens umorem aurasque petessens;
convertebat ibi natura foramina terrae

et sucum venis cogebat fundere apertis
consimilem lactis, sicut nunc femina quaeque,
cum peperit, dulci repletur lacte, quod omnis
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impetus in mammas convertitur ille alimenti.
Wherever there was a suitable spot of ground,
Wombs, fastened to the earth by roots, would grow
That in due time the term of infants would dilate
Who were fleeing the moisture and seeking the open air:
There Nature would direct pores in the earth
And draw a liquid like to milk through open veins
Just as now a woman, after giving birth, is filled
With sweet milk, because the entire rush of nutriment
Is gathered together in the breasts.

V, 807-15

The language of the Latin poet is of course completely different, since it does not seek
to embellish its imagery, although it has many pretty flourishes of euphony and word
order. But that does not mean that Prometheus, because it is embellished in its
mythical and dramatic richness, does not carry some of Lucretius’s literal-mindedness
as well. There is a continuum between fable and science. Later in Act III, two
halcyons are pictured hanging upside-down, pecking at nightshade (III, iv, 79-82). The
plant has evidently lost the poison with which it was tainted during some great and
ancient climactic event. Shelley believed that his event had actually taken place, and
that it had brought with it a change in the way the early humans were nourished. DRN
is the ancient poem which most clearly links such a change in diet to a shift in climate;
and the verses that follow those just quoted (V, 816-20) explain why the climate of
young Earth was more temperate and more sustaining to life, just as the Earth in

Prometheus goes on to describe her own Edenic climate, now restored, in detail (III, iii,
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114-24). In the process, she also (like Lucretius) denies the immortality of the soul,
and ends with a famous image taken right from DRN:
. even as those
Who bear the untransmitted torch of hope
into the grave across the night of life . . .
I, iii, 171-2
inque brevi spatio mutantur saecla animantum

et quasi cursores vitai lampada tradunt.

And in a short space the generations of the living
Are changed and, like runners, pass on the torch of life.

II, 78-9

Even Shelley’s alteration of the image follows Lucretius, who emphasizes at great
length that the transmigration of souls is impossible and therefore that hope and fear
are extinguished, “untransmitted,” at the moment of death (III, 670-805). It was
probably with regard to such doctrines as these about mortality and the soul that
Shelley claimed, again in the preface to The Revolt of Islam, that Lucretius’s poem was
“yet the basis of our metaphysical knowledge” (CW, I, 246).

These passages suggest that spring 1819 was the moment when Shelley found a
direct link between DRN and his own mythology, between Epicurean science and
Promethean fable. He had first encountered the poem at school and had studied it

subsequently in 1810 and 1816, but there remained a division in Shelley’s
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“Lucretianism” between philosophy and eloquence; it still lacked coherence and
continuity. Even as late as autumn 1818, when Shelley was drafting Act I, he was still
reading DRN against itself, as it were. Thus the episode where Zoroaster encounters
his own ghost, one of the “shadows of all forms that think and live” inhabiting the
underworld (see I, 191-209), was obviously touched off by Lucretius’s ridicule of
Ennius for “setting down in immortal verses” that in Acheron there were pallida
simulacra of every human being, not only those dead and to be born (as in Homer,
Virgil, et. al.), but also those still alive on earth (I, 120-6). Acts II & III, by contrast,
move with the Latin poem in its basic aspects, since it is the only ancient work to bring
together the three themes with which the latter half of Prometheus is principally
interested: the environmental and evolutionary past, the future redemption of the
world by Venus, Asia, or Love, and the moral challenges of human life in the present

time, especially the struggle between knowledge and superstition, hope and fear.

iv
A similar span of time seems to have been given to Euripides, whom Shelley
tended to read several plays at a stretch. On March 26: “S. reads Medea,” and on April
1: “S. reads the Hipolitus” (JMS, 1, 255-6). Based upon internal textual evidence from
Prometheus, it seems overwhelmingly likely that he also read (or at the very least
reviewed, or remembered unusually well) The Bacchae. Any one of these three plays

could form the basis of the last part of this study, although thematically Medea would
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better suit a discussion of Act I, dominated as it is by indignant lamentation and
lengthy reflection on pain and oppression. The Bacchae is more obviously relevant
because Bacchic motifs are everywhere in Acts II & III (esp. II, iii, 1-10 & III, iii, 152 &
ff.), and because of the binding / unbinding theme of Dionysus with which Euripides
foregrounds his drama. But I would like instead to say something about Hippolytus,
since the relationship between it and Prometheus is more oblique and more interesting.
I mentioned in chapter II how Plato’s Symposium and Apology represented opposite
sides to Shelley of Socrates in his Promethean character; perhaps too the Hippolytus,
when coupled with Lucretius, represented in a similar way two opposing attitudes to
Venus or Aphrodite, one of them fas and the other nefas. (Hippolytus brings on his
fate by scorning Aphrodite; he is a woman-hater and a hunter, as well as a monotheist,
a dangerous thing to be in the Olympian cosmos.) In Acts II & III the tragic element
has essentially disappeared. But in Shelley’s poetry, tragedy and its opposite are
always present to one another as a shadow—and by “its opposite” I do not mean
comedy but rather whatever the Symposium is, where exuberance and grace are more
important than derision and levity. Hippolytus provides a way to think about this
shadowing, this opposition.

By the moment in which the action of the play commences, the hostile and
erotic agon between Phaedra and her stepson has already been established. Its tension

steadily increases throughout the first half until it becomes unbearable to both them
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and to the chorus. Phadra’s advances are repulsed with utter contempt, and
Hippolytus swears to destroy her by revealing them to Theseus. Unable to withstand
the shame and torment of her situation, she resolves to falsely accuse Hippolytus of
rape and to hang herself, and storms offstage. At this moment, which is the exact

middle of the play and its highest pitch of horror, the chorus sings:

nABaroig vmod kevBudot yevoiuav,
iva pe mrepoviooav pviv

Beoc dugi moravais dyéaig Ogin-
dpBeinv §* émi movriov

kUpa rag Adpinvag
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If only I were among towering, hollow cliffs
Where some god would make me

A winged bird among soaring flocks:

I would rise above the sea-swells

To the Adriatic shore

And the waters of Eridanus,

Where the maidens, grieving
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In pity for Phaéthon,

Let fall among the dark waves

the amber radiance of their tears.

I'd wing my way to the fruit-bearing shores
Of Hesperus famed in song,

Where the lord of the sea by his dark pools
Denies further passage to sailors,

Fixing the sacred boundary

Of the sky, which Atlas holds;

Where ambrosial fountains flow

Along the love-beds of Zeus; and where
The bliss-bestowing, sacred earth increases
The weal of the gods.

732-51

It is difficult to reproduce in translation and without the context of the preceding
dialogue how surprising, how seemingly out of nowhere, the first words of this ode
are: nAiBdrois vmo kevbudor, “among towering, hollow cliffs.” It introduces into the
narrow, dramatic space of the palace grounds at Trozen a paradise of World’s End
imagery without delay, through the medium of a wish or daydream. Choral odes of
this kind, in which an unbearable situation on stage is suddenly relieved by a
spontaneous, paradisiacal world, are known to classicists as “escape lyrics,” and are
found most obviously in Euripides (other examples are Andromache, 862 & ff. and Helen,
478 & ff.) Scholarship on such lyrics has focused on the manner in which they return

in the end, via myth, to the story at hand. Phaé&thon, for example, parallels in at least
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one way the career of Hippolytus,!°! and the second strophic pair returns to the story
of Phaedra. But that is hardly the point. Their real dramatic purpose is to whisk you
away, like a comic episode but by a completely different means, and for no apparent
reason, out of an impossible struggle.

The place invoked in this ode is well familiar to readers of Greek and Latin
literature, where it appears again and again, like a recurring hallucination. It is
perhaps best described as a sort of boundary zone, the seam where human and divine
habitations are stitched together. It is an earthly paradise rather than a heavenly or an
infernal one, and there is often some danger lurking there, but its aspect and climate
are generally peaceful and resplendent. Sometimes it is given a geographical place-
name (Enna, Arcadia, Daphne) and sometimes a mythological one (Nysa, the Blessed
Isles, the Garden of the Hesperides), but these names are often interchangeable, and
they all aided Christian poets in fleshing out the stock-imagery of Eden. The wood
where Matilda gathers flowers in Dante’s Purgatorio (a passage that Shelley translated
wonderfully around this time) is, mutatis mutandis, the same as the plain where
Persephone gathers flowers in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (a theme on which Shelley also
wrote a short lyric in 1820). Milton’s description of the Garden in Book IV of Paradise

Lost gives something like a catalogue of these places, thereby proving that they can all

101 Not only because he crashed his chariot (this is how Hippolytus is killed later in the play,
after his horses are frightened by Neptune), but also because Euripides (in the fragments of the
lost Phaéthon) conflates him with the son of Eos, who is snatched away by Aphrodite.
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be marshaled to serve the same poetic purpose. Readers with a penchant for such
imagery tend to be possessed by it almost completely at first and return to it
throughout their lives, while those who lack the taste rarely acquire it later. The
difference probably corresponds to the presence or absence of some internal experience
occurring in childhood, the memory of which provides a source of hope, respite, or
delight during the more troubled times of later years, as it does for the women of the
chorus in Hippolytus. But it need not always be a counter-reaction to pain and
suffering; it can also represent the sudden onrush of the imagined world at a moment
in which it is least expected.

All of the poems treated in this dissertation, and Prometheus especially, employ
this imagery in much the same way as Euripides’s odes. Think back to the end of
Lines:

Other flowering isles must be

In the sea of life and agony:

Other spirits float and flee

O’er that gulf: even now, perhaps
On some rock the wild wave wraps,
With folding wings they waiting sit
For my bark, to pilot it

To some calm and blooming cove,
Where for me, and those I love,
May a windless bower be built,

Far from passion, pain, and guilt . . .

33545
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The imagery of the “cove” that follows is an early version of the cavern to which the
Titan is told to retire at the end of Act III and which provides the scene for Act IV as a
whole. But the speaker of Lines has made it clear what manner of cove or flowering
isle he means, since he has just visited one: a sudden mood arriving spontaneously in a
certain atmosphere of light, which lifts him for a large part of the poem out of the crisis
of despair that he is in, and then fades away. The same sudden “alleviation,” to use the
Promethean term, occurs to the “Maniac” of J&M, to the speaker of “Stanzas,” and in
almost all of the short lyrics from this period. If Prometheus were in Greek rather than
English, classicists would refer to the Chorus of Spirits in Act I (672 & ff.) under the
heading of “escape lyric,” with the caveat that the members of the chorus themselves
do not wish to escape but rather are themselves the vehicle of escape. Their
atmosphere, they proclaim, is “thought.”

The charm of Prometheus is that from the beginning of Act II (which also happens
to occur at around half the total number of “original” verses), this earthly paradise of
mind begins to take over the entire play. Moreover, it has done so spontaneously and
for no apparent reason, just as it does in the shorter poems of Shelley and in the choral
odes of Euripides; or rather, seemingly for no other reason than that the present state
of affairs cannot be maintained. Something must give, and so it does, without the why
or wherefore. I said before that the event which sets into motion the machinery of the

Titan’s liberation was a dream, or an echo, or perhaps nothing at all; but the very
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attempt to locate this event in Act II is somewhat misleading. In fact it is already, if
not a fait accompli, then an inevitability by the time Act II opens; the fateful moment
falls between Acts I &II, and is heavily prophesied from the beginning of the drama. Of
course, the “sudden change” which critics have noted has something to do with
Shelley’s change of circumstances and his delight in the Roman spring, but there is still
the question of priority or direction that applies to all questions of “inspiration”:
which came first, the poem or its cause? It seems inevitable to conclude that Shelley
had been preparing for his experience of Rome and its application to Prometheus for
many months, turning over its meaning in his poetry and in his life. If Rome and its
climate were “the inspiration for this drama,” this could have been true even before
Shelley reached the city, in the thematic and imaginative world he had constructed for
himself. This does not in the least cast suspicion on the quality of the inspiration,
provided that a joy we experience can be enhanced rather than diminished by having
mentally prepared for it. And why should it not?

Reading Prometheus in conjunction with the shorter poems highlighted in this
dissertation, and seeing how similar their essential themes, characters, and feelings
are, raises the unsettling prospect that Act I represents something like the reality of
human life (in the sense of something enduring throughout its length) while Acts II &
III do not; that they in fact represent a mood that is fleeting but memorable; something

like the afternoon in the Euganean Hills or the day described in “Stanzas” with the
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phrase “though enjoyed, like joy in memory yet.” Such a reading moves against the
grain of the myth, which depicts the captivity of the Titan and the reign of Jupiter as
unsustainable and constantly subject to imminent collapse, while at the end the
kingless epoch of the Titan’s liberation is supposedly established in perpetuity. It
would also cast severe doubt upon the poem’s revolutionary optimism. But these seem
to me insubstantial arguments against the truth of such an interpretation. The myth
in all its expansive breadth ought not to be forced into the narrow confines of human
life by a series of imputed references; Shelley rather created the myth expansively out of
life; it is even a kind of inverse image of life in its grim aspect, as it is depicted in the
shorter poems. Against the background of its “sources,” too, the transformation of the
human world that occurs at the poem’s close appears as the spontaneous fantasy of a
being whose circumstances cannot be borne much longer—the common experience of

the Titan and his captor.
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Alley of branches
Alley of Clay,

From Summer’s end
Comes the dawn of Winter;
Glory of larches
Clarity of day,

Cover your faces
And smooth down your hair.
Summer is over
It sleeps in the Valley,
Winter is coming up this way . . .

I cannot stay

I must play

Away, away
Stray

Into the Garden.
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MANUSCRIPTS IN FACSIMILE

—The Bodleian Shelley Manuscripts, Editor-in-Chief Donald H. Reiman (New York &
London: Garland Publishing, 1982-2002):

Vol. # / Editor Bod. MS(S) Shelley Diss. Ch(s). / Notes

I1I / Dawson e.4 IV / Mazhengi / Virgil / Cicero

V / Adamson adds. e.6 I1 / Mary / Sketches / Bagni di Lucca
IX / Fraistat el/e2/e3 I-V / Prometheus holograph fair-copy
XV / Jones adds. e.11 II & III / J&M / “Stanzas” / Prometheus
XVII / Jones adds. e.10 I & II / Aeschylus / Plato

XVIII / Goslee adds. e.12 III & V / Republic / Malthus

Prometheus / “Saddest Lyrics” / J&M
XX / O’Neill adds. e.6 & d.8 II / Mary’s fair-copy of The Banquet

XXI / Murray adds. c.4 III & V / “Misery” holograph fair-copy /
Prometheus / “The Coliseum” / atheism

XXII / Weinberg  adds. c.5 I & III / Aeschylus / “The Coliseum”

—The Manuscripts of the Younger Romantics: Percy Bysshe Shelley, General Editor Donald H.
Reiman (New York & London: Garland Publishing, 1985-1997):

Vol. # / Editor MS Identification Diss. Ch(s). / Notes
IV / Quinn HM 2177 III & V / Letter about J&M / Preface
V / Reiman MS Eng. 258.2 IV / “Stanzas” holograph fair-copy

VIII / Reiman PM MA 974 III / J&M holograph fair-copy
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