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Introduction





When Percy Bysshe Shelley drowned off the coast of northern Italy, on 8 July 1822, he was still a month shy of his thirtieth birthday. In the course of his short life he had toyed with founding a utopian community, advocated atheism, republicanism and free love, become a vegetarian and an internationalist, married into one of the foremost intellectual families of his day, and fathered at least six children.


This seems so much of a piece with Romantic myth that it’s easy to forget the extent to which Shelley chose the course his life took. His anti-tragic imagination resisted those forces, ‘Lawyers or priests, a motley crowd’, as he says in The Mask of Anarchy, which he saw as encouraging, or even enforcing, personal passivity. He was not a victim of destiny, and nor would such a role have interested him. Instead, a preoccupation with agency is at the very centre of his work, which returns repeatedly to the moment of change, and the puzzle of what makes that happen. A focus on action, and consequently responsibility, led him consistently to the boundary between private and public concerns, where thought, experiment and advocacy meet as what we would now call radical practice.


The pattern seems to have been set by the time he arrived at Oxford. In the first three months of 1811 he met both his first wife, the sixteen-year-old Harriet Westbrook, and Thomas Jefferson Hogg, the fellow undergraduate with whom he wrote and disseminated a tract on The Necessity of Atheism. This flamboyant gesture, in an era when faith was no private matter, got Shelley sent down from university and ended his plans to follow his father into parliament. Apparently unfazed, he eloped with Harriet to Edinburgh, where they were married that summer.


Ten years later, when he was twenty-eight, Shelley would complete ‘Epipsychidion’, the poem which perhaps best illustrates how entangled his emotional and intellectual lives were. Written at the time of his involvement with a young woman, Teresa Viviani, whose father was bent on an arranged marriage, the poem fantasises escape to a life à deux. But Shelley also brings the range of his experiences – which by then included two marriages and a formal experiment in free love – to bear on ‘those poor slaves’ of monogamy, who ‘With one chained friend, perhaps a jealous foe, / The dreariest and the longest journey go’. This apparent paradox contradicts the ‘happy ever after’ our twenty-first-century sensibilities have come to expect, but it’s entirely in keeping with the poet’s own fascination with change itself, caused on this occasion by love’s ‘flight of fire’. ‘Epipsychidion’ is also an example of the way intellectual and political preoccupations pressed Shelley’s poetry into the service of advocacy, here of free love though elsewhere of wholesale social revolution.


Indeed, although he wrote traditional love lyrics, albeit often in expanded forms – such as the group of late poems ‘For Jane’ Williams – Shelley frequently transposed romantic occasions into philosophical puzzles about how to live. The late lyric ‘When Passion’s Trance is Overpast’, for example, seems to be negotiating what its narrator would settle for, at the same time as he more conventionally declares its absence:






When passion’s trance is overpast,


If tenderness and truth could last,


Or live, whilst all wild feelings keep


Some mortal slumber, dark and deep,


I should not weep, I should not weep!








That double take is characteristically Shelleyan. The lyric mode may be confessional, but here what’s personal includes not only the reactive register of feeling but active desires and decisions which can get to work in the world. As twentieth-century rhetoric might have it, the personal is political. It’s not surprising that Shelley’s poetry is sometimes engaged in a kind of self-invention we recognise reading back from, say, Allen Ginsberg’s Howl, or the Adrienne Rich of Diving into the Wreck. In the extended self-portrait ‘Letter to Maria Gisborne’, for all its conversational tone and the intimacy of its allusions, the twenty-seven-year-old appears fully aware of the effect he’s having, both publicly:






   And here like some weird Archimage sit I,


Plotting dark spells, and devilish enginery,


The self-impelling steam-wheels of the mind


Which pump up oaths from clergymen, and grind


The gentle spirit of our meek reviews


Into a powdery foam of salt abuse,


Ruffling the ocean of their self-content;—








and privately:






   Next winter you must pass with me; [ … ]


Though we eat little flesh and drink no wine,


Yet let’s be merry: we’ll have tea and toast;


Custards for supper, and an endless host


Of syllabubs and jellies and mince-pies,


And other such lady-like luxuries,—








in a rather stagey form of self-invention.


How far could he go with these kinds of strategies and remain within the lyric tradition? Readers can find the occasionally homiletic note frustrating, even if it characterises some of Shelley’s best-known lines:






Lift not the painted veil which those who live


Call Life:                                    (‘Sonnet’)







All things are sold: the very light of Heaven


Is venal;                                      (Queen Mab, V)







An old, mad, blind, despised and dying king,—


Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow


Through public scorn,—mud from a muddy spring,—


                                                  (‘England in 1819’)








On a hasty reading such passages seem clunkingly unassimilated to any lyric impulse. But pause to read them in context, as part of a flexible line of thought, and something else becomes apparent. These are the points where overt reasoning, as opposed to pure description or expression, comes to the fore – in a way that mimics how we do in fact think. Their very abruptness resembles ‘having an idea’. Through this mimicry, they bring us face to face with a poetic persona that is attempting to resolve the essential tension within Wordsworth’s idea of the poet as both exceptional and everyman.


In A Defence of Poetry (1821), Shelley amplifies William Wordsworth’s famous formulation, in his 1802 Introduction to the Lyrical Ballads, that: ‘the poet is chiefly distinguished from other men by a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate external excitement, and a greater power in expressing such thoughts and feelings’. For Shelley, that requires a near-spiritual refinement:




Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds. [ … ] A Poet, as he is the author to others of the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue and glory, so he ought personally to be the happiest, the best, the wisest, and the most illustrious of men.





Though this articulation came late in his life, Shelley does seem to have lived, accordingly, with a certain conscientious sweetness. In the months immediately after Oxford he moved between Dublin, Devon, Wales and London, pamphleteering and struggling for money. It was while fund-raising on behalf of the utopian community of Tremadoc, for example, that he met one of his intellectual heroes, the anarchist utilitarian William Godwin, widower of Mary Wollstonecraft, with whose daughter Mary Godwin Wollstonecraft he would elope two years later.


But first, in 1813, he was to become a father, and publish a limited edition of his verse-play Queen Mab. This allegory on the revolutionary nature of individual responsibility eventually became notorious enough for the Chancery Court to deny Shelley custody of his son and daughter from his first marriage, after their mother Harriet had killed herself in 1816. Though both these children reached adulthood, only one of the four born to his second wife Mary would do so. Shelley was further named as the father of a seventh child, Elena, who also died in infancy. Infant mortality was high in the early nineteenth century, but in recent years these deaths, together with Harriet’s suicide and that of Mary’s half-sister Fanny, have sometimes been taken to symbolise the cost of the unsettled, chaotic life the Shelley circle led. This may be unfair; but avowedly engaged poetics lay the poet open to ad hominem criticism. It was after all Shelley himself who wrote that, ‘A Poet, as he is the author to others of the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue and glory, so he ought personally to be [ … ]’; and when a poet claims that the way he lives is the source of his poetic authority, questioning that lifestyle must be a legitimate way to question his whole poetic project.


Either way, with Queen Mab Shelley’s poetry overtook his prose as the disseminator of his ideas. Its revolutionary themes made it a natural for pirate editions: there were two in 1821 alone. Shelley objected to these, writing that ‘I regret this publication, not so much from literary vanity, as because I fear it is better fitted to injure than to serve the cause of freedom’; but they undoubtedly facilitated the book’s adoption by the Chartist movement, and so by later Shelleyite social philosophers including George Bernard Shaw, Henry David Thoreau and Mahatma Gandhi, as well as German anti-fascists of the 1930s including Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht. Friedrich Engels may have been referring to these editions when he claimed, in The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844, that most readers of ‘Shelley, the genius, the prophet, Shelley’ were ‘in the proletariat: the bourgeoisie owns only castrated editions’.


Such public significance, though, would be largely posthumous. The poet’s counter-cultural role – and, doubtless, his later exile in Italy – meant that relatively little of his large output had been published by the time of his sudden death. Meanwhile, intimate relationships continued to play a defining role in his life. His first trip to the continent, in 1814, was a second elopement. Like Harriet, Mary was only sixteen when she ran away with the poet. By 1816, the year after Shelley had received a substantial inheritance from his grandfather, his circle had expanded to include Mary’s step-sister Claire Clairmont, Thomas Love Peacock, and Lord Byron, whom the extended family met in Geneva.


Yet new-found financial security cannot have blinded the poet to the risks of continued activism. Mary Shelley’s annus mirabilis – 1817, the first of her married life and the year in which she published Frankenstein – saw the suspension of Habeas Corpus, the right to demand a fair trial. Writers opposed to the government could now be summarily imprisoned. Across the Channel, the apotheosis of Napoleon was followed by the battle of Waterloo; while in Britain the dual upheavals of the agricultural and industrial revolutions had created a new class of urban poor, rendered increasingly desperate by Corn Laws which kept the price of that staple artificially high. Their escalating protests would culminate, by 1820, in the Cato Street Conspiracy, the unsuccessful plot to murder the British Cabinet which was conceived at least partly in response to the Peterloo Massacre. That atrocity, when cavalry charged a peaceful meeting in St Peter’s Field, Manchester, killing fifteen people and injuring hundreds, prompted Shelley’s long protest poem, The Mask of Anarchy, which adopted the ballad form often associated with political pamphleteers.


Unsurprisingly perhaps, in 1818 the Shelleys settled permanently in Italy. It was now that Percy Bysshe would write most of his mature poetry. The move seems to have freed him from a sense of obligation to direct political engagement, though his literary relationships intensified. As well as developing friendships with Byron, Leigh Hunt, Thomas Medwin, the autobiographer and adventurer Edward Trelawny, and Edward and Jane Williams, in 1820 he invited John Keats, ill with TB, to come and live with him in Italy. Terms with senior poets, however, could be strained. Peter Bell the Third, Shelley’s skit portraying Wordsworth’s inability to resist the seductions of the literary establishment, which not surprisingly the publisher failed to issue, is the more cruel for being so astute.


Nevertheless, the first Romantic generation’s strenuous self-involvement, Coleridge’s psychedelia and Wordsworth’s diarism alike, was what allowed the lighter, arguably more persuasive lyric touch of Keats, Shelley’s expanded lyric, and Byron’s applied Romanticism to emerge. Alongside the earlier, sometimes rather stagey self-invention, a more internalised consciousness makes itself heard in the work of Shelley’s maturity. For example, 1816’s ‘Mont Blanc’, published as part of Mary and Percy Bysshe’s account of their first European trip, shifts his preoccupation with action and consequence from a simple matter of morality to an existential question about how the world works. Thinking about human nature in terms of its actions seems, in other words, to have led him to think about the actions of the natural world. Living beyond the jurisdiction of the Church and after the Death of God, the young radical needed to make sense of these. His original subtitle, ‘Lines written in the Vale of Chamouni’, explicitly alluded to Coleridge’s 1802 ‘Hymn before Sunrise, in the Vale of Chamouni’. But he replaces Coleridge’s transcendence with the action of meaning in the here-and-now. The Alp doesn’t help Shelley think about power, it is powerful: ‘Mont Blanc yet gleams on high: the power is there’.


The opening metaphors of ‘Ode to the West Wind’, written five years later, express a closely related paradox. While a wind may be invisible, its actions in and on the world are palpable. It is present through or as its agency:






O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being,


Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead


Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing, 







[ … ]                             O thou,


Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed







The wingéd seeds, [ … ]








This fusion of power and intention seems not a million miles from conventional nineteenth-century ideas of God. It also offered Shelley a model for the way human consciousness, including the consciousness the poem expresses, might operate in the world. The contemporary revolution in experimental science – this was the era of Edward Jenner and James Watt – would have made it possible for Shelley to conceptualise the human ‘thinking thing’ as both brain and mind. Moreover, the ideas of John Locke and David Hume had influenced the young writer at Oxford; Mary Shelley claimed that George Berkeley’s immaterialism was formative, too. These eighteenth-century natural philosophers queried the qualitative distinction between, for example, the material actions of light on the eye and the immaterial understanding those actions could produce. In ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’, de facto a companion piece to ‘Mont Blanc’, thought is a non-abstract, palpable, entity that operates in the world in ways analogous to natural forces. ‘Mont Blanc’ itself uses ruggedly uneven ‘spontaneous’ rhyme pattern and line-length to mimic ‘natural’ forcefulness.


Mimesis is important in several other later poems. Shelley uses it to demonstrate, rather than describe, rapture. Instead of informing us about this experience, the poetry demands that the reader him or herself be ‘carried away’. It’s the opposite of Wordsworth’s ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’, and places Shelley in a radical counter-tradition to realist, descriptive or even confessional poetry. That counter-tradition runs from Shelley’s German Romantic near-contemporary Friedrich Hölderlin, celebrant of the ‘on-rushing word’, to – in the twentieth century – Virginia Woolf’s use of stream of consciousness, the American Beat poets, or even what French philosopher Hélène Cixous calls a ‘strategy of velocity’. Each of these writers piles up so many words that they seem to tumble down the page, creating an effect of speed. They may do so for a number of reasons: to make the reader hear an idea afresh, to accommodate wide-ranging material, to create richness, or to recreate the actual movement of experience. All these impulses form part of Shelley’s work.


Of course, poems don’t have musical tempo markings; writing which depended upon literal reading speed would be more performance script than poem. But poets and prose writers working in this tradition do score a longer line and so a different diction than that of, for example, the ballad:






    The joy, the triumph, the delight, the madness!


    The boundless, overflowing, bursting gladness,


The vaporous exultation not to be confined!


    Ha! Ha! the animation of delight


    Which wraps me, like an atmosphere of light,


And bears me as a cloud is borne by its own wind.


                        (‘Earth’, in Prometheus Unbound IV)








Helter-skelter versification like this requires our participation: to speak these lines is to become literally breathless. Just as, in the ‘Letter to Maria Gisborne’, the reader’s viewpoint is used as part of the poem’s thematic material, here the act of reading is inseparable from the way the prosody works.


Possibly, such demands on our own resources and commitment intervene between a contemporary readership and Robert Browning’s star-struck exclamation, in ‘Memorabilia’, ‘Ah, did you once see Shelley plain?’ We can feel overwhelmed by the sense of willy-nilly complicity, as well as by the way polemic raises the stakes for whatever it is we’ve been made complicit in. Also overwhelming is the sheer range of things going on. Shelley is an elegist, a narrative poet, a poet of ideas, and a rhapsode; occasionally all at the same time, as in Adonais, his book-length elegy for Keats:






  His head was bound with pansies overblown,


  And faded violets, white, and pied, and blue;


  And a light spear topped a cypress cone,


  Round whose rude shaft dark ivy-tresses grew


  Yet dripping with the forest’s noonday dew, 


  Vibrated, as the ever-beating heart


  Shook the weak hand that grasped it; of that crew


  He came the last, neglected and apart;


A herd-abandoned deer struck by the hunter’s dart.








He also has a tendency to synthesise. Adonais not only pays specific homage, in its choice of stanza form, to Asphodel, Edmund Spenser’s elegy for Sir Philip Sidney, but imports into that pastoral elegy tradition a Fisher King myth with debts to both the Greek myth of Adonis and the Hebrew word (and idea) Adonai (‘Lord’).


Throughout his work, lyrics both short and long move to a characteristic music of threes, whether the three-step thumbnail in ‘Ode to a Skylark’:






Sound of vernal showers


    On the twinkling grass,


Rain-awakened flowers [ … ]








or the trio of metaphors which mark the end of a romantic triangle (in the poem Mary Shelley titled ‘To Edward Williams’):






The serpent is shut out from Paradise.


  The wounded deer must seek the herb no more


        In which its heart-cure lies:


  The widowed dove must cease to haunt a bower


Like that from which its mate with feignèd sighs


        Fled in the April hour.








Moreover, Shelley uses synthesis to recast both ideas and conclusions. Written in the terza rima of Dante’s Divine Comedy, his final long poem The Triumph of Life – which was left unfinished at his death – replaces Virgil’s poetic-guide to an afterlife with Rousseau as philosopher-guide to this life. In this secular retort to the Christian system, Rousseau’s shade warns the narrator against ‘the mighty Phantoms of an elder day’, for ‘all things are transfigured, except Love’ by the difficulties of life – but also by our incomprehension. 


Shelley’s faith in self-reliance had arguably fatal consequences. In the summer of 1822, he and Edward Williams took the newly-built Don Juan from Lerici to Leghorn, to meet Leigh Hunt and help him and his family settle into their new home in Pisa. Shelley had proposed that Leigh Hunt and he should collaborate with Byron on a literary review which they planned to call The Liberal. On their return journey, across what is now called the Gulf of Poets, the friends sailed into a summer storm and were drowned. It’s a well-rehearsed irony that Shelley left the draft of The Triumph of Life unfinished before he had answered the question, ‘Then, what is Life?’


NOTE ON THE TEXT


Shelley was attracted to longer forms, including the verse-drama, a form which is necessarily compromised on the page. In making this selection I’ve wanted to retain some sense of that scale, by printing significant longer poems – The Mask of Anarchy, Letter to Maria Gisborne, Adonais and The Triumph of Life – whole. Where space has forced a choice between poems of scholarly interest and those of more direct appeal to today’s readers, I’ve chosen the latter. Students and scholars will be well-served by Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat’s existing Norton Critical Edition as well as their Complete Norton edition, and Kelvin Everest’s for Pearson Longman, in preparation.


Since much of Shelley’s work was unpublished in his lifetime, these poems are arranged in our best current guess at order of completion. However, this lack of consistent publication history also means final versions of each poem may be obscure and contested. The notebooks are chaotic with revisions; in particular, they’re unsystematically punctuated. Even where he did see poems published, Shelley was often dissatisfied. As he wrote to the publisher of Prometheus Unbound, ‘It is to be regretted that the errors of the press are so numerous.’ We have his corrections to that edition, but elsewhere even his fair copies are not always sole or final versions. In her 1824 edition, Posthumous Poems, for example, Mary Shelley published the material that would become ‘To Jane: The Invitation’ and ‘To Jane: The Recollection’ as a single early draft, called ‘The Pine Forest of the Cascine near Pisa’. It seems she only became aware of these loving addresses to another woman as two distinct and fully-worked poems by the time of The Poetical Works of P.B.S., in 1839. Specialist scholars are still establishing Shelleyan final versions for each poem, and it would be foolish for this edition to try to outstrip their distinguished forensic acuity. I’ve therefore based these texts on the standard Thomas Hutchinson edition of 1929, although in ‘The Triumph of Life’ I have followed contemporary consensus in stripping out Mary Shelley’s amendations. But, since my intention is above all to produce a readable Shelley, I’ve stripped out some of Hutchinson’s subsequent punctuations, silently corrected archaic or unconventional spellings, and standardised capitalisation within each poem.



















PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY



























from Queen Mab









    [I, lines 130–56]







               Sudden arose


         Ianthe’s Soul; it stood


All beautiful in naked purity,


The perfect semblance of its bodily frame.


Instinct with inexpressible beauty and grace,


         Each stain of earthliness


   Had passed away, it reassumed


   Its native dignity, and stood


         Immortal amid ruin.







      Upon the couch the body lay


      Wrapped in the depth of slumber:


   Its features were fixed and meaningless,


         Yet animal life was there,


   And every organ yet performed


   Its natural functions: ’twas a sight


Of wonder to behold the body and soul.


   The self-same lineaments, the same


   Marks of identity were there:


Yet, oh, how different! One aspires to Heaven,


Pants for its sempiternal heritage,


And ever-changing, ever-rising still,


         Wantons in endless being.


The other, for a time the unwilling sport


Of circumstance and passion, struggles on;


Fleets through its sad duration rapidly:


Then, like a useless and worn-out machine,


         Rots, perishes, and passes.





 




                [v, lines 177–96]







All things are sold: the very light of Heaven


Is venal; earth’s unsparing gifts of love,


The smallest and most despicable things


That lurk in the abysses of the deep,


All objects of our life, even life itself,


And the poor pittance which the laws allow


Of liberty, the fellowship of man,


Those duties which his heart of human love


Should urge him to perform instinctively,


Are bought and sold as in a public mart


Of undisguising selfishness, that sets


On each its price, the stamp-mark of her reign.


Even love is sold; the solace of all woe


Is turned to deadliest agony, old age


Shivers in selfish beauty’s loathing arms,


And youth’s corrupted impulses prepare


A life of horror from the blighting bane


Of commerce; whilst the pestilence that springs


From unenjoying sensualism, has filled


All human life with hydra-headed woes.
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