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INTRODUCTION

MICHAEL O’NEILL

All high poetry is infinite; it is as the first acorn which contained all oaks potentially.

(Shelley, A Defence of Poetry, Major Works, 693)

I

IF Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) seemed ‘more arrestingly contemporary than ever’ to Kelvin Everest in 1983, his poetry has, to adapt Ezra Pound, continued to stay news in the decades that followed.1 This Oxford Handbook seeks both to reflect and to shape current Shelleyan scholarship and criticism. The present is a stimulating time to take stock of and advance beyond recent developments in the study of a significant Romantic poet, one whose influence on later poetry and culture has been remarkable.

Shelley has occupied a strangely unsettled position in English poetry. He enjoys an almost mythological status, on one influential line of interpretation, as a poet who embodies the quintessence of poetry. Harold Bloom writes that ‘Shelley is a unique poet, [...] and he is in many ways the poet proper, as much so as any in the language’. He is so, Bloom continues, because ‘His poetry is autonomous, finely wrought, in the highest degree imaginative’.2 This is hyperbole that captures a vital truth. Yet Shelley is also a writer whose canonical status has never been entirely secure. Adonais effectively constructs the idea of the canon as an ‘abode where the Eternal are’ (495; quoted from Major Works). But Shelley depicts himself as ‘borne darkly, fearfully, afar’ (492), on his own, caught between such an ‘abode’ and ‘the trembling throng’ who are dismissed with aristocratic hauteur as those ‘Whose sails were never to the tempest given’ (489–90). Aware of his condition as a liminal, exilic figure, poised between past and future, Shelley’s self-description looks ahead to the view expressed by Timothy Clark and Jerrold E. Hogle that ‘His value as poet or thinker’ was fated to remain ‘as problematic as the nature of culture’.3

Shelley is a poet who imagines change, transformation, potentiality, both in his larger political and cultural visions, and through details of his poetic craft.4 The metaphorical shifts characteristic of his writing’s ‘grammar of vision’ (265), to employ Jack Donovan’s phrase in his contribution to the present volume, provide a suggestive analogy with his hopes for ‘some unimagined change in our social condition or the opinions which cement it’ (Major Works, 231). The word ‘unimagined’ enacts the wish to find a language that ‘indicates’, in Timothy Webb’s words, ‘not only a negative negated but an energy unquenched or a potential not realized, perhaps not even recognized’.5 The poet who asks, with Asia, ‘Shall we pursue the sound?’ (Prometheus Unbound, II. i. 188) is forever searching to recognize and realize such potential, often redefining and questioning normal modes of perception, as in the ‘Life of Life’ lyric in II. 5 of Prometheus Unbound. Shelley presents his ideal here as dazzlingly indefinable and elusive, quickening the imagination to embrace ‘the beautiful which exists in thought, action or person, not our own’ (Major Works, 682).

Poets have always recognized Shelley’s importance. Thomas Lovell Beddoes paid early and majestic tribute in his ‘Lines Written in a Blank Leaf of the “Prometheus Unbound”’ (published 1822) in which a conceit is sustained that makes Shelley both source and substance of a world of ‘bright creations’ (8); the sixteen lines of blank verse behave as though they had initial designs to be a sonnet and shrugged them off, impelled beyond formal limits by their subject, ‘An Intellect ablaze with heavenly thoughts’ (2).6 The line encapsulates Shelley’s capacity to make a new body of poetic thought from the intellectual endeavours of thinkers such as Godwin, whose intricately twisting arguments in Enquiry Concerning Political Justice maintain both the mind’s passivity in perception (and therefore its freedom from censure about its contents) and its agency (through freeing itself from others’ regulating opinions).7 Yeats’s late reference to the Witch of Atlas in ‘Under Ben Bulben’ turns Shelleyan motifs into stores of esoteric lore: ‘Swear by what the sages spoke | Round the Mareotic Lake | That the Witch of Atlas knew’ (1–3).8

For readers such as Beddoes and Yeats, tropes, tones, and themes pour forth from the burning fountain of Shelley’s work; they scatter themselves among and live on in the verses of his poetic legatees. The process of literary influence can involve resistance and contestation as much as imitation and admiration. Robert Browning’s fervent enthusiasm for Shelley in Pauline (1833) passes into a complex negotiation with his Romantic precursor in poems such as ‘Two in the Campagna’; there, the ending’s discovery of ‘Infinite passion, and the pain | Of finite hearts that yearn’ (59–60) shows the continued presence in Browning’s work of a concern with Shelleyan scenarios of desire and disappointment, such as that embodied in the knowingly artful and self-undermining rhapsody of Epipsychidion: self-undermining because the poet and poem recognize that longing and failure are fated to coexist.9

Again, Shelley’s autumnal leaves may end up in Hardy’s ‘During Wind and Rain’ as diminished, beyond resurrection, ‘sick leaves’ that ‘reel down in throngs’ (7).10 But they bear witness to the intensity and resourcefulness with which Hardy read his Romantic forebear. In their criticism Matthew Arnold and T. S. Eliot may have deplored aspects of Shelley’s life and style, yet their poetry shows a strong if divided response to his work.11 In his essay ‘The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet’ Wallace Stevens turns to A Defence of Poetry for aid when seeking to articulate the role of poetry and the poet in the twentieth century, quoting with watchful and feline approval a number of his forebear’s ‘impressions’ and ‘approximations’ in support of his view that ‘In spite of the absence of a definition and in spite of the impressions and approximations we are never at a loss to recognize poetry.’12 More generally, Shelley is a presence actively at work in Stevens’s attempt to produce a modern poetry that has its ‘own meaning for reality’.13

Academic criticism has followed its own trajectory. In recent decades, the dislike for Shelley expressed by New Critics and Leavisites has been abandoned, as it has become evident that the hostile press Shelley received in those quarters resulted from shamefully sloppy and polemically simplified reading, of a kind rarely inflicted on any other poet comparable in stature. Part cause and part consequence of this change in the default view of Shelley has been the veritable editorial industry that has sprung up round his work since the mid-1980s. All critics and readers of Shelley need to take note of the fact that, until recently, many texts of Shelley’s poetry and prose have been fraught with error. Shelley died young, leaving many works unpublished, even unfinished. He also lived in Italy for the last four years of his life; major works such as Prometheus Unbound appeared in print, full of mistakes, often the result of Shelley not having been sent proofs. Editions of the poetry in print were, until selections by Geoffrey Matthews, Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers, and Timothy Webb, unreliable and full of error. The prose fared even worse; only the few works edited by Reiman and Webb could by the mid-1980s lay claim to reliability. Shelley was for many years served ill by the academy, especially in the UK: a poet caricatured and read badly, in deficient texts.

The revival in Shelley’s critical fortunes in the 1960s and afterwards can be traced to the interpretative and critical acumen of critics who, in the main, came from North America, especially Carl Grabo, Carlos Baker, C. E. Pulos, Kenneth Neill Cameron, Earl R. Wasserman, and Harold Bloom, and the bibliographical and editorial work of Charles H. Taylor, Jr. and Donald Reiman.14 A number of these authors published significant work way before the full-scale restoration of Shelley’s reputation, providing the basis for that restoration. So, Grabo made clear Shelley’s fascination with science and Baker his deep involvement with a mythmaking poetic inherited from Spenser and Milton, while Pulos provided a brilliant sketch of how sceptic and idealist lodged in the same poetic sensibility, making possible a probabilism that licensed ‘the human mind’s imaginings’ (‘Mont Blanc’, 143). Building on Pulos’s work, Wasserman gave an account of an intellectually coherent Shelley who reconciled materialism and idealism by means of a system of ideas which in On Life he calls ‘the intellectual philosophy’ (Major Works, 635). This coherence has proved a suggestive yet perplexing bequest to later commentators, some of whom wish to admire Shelley more for his ability to stage conflict and provoke questions than to supply final answers.15 Bloom threw the gauntlet down to the attackers of Shelley, showing how his work seeks to establish imaginative relationships and transform the real. Cameron grounded Shelley’s work in his commitment to social and political improvement. For their part, other critics began to offer nuanced and thoughtful defences of Shelley, to explain and explore his abilities as a translator, to examine his engagement with contemporary politics and political ideas, and, above all, to analyse the poetry’s generic sophistication and artistic merit.16

In the meantime, Donald Reiman, along with G. M. Matthews, Timothy Webb, Kelvin Everest, and others, saw and acted on the all-important need to establish accurate texts. As noted above, a crucial spur to the enhanced understanding of Shelley’s work has been recognition of the significance of his manuscripts. Thanks to two series from Garland, both under the general editorship of Reiman, The Bodleian Shelley Manuscripts, 23 vols. (1986–2002) and The Manuscripts of the Younger Romantics, nine volumes (1985–97), most of these manuscripts have been made available in carefully annotated and edited form. To this valuable toil must be added the editorial and scholarly labours of the Shelley and his Circle series.

Running in parallel with this work and building upon it have been a number of important editorial ventures. In particular, there are two ongoing editions of the poetry, the Longman edition, edited by Kelvin Everest and others, three volumes published to date, due to consist of five volumes by completion, and the Johns Hopkins edition, edited by Donald H. Reiman, Neil Fraistat, Nora Crook, and others, two volumes completed to date, a third just out, the series to consist of eight volume by completion. Edited on rather different principles (Longman modernizes, Johns Hopkins does not; Longman follows the chronological order of composition, Johns Hopkins the chronological order of publication), these editions are revolutionizing the study of Shelley’s poetry, even as they are themselves the beneficiaries of new insights generated by recent criticism and scholarship. There has also been a major edition of Shelley’s prose work up to 1818 by E. B. Murray; this edition is currently being completed by Michael O’Neill and Timothy Webb. Significant comment on the critical implications of these editorial discoveries appears in a recent collection of essays.17

The determination to establish what Shelley wrote is part of a concerted effort to see his work in a new, fairer light. Viewed broadly, modern criticism has dispelled one-sided accounts of the poet that make him into the embodiment of an essence: whether of self-delighting radical paradoxicality (Hazlitt), pure lyricism (Arnold’s beautiful but ineffectual angel), commitment to sloganizing revolutionary abstractions (Eliot), or sentimentalizing and egotistical evaporation of a solid world of objects (the burden of Leavis’s infamous onslaught). In its place is a poet whose ‘workmanship of style’, in Wordsworth’s phrase, has been recognized, and whose learning, allusiveness, and command of different generic possibilities have been praised.18 A major impetus for this volume is the wish to explore and affirm Shelley’s many-sidedness and the many dimensions of his achievement, as well as his receptivity to different approaches and possibilities. The volume represents a celebration of Shelley’s ability to persuade his readers to ‘Fancy another situation | From which to dart [their] contemplation, | Than that wherein [they] stood’ (Peter Bell the Third, 300–2). This Shelley is a poet peculiarly open to different critical approaches and questions, whether framed from a neo-formalist, post-structuralist, psychoanalytic, gender-based, or Marxist perspective.19 He is a poet who frequently calls into question the validity of any single approach to his work; if Lucretius offers a model and an inspiration, the Shelleyan clinamen or swerve from precursors and contemporaries establishes his poetic voice as one that is most itself when most differentiating itself from the belief-systems adopted by others.20 The multiple critical avenues that can lead profitably into the metropolis of his work are showcased in the present Handbook. Shelley’s legacy as a thinker, which takes in poetics, philosophy, politics, psychology, linguistics, translation, science, the arts, history, and religion, is immensely varied. Shelley criticism, as a response, has needed to be able to think in many places at once. But individual studies cannot always follow all of the different paths that Shelley suggests, meaning that a volume such as this, which brings together an unprecedented range of expertise, is the perfect medium for understanding such an intellectually and artistically multifaceted figure.

Various Shelleys can be discerned at present, bearing witness to the way in which his work generates ‘new relations’ and is continually ‘the source of an unforeseen and an unconceived delight’ (A Defence of Poetry, Major Works, 693). They range from a red, revolutionary poet to a distinctly green one, from an anarchistic firebrand to a gradualist reformer, from a deconstructive sceptic to a celebrant of decentred process, from an Oedipally challenged figure ready for Lacanian analysis to a healer of psychoanalytical wounds.21 Nor is controversy absent. The old battles are always ready to reassume a novel mask. The author of exquisite love lyrics anthologized in Palgrave’s Golden Treasury is also the figure whose treatment of women, especially his first wife Harriet, continues to disturb many readers and who turns out, on at least one account, to be the ruthless exploiter of vulnerable young women.22 By contrast, the infamous atheist expelled from Oxford emerges as having more than a smack of the negative theology fellow traveller about him.23 For others, the challenge posed by Thomas McFarland when he remarks that ‘modern Shelley scholars […] simply ignore the fact that Hazlitt, Arnold, and Leavis […] all call into severest question Shelley’s poetic quality and importance’ has still adequately to be confronted.24 But the unthinking condescension that often characterized treatment of Shelley in the Anglo-American academy for many years in the twentieth century has been effectively banished.

Again, a life which once attracted extreme views, some writers bestowing a halo, others diabolic horns, has been placed more carefully in the contexts supplied by biographical research. What has emerged from the biographical work of Holmes, Cameron, Reiman, and others is the picture of a brilliant young man at the heart of his restless times, simultaneously conditioned by his age and seeking to model it anew. In Shelley criss-cross strains come together.25 An aristocrat by birth, he rebelled against the political orthodoxies of his time, looking ahead to the values enshrined in modern political democracies, describing himself to Leigh Hunt as ‘one of those whom nothing will fully satisfy, but who am ready to be partially satisfied by all that is practicable’ (Letters: PBS II, 153), ‘We shall see’, he continues, and the tide of progressive political and cultural opinion has flowed with Shelley; the figure who seemed shockingly heterodox in his own day now seems to formulate ideas at the heart of our best hopes. And yet Shelley is an ethical thinker in politics and religion who has a strong sense of the limits of ‘Ethical science’; ‘nor is it’, he writes with that command of sardonic polemic that shows him to be the heir of Burke and Paine, ‘for want of admirable doctrines that men hate, and despise, and censure, and deceive, and subjugate one another’ (A Defence of Poetry, Major Works, 681), the drum-roll of verbs ushering human hypocrisy into the glare of shamed self-contemplation. In many respects, Shelley’s importance has to do with his twin sense that poetry is profoundly imaginative and that, as it ‘awakens and enlarges the mind itself by rendering it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of thought’ (A Defence of Poetry, Major Works, 681), it spurs us on to ‘act that which we imagine’ and regain ‘the poetry of life’ (A Defence of Poetry, Major Works, 695).

II

The Oxford Handbook of Percy Bysshe Shelley contains forty-two essays by forty contributors. It is divided into five parts. The first part, ‘Biography and Relationships’, provides information about and reflections on the poet’s biography. Shelley himself argued that ‘The poet & the man are two different natures’ (Letters: PBS II, 310). Yet the remark is itself of biographical interest, foreshadowing tensions at the heart of Yeatsian and Eliotic ideas about the antithetical relationship between the self and anti-self, and the impersonality of poetry. Shelley’s turbulent life and times have attracted much comment, sometimes exculpatory, often censorious. In a sense, our entire book is fascinated by biography, construing that word as having a wide range of implications: along with his life-experiences in Britain and Italy, for example, there is discussion of his poetry’s quasi-filial textual relations with Spenser and Milton, and its afterlife in the poetry of later poets.

The first part builds, as does the book as a whole, on research undertaken over the last half-century and beyond. Richard Holmes’s and Kenneth Cameron’s contrasting but seminal works in the 1970s have been reinforced more recently by biographies (equally different in mode) from James Bieri and Ann Wroe.26 The time is propitious for biographical studies that will reconcile the poetry and prose, allowing for a negotiation between the accumulated details which distinguish Bieri’s account and the sympathetic inwardness that is a marked feature of Wroe’s book. Throughout this part, contributors distil, examine, and nuance the biographical record. Chapters consider Shelley’s life and travels in Britain and Italy; they look at his extraordinary final year in which he saw visions, wrote masterpieces, sailed, fell in love with Jane Williams, and planned The Liberal, an anti-establishment periodical to be edited with Leigh Hunt and Byron; they give particular attention to relationships with women, creative as well as amorous, and look too at his fraught dealings with publishers, through whom he sought to mediate his often thwarted attempts to reach an audience.

In the second part, ‘Prose’, the Handbook ensures that comparatively under-investigated prose works are given the detailed attention that more restricted studies cannot provide, complementing in this respect significant new work appearing in The Unfamiliar Shelley. Contributors explore Shelley’s philosophical positions, which involve a very particular blend of materialism, scepticism, and idealism, and which benefit, therefore, from multiple perspectives and expertise. One concern that emerges is whether it is possible to see Shelley as consistent in his philosophical thinking: does he, or does he not, for instance, succeed in creating a coherent fusion of Hume and Plato? Other essays in this part explore Shelley’s moral and religious views; his political ideas about social reform set out most carefully in his unfinished A Philosophical View of Reform; his ideas about love, involving detailed consideration of his engagement, among other things, with Plato’s Symposium, which he translated in 1818; his use of satire in support of political progressivism; his theories of poetry, especially as articulated in his prefaces to poems and in A Defence of Poetry. They look, too, at Shelley’s early Gothic novels and the later (and fragmentary) The Assassins and The Coliseum and his letters (often too hastily dismissed as less interesting than Keats’s, and thus too little read).

The third part devotes itself to the poetry. These chapters seek to draw in and appeal to first-time readers of the work, and reinvigorate and extend the understanding of seasoned readers. Shelley is and should be at the forefront of debates about the priority of the aesthetic and the imaginative in Romantic literature, and chapters in this part bring out the creativity apparent in his drafts, before looking across the range of his career, one in which he showed his capacity to excel in many different genres. One essay discusses his lyric practice from the early Esdaile Notebook up to and including the ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’ and ‘Mont Blanc’; another analyses his lyrics to women. Others examine his handling of the long poem in Queen Mab and Laon and Cythna, his deployment of a more conversational style in poems such as Julian and Maddalo, his command of tragic form, his experiments with lyrical drama, his writing of odes and sonnets, his achievement in Alastor and Epipsychidion of a quest poetry of near-tragic intensity, his sophisticated use of the revolutionary ballad form and popular song in The Mask of Anarchy and associated poems, his creation of a narrative visionary poetry in The Sensitive-Plant and The Witch of Atlas, and his manipulation of pronouns and modes of address in his lyrics, Hellas, Adonais, and The Triumph of Life. The part is organized so as to bring out Shelley’s variety of voices and achievements across a range of genres, and to help readers find different ways through what is a wealth of pre-existing critical material.

The fourth part seeks to understand Shelley’s response to past and present literary cultures, within both an English and a comparative context. The scope of the current volume will, for the first time, allow for a simultaneous investigation of the various strands of Shelley’s complex literary heritage, especially his immersion in historical and contemporary European literature (involving responses to figures such as Dante, Ariosto, Tasso, Calderón, Goethe, and Rousseau). Shelley’s creative flair as a translator underpins and pervades these chapters, and is recognized elsewhere in the volume. Placing Shelley in an identifiably English tradition is also an important aim of this part. Essays explore Shelley’s dealings with the Bible; with mythology and classical tradition; with Italian culture; with French, Spanish, and German cultures; with Milton; with Spenser and Pope; and with his contemporaries.

The second aim of this part is to draw on and expand recent scholarly work in the broader cultural field of Romanticism. Shelley’s immersion in the culture of his day, not just in the arts, but also in terms of his well-known interest in science and technology, was diverse; and the ways in which his work is energized by such immersion still require extensive investigation. Essays explore his response to music; to Shakespeare and theatre; to the visual arts (and their attitude to Shelley); to science; and to tourism and travel.

In the fifth part, essays explore Shelley’s literary and cultural afterlife. George Eliot’s Ladislaw provokes comparisons with Shelley in Middlemarch, as does Hardy’s Angel Clare in Tess of the D’Urbervilles. Shelley is also a vital influence in the poetry of the nineteenth century: Arnold, Browning, Tennyson, Emily Brontë, Swinburne, and Wilde, to give some of the most prominent examples. As already noted, his influence in the twentieth century on writers such as Yeats and T. S. Eliot is strong, and his presence continues to be felt up to the present day. The section also analyses the ways in which Shelley’s writings have been edited, from his own lifetime, through pirated editions in the 1820s and the 1830s, Mary Shelley’s highly influential but flawed editions, the significant editions produced by Forman and Rossetti, to the Hutchinson edition, and up to the present.

This fifth part also reflects on Shelley’s critical reception. These reflections take in the friendly and hostile reactions of contemporaries such as Hunt and Hazlitt, the complex responses of Arnold and other Victorians, and the seminal role that Shelley’s writings played in the rise of post-structuralism, notably in the criticism of de Man and Derrida. In this part, then, essays look, in turn, at Shelley’s influence in the nineteenth century and in twentieth- and twenty-first-century poetry (especially, changing the usual angle of focus in we think a profitably surprising way, in the sphere of American open-field poetics); at the editing of his work; and at criticism of him from the Romantics to the Modernists, and from Deconstructionist and other more recent perspectives. In exploring the afterlife of the work of a great poet, The Oxford Handbook of Percy Bysshe Shelley wishes also to extend it, to establish a basis for its exciting future.
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PART I
BIOGRAPHY AND RELATIONSHIPS


CHAPTER 1

SHELLEY AND THE BRITISH ISLES

DONALD H. REIMAN AND JAMES BIERI

CHILDHOOD AND EARLY REBELLIONS

PERCY Bysshe Shelley was born on 4 August 1792 at Field Place, in the West Sussex parish of Warnham, near the market town of Horsham. The Shelley ancestral manor house of Field Place, with its many acres of farmland, woods, and ponds, dated from medieval times. Shelley, called Bysshe by his family, delighted in the natural beauty of Field Place but would become aware of the sharp contrast between his family’s wealth and privilege and the poor living conditions of his father’s farm workers. In this Arcadian setting, Shelley’s primary companions were his younger sisters and the fantasy creatures inhabiting his precocious, fertile imagination, fed by his omnivorous reading and wanderings through nearby St Leonard’s Forest. Shelley may have known his father’s illegitimate son, older than Shelley, who possibly lived briefly at Field Place.1 Shelley’s second cousin, Tom Medwin, lived in Horsham where his father was a solicitor. The Gothic novels young Shelley read helped foster his own adolescent novels (Zastrozzi and St. Irvyne) and the aerial boat travels of Paltack’s Peter Wilkins would resonate in his poem Alastor.2 The teenaged Shelley, finding the social and intellectual milieu of his home increasingly stultifying, wrote on vacation from Eton in 1809 to a classmate calling Field Place ‘this temple of Solitude’ and complaining that ‘Dissipation & Pleasure are stagnant at Horsham—and after a few Balls ill attended every thing is now silent’ (Letters: PBS, I, 2).

His elders, including his parents Timothy and Elizabeth Pilfold Shelley and his grandfather (Piercey) Bysshe Shelley, helped make Field Place and Horsham displeasing to young Shelley. Old Bysshe, American born in New Jersey in 1731, inherited most of his grandparents’ modest estate and became a large landowner by eloping with an heiress. After she died in childbirth, he married a wealthier heiress, who suffered the same fate. Taking a mistress, old Bysshe fathered more children, including a son named Bysshe, born in London a few weeks after Shelley’s birth.3 In politics old Bysshe supported Charles Howard, eleventh Duke of Norfolk, who controlled a large bloc of Whigs in the House of Commons by buying up election votes in ‘rotten boroughs’. Timothy Shelley, old Bysshe’s eldest son, supported Norfolk while serving as an MP in Sussex boroughs. For his political services, Bysshe Shelley was created a baronet in 1806, during the brief Whig-led administration. By that year the newly minted, avaricious Sir Bysshe Shelley had built Castle Goring, his large, gaudy mansion near Norfolk’s Arundel Castle. In January 1812, Shelley wrote to Elizabeth Hitchener about his grandfather: ‘He is a complete Atheist and builds all his hopes on annihilation. He has acted very ill to three wives. He is a bad man. […] I always regarded him as a curse on society’ (Letters: PBS I, 239). Three years later when Sir Bysshe Shelley died, his eldest son became Sir Timothy Shelley and Shelley was next in line to inherit the title and the family estate. However, Sir Bysshe designed his will to prevent his heirs—especially Shelley—from dissipating his fortune. Timothy and each of his heirs could spend only the income from the estate without ‘wasting’ the principal. This hindered Shelley from giving large sums of money to his friends without putting his own family’s finances at risk.4

Sir Timothy, who now owned Field Place and property in five English counties and in Wales, had been submissive to his father’s power and was unprepared when Shelley challenged him during their generational disputes. Shelley despised the sexual hypocrisy of both his grandfather and his father, who told Shelley that he could have as many children out of wedlock as he liked but should not make a misalliance. An eyewitness wrote that Shelley’s ‘ardent mind, and somewhat natural haughtiness of disposition, rendered him very impatient of control. […] His father did not appear […] to be particularly bright, though […] inclined to exercise his parental authority, with most injudicious despotism.’5 These paternal conflicts throughout Shelley’s childhood helped foster in him a rejection of all forms of political, religious, and social authoritarian control, and his espousal of social justice, equality, and political freedom.

Alongside these patriarchal conflicts, Shelley’s relationship with his mother was intensely ambivalent. His was a special place as his mother’s firstborn child and her only son until 1806. The pervasive maternal imagery in Shelley’s poetry includes powerful mother and sister figures who supersede their male counterparts. Shelley’s maternal great-grandmother and maternal grandmother had rebellious streaks and only his mother’s expressiveness in her letters provides any hint of parental influence on his literary genius.6

As a boy Shelley won the hearts of the Field Place servants and he always considered his first tutor, the Revd Evan ‘Taffy’ Edwards, Welsh curate of Warnham Church, his only effective teacher. Shelley enlisted his four sisters in his childhood games and pranks and encouraged them to write. He was especially close to his eldest sister Elizabeth who collaborated in his early writings. Shelley left this feminine family nest to spend two unhappy years (1802–4) at the all-male Syon House Academy, a boarding school west of London. There and subsequently at Eton (1804–10), Shelley was tormented by older schoolfellows but he resisted fagging. By the time he made his mark as a precocious scholar, he had identified these schoolyard persecutions with the injustices of England’s political, social, and religious establishments. Shelley’s lifelong interest in science was first fostered by lectures at Syon House. At Eton he came under the protective wing of the liberal polymath Dr James Lind, a physician at Windsor. Lind shielded Shelley from his father’s intrusiveness, and his ministrations would be represented in Shelley’s later poetry. Lind had scientific interests and exposed Shelley to classical and contemporary literature that provided models for reform, especially William Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice and The Enquirer.7

After one memorable encounter with injustice at Eton in 1809 or 1810, Shelley experienced an epiphany that inspired his commitment to the ideals of truth, justice, and love that he had encountered in his reading. Multiple portrayals of this event appear in Shelley’s poems, including ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’ and the dedication ‘To Mary’ that opens Laon and Cythna. The earliest version (1809), appearing in The Esdaile Notebook, begins ‘I will kneel at thine altar’, specifies the evils that he hoped to overthrow—‘Prejudice, Priestcraft, Opinion, and Gold’ (30)—while he vows to help the poor and to support love, non-violence, and social reform.8

This commitment to improve the world made Shelley feel more isolated and he turned outside his immediate family for someone to share his deepest feelings (1818 draft ‘On Love’; Norton 2, 503–4). He initially chose in 1808 his cousin Harriet Grove, a year older than he. Her mother and Shelley’s mother were sisters. Harriet’s diaries (1809–10) contain details of this Shelley–Grove courtship.9 Harriet and her family in Wiltshire were more pious Anglicans than Shelley’s family. Yet in early 1810, Harriet Grove received and read a manuscript copy of Shelley’s long subversive poem The Wandering Jew and defended it against the opinion of her parents and siblings. That March Harriet received Shelley’s first published book, the Gothic ‘Romance’ Zastrozzi. The conservative Groves, already leery of Shelley’s liberal views, agreed to stop only overnight at Field Place in April. Shelley and Harriet took long walks near Field Place and for ten days in late April and early May, the two families spent time together in London, where Shelley asked Harriet to call him ‘Percy’ rather than ‘Bysshe’, signalling his intended break from his family’s controls.10

Although Shelley and Harriet felt that they would eventually marry, her father’s misgivings dated from 1804, when Shelley, visiting the Groves, persuaded the younger Grove brothers to join him in chopping down newly planted trees.11 Harriet and her older sister Charlotte began to question their good opinion of him when, in mid-September 1810, Harriet received from Shelley a copy of Original Poetry; by Victor and Cazire (i.e. Shelley and his sister Elizabeth). Harriet and Charlotte were offended by the second poem, which implied that Charlotte’s visit to their uncle Captain John Pilfold was a husband-hunting foray.12 The finale came when the Groves wrote to the Shelleys breaking off Harriet’s implied engagement with the young poet, who began complaining of being persecuted by Christian bigots. Shelley probably received the bad news just before his residence began at University College in October 1810. A short poem that he wrote at Oxford began ‘Oh wretched mortal, hard thy fate!’ and ended, ‘“The lover is the vilest slave”’ (16).

At Oxford, Shelley soon met John Munday, bookseller and printer, and, at dining hall, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, who recalled that the two students became virtually inseparable until after their expulsion. Hogg, who had entered University College one term before Shelley arrived, was considered bright, but was unpopular with his fellow students. Shelley found in Hogg someone to fill the void of his loss of Harriet Grove, a partner in his quest to reform the world.13

ENGLAND REJECTED

Upon entering Oxford Shelley was becoming an anti-Englishman, despite writing in early March 1811 to Leigh Hunt of probably assuming his father’s seat in parliament.14 Seeking to publish The Wandering Jew, his first book-length poem, he submitted his manuscript to John Ballantyne in Edinburgh who replied in September 1810 that the poem was too liberal for ‘the bigoted narrow spirit’ of the Scots.15 From The Wandering Jew to Hellas (1822), Shelley identified himself with the legendary Jew who, after rejecting Jesus on the way to his crucifixion, was doomed to be a homeless solitary wanderer, experiencing every form of pain and denied the power to die. Shelley’s rejection of England is reflected in his major poems, most of which are located outside England. His poems and prose that deal primarily with England and English politics either attack English injustice or satirize English folly.

The work of apprenticeship that transformed Shelley’s juvenile versifying into artistic mythmaking poetry appears in The Esdaile Notebook, poems he wrote over several years (some as early as 1806) but collected and revised by him in 1812–13, when he completed Queen Mab. Attacks on the state religion and unjust monarchs were staples of English literature; Piers Plowman and Shelley’s Esdaile poems are vividly subversive, condemning the actions of the English people, their rulers, and their heroes alike in satires and diatribes that end, not imagining an idealized England, but by exposing the injustice, corruption, and hypocrisy at the basis of English society.

Shelley’s first attempt to write a long narrative poem was ‘Henry and Louisa’, drafted in 1809. The first part relates how Henry, a soldier thirsting for glory, leaves his faithful Louisa to fight the French army that Napoleon had left in Egypt after the 1798 Battle of the Nile. In the first two stanzas, the omniscient narrator vilifies Henry for following ‘legal murderers’ instead of honouring his vows of love to Louisa. Henry argues that he must fight for God against Napoleon, ‘the Tyrant of the World’ (72), but when the lovers part, the poet addresses Louisa as a ‘Sweet flower! in dereliction’s solitude’ (135) and attributes human misery to ‘Religion! Hated cause of all the woe | That makes the world this wilderness’ (144–5).

The poem’s second part is set in Egypt during a night battle, after which the poet considers the plight of ‘the Genius of the south’ (166), who ‘Looked over Afric’s desolated clime, | Deep wept at slavery’s everlasting moan’ (168–9). Amid ‘waste and ruin’ (175) the English lovers play out their personal tragedy. Louisa, disguised as a man, crossed the sea that bore ‘Britannia’s hired assassins on | To victory’s shame or an unhonored grave’ (II, 186–7). Rushing to the battlefront, Louisa finds Henry ‘death-convulsed and ghastly’ (224), and after he dies from his wounds, Louisa commits suicide to rejoin her lover: ‘Sacred to Love a deed is done!’ (291). The poem ends with a hope for a non-supernatural yet somehow spiritual triumph of the lovers: ‘Despising self, their souls can know | All the delight love can bestow’ (298–9). In this poem, Shelley not only castigated the officers who won the first British land campaign against revolutionary France, but also rebuked the English poets who praised the war.

Other poems in The Esdaile Notebook also twist the British lion’s tail. Following ‘Henry and Louisa’ is Shelley’s poetic translation of La Marseillaise, entitled ‘A Translation of The Marsellois Hymn,’ partially drafted in June 1811 at Field Place. In ‘Zeinab and Kathema’ Shelley’s anti-English feelings reached a new extreme. A shipload of British freebooters reached India and ‘over-ran the plain, | Ravaging, burning, and polluting all’ (33–4). After slaughtering Zeinab’s Muslim family, the ‘Christian murderers’ (33) carry her off to England. Her Hindu lover Kathema persuades another British ship to follow her and upon reaching ‘Albion’s changeful skies and chilling wind’ amid a people whose ‘hearts are more uncongenial than the zone— | Gross, spiritless, alive to no pangs but their own’ (91, 95–6), Kathema finally finds Zeinab’s corpse hanging from a gibbet, executed for crimes committed after she was ‘dragged to live in love’s untimely tomb’ (165) as a prostitute. Shelley’s final couplet sums up his view of his nation: ‘A universe of horror and decay, | Gibbets, disease, and wars and hearts as hard as they’ (179–80).

The wars that Shelley condemned included not only England’s conquests abroad, but also English suppression of the Irish and Welsh (Shelley agreed with Norfolk and other Whigs who advocated civil rights for Roman Catholics). In short, Shelley’s poems defend the oppressed against the oppressor, and his moral position on ‘good wars’ asserts that subject peoples may fight to defend their liberty. Esdaile poems pursuing this issue include ‘On leaving London for Wales’, ‘To Liberty’, ‘On Robert Emmet’s tomb’, and ‘a Tale of Society as it is’, ‘To the Republicans of North America’, and ‘The Tombs’. In ‘A retrospect of Times of Old’, Shelley cites as additions to history’s ‘list of legal murderers. […] Frederic of Prussia, Buonaparte, Suwarroff, Wellington and Nelson [as] the most skilful and notorious scourges of their species of the present day’ (CPPBS II, 73). Finally, Shelley, summarizing his relationship with British society in ‘The Retrospect’, described his social circle thus: ‘My darksome spirit sought. It found | A friendless solitude around.—’ (84–5). Those classmates ‘might shine in courtly glare, | Attract the rabble’s cheapest stare, | […] They might be learned, witty, gay, | Foremost in fashion’s gilt array, | On Fame’s emblazoned pages shine, | Be princes’ friends, but never mine!’ (104–5, 108–11).

EXILED FROM OXFORD AND FIELD PLACE

Much of The Esdaile Notebook remained unpublished until 1964, but Shelley’s other early writings were sufficiently provocative. While at Eton, he published his first Gothic romance Zastrozzi and wrote most of The Wandering Jew (first published in 1829). Shelley and his sister Elizabeth published Original Poetry by Victor and Cazire, though it was immediately suppressed because Shelley included a plagiarized poem.16 At Oxford, Shelley published pamphlets in poetry and prose, including Posthumous Fragments of Margaret Nicholson, attributed to the mad washerwoman who in 1786 had tried to stab King George III.17 Its six poems feature political radicalism (including praise for tyrannicide), erotic cries of ‘Suck on, suck on […]’, and sexual innuendo creating a vulgar word posing as a typographical error.18 In November 1810 John Stockdale, who published and suppressed Original Poetry, prepared proofs for St. Irvyne, Shelley’s second Gothic romance containing poems harking back to his infatuation with Harriet Grove the previous April. Its inchoate plot perhaps was an intentional parody of Shelley’s broken engagement.

During the 1810 Christmas holidays at Field Place Shelley’s letters reveal his mounting anger and depression about his loss of Harriet Grove.19 On 22 January 1811 Shelley left for London to meet 15-year-old Harriet Westbrook, a school friend of his younger sisters. Within days he directed Stockdale to send his new Harriet a copy of St. Irvyne. As a daughter of a retired London coffee house owner, Harriet would not be considered a suitable match for the entailed heir to large landed estates. However, Shelley’s parents, by keeping him away from his sisters, helped drive him into Harriet’s arms, ably assisted by Harriet’s elder sister Eliza, who manoeuvred to bring the young couple together.20 The Westbrook sisters soon won Shelley’s gratitude and affection, and he dedicated his poem Poetical Essay on the Existing State of Things to ‘Harriet W[est]b[roo]k’. Poetical Essay (rediscovered in 2006), intended to raise money for the imprisoned radical Irish journalist Peter Finnerty, featured Shelley’s well-developed anti-war and anti-monarchical sentiments.21

Shelley’s radical writings were about to sever both his ties to his father’s Whig politics and his tenure at Oxford. Long aware of his father’s hypocrisy about religion, Shelley at Field Place over Christmas had argued with his sire about Christianity. Back at University College in late January, he brought copies of The Necessity of Atheism, his philosophical tract based on arguments in the long letters that he and Hogg exchanged during the vacation.

Although Shelley slipped an advertisement for Necessity into Munday’s weekly Oxford University and City Herald on 9 February, Munday refused to sell the pamphlet. Shelley defiantly placed copies in the bookshop’s windows, where a college don saw it and ordered Munday’s employees to burn the copies. About the same time, Shelley apparently mailed or delivered additional copies to college and church officials at Oxford and elsewhere. Only five copies of Necessity are known to survive.

On 15 March, William Kirkpatrick Sharpe, Shelley’s acquaintance at Oxford, wrote in a letter about four Shelley publications that were circulating at the university—Margaret Nicholson, Poetical Essay, St. Irvyne, and Necessity.22 On 25 March 1811, the Master of University College summoned Shelley, demanding to know if he had written Necessity. When Shelley refused to affirm or deny authorship, he was expelled. Hogg then implicated himself to the authorities and was also expelled. The next morning the two were on the coach to London and found lodgings on Poland Street. Each proceeded to make demands to their fathers. Shelley’s plan to share his inheritance with his sisters and mother was especially galling to his father. The £20 that Shelley had borrowed from Munday’s junior partner’s brother, Henry Slatter, was soon spent and by mid-April Hogg capitulated to his father’s wishes, agreeing to spend a year in the office of a York conveyancer.23 The senior Hogg had taken a more moderate stance towards his son than had Timothy Shelley. Hogg departed London, leaving Shelley alone and refusing to submit to his father’s proposals about his future. Timothy, at a loss about his recalcitrant son, now gave his London solicitor Whitton sole responsibility for dealing with Shelley.24 Whitton proved as unbending as Timothy.

On 18 April, a lonely Shelley was visited by his ‘little friend’ Harriet Westbrook, accompanied by Eliza, aged 28, upon whom Harriet depended. The Westbrook sisters remained Shelley’s only female friends as he plied London’s streets in his isolation. His strong dislike for London was portrayed some years later in Peter Bell the Third (1819), where he depicted its citizens as both corrupt and pitiable and predicts its sinking into ‘ruins in the midst of an unpeopled marsh’ (Norton 2, 341).

Shelley now reached out to Leigh Hunt, who invited him to breakfast on 5 May. Hunt was impressed by ‘this youth, not come to his full growth; very gentlemanly […] quoting the Greek dramatists’.25 Shelley also sought out his maternal uncle Captain John Pilfold, soon his ally in Shelley’s paternal war. Shelley returned to Sussex, the guest of his uncle Pilfold in Cuckfield, ten miles from Field Place. Pilfold soon persuaded Timothy Shelley to relent. On 12 May, the day before Shelley was readmitted to Field Place, he wrote to Hogg comparing the two Westbrook sisters: Eliza ‘improves upon acquaintance’ but Harriet was ‘more noble’ (Letters: PBS I, 83). At Field Place, Shelley wrote to Hogg that ‘My Mother is quite rational—she says “I think prayer & thanksgiving of no use. If a man is a good man, atheist or Xtian he will do very well in whatever future state awaits us”’ (Letters: PBS I, 85). More importantly, Timothy agreed to give his son £200 per annum.

Edward Fergus Graham, the Shelley family’s music master, was seven years older than Shelley and lived in London. Graham had been Shelley’s confidant and helper.26 During Shelley’s struggle with Timothy, Graham’s neutrality possibly led Shelley to punish Graham’s disloyalty by writing a letter accusing Graham of an affair with Shelley’s mother (Letters: PBS I, 85). It is not known whether Timothy did receive this accusatory letter and, if so, whether it was written by Shelley. More important than this note are two salacious verse letters that Shelley certainly sent to Graham. In the first Shelley warns Graham that ‘Killjoy’ (Timothy) is ‘eaten up with Jealousy’ and is ‘hot with envy’ of both Graham and Shelley. Although he doubts that Graham could be tempted by ‘ancient dames’ like his mother (twenty-two years older than Graham), Shelley suggests that Graham might as well cuckold ‘Killjoy’. Some three weeks later, Shelley sent Graham a longer verse letter warning him that not even sackcloth and ashes will appease Timothy. A note by Shelley’s mother on this letter suggests she was possibly in collusion with Shelley by using a secret Horsham address to receive letters from Graham.27

In late May Shelley, visiting his uncle at Cuckfield, met Elizabeth Hitchener, an intellectual woman in her late twenties who ran the school that Pilfold’s daughter attended. Finding Hitchener a challenging conversationalist, Shelley extended his visit to early June. Upon receiving a letter from her, Shelley replied promptly in the first of forty-seven long letters that he wrote to Hitchener up to June 1812.28 Although Shelley had shifted his affection from Harriet Grove to pretty, malleable Harriet Westbrook, his most intense letters were to Elizabeth Hitchener, whom he idealized as his ‘soul sister’.

After receiving his first quarterly stipend of £50, Shelley went from Field Place to London on 1 July with Hogg, who had unsuccessfully tried to meet Shelley’s sister Elizabeth.29 Hogg went to York while Shelley saw the Westbrooks but not Hitchener, who expected to meet him in London. Soon Shelley was off for Wales to visit his cousin Thomas Grove at his estate, Cwm Elan. For a month, a lonely, depressed, and introspective Shelley wandered around the estate, composed nature poems, read Erasmus Darwin, and began a vegetarian diet. His letters to Hitchener omitted mentioning his relationship with Harriet, which he wrote about at length to Hogg. Shelley initially told Hogg that he was ‘assuredly yours’ and then wrote that he would bring Harriet to York, as ‘she has thrown herself upon my protection’. Shelley was ‘almost convinced’ by Hogg’s ‘arguments’ against Godwin’s anti-matrimonialism (Letters: PBS I, 117–31).

Shelley returned to London on 5 August, having just turned 19 and after receiving Harriet’s urgent letter, probably written on 1 August, her sixteenth birthday. Staying at Graham’s Piccadilly lodgings, Shelley became stalled in negotiations with the Westbrooks but confided in his cousin Charles Grove about his elopement plans. Shelley made several trips to Field Place and his suspicious father began tracking his son’s activities. At Cuckfield, Shelley’s uncle was supportive and a letter arrived there from Harriet clinching the plans to elope to Edinburgh and be married. Shelley, stopping in Horsham, elicited £25 from Thomas Medwin senior, who was unaware of Shelley’s plans.

In London on the morning of 25 August Shelley and Charles Grove waited at an inn for Harriet, who was late. The couple caught an afternoon coach and at a midnight stop in York Shelley penned a note to Hogg announcing the elopement and asking Hogg to mail him a ten-pound note to Edinburgh. Instead, Hogg made plans to join the honeymoon. The couple arrived on 28 August and may have received advice about marriage from Gilbert Hutchinson, a lawyer they befriended in their coach. That same day, with their new landlord as witness, they were married by a minister who years later was defrocked for performing irregular marriages. The marriage certificate listed Shelley as ‘Farmer, Sussex’. Shelley, concerned about his marriage’s legality, made plans to be remarried when he returned to England.

During September Shelley wrote numerous letters from Edinburgh to his father defending his marriage and asking in vain for his allowance. Timothy Shelley, soon having heard of his son’s elopement, stopped his stipend and refused to respond to his letters. Captain Pilfold was more forthcoming with money. Shelley, Harriet, and Hogg were back in York early in October lodging together. Shelley wrote to Hitchener about his marriage: ‘My dear friend Hogg that noble being is with me, & will be always, but my wife will abstract from our intercourse the shadow of impropriety’ (Letters: PBS I, 145). Perhaps the fathers’ interest in keeping the two youths apart was to dispel any thought they were homosexuals. Hogg pursued only women with whom Shelley was infatuated—Shelley’s sister Elizabeth, Harriet Westbrook, Mary Godwin, and Jane Williams.

Shelley then left Harriet and Hogg together and returned to Cuckfield on 19 October to do financial battle with his father with the aid of his uncle. Shelley’s brief visit to Field Place produced only his violent outburst, causing Timothy Shelley to order his household to shun him. Before scurrying to London with his uncle, Shelley angrily wrote to his mother, charging her with promoting a marriage between his beloved sister Elizabeth and Graham in order to hide her (alleged) affair with the music master. This letter and others were sent unopened by Timothy to his solicitor Whitton.30

Returning to York, Shelley soon learned why Harriet’s sister Eliza was there in command of their household. Hogg had tried unsuccessfully to seduce Harriet, with whom he had secretly fallen in love in Edinburgh. Harriet wrote immediately to her sister, who came promptly to York. Shelley, after confronting an unrepentant Hogg, slipped away with the two sisters for Keswick in the Lake District, home of Robert Southey, then one of Shelley’s favourite poets. After Shelley’s ten-day visit to the Duke of Norfolk at nearby Greystoke, tactful letters from Norfolk and Shelley (plus John Westbrook’s offer of an annual allowance of £200 for Harriet) induced Timothy Shelley to provide an equal sum to Shelley. At Keswick, Shelley’s letters to Hogg contained effusive expressions of love while those to Hitchener said she was his ‘second self’ whose ‘letters are like angels sent from heaven on missions of peace’ (Letters: PBS I, 140, 193). He was imploring her to come and live with him and Harriet. These Keswick letters to Hitchener contain poems that evolved into The Esdaile Notebook and stanzas, including those influenced by Southey and Coleridge, that became The Devil’s Walk. Early in December he mentioned to Hitchener his intention to visit Ireland and that he was ‘in contemplation of a Poem’ (Queen Mab). His letters to her expressed thoughts germane to Queen Mab, but he put the poem aside to write political essays for Ireland—An Address to the Irish People and Proposals for an Association of Philanthropists.31

Shelley appreciated the hospitality of Southey, who recognized the young poet’s genius. However, he became disillusioned with Southey’s conservatism when they discussed Irish politics and Catholic Emancipation. Seeking a mentor more congenial to his beliefs, Shelley wrote to William Godwin on 3 January 1812. A week later he wrote again with words that caught Godwin’s eye: ‘I am the Son of a man of fortune in Sussex’ (Letters: PBS I, 219–22, 227).

In late January 1812 Shelley had the first of several ‘attacks’ of panic and flight that he would experience intermittently to the end of his life. Feeling persecuted and anxious about possible political attacks in Ireland, Shelley was at odds with his Keswick landlord and neighbours because of his outdoor pistol practice, flaming balloons, and chemical experiments. On 16 January Shelley wrote to Hitchener that he had started taking laudanum for his ‘nervous attack’, noting his ‘reputation for madness’ (Letters: PBS I, 232, 235). On the evening of 19 January, after reports circulated about robbers in town, Shelley said he was knocked senseless by ‘ruffians’ when he answered his door. He recovered quickly and his landlord came on the scene after the attackers had fled. Some townsfolk questioned whether the attack occurred and Shelley told Hitchener that ‘assassination’ is one of ‘the phantoms of a mind’.32

IRISH AND DEVON POLITICS

The three travellers left Keswick in early February and arrived in Dublin nine days later after delays on the Isle of Man and a gale that blew them off course. Shelley’s seven weeks in Dublin were his most energetic period of political activism. The Address was soon printed, advertised, and distributed with the help of an Irish servant, Daniel Healey. The high point in Dublin was Shelley’s 28 February hour-long speech to the meeting of Daniel O’Connell’s Catholic Committee in the Fishamble Theatre. Six local papers reported his speech, citing loud applause, noting his publications, and giving his brief biography. Government agents in attendance reported his speech to the English Home Secretary, and Shelley’s London subversive activity file began. Shelley kept a disapproving Godwin informed of his (stillborn) plan to form political associations but did not mention his broadside publication, Declaration of Rights. Godwin urged him to come to London, commenting that his ‘three daughters’ were interested in him. In mid-March Harriet wrote to Hitchener to distribute the Declaration, shipping them to her in a box with the other pamphlets that was intercepted by authorities in Holyhead. These writings were added to his government file and Hitchener came under surveillance.

Shelley became disillusioned with the local political figures and the Dublin poor he tried to help. His entourage, including Daniel Healey, left Dublin in early April. They settled on a farm in Wales, Nantgwillt, near Cwm Elan. Harriet became depressed, money was short, and rumours circulated in Sussex that Hitchener was to become Shelley’s mistress. Shelley, unable to lease Nantgwillt, in June moved the family briefly to Cwm Elan; he thought of residing in Italy. They travelled south, settling in Lynmouth on the Devon coast where Hitchener joined them. Shelley, maturing his prose style, composed A Letter to Lord Ellenborough, which became a classic statement in defence of freedom of the press.33 He had 1,000 copies printed in Barnstaple, sending many to the London bookseller Thomas Hookham to distribute to ‘any friends who are not informers’ (Letters: PBS I, 319). Also printed was his revised The Devil’s Walk. Shelley, collecting his Esdaile lyrics and composing Queen Mab, began broadcasting his seditious works airborne in fire balloons or enclosed in corked bottles set afloat in the Bristol Channel. Local agents observed these launchings and Home Secretary Sidmouth took notice. Shelley’s plans to flee were clinched with Daniel Healey’s arrest and imprisonment in Barnstaple for circulating Shelley’s broadsides.

TANYRALLT

Shelley’s party, without Healy, hurriedly left for Wales as August ended, unbeknownst to Godwin who arrived too late in Lynmouth to visit his disciple. Attracted by William Madocks’s reclamation project in Merioneth, Shelley rented Tanyrallt, Madocks’s isolated house above Tremadoc. John Williams, who oversaw the project, introduced Shelley to local officials in the poet’s efforts to raise funds for the bankrupt project. In early October the Shelleys, Eliza, and Hitchener returned to London where Shelley learned that Harriet was pregnant. Shelley had long talks with Godwin but Hitchener, now Shelley’s ‘Brown Demon’, was ejected from the family. At Hookham’s bookstore Thomas Love Peacock first met Shelley.

Returning to Tanyrallt, Shelley, who earlier had been arrested for debt in Caernarvon, now became sceptical of the Tremadoc project. His radical writings elicited a Tory neighbour’s enmity and Shelley grew suspicious of his friend Williams. On the night of 26 February 1813, after Shelley transcribed the poetry of Queen Mab, he experienced two successive ‘attacks’, exchanging pistol shots with an intruder who escaped before Daniel Healey, just back from jail, entered the room. This may have been another delusional episode or a ruse allowing the Shelleys to leave Wales without paying their debts.34 A week later Shelley and his family took the ferry to Dublin, proceeding on to stormy Lake Killarney.

Shelley was in London in early April, avoiding Godwin but visiting John Newton and his family, vegetarian devotees of nude air-bathing. Especially pleasing to Shelley was the company of Harriet Boinville and her lovely married daughter, Cornelia Turner. After Harriet had a baby girl, Eliza Ianthe Shelley, on 23 June 1813, Shelley moved his family to Bracknell, close to Mrs Boinville and Cornelia. Often in London, Shelley was evading his creditors while trying to raise money for Godwin. His marriage beginning to unravel, Shelley in early October crowded his family and Peacock into his new carriage for Edinburgh.

Peacock and Harriet were together in Edinburgh while Shelley socialized with his lawyer friend Gilbert Hutchinson. William Kirkpatrick Sharpe, who lived near Shelley, brought him and Hutchinson to a dance at Mrs Balfour’s home, having assured her that the two ‘danced quadrilles eternally’.35 Shelley wrote to Hogg that he was returning ‘by himself’ to London, but they all returned together at the end of November. Shelley found a house in Windsor but was often absent, disengaging from Harriet and her now-despised sister Eliza. At this time, Shelley feared he had elephantiasis. He overcame his hypochondriacal concern and by late 1813 had completed A Refutation of Deism. This philosophical dialogue, in the manner of Hume and Cicero, reflected Shelley’s development as an Academic sceptic.36

THE SECOND ELOPEMENT

In March 1814 Shelley was living sporadically with Harriet in Bracknell, preferring his room at Mrs Boinville’s, where Cornelia helped him learn Italian. His infatuation with Cornelia and his erotic lyrics about her resulted in his banishment by Mrs Boinville.37 Harriet Shelley became pregnant about the time that she and Shelley remarried on 24 March to assure their union’s legality. Shelley in early May met Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, recently returned from Scotland. They had briefly met in November 1812 and Mary, now 16, rejoined her half-sister Fanny Imlay Godwin, aged 20, her 16-year-old stepsister Claire Clairmont, her younger half-brother William Godwin, her loathsome stepmother, and her adored father. Godwin and his wife Mary Jane, unaware of the attraction between Mary and Shelley but fearing Fanny’s attraction to Shelley, sent Fanny to visit relatives in Wales. Mary Wollstonecraft’s grave at Old St Pancras Church was a June rendezvous spot for the couple. Godwin was furious when late that month Shelley told him he loved his daughter. Although the lovers were apart, they communicated, and after Shelley almost overdosed on laudanum, Mrs Boinville looked after him. Shelley told Mary he believed that Harriet had been unfaithful to him and the couple planned their elopement. They fled London on 28 July for Calais, joined by Claire.

The three, rambling through war-torn France, reached Brunnen, Switzerland, in late August. Shelley began dictating his story The Assassins to Mary, who was pregnant. Destitute, they started home down the Rhine, arriving in mid-September in London. The ensuing months of 1814 they struggled financially, dodged bailiffs, and tried to restore relationships with the Godwins and their friends. Shelley and Claire often went out together and Hogg frequently visited Mary, who returned his flirtations. Harriet’s son and new Shelley heir Charles Bysshe was born on 30 November. Harriet, sure of Shelley’s paternity, thought the babe looked just like ‘his unfortunate father’.38

Early in January 1815 Shelley’s grandfather Bysshe died. Sir Timothy, forced to deal with his son, gave him a £1,000 annual income. From this, Shelley gave Harriet £200 annually. Hogg professed his love for Mary, who sent him a lock of her hair as she awaited her child, a seven-months baby girl born on 22 February. Gloom settled over the household when the unnamed infant died two weeks later. Shelley, again unwell, was consulting physicians about his spasms.

Trying to distance themselves from Hogg, Shelley and Mary spent several days at Salt Hill, near Eton, where she again became pregnant at the end of April. Mary, jealous of the time Claire and Shelley spent together, succeeded in May in arranging Claire’s departure for Lynmouth. After Mary and Shelley toured the west, in August they rented a Bishopsgate cottage next to Windsor Great Park, their home until the following May. Peacock and Claire’s brother Charles soon planned a boat trip up the Thames with Shelley and Mary. They visited Oxford and at Lechlade Shelley composed ‘A Summer Evening Churchyard’.

The river trip perhaps influenced the imagery of Alastor; or, The Spirit of Solitude, the poem Shelley wrote that autumn. In Alastor, Shelley shifted from the Godwinian ideology of Queen Mab, examining his fundamental ideals from newer, darker perspectives, narrating a lonely poet’s quest for love ending in death. The poem’s autobiographical elements were not unnoticed by his associates, Timothy noting that his son ‘wanted to find out one person on earth the Prototype of himself’.39

Godwin resumed corresponding with Shelley after a year’s lapse, but was silent on 24 January 1816 when Mary gave birth to a son, William. Shelley soon wrote to Godwin that he was considering living in Italy. Claire, back in London, used money Shelley provided and found lodgings in Marylebone to advance her scheme to meet Lord Byron. Claire proceeded quickly, carrying on her affair with Byron from mid-March into April, and even brought Mary to meet him. Byron left for the Continent on 23 April, leaving Claire pregnant with his child. Determined to follow Byron, Claire convinced Shelley that they should go to Geneva, Byron’s destination. Meanwhile, a Chancery decision limited Shelley’s access to his estate but his father continued his allowance and covered some of his debts.

The Shelley ménage set off on 2 May for Geneva, where they waited almost two weeks for Byron to arrive with his young physician, Polidori. The two poets soon bonded, finding adjacent houses and jointly buying a sailboat to circumnavigate Lake Geneva. The summer’s literary fallout was positive for everyone except Claire, who was rebuffed by Byron before and after learning of his unborn child. Mary’s Frankenstein proved the most notable creative monument from that summer, but Shelley was inspired to compose ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’ and ‘Mont Blanc’, the former a deeply personal expression of his creativity, the latter his most philosophically probing verse to date.

Shelley’s group, with their Swiss nursemaid Elise, arrived in Portsmouth in early September, Shelley going to London, the others to Bath to await the birth of Claire’s child. Shelley saw Fanny in London but was with Mary in Bath in early October when Fanny passed through that city for Bristol. There she wrote Mary an alarming note. Before Shelley could locate her, Fanny committed suicide in Swansea. Shelley, shaken and depressed, expressed his guilt in lines beginning ‘Her voice did quiver as we parted’ (Longman, 1, 550–3).

On 1 December the first favourable notice of Shelley as a poet appeared in Hunt’s Examiner, where ‘Hymn to Intellectual Beauty’ was printed (in January). Shelley visited Hunt in early December, where he met John Keats and Horace Smith. Returning to Bath, Shelley received Hookham’s letter informing him that Harriet had drowned herself in the Serpentine several days before her body was found (10 December). Harriet probably had been living with an army officer who was sent abroad, leaving her alone and pregnant. Both Peacock and Hunt later observed that Shelley was severely shaken, his guilt turning into ‘a deep and abiding sorrow’.40

Shelley was determined to retrieve his two children by Harriet, but her father petitioned Chancery to retain Ianthe and Charles. In late March 1817 Shelley and Hunt listened as Lord Eldon decided in the Westbrooks’ favour and guardians were appointed. Sir Timothy later grew fond of Charles, who died aged 11 at Field Place. His father was unmentioned on his headstone. Ianthe married, the only child to provide descendants of the poet.

FAREWELL TO ENGLAND

After Harriet’s death, Mary (more than Shelley) was eager to be married. The ceremony at St Mildred’s on 30 December 1816 was attended by Godwin, now effusively accepting of the couple whom he had ostracized. Claire’s daughter Allegra (initially, Alba) was born in Bath on 12 January 1817 and in late March they all moved into Albion House in Marlow, Shelley’s final English home. Earlier in March Shelley’s new publisher, Charles Ollier, began selling A Proposal for Putting the Reform to the Vote Throughout the Kingdom, Shelley’s political treatise urging reform moderation but reaching out to radicals. Perhaps the press publicity of the Shelley v. Westbrook Chancery trial led Shelley to use the pseudonym ‘The Hermit of Marlow’.41 Mary was completing Frankenstein despite the many visitors to Albion House, including Godwin, Peacock, Hogg, and Hunt’s family, who stayed many weeks. Keats, never intimate with Shelley, resisted his invitation to visit. With his close friends, Hunt and Horace Smith, Shelley engaged in poetry writing contests; one between Smith and Shelley yielded ‘Ozymandias’.

By April Shelley had begun Laon and Cythna, finding solitude composing in his boat on the Thames and in nearby Bisham Wood. Solicitous of Marlow’s poverty-stricken workers, he visited them regularly with gifts of money and blankets. Shelley translated Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound and read Homer, Plutarch, and Spenser. He congratulated Hogg for reading Lucretius, saying, ‘I am well acquainted with Lucretius’ (Letters: PBS I, 545). When Mary completed Frankenstein in May, Shelley wrote the Preface for it (having contributed 4,000–7,000 words to the text).42 Mary next edited the journals and letters from their 1814 trip, published anonymously as History of a Six Weeks’ Tour and containing ‘Mont Blanc’. Shelley began composing Rosalind and Helen, later completed in Italy. More to Shelley’s liking than this poem were his erotic verses expressing his feelings for Claire, whose ‘snowy fingers’ played the piano that he obtained for her. The longest poem, ‘To Constantia’, transcribed by Claire, was published in Munday’s Oxford newspaper.

After Mary’s baby Clara Everina was born (2 September), Shelley’s health declined and he saw his physician William Lawrence, who advised he stop writing poetry. Shelley was often in London seeking money to help support Hunt, Godwin, and Peacock. Laon and Cythna, completed in September, was accepted by Ollier based on several sheets Shelley had submitted. Although advertised in October, when the printer read its blasphemous contents, no further copies came off the press. Besides being anti-religious, the title reflected its incestuous brother–sister relationship. Ollier came to Marlow and Shelley accepted changes, deleting passages which threatened legal action. Cythna became an ‘orphan’, and the new title was The Revolt of Islam.

Shelley traded barbs with Godwin, who disliked Laon and Cythna and was upset about his going to Italy. However, Shelley favourably reviewed Godwin’s novel Mandeville. Mary and Shelley, briefly in London in November, were visited by Keats. The nation mourned the death of Princess Charlotte but not the three leaders of the Derbyshire uprising who were brutally executed for insurrection. Outraged, Shelley wrote Address to the People on the Death of Princess Charlotte. Its bitter epigraph from Paine’s Rights of Man, ‘We Pity the Plumage, but forget the Dying Bird’, perhaps preventing the pamphlet’s circulation until years later.43

Shelley’s sonnet ‘Ozymandias’, signed ‘Glirastes’, appeared in Hunt’s Examiner as 1818 began. Copies of Frankenstein arrived and Shelley, asserting he was not the author, sent one to Walter Scott (Letters: PBS I, 590). Perhaps aggravated by Godwin’s visit, Shelley’s ophthalmia and lung complaints recurred and he ceased translating Homer’s Hymns. In early February Shelley met Keats at Hunt’s house; another sonnet competition apparently was won by Hunt. Shelley departed Albion House finally on 7 February and soon the entire household was lodged on Great Russell Street. Peacock was a constant companion for Claire, who resisted his marriage proposal. She dreaded the idea of leaving her adored Allegra with Byron in Italy and recorded in her journal the operas and plays the family attended before their departure.44 Shelley’s last visit to Keats was at Hunt’s house on 11 February. Horace Smith invited Keats to dinner with Shelley, but the younger poet declined, saying ‘Remember me to Shelley’.45 Godwin avoided the christening of Mary’s two children, probably still believing that Shelley had fathered Claire’s child.

On 11 March the group left for Dover and the next day crossed a stormy channel for Italy, the final resting place for Shelley and the three children.
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CHAPTER 2

SHELLEY AND ITALY

RALPH PITE

I

THE first letter Shelley wrote from Italy was addressed to his friend the poet and satirical novelist Thomas Love Peacock. ‘Behold us arrived at length at the end of our journey’, Shelley announced on 8 April 1818, two days after reaching Milan (Letters: PBS II, 3). He, Mary, their two infant children, William and Clara, Mary’s half-sister Claire Clairmont, and her daughter Allegra (fathered by Lord Byron) had travelled together through France and crossed the Alps via the Cenis; they reached Milan, after passing through Susa and Turin and, initially at least, they planned to go no further. Shelley and Mary looked into renting somewhere to live on the shores of Lake Como nearby—a place which, Shelley told Peacock (writing on 20 April 1818), ‘exceeds anything I ever beheld in beauty’ and whose surrounding ‘range of lower hills’ (lower than the mountains beyond) has ‘glens & rifts opening to the other such as I should fancy the abysses of Ida or Parnassus’. Shelley continues:

Here are plantations of olives & orange & lemon trees which are now so loaded with fruit that there is more fruit than leaves, & vineyards. […] The union of culture & the untameable profusion & loveliness of nature is here so close that the line where they are divided can hardly be discovered. But the finest scenery is that of the Villa Pliniana, so called from a fountain which ebbs & flows every three hours described by the younger Pliny which is in the courtyard. This house which was once a magnificent palace, & is now half in ruins, we are endeavouring to procure. (Letters: PBS II, 6–7)

Shelley’s delight and excitement in this letter reflects the sense of physical and personal renewal he reported two weeks earlier: ‘no sooner had we arrived in Italy,’ he wrote in his first letter to Peacock, ‘than the loveliness of the earth & the serenity of the sky made the greatest difference in my sensations’ (Letters: PBS II, 3).

The sense of relief is no doubt connected to the fact that their journey was over. Transporting three young children, their mothers, and servants across France and Switzerland must have imposed considerable strain on Shelley. He makes no mention of those circumstances, choosing instead a more impersonal narrative in which (following a long-standing convention) he describes arriving in Italy as an entry into Eden.1 In Shelley’s description, the shores of Lake Como appear superlatively fruitful and display an ideal harmony between man and the natural world—a harmony so perfect that human activity and organic process can barely be distinguished.

Moreover, in Italy the classical past visibly survives; parts of it may even be ‘procured’ by the visitor. He or she might linger here and settle into a pastoral scene: one filled with scattered, fragmentary traces of the classical past and yet in itself still whole and undiminished. The profusion of natural growth, conjoined with and enhanced by human activity, implies that what appears to lie in ruins continues, in truth, still full of vitality. By inhabiting the ruined palace, the visitor can become part of a living tradition, aligned with it while able also to claim that he or she is reviving only the best of the old. Ruins may declare, in other words, not only the decline and fall of the classical past, its corruption and degeneracy, but also the opposite of that: the virtues lost through decline and overthrow. Ruins survive as traces of the ancient ideal which the modern traveller can retrieve and revive. There is, furthermore, an effortlessness and naturalness to that process of recovery: as nature and culture blend into one another, so may ancient and modern, and so even may alien and native.2

Similarly, the hills around the lake contain glens and rifts which, for Shelley, are such as he should ‘fancy the abysses of Ida or Parnassus’. Peacock was a devoted classicist (whose own correspondence frequently switches between English, Latin, and Greek and whose fictional prose is dotted with classical tags).3 Shelley speaks to Peacock’s enthusiasm for the widely assumed and admired ‘serenity’ of the classical world, finding in Italy likenesses of Mount Ida, from where the gods observed the tragic conflict of the Trojan War, and Mount Parnassus, sacred to Apollo and home of the Muses. Modesty compels him to place himself on only the lower slopes of these mountains of inspiration, and his modesty becomes hyperbolic when he describes these lower slopes as the very lowest possible, the ‘abysses’ of magnificent elevations.

Such exaggeration of feeling becomes, when addressed to Peacock, a moment of banter and self-parody. Peacock was at the time writing a portrayal of Shelley as Mr Scythrop in his novel Nightmare Abbey (1818), and making fun there of Shelley’s fondness for morbid extremes of hope and despair. Shelley, though he did not read the novel until 1819, evidently knew of the project: ‘See, I have sent you a study for Night Mare Abbey’ he says in his letter of 20 April. In the novel, Scythrop condemns Mr Cypress (a Lord Byron figure) for travelling abroad and claims that he ‘should [himself] have no pleasure in visiting countries that are past all hope of regeneration’ or in wandering ‘among a few mouldy ruins, that are only imperfect indexes to lost volumes of glory’.4 Here, while doing precisely what, according to Peacock, he would condemn in other people, Shelley pre-empts his friend’s amusement. These ‘abysses of Ida or Parnassus’ are, he acknowledges, what his friend would expect him (the gloomy, Gothic Scythrop-Shelley) to find in Italy. By finding them, and registering his self-awareness about the figure he cuts, Shelley gives the impression that he has escaped Scythrop’s melodrama; the improvement in his physical well-being (‘the greatest difference in [his] sensations’ engendered by Italy) has had, it seems, a comparable, beneficial effect on his mental well-being.

Peacock was, naturally, just as amused by Shelley’s expressions of eager optimism as he would have been by his conforming to Gothic type. He told their mutual friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg that Shelley ‘seems in excellent health and spirits and is full of sanguine expectations of finding paradise on the banks of the Lake of Como’.5 Such high hopes are vividly displayed in Shelley’s first letter—the one that Peacock is talking of here; Italy possesses ‘loveliness’ and ‘serenity’, the sound of the language is delightful after ‘that nasal & abbreviated cacophony of the French’, Milan is ‘very agreeable’ and most strikingly:

A ruined arch of magnificent proportions in the Greek taste standing in a kind of road of green lawn overgrown with violets & primroses & in the midst of stupendous mountains, & a blonde woman of light & graceful manners, something in the style of Fuseli’s Eve were the first things we met in Italy. (Letters: PBS II, 3–4)

Consistent with his later, longer description of the landscape around Lake Como, Shelley sees Italy as a classical Eden, where Eve may be found among ruins of Greek architecture and monuments of human greatness blend into the green lawn of an ideal natural world.

Between these two descriptions, however, Shelley voices more difficult feelings. His second letter to Peacock begins with a sense of surprised regret that letters between Italy and England take so long to arrive, and disappointment too that Peacock will not be able to travel out to join them but is, instead, ‘obliged to remain at Marlow’. Shelley adds:

I often revisit Marlow in thought. The curse of this life is that whatever is once known can never be unknown. You inhabit a spot which before you inhabit it is as indifferent to you as any other spot upon the earth, & when, persuaded by some necessity you think to leave it, you leave it not,—it clings to you & with memories of things which in your experience of them gave no such promise, revenges your desertion. (Letters: PBS II, 6)

Such labile shifts in mood between euphoria and despondency were, as Peacock knew (and as Shelley knew he knew), characteristic of him. They also characterize his conflicted state as a traveller into—and, later on, as a resident in—Italy. Although he remained abroad for the rest of his life (until his death by drowning in 1822), Shelley continually revisited England in thought. He continued to be preoccupied by British politics and the great majority of his poetry written in Italy comments directly or indirectly on events taking place in his home country. Similarly, although he learnt Italian and sought acquaintance with Italians, Shelley encouraged (sometimes entreated) his English friends to join him abroad. The Edenic paradise of Italy was also, for Shelley, a place of personal and political exile so that he experienced Italy as, at once, an idyll, a slope of Ida or Parnassus, and as an abyss.

The ability to see himself caught between those two extremes becomes, furthermore, both an attraction and a pitfall; the ironic self-perception he conveys to Peacock can appear an escape from feverish extremes (a paradise) and as a loss of access to true feelings and commitments (an exile). Consequently, the serenity that Italy offers seems increasingly to Shelley to be enmeshed with self-distance and passivity because haunted by loss: if he can mimic Italy’s perfect calm only by ironizing himself, the calm he attains is always exposed to irony too; it may be no more than a self-deception (vulnerable to the fear that he is not essentially serene at all) and may, equally, become—or come to appear—a compromise: an acceptance of the world and its manifold injustices that he has made in order to maintain personal equanimity.

Similarly, by allowing paradise to appear, manifest within nature, Italy seems to realize an ideal; at the same time it reveals that this must remain an impossibility because the real inevitably impedes and falsifies (‘stains’) the ideal. The presence of an ideal brings with it an awareness of our distance from it (as visitors and exiles); accompanying this sense of personal exclusion is the more profound sense that the realized ideal reveals its falling away from that ideal simply by virtue of being realized, in time and history. The presence of the Edenic comes to appear innately illusory and deceptive because it offers perfection within an imperfect world.

In other words, the ‘Paradise of exiles’ (57), as Italy is described in Julian and Maddalo, has in truth the effect of exiling paradise. It becomes a pressing question for Shelley the political idealist, how far his idealism is a delusion and self-deluding, and for Shelley the poet, how far and in what way the ideal may be perceived and then conveyed without being captured and/or diminished.6 He addresses such questions most directly and fully in his final, unfinished poem, The Triumph of Life. Similar questions and concerns are present, however, from the beginning of his time in Italy, as these early letters to Peacock suggest.

II

One reason for staying on Lake Como was the hope that Lord Byron, then living in Venice, would come to visit Shelley’s party there.7 Shelley had had a number of motives for travelling to Italy: his doubtful health; the fear that he would be denied custody of his children by Mary (as he had lost custody of Ianthe and Charles, his children by Harriet Westbrook); and, thirdly, the scandal which had greeted his publication of Laon and Cythna. He was also involved in mediating between Byron and Claire Clairmont over the future of their child. It had been agreed that ‘Byron would send for the child when it was old enough to leave its mother and that Claire would have the right to see it when she desired’.8 How exactly this vague understanding would work out in practice remained to be seen, but Como seemed somewhere that offered Claire the best hope of remaining in contact with a child she was devoted to.

Byron, however, at this point and subsequently, proved stubbornly uncooperative, combining possessiveness about his daughter with contempt for her mother. He refused to leave Venice and sent a messenger to fetch Allegra. Though Shelley offered to look after Claire and Allegra whatever happened, Claire ultimately gave in to Byron and handed Allegra over; soon afterwards, the Shelleys left Como for Tuscany. They spent the remainder of the spring at Livorno, retreating from the heat of summer to Bagni di Lucca, in the hills nearby. That autumn, once more attempting a reconciliation with Byron, Shelley took Claire with him to Venice. Mary followed a little later, bringing the children, but, tragically, Clara Shelley died on 24 September, a few days after arriving in the Veneto.

The following winter and spring were nomadic: the party lingered at Este, in the Euganean Hills, until November (in a villa leased by Byron); then they travelled south, visiting first Rome and then Naples where they spent the winter. At the end of February 1819 they moved back to Rome, where they lived until June. In Rome, however, they lost the second of the children, William, who died (probably of malaria) aged three and a half; soon afterwards they retreated north to Tuscany, moving first to Livorno once again, then to Florence, and, in January 1820, to Pisa, where they settled for the next two years.

Outwardly, then, the Shelleys’ movements in Italy correspond quite closely to those of their fellow tourists. When the Continent reopened after Waterloo, English travellers journeyed across Europe in the footsteps of the eighteenth-century Grand Tour. Visitors to Italy would cross the Alps (rather than making the sea passage from, for example, Marseille to Genoa), take in Turin and Milan, before travelling south, usually via Florence to Rome and Naples, often for the winter. They would visit Venice on their return journey, if they had not done so on the way south, so that this unique, notorious, and spectacular city was established as the first or final Italian destination.9

Though the Shelleys undertook much of this itinerary, at each stage they had personal and frequently painful reasons for following it. Moreover, unlike Lord Byron, Shelley travelled as a family man, with all the associated responsibilities and constraints. The opportunity for self-cultivation and self-realization which the Grand Tour was customarily understood to afford (to young people on the brink of adulthood) was denied him by the presence of several dependants and the depth of his attachment to them. Shelley’s unusual circumstances placed him, therefore, on the margins: among Italians, his circumstances meant he could assimilate only to a limited extent (unlike the solitary Lord Byron who could ‘go native’ in Venice); meanwhile, among tourists Shelley stood out as a quasi-resident, unable to participate in the licence of the traveller.

Shelley’s remedy for his double exclusion was to align himself with other expatriate ‘Anglo-Italians’. His decision to leave Como was prompted by Byron’s recalcitrance over Allegra, but the choice of Livorno (Leghorn) as their destination was decided by the fact that Maria Gisborne was living there. Maria was an old friend (and old flame) of Mary Shelley’s father William Godwin, who had looked after Mary and her sister Fanny when their mother Mary Wollstonecraft died. The Shelleys sought out similar family connections, including Amelia Curran, in Rome in 1819 and when they returned to Tuscany in 1820.10 Jeffrey N. Cox argues that Shelley’s behaviour shows his desire to create abroad an equivalent to the liberal, progressive Hampstead set Leigh Hunt had formed in London.11 Pisa, Livorno, and Florence all possessed long-standing communities of expatriates, from England and (of particular interest to Shelley) from Ireland too; many in these circles were in sympathy with Shelley’s politics, loathing Britain’s Castlereagh administration and supporting the cause of Italian unification and independence.12 Had Clara not died in autumn 1818, the family might well have settled in Tuscany from the beginning, since the Anglo-Italian identity suited their situation and their allegiances so well. As it was, their year journeying around Italy (from autumn 1818 to autumn 1819) looks (and may have felt to them) like a period of internal exile.

Personal factors, then, ensured that Shelley was neither a tourist visitor nor an assimilated resident nor, until 1820, a settled member of an expatriate community. That dislocated condition placed him in between the various perspectives on Italy implied by these other ways of being there. Each perspective became an option which Shelley could adopt and investigate, with the detachment of the uncommitted. He gained a dubious freedom, a disinterestedness which was potentially advantageous and even, in a sense, ideal, but whose flipside was a sense of emptiness and deracination. Specifically, in Shelley’s case, separation from both traveller and resident made him look sceptically at and into the privileges of the tourist.

Italy, after 1815, became a highly contested space, in which the proliferating guidebooks became politically controversial. Two of the most prominent—John Chetwood Eustace’s A Classical Tour of Italy, first published in 1813 and in its sixth edition by 1821, and Lady Sydney Morgan’s Italy, an immediate bestseller when it appeared in 1821—reveal the nature and the intensity of the differences.

Both writers attracted as much hostility as enthusiasm; the Historical Notes to Byron’s Childe Harold, canto IV, written by John Cam Hobhouse, Byron’s friend and travelling companion, assault Eustace.

The extreme disappointment experienced by choosing the Classical Tourist as a guide in Italy must be allowed to find vent in a few observations […]. This author is in fact one of the most inaccurate, unsatisfactory writers that have in our times attained a temporary reputation, and is very seldom to be trusted even when he speaks of objects which he must be presumed to have seen.13

Shelley joined in this chorus of disapproval: ‘Consult Eustace if you want to know nothing about Italy’, he exploded to Peacock in a letter written in November 1818 (Letters: PBS II, 54). Morgan, though, was placed by the Edinburgh Magazine of 1821, with Hobhouse, among Eustace’s natural enemies. Eustace is ‘the amiable and diligent author of the Classical Tour’ whose ‘literary merits’ can be ignored only by the partisan and the corrupted. Hence:

there is a very natural reason why he [Eustace] should have been exceedingly disagreeable both to Hobhouse and this woman [Lady Morgan]. His ‘Antigallican Phillipics’ necessarily rendered him obnoxious to the former, and his habitual respect for taste, decency, religion, and regular government, to the latter.14

As E. R. Vincent has revealed, Hobhouse relied on the Italian émigré poet Ugo Foscolo when writing the historical notes to Childe Harold; contemporaries (without knowing Foscolo’s involvement) registered nonetheless the liberal bias of the work.15 Moreover, as Maurizio Isabella notes, they were right to align Lady Morgan with Hobhouse and Foscolo:

Proposing a positive image of northern Italy, [Lady Morgan’s] book also reflected the views of the Italian Romantic elites, and advanced a brand of liberalism which tallied with that of the Italian Romantics and with their political aspirations.16

For Lady Morgan, then, Italy was, as Donatella Badin says, ‘an ideal community in which a sense of nation was just beginning to prevail’; as a scene of opportunity for progressive politics it became a vantage point for Byron. According to Jerome McGann, both Byron and Stendhal delight in Italy because they can ‘transform’ it, creating from the country ‘a geopolitical myth through which they can criticize the deficiencies of contemporary Europe, on the one hand, and intimate more generous and vital forms of human civilization on the other’.17

Morgan and Hobhouse both draw attention, therefore, to the presence of nineteenth-century Italians, inhabiting their venerable antiquities and under the yoke of the Austrian occupation; hence their travel writing violates the classical sanctity of the landscape. This policy disturbs the dignity and repose of the classical tourist, whose focus on the everlasting truths of art and religion (visible in the ruins situated amidst picturesque rurality and in the ecclesiastical grandeur of the eternal city) allowed native concerns and their politics to be forgotten. Creating such an aesthetic posture in relation to Italy was, however, evidently an escape neither from history nor from contemporary concerns.

As Benjamin Colbert has pointed out, Eustace’s apparent indifference to present-day Italian concerns masks an agenda as fully contemporary as Lady Morgan’s or Lord Byron’s. The Classical Tour invokes William Wilkins’s recent architectural survey of southern Italy, The Antiquities of Magna Graecia (1807), in which, according to Colbert:

scientific data and picturesque views combined to promote Italy as a palimpsest beneath which Greek lineaments could be clearly discerned. Eustace refers to Wilkins in order to ally the Classical Tour with the Greek Revival’s programme of reimagining the classical world in Grecian terms and applying these to contemporary tastes in literature, architecture, and fashion.18

On a larger scale, Eustace was defending via his classicism the ascendancy of the cultural, religious, and political status quo, while Morgan’s and Hobhouse’s liberal position highlighted contemporary Italian virtues in order to argue for political change. This polarity was consolidated by the reviewers at the time, who placed Eustace in one camp, Hobhouse and Morgan in the opposing one, shadowed by their éminence grise, the disreputable Lord Byron.19

Colbert rightly perceives that this polarization oversimplifies Eustace, whose praise for Mme de Staël’s Corinne ou l’Italie (1807) sits oddly with his anti-Risorgimento reputation. Colbert also registers how these differences of view and their positioning within the politicized culture wars of the day affected Shelley. ‘Lines Written among the Euganean Hills’, for example, Colbert sees as:

synthesising through a Byron-Eustace dialectic, [Shelley’s] own cross-cultural understanding of the relation between the modern British sightseer and sights seen, the alienated subject and the outward signs of social, political and intellectual mutability.

These interests and the poetry that follows from them parallel, moreover, a wider concern of the post-Waterloo moment:

By 1818, travellers increasingly turned their attention to the Italian sites of the Grand Tour, once again interrogating how classicism might be incorporated into a modern British cultural consciousness.20

‘Interrogating’ and ‘synthesising’, though apparently at opposite extremes, imply a more settled stance than the one Shelley was able to adopt. Lines Written among the Euganean Hills and Shelley’s following work, Julian and Maddalo: A Conversation, probe the landscapes of northern Italy and Venice, the restlessness of the poet’s eye corresponding to the poems’ unease with the received depictions of these places and the self-constructions they imply.

Padua—seat of one of the great medieval universities, now in decline—is presented within the contradictory perspectives of classical and liberal tourist:

By the skirts of that grey cloud
Many-domed Padua proud
Stands, a peopled solitude,
’Mid the harvest-shining plain,
Where the peasant heaps his grain
In the garner of his foe,
And the milk-white oxen slow
With the purple vintage strain,
Heaped upon the creaking wain,
That the brutal Celt may swill
Drunken sleep with savage will; […]21

The pastoral elements (‘the peasant [who] heaps his grain’, the ‘milk-white oxen’, and ‘purple vintage’) evoke a classical world in moments of vividness. Shelley sets up this familiar image of the Italian landscape, however, only to knock it down via references to present-day injustices: the peasant’s harvest stored ‘in the garner of his foe’, the wine gathered and transported only in order that ‘the brutal Celt’, the Austrian rulers of this part of Italy, ‘may swill | Drunken sleep’. A classicizing view appears to be being debunked by this strategy; there is though an unexpectedly rehearsed quality to the contrasts Shelley constructs, such that Morgan’s or Hobhouse’s perspective does not win out over Eustace’s. Rather, the two points of view coexist, mingled and, by implication, interdependent. The contemporary scene both clashes with the pastoral idea and is absorbed in it, because as the peasants labour in the ‘harvest-shining plain’ (and lead their ‘milk-white oxen’ and ‘creaking wain’), they are taken up into the poeticism of Shelley’s descriptions, his use of standard epithets from eighteenth-century poetic diction (‘milk-white’, ‘purple’, ‘creaking’) and of its characteristic means to novelty, double epithets like ‘harvest-shining’. The energy with which pastoral illusions are broken down (when the turn of a line-break reveals the lie, as in ‘the peasant heaps his grain | In the garner of his foe’ or ‘upon the creaking wain, | That the brutal Celt’)—is dissipated when the mode of description continues unaltered, flowing onward unchallenged. An almost gleeful and certainly ill-founded triumphalism then infects the supposed revelations of the liberal, Risorgimento sensibility. They seem to be (perhaps unconsciously) participating in a merely theatrical subversion of the status quo, and emerge as dependent upon the moral clarities produced by a pastoral convention for their opportunity to show its inappropriateness to (and its distortions of) the ‘reality’.

More prominent in the poem than the attack on the classical tourist (which these lines superficially imply and Shelley’s letters might lead one to expect) is a seeming disdain for the places that the liberal conscience hopes to rescue. Venice, for all its magnificence, deserves to ‘perish’ if it cannot break free of foreign oppression. ‘Earth can spare ye’ is Shelley’s brusque dismissal of La Serenissima. Padua, likewise, is a lost cause: the spark of its ancient university ‘lies dead […] Trampled out by tyranny’. Worse, its lamp of learning is like a meteor ‘lost over the grave of day, | Its gleams betrayed and to betray’.22 Since it is bound now to mislead further, to betray more men, we should not lament its demise.

These are surprisingly harsh sentiments, motivated by Shelley’s radical loyalties and in part by his wish to distinguish his own perspective from those of others—liberal or conservative. An apocalyptic radicalism comes through in the poem as Shelley suggests that tyranny’s destruction of Padua is all to the good because it will act as a distraction for those same forces of tyranny, blinding them to the greater danger they face: the Europe-wide conflagration of popular uprising that has been set in train by the original spark of Enlightenment learning, extinguished in its place of origin but vigorously burning still elsewhere (see 269–84). In the same vein, Venice may be spared, ‘while’ (i.e. so long as) ‘like flowers, | In the waste of years and hours, | From your dust new nations spring | With more kindly blossoming’ (163–6). This qualification also has the effect of making the preceding gesture of contempt (‘Earth can spare ye’) appear excessive and, again, theatrical.

English travellers were fond of condemning Venice; Eustace declared that the city:

for so many ages the seat of independence, of commerce, of wisdom, and of enterprise, gradually sunk from her eminence, and at length became the foul abode of effeminacy, of wantonness, and of debauchery.

Its history was, for him:

A tremendous lesson […] to prove, if such proof were wanting, that independence must be preserved, as it can only be obtained, by the sword […]; that submission excites contempt; and that determined heroic resistance, even should it fail, challenges and obtains consideration and honour.23

Lady Morgan is less moralizing because more disheartened:

such images of desolation and ruin are encountered, in every detail of the moral and exterior aspect of the city, as dissipate all visionary anticipations, and sadden down the spirit to that pitch, which best harmonizes with the misery of the once superb mistress of the waves.24

Shelley’s dismissal of Venice resists both these readings. The city is neither to be condemned nor its subjection to the Austrians bemoaned. Its art, its palaces, its romantic grandeur do not make it a special case. Rather, Shelley says, the city is valuable insofar as its history and example may inspire democracy and independence movements elsewhere.25

Via these moves, Shelley takes issue with Eustace’s judgemental rejection of the city. Both might say ‘Earth can spare ye’ but for quite different reasons. This implies a critique of Eustace’s patriotism and cultural self-confidence while Shelley’s willingness to part with Venice brings out the self-indulgence present in Lady Morgan’s fond misery. Shelley, therefore, is resisting both Eustace’s self-separation from the foul abode of Venice and Lady Morgan’s alignment of her feelings with the place, to the extent that her sad spirit ‘harmonizes’ with the city’s condition. Instead, he places himself at one remove both from the city itself and from the usual interpretations travellers bring to it. By taking the city to be (from some points of view) comparatively insignificant and unexceptional, Shelley reveals the true unwillingness (despite appearances) of other visitors to see it either as exceptional or as itself, in their attempts to align its fate with their own historical narratives, political agendas, moral precepts, or habitual sentimentality. Likewise, the tensions present within Shelley’s descriptions of Italian scenes expose the attempt by other travellers to avoid or deny their perplexity in the face of the country’s radical ambiguity—their reaching for some (usually rather desperate) means of establishing coherence, however partial, partisan, or self-reflexive that might be.

In a more direct attack on contemporary views of Venice, he claims that the city should be remembered for offering refuge to Lord Byron. ‘[L]et there only be […] one remembrance, more sublime | Than the tattered pall of time’:

That a tempest-cleaving Swan
Of the songs of Albion,
Driven from his ancestral streams
By the might of evil dreams,
Found a nest in thee; and Ocean
Welcomed him with such emotion
That its joy grew his.

(167, 171–2, 174–80)

Even visitors, such as Lady Morgan, who did not set out to inveigh against Venice’s corruption and luxury tended to be coy about Lord Byron’s presence there, since his notoriously and flagrantly debauched behaviour conformed precisely to the belief that Venice was a den of iniquity.26 Shelley boldly reverses this: Byron is the glory of Venice; the city’s welcome of the exiled poet is proof of its still uncorrupted condition.

This, the most fervent moment in the poem, occurs when Shelley finds in Venice a ‘nest’ for Byron and thus a realization of the hope with which he began, that ‘Many a green isle needs must be | In the deep wide sea of Misery’ (1–2). He returns to this idea at the end, urging that somewhere there must be ‘some calm and blooming cove, | Where for me, and those I love, | May a windless bower be built’. There:

the Spirits of the Air,
Envying us, may even entice
To our healing Paradise
The polluting multitude;
But their rage would be subdued
By that clime divine and calm.

(342–4, 353–8)

Though the poem attacks the pastoral impulse of Eustace and, to a similar extent, the liberal optimism of Lady Morgan, it still articulates a utopian ideal, placing that beyond the actual world of Italy yet also glimpsing something equivalent in the real—in Venice’s reception of Byron.

The impulse to find some hint of Eden in Italy, despite seeing this as a mistake and a temptation, is probed in Julian and Maddalo, particularly near the end. Having seen the Maniac’s suffering, Julian remarks:

   If I had been an unconnected man
I, from this moment, should have formed some plan
Never to leave sweet Venice,—for to me
It was delight to ride by the lone sea
[…] I imagined that if day by day
I watched him, and but seldom went away […]
I might reclaim him from his dark estate.

(547–50, 568–9, 574)

Venice becomes for Julian another green isle or windless bower: ‘one may write | Or read […] Unseen, uninterrupted’, he says, and enjoy the company of friends. Maddalo’s ‘wit | And subtle talk would cheer the winter night’ (551–2, 554, 559–60), just as Julian’s company will subdue the Maniac’s grieving rage. Julian imagines, in other words, another ‘healing Paradise’. That conventional hope produces the clichés of travel writing: the place becomes ‘sweet Venice’ and a few lines later ‘bright Venice’ (583), by striking and disappointing contrast with the detailed descriptions of the opening. It also leads to no actual help: Julian leaves Venice, ‘urged by his affairs’ (582), and abandons the Maniac to his fate.27

The poem remains secretive about its view of Julian’s wish to be of help followed by his rapid departure. Blitheness and self-deception are suggested without Julian’s actions being condemned exactly. He acknowledges readily that nothing came of his plans but claims that this incident was nonetheless exceptional: whereas usually such ‘dreams of baseless good’ vanish and are forgotten, ‘what I now designed,’ he says, ‘Made for long years impression on my mind’ (578, 580–1). This claim, although it is not fully supported by the poem, is not exposed to withering irony either. As Shelley directs towards his own idealizing perspective the same scepticism that he brought to both conservative pastoral and liberal naivety, he attains a curiously dispassionate acceptance of the pitfalls of his own position, recognizing its vulnerability to the criticism that someone like Maddalo might make. Yet the logic of disillusionment is not followed through in this poem and, in the remainder of Shelley’s output, he does not renounce or abandon idealism; he will still, sometimes obstinately, ‘talk Utopia’ (Julian and Maddalo, 179).

III

When he first arrived in Italy, Shelley found a quiet corner in Milan Cathedral where he could read Dante (see Letters: PBS II, 8) and Dante’s influence on Shelley’s Italian poetry is evident, especially in The Triumph of Life. Dante’s Purgatorio in particular assisted Shelley in reflecting on the marginality of his own position, exiled in Italy, and on the role that idealism could play in the task of addressing sad realities, the actualities of historical conditions and personal limitations.

Evidence of Purgatorio’s importance comes from Shelley’s drafting a translation of the first fifty lines of Purgatorio 28, at some point between summer 1818 and spring 1820;28 Dante’s renewed significance to him is apparent also from ‘The Woodman and the Nightingale’, written in terza rima, and from ‘Marenghi’ (or ‘Mazenghi’), a Dantean poem in its preoccupation with Florentine politics and exile. Both poems were written and left unfinished during Shelley’s winter in Naples (1818–19), a period which Mary Shelley describes as one of misery: ‘many hours were passed when [Shelley’s] thoughts, shadowed by illness, became gloomy,—and then he escaped to solitude, and in verses, which he hid for fear of wounding me, poured forth morbid but too natural bursts of discontent and sadness.’29 ‘Stanzas, Written in Dejection Near Naples’ bear witness to this state of mind, as do fragments from the same period such as ‘Apostrophe to Silence’ and ‘My Head is Wild with Weeping’ or the sonnet, ‘Lift not the painted veil’.

In ‘The Woodman and the Nightingale’, in a passage reminiscent of Purgatorio 28, Shelley imagines an idyllic woodland, tended by wood-nymphs who:

kept ever green

The pavement and the roof of the wild copse,
Chequering the sunlight of the blue serene

With jaggèd leaves,—and from the forest tops
Singing the winds to sleep.

(43–7; H 563)

‘Wild’ stands out here amidst the orderliness of the space and its unchangingness. The word’s dissonance in the lines is accentuated, perhaps, by the root-meaning of ‘copse’, which derives from ‘coppice’; a copse is by definition cultivated woodland, and so precisely not ‘wild’. Similarly, ‘jaggèd’ is unexpected, clashing with ‘the blue serene’ from a moment before and, through the closeness in sound and rhythm, bringing out a harsher quality from ‘Chequering’. You sense the dappling of the shade as light is being ‘checked’, held back, interrupted by foliage that is tough and spiny, more needle than leaf. By these means, Shelley brings ‘the thorns of life’ into a place of serenity; he also allows, however, that ‘Nature’s gentle law’ dictates that the nymphs chequer the light, keep the wild copse green without entirely taming it and water it with ‘Nature’s pure tears which have no bitterness’ (42, 50; H 563). Wildness and jaggedness seem innate and, curiously, to be tied in to the kindliness and generosity of nature. The dictional tension and intricacy of the writing reflects Shelley’s grief at the seemingly inherent cruelty of events (which had robbed him of his daughter Clara) and, secondly, his aspiration to find in these sad realities signs of a ‘gentle law’ in operation. That aspiration, as the use of terza rima perhaps reveals, was mediated by Dante.

Purgatorio begins with an escape from Hell. Dante, who has climbed out from the centre of the earth and reached the surface at the Antipodes, is gladdened by the dawn: ‘Dolce color d’oriental zaffiro […] alli occhi miei ricominciò diletto […] tosto ch’io usci’ fuor dell’aura morta.’30 The ‘Sweet hue of eastern sapphire […] to mine eyes | Unwonted joy renew’d […] soon as I scap’d | Forth from the atmosphere of deadly gloom’ (in the version by Henry Cary, the pre-eminent English translator of Dante in the period, which Shelley read).31 As Shelley wrote in Peter Bell the Third, ‘Hell is a city much like London—| A populous and smoky city’ (147–8) and, as he remarked to Peacock (noted above): ‘no sooner had we arrived in Italy, than the loveliness of the earth & the serenity of the sky made the greatest difference in my sensations’ (PBS: Letters II, 3). Dante’s narrative exactly paralleled his own, lending new resonances to the familiar, Edenic associations of Italy. Specifically, Dante’s example allowed the paradisal to be coloured by suspense and anxiety as well as hope.

Shelley enthused more than any of his contemporaries about Dante’s Paradiso and he composed a translation of the opening of Purgatorio canto 28, in which Dante enters the Earthly Paradise. Nonetheless, the settings of Dante’s Purgatory and his Ante-Purgatory, from the earlier cantos of Purgatorio, figure with greater intensity in Shelley’s poetry than do echoes of the Paradiso. The opening lines of The Triumph of Life adopt many elements from Purgatorio 1 and 2; the ‘waking dream’ that follows parallels Dante’s ‘Valley of the Princes’ (Purgatorio 7 and 8). The narrator sees a pageant of legislators: ‘Voltaire, | Frederic, and Kant, Catherine, and Leopold’ (42, 235–6). Writers and philosophers are coupled with the rulers of the world so that the bearing of thought on events, of theory and practice, becomes the focus of the poem. ‘And so my words were seeds of misery’, Rousseau cries, ‘Even as the deeds of others.’ The narrator comforts him by challenging that fear, ‘“Not as theirs,” | I said’. Rousseau, though, disputes this, pointing to a company of ‘Anarchs old whose force and murderous snares | Had founded many a sceptre bearing line’ and declares:

‘Their power was given

But to destroy […] I
    Am one of those who have created, even

If it be but a world of agony.’

(280–1, 285–6, 292–5)

The narrator’s absolute distinction between the tyrant and the thinker is not collapsed but the relation between the two sides looked at more closely.

Similarly, the narrator’s disdain for historical actors is rebuked:

‘Let them pass’—

I cried—‘the world and its mysterious doom

    ‘Is not so much more glorious than it was
That I desire to worship those who drew
    New figures on its false and fragile glass […]’

Rousseau replies first that all are equally insignificant (‘Figures ever new | Rise on the bubble, paint them how you may’). Secondly, after the narrator’s aloofness shifts towards misery (‘Mine eyes are sick,’ he says, ‘of this perpetual flow | Of people, and my heart of one sad thought’), Rousseau urges him to commit to the involvement he recoils from: ‘But follow thou, and from spectator turn | Actor or victim in this wretchedness.’ No longer ‘forbear[ing] | To join the dance’ makes one risk being destroyed by it, but also means one may do the world some good. By turning actor or victim, Rousseau continues, ‘what thou wouldst be taught I then may learn | From thee’. Disciple will be teacher, follower, leader, and the chain of history broken by this reversal of temporal sequence; isolated despair at the perpetual flow of people will be relieved by exposure to it.32

Shelley presented himself as lying ‘asleep in Italy’ when he wrote ‘The Mask of Anarchy’. His poems in response to the Peterloo massacre are paralleled by writings on the uprisings in Spain, Naples, and Greece. He recognized his proneness to over-investment in these causes: ‘With no strong personal reasons to interest me, my disappointment on public grounds has been excessive’ (Letters: PBS II, 291), he told Byron when the Neapolitan rebellion was put down. Yet the alternative seemed to be oblivion. The Mask of Anarchy and The Triumph of Life both rebuke the sleepy self-marginalization of the expatriate and, at the same time, vindicate it, since the dreams that come during the ‘wondrous trance of thought’ may inspire passive resistance (as in The Mask) and its intellectual equivalent: the stance searched after in The Triumph of Life in which the visionary hope continues even as it fades into the light of common day:

    ‘So knew I in that light’s severe excess
The presence of that shape which on the stream
    Moved, as I moved along the wilderness […]

A light from Heaven whose half extinguished beam

    ‘Through the sick day in which we wake to weep
Glimmers, forever sought, forever lost. […]’

(424–6, 429–31)

The ‘Valley of the Princes’ in Dante’s Purgatorio, cantos 7–8 provides the template for Shelley’s concerns over commitment, negligence, hesitation, and necessary patience.

The valley is another ‘windless bower’ (or abyss of Ida) in which pastoral beauty offers a foretaste of paradise; Dante discovers there an assembly of the great and the good, comparable to the gathering of poets in Inferno 4 and to the pageant of rulers in Shelley’s Triumph. Dante’s princes are, however, required to wait for their salvation to begin because, while alive, they did too little or acted too late. Dante’s rage over the fragmentation of Italy (which resonated so deeply with Foscolo and his compatriots) is voiced in Purgatorio 6, just before he encounters the princes. Their neglect of their duty colours, therefore, the reader’s experience of their enforced idleness and observation of their religious devotion. The princes sing the Catholic liturgy as evening falls, the leader ‘ficcando li occhi verso l’oriente, | come disse a Dio: “D’altro non calme”’ (fixing his gaze on the east, as if he were saying to God, ‘Nothing else concerns me’), and then the whole group singing, ‘avendo li occhi alle superne rote’ (their eyes directed towards the heavenly spheres) (Purgatorio 8, 11–12, 18; Sapegno, Divina Commedia II, 83). Under constraint, amidst disappointment and self-rebuke, the princes look still towards what is rising out of the eastern sky and also towards the eternal and the ideal, visible in the unchanging stars. Shelley’s stance in Italy, in the face of political setbacks, artistic rejection, and personal tragedy, is revealed by Dante’s princes, involved in their waiting.
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CHAPTER 3

RESOLUTIONS, DESTINATIONS
Shelley’s Last Year

ANN WROE

ONE night in June 1822, at Villa Magni near Lerici on the north-west Italian coast—the sky moonless, the sea rough, rain falling—Shelley saw himself standing beside his bed. His own shadow drew him to the hall and asked him ‘Are you satisfied?’ He did not record an answer. His wife Mary thought he screamed wildly in his dreams; he knew he was awake, calm, rational. He had met himself before, a day-appearing dream walking on the narrow terrace that almost overhung the sea, and knew what he would say. ‘How long do you mean to be content?’ he had asked himself, and vanished.1

Some months earlier, Faust-like, he had plucked the petals from ‘various flowers’, real or imagined, to ask whether he was loved:

and every one still said

‘She loves me, loves me not.’
And if this meant a Vision long since fled—
If it meant Fortune, Fame, or Peace of thought
If it meant—(but I dread
To speak what you may know too well)—
Still there was truth in the sad oracle.2

The day before, he had asked ‘her’—probably Mary, but perhaps Jane Williams, with whom he was falling hopelessly in love—‘if she believed | That I had resolution’ (49–50). He recorded no answer, as he gave no answer to his double, and as he had received no answer from the flower. He did not know.

To his friends, the last year of Shelley’s life was full of portents of his death. They saw fate in everything: the white arcaded house he had taken for the summer at San Terenzo, so isolated and austere, too near the sea; his new yacht the Don Juan, so foolishly rigged and engineered for speed; his wistfulness for the past; his bad dreams. Hindsight coloured every corner of the scene. Yet Shelley—for all his careless remarks about dying in his thirtieth year, for all the presentiments of death by drowning from Queen Mab onwards—was still taken by surprise. Until the blue-green waters of the Bay of Spezia closed over him at around 7 o’clock in the evening on 8 July 1822, his mind contained ambition as well as resignation.

He had plans, and meant to achieve them. He would assist the birth of a radical new quarterly, the Liberal, with Byron and Leigh Hunt; urge on the Greek revolution with what writings and efforts he could; see Hunt and Claire Clairmont, to both of whom he sent money and intimate, confiding letters, set up somehow. He would perhaps visit Greece, once it was free, or even seek some ‘entirely new sphere of action’ as far away as India. He was anticipating, too, what he would do with his father’s estate when he succeeded to it, down to the sale of timber in absentia (Letters: PBS II, 278, 361, 408). In the winter of 1821–2 he was tackling a grand historical subject in his drama of Charles the First; by late May he was writing, in The Triumph of Life, the most ambitious and technically assured poem he had yet undertaken. Yet every act of resolution was dogged by its opposite, and every confident statement tinged with despair. ‘I am full of thoughts and plans,’ he told Hunt in his last August, ‘and should do something, if the feeble and irritable frame which incloses it was willing to obey the spirit’ (Letters: PBS II, 345). Nine months later came a quieter, paradoxical thought, freighted with a deeper sadness: ‘I hope to forget what I might have been in my content with what I am’ (Letters: PBS II, 439).

To this conflict, death increasingly offered an answer. Dissolution or liberation, in one touch. Death did not need to step forward, though at times it did so, as stark embodied fears and premonitions. It merely had to sit at the corner of Shelley’s mind, the inevitability he would not forget. Several of his letters had the feel of tying things up, stocktaking, making lists, so that death could enter unregretted. He feared it, being mortal; and he strode towards it, holding out both his hands.

Time, he knew, was playing tricks on him. The ‘false’ hours flew, yet they dragged. Teetering between the unfaceable future and the unendurable past, as if he stood at the brink of a precipice to which he had slowly, arduously climbed, he was glad if the heaven above him was calm for the passing moment. Perhaps, like Faust, he could stop time then, crying, ‘Remain thou, thou art so beautiful’ (Letters: PBS II, 436). Yet the present, too, was often unbearable, the new day he fled from as soon as it appeared. To pause in such a place was to be becalmed among terrors. And it was far too dangerous to go back.

The past he had always hated, memory’s ashes and the cicatrices of pain: lost children, dead children, a dead wife, passion gone. But now he found himself haunted by it, nostalgic for the clouds of long-gone summers:

Something is not there which was.
(Stanza, ‘If I walk in Autumn’s
even’, 4, H 659)

Would the hours, he wondered in his last letter—hours passing so soon, returning so slowly—ever bring such happiness again as he and Edward and Jane had known in the summer of 1822? Or would they never return? Jane in reply, in a letter he never saw, asked why he was thinking that way. ‘Are you going to join your friend Plato or do you expect I shall do so soon?’ (Letters: PBS II, 445 and n.). But Shelley, again, was trying simultaneously to shake himself free from stasis and to cling to it, dreading the alternative. A very late pencilled poem, dated June 4/July 4 as if dates no longer mattered, seemed to catch the mood he was submerged in:

Time is flying
[Joy] is dying
Hope is sighing
    For there is

Far more to fear
In the coming year
Than desire can bear
    In this3

His divided state showed itself physically. A watercolour by his friend Edward Williams, undated but plainly from the last months in Pisa, showed Shelley hunched over a chairback, eyes exhausted, mouth slack, his curling sideburns white as an old man’s. At 28 or 29, he was worn out. It was time to leave ‘my winter life’ (MYR VII, 28–9). Yet it seemed to his friends that he was healthier than he had been for years: his chest fuller, his muscles firmer, his skin tanned and freckled with the Italian sun. Edward Trelawny, bathing with him often in the early summer of 1822, found him ‘strong as a young Indian’, vigorous and lithe (Records, I, x). Shelley himself, in Adonais, noted the paradox:

        On the withering flower
The killing sun smiles brightly: on a cheek
The life can burn in blood, even while the heart may break.

(286–8)

He confessed to Claire that body and soul, mind and frame, ‘me and my rebel faculties’ were in a state of permanent struggle. The ‘unnatural connexion’ of soul and body was prolonged partly for her sake (Letters: PBS II, 292, 403, 404). Too many people depended on him: Hunt, for lodgings and furniture in Italy, as well as the Liberal; Claire herself, for money and emotional support over the custody of Allegra, her daughter by Byron; William Godwin, Mary’s father, for funds to stave off bankruptcy. It seemed that no one came into his circle without needing and draining him; and that, increasingly, he could not replenish what he instinctively wanted to give.

Mary, too, depended too much on him. She had made him a part of her, binding him into her depression and despair. Love was still there somehow, a ghost at the hearth, though devoid of sympathy or understanding; duty remained, as well as a listless determination to confine the pain somehow. Their house in Pisa had brought rooted domesticity, with pot plants in the windows and their first bought Italian furniture arranged on the marble floors. But home was cold again.

As the heart when joy is [fled]

dead

As the night when sleep is fled
I [am] now [left] alone—
                     alone,
     left lone, alone—
     (MYR VII, ed. Quinn, 24–5)

When Godwin continued to pester them for money, Shelley hid his letters from Mary to prevent the hurt to her. When Mary was ill—and she was often ill, languid with pregnancy and hating the San Terenzo house—he endeavoured to protect her. Lerici was a paradise where he would live always, he told Horace Smith, were it not that ‘Mary has not the same predilection’ (Letters: PBS II, 443). He would carry out her commissions if he remembered them, change his jacket to look ‘proper’ if she insisted, sign his letters ‘Yours affectionately S’, as usual. He would subdue his own wishes for her sake. But it was Jane to whom he wrote ‘only […] for the pleasure of tracing what will meet your eyes’ (Letters: PBS II, 445).

Ghosts also haunted the marriage. The summer of 1821 brought the scandal stirred up by Byron’s friends the Hoppners, in which Shelley stood accused of fathering a child by Claire and abandoning it to the Naples foundling hospital. That child, Elena Adelaide Shelley, had died in 1820 of teething and fever, her true identity and history ruthlessly kept secret. Shelley had last shown such efficiency to shield Claire and Allegra from scandal in 1816; but in April 1822 Allegra too, a blue-eyed beauty with whom he had recently skipped and run like a child himself, had died of typhus fever. He saw her ghost a month later in the waves at Villa Magni, a naked child in the moonlit foam, clapping her hands for him to play again (Williams, Journal, 57–8). Death, he supposed, infected all those connected with him. And phantoms—including his own—had taken to returning.

Memory and thought, close-linked, now caused him disabling pain. He struggled actively to suppress them by sailing, frenetic exercise, or wild behaviour. Trelawny in the last months remembered him full of ‘high glee’ and shrieking laughter, spirits and fun. They hid the other side: feelings scratched so violently in dull pen over pencil that the whole page seemed to quake and hurt.

Vultures who build yr. bowers
High in the Futures towers
Wake, for the spirits blast
Over my peace has past
          -------------

Wrecked hopes on hopes are spread
Dying joys choked by dead
Will serve your beaks for prey
         Many a day.
               (MYR VII, 290–1; H 637)

That same notebook was full of the random scribbles of a child to whom the notebook had probably been handed: as if it did not matter, and as if he did not care.

Laudanum helped him. The small brown bottle was stuffed in a pocket, the dosing furtive and ashamed. In August 1821, though, after a fleeting and secret visit to Claire (that old addiction, too, bitter-sweet and unbreakable), he told her that he had slept as well ‘as one might naturally sleep after taking a double dose of opium’, as if he had done so (Letters: PBS II, 314). Laudanum stilled not only pain and breathing, but time itself, smoothing the moments out into eternity; it dissolved the body into the wider scene, a boundless immensity of being. At the dawning of that day he had rowed out with Claire in the harbour at Livorno to float among the white sails and the mist (CC, 245). This strange scene was his last birthday morning.

He was young, yet he was old. He was also pure; yet he was damaged and stained. ‘How am I fallen’, he told the wondering Hunt in April 1822, ‘from the boasted purity in which you knew me once exulting!’ (Letters: PBS II, 405). The Hoppner accusations were part of it; but when these had surfaced Shelley had been defiant in his conviction of his own ‘exalted nature’ and his pure soul’s disdain. He longed only to withdraw to some lonely island from ‘this hellish society of men’ (Letters: PBS II, 319, 339). Yet he knew there was no escape that way. There was no denying the false masks, the layers of lies and pestering, evil thoughts, that flaked and fluttered from the faces of the hapless human processants in The Triumph of Life—his own masks too, concealing his own face. The outward Shelley was no better than those he mixed with, or obsessively avoided. And social isolation could not protect him from the hell that lay inside him.

His vegetarianism, once a sign of his purity, had now become random. He ate cold meat for lunch, and fished with Williams from the rocks on the shore at San Terenzo. He was still one of the Sunetoi, the elect, for whom he had written Epipsychidion; a man so confident in his pureness of mind and body that he could pause, perfectly naked and dripping with water from the sea, to argue with a female dinner guest who objected to him (Trelawny, Records, I, 166–9). Yet his indomitable sense of righteousness, that self-esteem he clung to as fiercely as love and hope, had been knocked aside by something. Self-doubt had entered in.

Some of it stemmed from his ‘intolerable’ closeness to Byron, a bond vexed by ‘the demon of mistrust & of pride’ (Letters: PBS II, 393, 324). He longed to break away, but was unable to. In Pisa from November 1821 they were neighbours across the river, shooting, playing billiards, riding, arguing, with Shelley’s nerves ‘shaken to pieces’ at Byron’s claret-fuelled dinner parties (Letters: PBS II, 379). He had long been disgusted by Byron’s mode of life, his immorality and laziness with his talent; but when, in the autumn of 1821, Byron seemed at last to produce a great work in Don Juan, Shelley found its beauty and transcendence irrevocably mixed up with ‘what is worst in human nature’ (Letters: PBS II, 357). With disgust, he felt his censure slide into envious worship and even sycophancy; in his ‘Sonnet to Byron’ he became a ‘worm’, Byron his God (4, 14). Almost his last vicarious contact with him was the name Don Juan blazoned in black on the mainsail of his yacht. He retained the name, though he had wanted to call his new boat Ariel; but he had the sail scrubbed with every known cleanser, and then patched, to remove the pollution Byron had painted there.

Perhaps, too, he had been reading too much Faust, devouring Goethe’s play ‘over & over again’ in the spring of 1822. That too was a paradox, his pleasure deriving directly from ‘despair & a scorn of the narrow good we can attain in our present state’. Perhaps his ‘discontent with the less’ did indeed imply ‘a just claim to the greater’; perhaps, with a small, select company, he was really ‘in the right road to Paradise’ (Letters: PBS II, 406). Or, his hesitancy implied, the path to destruction. Translating Faust involved brushing with obscenity, ‘which is ever blasphemy against the divine beauty in life’:4 naked witches straddling broomsticks, apple trees yawning into dark vulva-clefts, the ‘agonizing pleasure’ of frantic sex he was to find again among the maddened firefly dancers of The Triumph of Life. Maurice Retzsche’s sparely erotic engravings also caught those scenes: the Harz revellers half-dancing, half-coupling in their tangled hair, or the full, soft, devouring kiss of Faust and Margaret in the summer house. It made all the pulses of his head beat, Shelley told John Gisborne, merely to touch the back of the page on which that picture lay (Letters: PBS II, 407). The pulses of his heart, he could not help adding, ‘have been quiet long ago’. But they were not so quiet that he, too, had not felt delight turn to poisonous desire that caught him, moth to flame, and consumed him. One instant in particular, with Claire or with Jane, perhaps a kiss (‘Sweet lips’), was almost too searing to record:

[Delusion madness & ruin]
    [And memory]
          […]
          [too sweet]
               (MYR VII, 276–7)

Among the concepts he now struggled to express, finding the mundane word ‘too often profaned’ to catch its depth, force, and gentleness, was love.5

Translation itself was a sign of his frustration. He used it as a distraction from limping projects, a way past blocks. He was translating a good deal in those last months, from Calderón’s El mágico prodigioso as well as Faust, perhaps because Charles the First would not take wing. With Spanish he was fluent and assured; Goethe was harder. He spent unmoving hours balancing Faust and the German dictionary on the marble mantelpiece of his study, running his long fingers distractedly through his hair. He once told Trelawny that he had ‘lost a day’ doing this (Records, I, 94): days of whose passing he was now painfully aware.

The matter he translated, from both authors, shared a theme of bargains with the devil: an immortal soul for magic powers, worldly pleasures, a woman’s love. Both Calderón’s Cypriano and Faust imagined themselves striding the air and marshalling the stars, as Shelley in Prometheus Unbound had seen man himself (IV, 418–23). Those dreams turned to ashes. Faust’s Margaret cut her throat; Cypriano’s Justina, on the point of ravishment, became a cloaked skeleton who filled his arms with death.

Both Faust and Cypriano were alchemists. In this dangerous, synthesizing science they believed their magic lay, as Shelley did. His magisterial essay of 1821 on his own powers and duties, A Defence of Poetry, had described poetry as ‘secret alchemy’, which ‘turns to potable gold the poisonous waters which flow from death through life’ (Major Works, 698). It was ‘indeed something divine […] at once the centre and circumference of knowledge’ (696), and he controlled it, sunlike and godlike in the play of his imagination, directly in line from Homer, Dante, Bacon, Shakespeare, Milton. He too heard ‘the echo of the eternal music’, and beheld in the present the shape of what was to come (677).

Three instalments had been envisaged for the Defence. He had managed one, and offered Charles Ollier, his publisher, the second for nothing in September 1821 (Letters: PBS, II, 275, 355); but he did not write it. His surpassing statement of his own duties and his own divinity had dwindled into silence. Those ‘happiest and best moments of the happiest and best minds’, out of which his magic flared (Major Works, 697), seemed consigned to the unvisitable past. He remembered them acutely, even from childhood: the slow dropping of the noonday pine cones, the hum of gnats, while he closed his eyes to find the ‘fire-trailed stars’ of the universe inside (MYR VII, 308–9, 300–1). Now the lamp was destroyed, the lute broken, and the landscape one of naked branches and cold, roaring gales that no longer carried his spirit to the heights.

    No song—but sad dirges,
Like the wind through a ruined cell
    Or the mournful surges
That ring the dead seaman’s knell.
(‘When the lamp is shattered’, 13–16)

His high prophetic voice could sometimes be recovered. In the epigram to his lyrical drama Hellas, written in the autumn of 1821 under the sharp spur of the Greek rebellion against the Turks, he was the dove above the battlefield anticipating ‘glorious struggles’; in the Prologue he soared among ‘splendour-winged’ and golden worlds, the green and azure sphere of earth turning below him, at the dawn of created time (20, 53–64). Prince Alexander Mavrocordato, who had become a friend in Pisa, would organize insurrection on the ground; Shelley, Freedom’s voice on Freedom’s wing, would radiantly shadow forth the Greece to come, once more the world’s source of liberty and light. He too was Greek (‘I try to be what I might have been’), writing in conscious imitation of Aeschylus’ The Persians (Letters: PBS, II, 364); he too, therefore, according to his Preface, was that divine mirror, a being ‘stript of all but that ideal energy, which is all we would be or would become’:6

Another Athens shall arise,
And to remoter time
Bequeath, like sunset to the skies,
    The splendour of its prime,
And leave, if nought so bright may live,
All earth can take or Heaven can give.

(1084–9)

But such enthusiasm had become rare. Even Hellas, his Preface admitted, was ‘a mere improvise’, produced with such emotion that much of the draft was barely legible. And even its most exhortatory passages were touched with the valediction he felt towards his own life.

Could aught that is, ever again
Be what it once has ceased to be:
    Greece might again be free.
                  (BSM XVI, 244–5)

The scheme to set up the Liberal was also part of the cause of civilization, inspiration, and social improvement. But Shelley hung back, consenting to be ‘only a sort of link’ between Hunt and Byron in the enterprise, and then even less: ‘I am, and I desire to be, nothing’ (Letters: PBS II, 344).

His drama Charles the First, too, was no revolutionary appeal. Whatever his initial hopes for the play (‘King Lear is my model,’ he told Trelawny (Records, I, 117)), it had none of the cold steel of The Cenci, and proved in the end, in his uncharacteristically strong phrase, ‘a devil of a nut […] to crack’ (Letters: PBS II, 373). His characters spoke tamely, in competent but laboured verse; his notebooks were filled with careful historical points cribbed from Hume, though he hated history. Either of his rebel heroes, Sir Harry Vane or Hampden, might have been Shelley’s fond projection of himself, but they barely entered the action before he abandoned it. Instead Shelley’s favourite was Archy, the court fool, a mad singer babbling of blindness and rat-traps, corpses and rainbows. Archy saw truth, but his nonsense obscured it again; his words had wings, but rather than the soaring bird of prophecy he was the other, shyer poet of the Defence, ‘a nightingale who sits in darkness, and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds’; sad sounds.

There was no leaf upon the forest bare,
   No flower upon the ground,
And little motion in the air
   Except the mill-wheel’s sound.

(V, 13–16; H 507)

A fundamental strangeness lay in this English subject. Shelley had been away from England now for more than three years. His exile, self-imposed and intended as temporary, had become his life. He still sought out the Indicator, and expatriate English friends made up most of his narrow society. But friends in England wrote rarely, and his letters back to them asked no political questions. He confided to Thomas Love Peacock that he knew his ‘cause’ was lost in England; he told Gisborne that he would not return, even when his father died (Letters: PBS, II, 331, 409). He had written no reformist works since A Philosophical View of Reform, his best and most ambitious, had petered out in mid-sentence in 1820; his good genius, he said, had urged him not to (442). Since then he had felt closer to revolts in Naples and Spain than to any stirrings north of the Channel. He still clung to moral and political hope, he told Byron, ‘like a drowner to a plank’ (291); but whatever revolutionary hopes he had nourished for England had faded like the land itself. The chatter in his house was of Italian domestics; his roof (the roof of his prison and charnel house, as he continued to regard the world) was the blue Italian sky; his 2-year-old son Percy, though fair and fat as any English child, babbled in Italian in his arms.

His books, besides, did not sell in England, and had never sold. Prometheus Unbound had had some fair reviews; but increasingly, the hassle of unseen proofs and public indifference weighed on Shelley. His publisher Charles Ollier was so dilatory and uncommunicative that he dreamed of ‘ex-Ollierization’ (Letters: PBS II, 388), but could not effect it. He turned in July 1821 to an Italian printer for Adonais, now his favourite among his poems; the types of Didot were beautiful, but the reviews remained scathing. If Adonais excited no interest, he told Hunt, he had no incentive to go on. ‘I write nothing,’ he confided to his friend the next March. ‘What motive have I to write.’ Without the certainty of finding sympathy, he told friends, there was no point (Letters: PBS II, 382, 394, 368, 436). Hunt, swept into his violent embrace at last in Italy, found him the same as ever, ‘with the exception of less hope’.7 But hope was crucial. Shelley’s sense of lost purity was also bound up with the loss of his ideals.

Nonetheless his solitary days were still devoted to the chance of visions appearing and lines coming: in the pools and pine glades of the Pisan forest or in the caves and shallows round Lerici, his boat rocking under him in the light-play of the sea. Both Trelawny and Williams were told that he wrote better in the open air, seeking that ‘secret correspondence of the heart’ between flowing water, the wind in the leaves, and the motion of spirit in his body.8 The source of inspiration had not changed. But the sense of divine beauty hidden, of music fled, tended to become a more prosaic list of obvious enthusiasms: flowers, grass springing, dawns, women’s smiles.9 Even in Adonais, what he loved became a bitter jingle.

As long as skies are blue, and fields are green,
Evening must usher night, night urge the morrow,
Month follow month with woe, and year wake year to sorrow.

(187–9)

Trelawny, surprising him one day in the Pisan forest, found scrawled, smudged sheets scattered in the grass and received from Shelley an almost crude, dismissive account of how his poems appeared: boiled off from his seething brain like scum on liquor, breeched like ‘bantlings’, or bastards (Records, I, 107–8). The high poet’s voice of the Defence was mocked by the man’s, as though they were strangers to each other. ‘The poet & the man’, he told the Gisbornes in July 1821, ‘are two different natures: though they exist together they may be unconscious of each other, & incapable of deciding upon each other’s powers & effects by any reflex act’ (Letters: PBS II, 310). The poet sat alone, waiting, dreaming; the man gathered up those ‘alms for oblivion’ and hastened back to Mary, ‘the quick coupled with the dead’ (Records, I, 105).

He was perhaps less dead than indifferent: to society, parties, ‘polite human faces’, inert at Mary’s side (Letters: PBS II, 292). In his mind he was ‘the Snake’ as Byron now called him, sly, subversive, outcast, and reviled. His detachment from the world was increasing. His body he described as a cage, a shell or skin soon empty and left without regret. To Gisborne he explained that ‘my error—and it is difficult for spirits cased in flesh and blood to avoid it—consists in seeking in a mortal image the likeness of what is perhaps eternal’ (Letters: PBS II, 434). Thus, with apparent lightness, he now dismissed Epipsychidion, the beauty and terror of mystical love and the rapturous transfiguration of the united soul. Perhaps what he had felt and seen was true. Perhaps, on the other hand, it was only ‘a production of a portion of me already dead’ (Letters: PBS II, 262–3). He could no longer look at it, evidently, because his passion for Emilia Viviani was over. Or because it was unbearable to recall where for an instant he had been, and what he had been: transfigured, bodiless, complete.

He sought love desperately, as always; but first he sought calm. The chief attractions of Jane Williams, gradually brought into focus, were her amiability, her lack of words, her gentleness. The Williams household, on the floor below his in Pisa, offered a respite from thought and pressing time. Again and again he visited, slipping ‘too melancholy’ verses to them that were not by him but by ‘my friend’, or were ‘the torn leaf of a book out of date’ (Letters: PBS II, 437, 384). With Jane, too, he left the house for the forest. In her company he gazed into the unmoving pools, more beautiful in their green and purple shades than the world above; with her the wide landscape of Apennine mountain, sea, and shore found a focus in smiling, silent love. He was agitated as fleeting, surface water; she was still. He would ‘take what this sweet hour yields’, the illusory ecstasy of the present moment, tacitly acknowledging that with her he had no past and no future. His poet-self made it otherwise, sure that in some previous life or state he had been her Ariel, her soul-guide, ‘flitting on, your prow before | Like a living meteor’. But now Ariel was silent, unlit, imprisoned ‘in a body like a grave’, or in the wood of the guitar he gave her. Her music alone would release him as it touched the nervestrings of his heart.10

Under her attempts at Mesmerism in the saloon at Pisa, or sitting, trembling, with her on the moonlit beach at San Terenzo, he let her hand caress his brow with infinite tenderness. But he was not healed. He could not be, because she was Edward’s and he, despite himself, Mary’s. In this too he was divided. The Poet knew that ‘Memory gave me all of her’ and that to his depths he was possessed by Jane, to love, to sleep, and to forget. The man, polite and grateful, knew that pity was all she could offer him. When she left him alone on the beach he was ‘disturbed and weak’, aroused but unrelieved; once again, the pain-daemon ‘reassumed his throne | In my faint heart.’ Still in trance at Pisa he had lied, in answer to her question of how he did, that he was ‘Better, quite well’. But only breaking ‘my chain’ could cure him: the chain of his marriage, of time, or of his life.11

The background question was whether he had resolution: in the case of Jane, and in the general case of himself. In ‘The serpent is shut out from Paradise’, he answered it:

                          One who had
Would ne’er have thus relieved
His heart with words, but what his judgement bade
Would do, and leave the scorner unrelieved.

     (50–3)

He was still capable, despite his disclaimer, of steely and sometimes frightening resolve. At Byron’s shooting parties outside Pisa he could often fire straightest and fastest at the target, his eye unblinking, his hand rock-steady. When Mary in June 1822 almost died of a miscarriage, it was he who had ice brought, overbearing all resistance and pre-empting all medical advice, to fill a bath with it and by ‘unsparing application’ (Mary’s still shivering, terrified words) stanch the bleeding (Letters: MWS, 1, 244). And when in March 1822 an Italian dragoon insulted a party of them at the Pisa city gate, Shelley plunged so keenly into the mêlée that followed that a sabre-blow knocked him from his horse and made him sick.

These headstrong episodes, however, did not prove that there was resolution in his life. Between the spring of 1821 and the summer of 1822 there was a sense of drift interspersed with sudden dramas, shocks that might even release him into another state. He once rowed Jane and her infants out to sea at Lerici in his tiny coracle of woven reeds and, oblivious to them, rested in dejection on the oar over deep water (Trelawny, Records, I, 156–61). Suddenly, brightening, he cried, ‘Now let us together solve the great mystery!’ With difficulty, she dissuaded him.

How actively he desired death was hard to say. His old imaginings of his own grave, strewn with rue and pansies and unwatered by tears, now had an exact geography in the meadows of the Protestant Cemetery in Rome where his small son William lay buried, ‘so sweet a place’ (Adonais, Preface). He wrote of sleep, ‘soft as love, and calm as death’ (Hellas, 12) with a new intensity, and sighed for night as the dawn came. In Adonais Death, the lover, pulled him down, embracing him:

—oh, dream not that the amorous Deep
Will yet restore him to the vital air.

       (25–6)

At some stage too he wrote neatly, carefully, on the corner of a notebook page, ‘Killing Self’ (BSM XII, 10–11). Boldly under it stood a tree, one of ‘my’ trees as he thought of them, leafy and deep-layered, still growing. The words were in faint pencil; so faint, that he might have rubbed a hand across to blur the intention. He told Claire that, despite ‘the strong motives which should impel me to desire to exist under another form’, he also longed to live (Letters: PBS II, 288, 296). On balance, too, he rowed Jane and her children back to the beach at Villa Magni.

Yet he gave the impression that if a chance came to answer the question that had ‘teazed’ him all his life, he would take it. He would not struggle. Instead he would lie at the bottom of the pool, stretched like an eel, until something or someone plucked him out; or he would let himself go limp, as in the thrashing spume at Lerici, until he was carried to the shore. ‘My curiosity on this point’, he told his cousin Tom Medwin, ‘never amounts to solicitude’ (Letters: PBS II, 341). To find what he sought, as he noted in Adonais (464–5), he knew he must die first.

Most practically, he wrote to Trelawny in June 1822 requesting, at ‘any price’, prussic acid, or essential oil of bitter almonds, ‘that golden key to the chamber of perpetual rest’ (Letters: PBS II, 433). He did not mean to use it then, just to have it by him: ‘A single drop, even less, is a dose & it acts by paralysis.’ He was good at vanishing; on Trelawny’s first visit in January 1822, after holding the rough-cut sailor spellbound for a while with Calderón, he suddenly disappeared ‘like a spirit’, as Jane said (Records, I, 22). Out of the obstructed life and the impossible loves, out of the stiffening, dying body, he would slip away.

Lerici was a step towards the edge. It was only a temporary reprieve; at summer’s end the trunks and furniture would go back to Pisa. But that escape was sought with all Shelley’s famous urgency, up and down the coast, by foot and boat. The villa itself, little more than a whitewashed boathouse, commended itself to him for one overriding reason: it stood, as his Poet-selves had so often stood, with its back to the enclosing mountains and its face to the wide, blue, beckoning bay, time stretching out into infinity.

Who shall put forth on thee,
    Unfathomable Sea?
        (‘Time’, 9–10; H 637)

The waves might almost come to fetch him: roaring in the lower storey like artillery, flooding in his dreams.

No particular destination drew him. His sea, like Homer’s, was pathless and trackless; he committed himself almost wildly to the waves, and to wind and current. Nothing had changed, now that proper sea-sailing had entered his life. Steering and navigation were both joyously careless. His voyages in both the little green-and-white Arno punt, acquired in April 1821, and the ‘beautiful’ Don Juan, delivered in May 1822, were mostly random. ‘In the evening we sail about’, he told Claire in June, and in the daytime the vessel was pitted against all comers in impromptu races, usually beating them ‘as a comet might pass the dullest planet of the Heavens’ (Letters: PBS II, 427, 422). The yacht also went out merely to challenge squalls, storms, and winds. The end was unknown; the point was speed, motion, and the heeling of the undecked boat, with its multiple sails sometimes almost grazing the surface of the sea.12 The point was flying, as nearly as was possible, in a vessel that made almost no barrier between the elements and himself. Ecstatically, Shelley stopped time this way. He probably died this way.

A journey without a destination was also the theme of much of the writing he was doing on shore. In The Triumph of Life, begun in May, left unfinished, a procession of dusty souls surged along a highway, ignorant and desperate:

All hastening onward, yet none seemed to know
      Whither he went, or whence he came, or why
He made one of the multitude […]

     (47–9)

Behind them rushed a chariot driven by Life, blindfolded, as Destiny had been in Hellas. Again Shelley heard the relentless turning of the wheels of existence, bringing-to-be and destroying, never ceasing. Humanity streamed past as bubbles jostling, breaking, and vanishing, leaving only thin foam behind them. Pure, he would not join them; impure, he would have no choice. The Earth itself was a bubble, a ‘false and fragile glass’ on which men threw their shadows before they faded (243–51). In Hellas, too, the whole fabric of human life, past, present, and future, firmaments and worlds, were ‘motes of a sick eye, bubbles and dreams’. Thought alone ‘and its quick elements, Will, Passion | Reason, Imagination’, could not die (776–81, 795–801). The rest—mortal Shelley, his earthly life—was formed out of random atoms and went to nothing, whirled aimlessly as he watched.

He had asked in Adonais whether he was an actor or spectator in what seemed to be his life (184–5). He was both, perhaps, a dream observing dreams. In The Triumph of Life he once more faced his own phantom in the eyeless, withered root that was the ghost of Rousseau, battering him with his urgent questions: where he was from, where he was going, why. Rousseau could not answer, and radiant daylight offered only a cup of forgetfulness. Then Life’s ‘cold bright car’ crossed the forest again, sweeping up this ‘I’, this ‘me’, the Rousseau-who-was-Shelley, carrying him to ‘bright destruction’ down the stream of life, now a river, now almost the tumultuous sea that was soon to overwhelm him.

    ‘[…] I among the multitude
Was swept, me sweetest flowers delayed not long,
    Me not the shadow nor the solitude,
                […]

                —but among

      The thickest billows of the living storm
I plunged, and bared my bosom to the clime
      Of that cold light, whose airs too soon deform.—’

(460–2, 465–8)

Death caught him before the poem ended. Yet he meant to go on; and, almost certainly, there would have been a destination. His Poet-voyages had always been less a leap into the unknown than a statement of violent desire, though what he desired could not be named until he was there, embraced by it, possessed. Where Shelley arrived was often a place he already knew: one of those green isles, rising from the sapphire sea, in which he had walked in the woods, heard the nightingales, gazed into diamond-glinting wells, and disturbed the sleeping deer. An inward light, the sunset, star-springing light of love or of the heart, illuminated them, the ‘sweet evening beams’ he had tried to describe in the draft of The Triumph of Life.13 He had been there in Epipsychidion and at the end of Lines Written among the Euganean Hills; he was there again in Hellas, in ‘the Evening land’ that was partly America and partly no place known on earth (1038–57). Even in Charles the First Hampden embarked from Westminster to find them: ‘floating Edens’ shining to the west, his idealized and perfect world (IV, 19–25; H 505).

Shelley’s last poem, too, might have ended in such a place: horror replaced by hope, and the apparent by the real. As he left the narrative, no sign of an up-beat was visible. The very rhythm of the terza rima, interweaving, to and fro, suggested the eternal ebb and flow of the strong tides at Lerici, ever aspiring and falling back, to the future, to the past, pausing at neither. His own mastery of the form, after years of trying, now allowed him to control it like an ocean; having acquired Dante’s music, he too might be able to progress from his Inferno to his Paradise. As he broke off from the Triumph a boat was edging its way on to the folded page, his perennial hope of rescue and transfiguration.

What was life? Where was he going? He had asked the same question in Adonais, his elegy for Keats, and had answered it in different ways. The dead Keats, who was also himself, would never wake: he would decay, like all material things. On the other hand,

Nought we know, dies. Shall that alone which knows
Be as a sword consumed before the sheath
By sightless lightning?

(177–9)

Implicitly, the answer was no. The Poet would become ‘one with Nature’ both physically and spiritually, ‘a portion of the loveliness | Which once he made more lovely’ and of the unknown Power beyond it (370, 379–81). Though the body would vanish, his spirit would move, touch, and illuminate, even press to passion and reaction, as Shelley’s would. The unacknowledged Poet, the writer of unsellable books and unnoticed pleas for reform, would become part of ‘the one Spirit’s plastic stress’ that would mould and change the world. He himself would become the wind, the lightning, and the song and, after death, know something of ‘Fame’s serene abode’ (45) among the actor and spectator stars.

One particular metaphor haunted him in his last year. It involved a strange plant, seeded deep in the earth and there creeping, growing, and mutating, like the snake he increasingly joked he was, from the soil to the grass to the water. Frost should have killed it (‘The Exotic […] droops in this frost’14), but it survived somehow, nourished by starlight and tears. In both ‘The Zucca’ and Fragments of an Unfinished Drama the snakeplant appeared; both stories broke off ambiguously, the journey unfinished. But in the Drama the plant rested, ‘some light cloud’ on the surface of a garden pool, mirroring all the hues and forms around it, like some chameleon poet; like himself.

And thus it lay in the Elysian calm
Of its own beauty, floating on the line
Which, like a film in purest space, divided
The heaven beneath the water from the heaven
Above the clouds […]

(228–32; H 487–8)

These plants seemed to have cast themselves to earth, with the plant of the Drama ‘panting forth light among the leaves and flowers | As if it lived, and was outworn with speed; | Or that it loved’ (131–3). A similar journey was described, too, among his most chaotic drafts for Adonais and Hellas: another story of a star or a monad, pure love and liberty, plunging from heaven to beat somehow in the dark, deep earth, ‘unextinct in that cold source […] a ray of the eternal’ (BSM XVI, 242–3). And jotted in pencil in one 1822 notebook, among scattered, familiar fragments of despair (‘[Vision of a fatal year | Tempt me not to hope or fear]’), were repeated attempts to pin down one star’s history.

There was a star [in] when Heaven was young
That [from the]
         twin with Hesper sprung—
The music that without a lyre
[Wandered oer the sea]
             […]

By the music of heaven
       A star out of
          […]
[By]                         [night]
    [came out of the deep]

            [A star from [?Shelley’s bower]]
                    [Heaven[s] music enkind]
              [Soothes [to] its sleep of sounds & light]
              [By Heavens l[o]ve]
                [And love with its ascendant]
                    [the world]

(MYR VII, 12–13, 31, 35)

In Hellas he observed more immortal monads or beings descending to the bubble-world, briefly clothing themselves in matter and reascending, ‘according to the degree of perfection which every distinct intelligence may have attained’:

Bright or dim are they as the robes they last
      On Death’s bare ribs had cast.

(209–10)

He did not mean to dogmatize, he said. His rational self remained sceptical, insisting to Trelawny that he could not believe in immortality without good evidence (Records, I, 92), and concluding in the second note to Hellas that, ‘in our present state’ (a concept that now seemed to nag at him), a solution to the puzzle of life after death, or before it, could never be found. Yet there remained that imagery of the star falling and rising, drawn by eternal music or by love. There remained that ‘inextinguishable thirst’.

He knew for certain that love, or rather the lack of what he loved (invoking that truth that he had long ago retrieved from Plato’s Symposium), was still the motivation of his life. But this was not the lustful earth-love of The Triumph of Life, nor the water-love of music and magnetism he was trying to share with Jane Williams. Instead, he desired ‘more in this world than any understand’. As he explained in ‘The Zucca’,

     I loved, I know not what—but this low sphere
And all that it contains, contains not thee,
     Thou whom seen no where, I feel every where […]

(20–2; H 665)

Some representative of that unseen power, a phantom that glimmered like ‘the ghost of a forgotten form of sleep’, moved beside Shelley-Rousseau in The Triumph of Life, ‘forever sought, forever lost’ (428, 431). In draft this was his herald and guide, ‘a light from Heaven’.15 This was the morning star, almost extinguished by the false, lurid sun of earthly life; and it was also his inner poet’s light that had shone through Adonais from the opening epigram, ‘Thou wert the morning star among the living’. This ghost, too, was himself.

In Adonais Shelley’s own phantom, crowned with dying pansies and with his thyrsus in his hand, came last in the line of mourners, a stranger even to his own Muse, a ‘frail form’ that was clearly on the verge of leaving life. But this form was also ‘a Power | Girt round with weakness’, ‘A Love in desolation masked’, a billow already breaking into the infinite, resounding sea (289–303). He was a dream dissolving, but into the shocking, godlike essence of himself: ‘A portion of the Eternal’, infinite strength and infinite Love.

At the end of Adonais this radiance at last shone on him, unmisted and unmediated.

The Light whose smile kindles the Universe,
That Beauty in which all things work and move,
That Benediction which the eclipsing Curse
Of birth can quench not, that sustaining Love
Which through the web of being blindly wove
By man and beast and earth and air and sea,
Burns bright or dim, as each are mirrors of
The fire for which all thirst; now beams on me,
Consuming the last clouds of cold mortality.

(478–85)

He had anticipated this. The experience of it, known as he wrote it, lay across the rest of his life. His scepticism never quite disavowed it, and his spells of despair never buried it. He would die ‘the death which lovers love’,16 living in the fire he sought.

Beneath his physical and mental strugglings lay ‘the god of my own heart’, quietly acknowledged in a late letter for the first time (Letters: PBS II, 394). He had also been reading Plato constantly, finding there ‘all that could be said’ on the immortality of the soul.17 Behind his temporal, trapped agitation was a curious calm.

The last days of June 1822 brought glassy, unmoving heat. In that stillness it was almost impossible to sail, but he had promised to meet Hunt in Livorno and discuss their plans. As the weather broke on 8 July, whipping into action the oily, languid sea, he was sailing home.

In the ecstasy of the present moment, the scream of wind, sky, and water, he could just cram Keats’s Lamia volume into his pocket, folded back on itself where he would not lose the place. He had time for nothing else. Books, clothes, flesh, face, dissolved into silt and the sea. And what would burn of him burned.

He was borne ‘darkly, fearfully, afar’. And he was already there.
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CHAPTER 4

SHELLEY AND WOMEN

NORA CROOK

WHY not ‘Shelley and Men’? Why not, indeed? Shelley’s relationships with men were no less important than those with women; several biographers and critics have treated them, as, in effect, much more so.1 The memoirs left by Shelley’s friends Thomas Medwin, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, Thomas Love Peacock, and Edward John Trelawny testify to the indelible impression that he made on them when young, and their association with him has pleaded for oblivion against their names. At one extreme this can manifest itself as total devotion (confessions that Shelley was a personal beau-ideal of all that a man should be); at the other, as a compulsion to record the often risible eccentricities of a dominant personality (Shelley licking turpentine off pine trees, or suddenly declaring his intention of becoming a clergyman, or walking naked into mixed company). But they also demonstrate, taken with Shelley’s correspondence, his deep attachment to his male friends, his need for fraternity, for their companionship and stimulus, his reproaches when he felt neglected by them, and the importance of their shared activities (translating Greek, reading and criticizing each other’s writings, raising an altar to Pan, vigorous walking, sailing). His youthful conversion to the tenets of William Godwin’s Political Justice and subsequent ‘adoption’ of Godwin as surrogate parent, guide, philosopher, and friend was to have the profoundest consequences on his thought and actions. His bitter quarrel with his father was a defining event of his life, intimately bound up with his lifelong fight against the patriarchal authority of Church and State, and one source of the evil tyrant-figures that appear in his work. After he eloped with Godwin’s daughter Mary, his adoptive filial relationship was to prove as fraught as that with his blood-parent. His wary friendship-cum-rivalry with Byron, dating from the summer in 1816 that he and his entourage (Mary Godwin, Claire Clairmont) spent in Geneva in Byron’s company, is one of the great poetic pairings, second in importance in the history of British Romanticism only to that of Wordsworth and Coleridge.2 The radical journalist and poet Leigh Hunt, with whom he became intimate in the same year, became the first to hail him publicly as a rising star in a galaxy of new poetic talent, and the first to publish his lyrics in a periodical; Hunt was a vigorous defender of Shelley’s poetry and character and, with Mary Shelley, chief among those who ensured that Shelley was not forgotten after his death. The relationship was symbiotic: Shelley needed a public platform and supportive circle while Hunt needed money, but the friendship of the two was none the less sincere. It was through Hunt that Shelley met Keats, without which there would have been no Adonais. Moreover, Shelley in his person and in his writing defined one of the forms of nineteenth-century masculinity, a paradoxical one, in which ill health, a high-pitched voice, and boyish face, the conventional markers of feminization, are counteracted by ‘masculine’ physical stamina, mental energy, and moral force.

Nevertheless, despite the many temptations to spread its net wider, this chapter sticks to the traditional topic of Shelley and Women. Although the subject merges into the wider discourse on Romanticism and gender, or Shelley and sexuality/androgyny, historically speaking the category ‘Women’ has been as inseparable from ‘Shelley’ (and as problematic) as ‘Politics’ or ‘Irreligion’ or ‘Nature’ in a way that is not similarly true of Shelley and ‘Men’. He casts women as agents in his works to a greater degree than any of his male contemporaries. His most important literary collaboration was with a woman. His works testify to the influence of remarkable women. And whether he is one of the most pro-feminist of male writers or the subtlest of self-deceiving male dominators is a debate that emerged early and continues to be perpetually reconfigured. During his lifetime, and for some time afterwards, this debate hinged on whether his views on the ‘relationship between the sexes’ was theoretical only, or had been acted out, for good or ill.

SHELLEY, WOMEN, AND SCANDAL

Hogg, writing reminiscently in 1858, recalled Shelley as ‘most conspicuously great in that particular excellence, which […] has been invariably the characteristic distinction of the greatest of mankind—he was pre-eminently a lady’s man. […] The moment he entered a house, he inspired the most lively interest into every woman in the family.’ One of these ladies twittered to Hogg that Shelley was ‘so modest, so reserved, so pure, so virtuous […] what terrible havoc he would make, if he were at all rakish!’ Hogg retorted, ‘If he were less modest, he would be less attractive, and therefore less dangerous.’3

Hogg refers particularly to 1813 (the year in which Shelley had Queen Mab printed for private circulation), a good part of which he spent in London with his first wife Harriet. Within twelve months he had left Harriet, and had eloped with Mary Godwin to the Continent, taking also her stepsister Jane (Claire) Clairmont. On his return, rumours began to circulate that William Godwin had sold the young women to Shelley, who was living incestuously with both; these spread after their going abroad again in July 1816 and associating with Byron in Switzerland,4 and still further in early 1817, when Shelley unsuccessfully tried to obtain custody in the Court of Chancery of his children by Harriet after her suicide. Queen Mab had announced Shelley’s credentials as torch-bearer of the Godwinian anti-matrimonialism and Wollstonecraftian feminism of the 1790s. Although reaching only a small readership before 1821, this poem crucially affected the Chancery ruling. Shelley lost his suit (unprecedentedly; the law almost invariably favoured a father’s claims) partly on the grounds that he had not recanted the contempt for marriage expressed in Queen Mab, and therefore could not be trusted to provide a stable home for his children.

He responded defiantly in 1817/18 with his epic romance Laon and Cythna (censored and reissued as The Revolt of Islam). For his heroes he chose ‘a youth nourished in dreams of liberty’ and ‘a woman such as he delighted to imagine—full of enthusiasm for the same objects; and they both, with will unvanquished, and the deepest sense of the justice of their cause, met adversity and death’, wrote Mary Shelley, circumspectly omitting that the lovers in the uncensored version are siblings.5 Laon and Cythna drew a famous attack from the Quarterly Review in 1819. The reviewer, though conceding that it had ‘not much ribaldry or voluptuousness’ (there is in fact no ribaldry, but many readers have found voluptuousness), savaged the work, ending stingingly: ‘If we might withdraw the veil of private life, and tell what we now know about [Shelley], it would be indeed a disgusting picture’; the universal love extolled in the poem masked ‘cold selfishness’ and ‘unmanly cruelty’.6 After the pirate republication of Queen Mab in 1821 the fiercest ad hominem attack of all appeared in the Literary Gazette:

A disciple following his tenets, would not hesitate to debauch, or, after debauching, to abandon any woman […] to rob a confiding father of his daughters, and incestuously to live with all the branches of a family whose morals were ruined by the damned sophistry of the seducer; to such it would be sport to tell a deserted wife to obtain with her pretty face support by prostitution; and, when the unhappy maniac sought refuge in self-destruction, to laugh at the fool while in the arms of associate strumpets.7

Hogg’s observation about Shelley being a ‘lady’s man’, potentially dangerous because modest, undermines even as it seemingly endorses the image of Shelley, cultivated by Mary Shelley and by Leigh Hunt, as a man ‘of a more spiritual nature than ordinary, partaking of the errors and perturbations of his species, but seeing and working through them with a seraphical purpose of good’.8 As Hogg would have known in 1858, the very success of this Shelley, and the stream of Shelley editions issuing from Moxon’s publishing house from 1839 onwards, provoked a reaction of anxiety, even hysteria; women were warned that Shelley was an angel with horns. As with Rousseau in the generation of the 1790s, the charge against Shelley was that his poetry dressed up depravity as refined and exalted sentiment; he corrupted the intellect and the heart. A source of alarm was Shelley’s being like a woman; the locus classicus is Charles Kingsley’s comparing the increase of Shelley-reading in Britain in the 1850s to another growing female addiction, the secret sipping of eau-de-cologne:

Shelley’s nature is utterly womanish. Not merely his weak points, but his strong ones, are those of a woman. Tender and pitiful as a woman—and yet, when angry, shrieking, railing, hysterical as a woman. The physical distaste for meat and fermented liquors, coupled with the hankering after physical horrors, are especially feminine. The nature of a woman looks out of that wild, beautiful, girlish face.9

‘And pants in that maternal bosom’, Kingsley might have added, had he known the story of how Shelley in 1813, despairing lest the wet-nurse’s soul should enter his baby daughter Ianthe, attempted vainly to persuade Harriet to breast-feed the child, and, failing, tried to suckle Ianthe himself.10 For trashy Victorian novelists indicating danger lurking for maid or matron, Shelley’s very name was a sweet, insidious whisper. In Greatheart (1866) Dr Bradbrain has but to croon ‘There was a little lawny islet’ to Mrs Tolpedden as he weaves a violet-chain for her neck, and the reader divines his serpentine intentions, even without the author’s nudge: ‘Dangerous dalliance with evil! Sporting on the brink of a volcano!’11 (Dr Bradbrain duly has his comeuppance, and drowns.)

Biographies of the 1880s, John Cordy Jeaffreson’s The Real Shelley (1885) and Edward Dowden’s Life (1886), exposed the omissions in the portraits of Shelley by Hunt, Mary Shelley, Medwin, Hogg, and particularly Lady Shelley’s Shelley Memorials (1859). The hostile Jeaffreson told a story that subsequent biographers have passed over, but which he thought justified the Literary Gazette’s charge (which otherwise looks like a total fabrication) that Shelley had urged Harriet to support herself by prostitution. According to Jeaffreson, Harriet told William Jerdan (editor of the Literary Gazette in 1821 and inferred author of the review) that in July 1814, when Shelley announced that he was leaving her:

she said that on hearing her doom, she exclaimed imploringly, ‘Good God, Percy! what am I to do?’ In answer to this pathetic question Shelley, extending his right hand to her in vehement gesticulation […] replied in the highest and most discordant pitch of his voice, ‘Do? Do?—Do what other women do. They know what to do. Do as they do.’12

As Jeaffreson later stated that he did not begin to research Shelley’s life until 1883, i.e. after Jerdan’s death, he would seem to have heard the story at second hand, and some garbling has almost certainly occurred: there is no record of Harriet Shelley meeting Jerdan.13 Yet an anecdote deriving ultimately from her own words is likely to have informed Jerdan’s virulence, even though Jerdan and Jeaffreson no doubt put the worst possible construction on Shelley’s alleged utterances. We find in a letter written around the time of the separation, rediscovered in 1930, that Shelley hoped Harriet would find someone else, ‘a lover as passionate and faithful, as I shall ever be a friend affectionate & sincere!’ (Letters: PBS I, 390). While this is very far from enjoining her to embark on a harlot’s progress, Harriet was soon to spike Shelley’s hopes that she would go quietly, and when cornered he was liable to explode in fury, and say outrageous things. Dowden was in some ways more damaging than Jeaffreson. As authorized biographer, he could not be dismissed as a witness for the prosecution. Everyone remembers Matthew Arnold’s calling Shelley an ‘ineffectual angel’ in his review of Dowden; fewer recall his lament that Dowden’s revelations had spoiled Mary Shelley’s portrait of Shelley for him forever:14

In one important point [Shelley] was like neither a Pythagorean nor an angel: he was extremely inflammable. […] God forbid that I should go into the scandals about Shelley’s ‘Neapolitan charge,’ about Shelley and Emilia Viviani, about Shelley and Miss Clairmont, and the rest of it! I will say only that […] when the passion of love was aroused in Shelley (and it was aroused easily) one could not be sure of him; his friends could not trust him.15

Attempts to sanitize Shelley and to excuse his treatment of Harriet faded out during the second half of the twentieth century, as Richard Holmes’s ‘darker and more earthly, crueller and more capable figure’ replaced Victorian excesses of worship and demonizing.16 If, today, the longest-standing Shelley biographical mystery were to be cleared up, and it were to turn out that the baby whom he falsely registered in Naples in February 1819 as the child of himself and Mary Shelley was, after all, the child of a lady, still possibly alive in 1876, with whom he had ‘got into’ a ‘Scrape’,17 he might emerge a degree more earthly than the Shelley of Holmes’s portrait, but the fact would be unlikely to shock anyone much.

SHELLEY, WOMEN’S FRIEND AND LIBERATOR, AND LATER DEBATES

During the later nineteenth century, and especially among left-wing intellectuals, Shelley’s ‘womanishness’ operated, on the whole, in his favour, in spite of the Literary Gazette, Kingsley, Jeaffreson, Dowden, et al. He was allowed ‘that attribute of genius, which is said to partake of the feminine as well as the masculine’.18 Even though ‘Shelley himself, we must confess, fell short of the ideal standard of humanity’,19 he was seen as a male poet whose dual nature gave him a particular rapport with the desires of women for sexual liberation and political equality. Shelley, disciple of Mary Wollstonecraft, who had imagined a future in which women and men were free, equal, fearless friends and lovers, was an immensely attractive and genuinely inspirational figure for the British and American women’s movement. Leading feminists who might be called Shelleyans included pioneers like Frances Wright, Margaret Fuller, and Harriet Taylor, and their successors Mathilde Blind, Eleanor Marx, Olive Schreiner, and Charlotte Despard. The works mentioned most often in this context are Queen Mab and Laon and Cythna (which was republished, unexpurgated, in 1873). Shelley’s Cythna is a model for the emergent woman public-speaker and the fin-de-siècle New Woman—and the debates concerning them.20 For example, the eloquence of Lyndall, the Wollstonecraftian figure in Schreiner’s Story of An African Farm (1883; see especially chapter 4, part II), draws on Cythna’s words, particularly her famous ‘Can man be free if woman be a slave?’ (II. xliii). A late-flowering variant on Shelley as brother-lover is Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928), where Shelley is playfully transformed into the spouse of a cross-gendered free spirit. Shel (Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine Esquire), explorer and muse of the once-male, now female Orlando, knows the entire works of Shelley by heart, is ‘as strange and subtle as a woman’, comes and goes with the wind, is usually away at Cape Horn (allowing Orlando to write poetry), but arrives by aeroplane when called.21 If Orlando must have a husband, this updated skylark is surely the least unsatisfactory one conceivable.

In the 1970s, with the application of feminist literary theory to Gothic and Romantic texts the old lines were redrawn. Nathaniel Brown, following Kenneth Neill Cameron, presented Shelley as a proto-feminist with a high sex-drive, a forerunner of the 1970s consciousness-raiser and ‘a champion of women’. Shelley ‘incorporated a feminist ideal directly contradicting the period’s sexist norms’ and an ‘erotic psychology necessitating equality between the sexes’, dissolving the ideology of separate spheres.22 Brown’s thesis was contested, by, notably, Anne Mellor and Barbara Gelpi, while Teddi Chichester Bonca gave it a nuanced qualification. Gelpi emphatically denied that Shelley was a feminist; rather, she argued, he reinscribes traditional sex roles. Bonca maintained that it would be ‘more accurate to call Shelley a “detractor of men”’ than a ‘champion of women’; his poetry evinces his yearning to escape from masculinity, and his idealized women are mirrors of the self that he wanted to be.23 An uncollected letter to Felicia Browne (later Hemans) signed with the feminized sobriquet ‘your affectionate Philippe Sidney’, and discovered only in 1991, seems corroborative.24

Gelpi particularly noted Shelley’s characteristic projecting of personal relationships as mythic archetypes, images of the universal, or, to adapt Mary Shelley’s phrase, his idealizing of the real. We now turn to some of these. They are compartments with porous boundaries. Shelley’s female familial archetypes are erotic and militant, his female preceptors are maternal soul sisters. These persons are never, of course, purely familial in origin.

SHELLEYAN TYPES: MOTHERS, NURSES, DIOTIMAS

In 1950 Cameron remarked on the ‘extraordinary’ neglect of Shelley’s mother by biographers, and suggested that, as a strong-minded and talented woman of warm affections (qualities attested to by memoirists), she might have ‘attempted to execute her own unfulfilled ambitions through her son’.25 In Shelley’s close childhood relationship to his mother, and the (conjectured) trauma of separation when sent to boarding school at the age of 10, Cameron located a major source of not only the numerous redemptive female figures in Shelley’s poetry but also of the inconstant divinities and semi-divinities who irradiate the world, or reveal the possibilities of transforming it, and then withdraw, such as Intellectual Beauty and the Witch of Atlas. Notable psychobiographical critical readings that have developed or reinterpreted Cameron’s perception include those of Christine Gallant, Gelpi, and Bonca, while James Bieri has discovered and assembled new material concerning Shelley’s family and its gender dynamics.26 Gallant, using a (mainly) Kleinian approach, read the poetry as repeating a cycle of ‘love, then hate, then guilt, then reparation’,27 predicated upon conflicted feelings towards the mother. Gelpi, linking psychoanalytic theory, myths of primal matriarchy, and anthropology, focused on the themes and imagery of maternity, suckling, thirst, and the breast that run throughout Shelley’s work. Her analysis of the scanty data on Shelley’s mother produced a persuasive picture of a household where she was a Queen Bee, resentful of her husband, with an ally in her son, until Shelley’s sudden accusation (1811) that she had taken the music master, his friend, as her lover.28

A variant of the mother-figure is the Diotima figure, so called after Socrates’ instructress in The Symposium, who teaches him the lore of divine love; in Shelley’s actual life, she is part of the make-up of the amiable ‘lady of 45, very unprejudiced and philosophical’ (Letters: PBS II, 180), who frequently acted as his foster-mother and mentor. While such friendships were among Shelley’s more serene ones, they, too, were liable to sudden rupture. Harriet de Boinville, or ‘Mainmuna’, the cultivated female with the young face and grey hair, who helped his recovery after his breakdown of late 1813, introducing him to the novels of Wieland and the mysteries of making panada (a pabulum for invalids), broke with him when his attentions to Cornelia, her daughter, threatened the latter’s marriage. Shelley’s friendships in Italy with Maria (Reveley) Gisborne and with Margaret, Lady Mount Cashell (‘Mrs Mason’), of Pisa endured, though there was an ugly incident in late 1820 when he suspected the Gisbornes of betrayal. Both had connections with his surrogate parents: the widowed William Godwin had wished to marry the widowed Maria Reveley, and ‘Mrs Mason’ had been Wollstonecraft’s pupil. Shelley’s elegant and delightful Letter to Maria Gisborne (1820), his testament of friendship, was written when he was being blackmailed by a manservant threatening to spread rumours concerning the Naples baby affair. There is a subtext of despair kept at bay, and repeated imagery of longed-for green retreats—the silkworm’s cocoon amidst the mulberry leaves, grape-vine bowers. Shelley turns to memories of hope—the recent liberal revolution in Spain, the summer of 1819 when he had learned Spanish with this ‘wisest lady’ and discovered the plays of Calderón with her:

—thou wert then to me
As is a nurse—when inarticulately
A child would talk as its grown parents do.

(184–6)

By the end of the poem there appears a sudden reference to Shelley’s own family amidst plans for a winter reunion with Maria Gisborne (which includes comfort food of tea, toast, sweet desserts, and philosophy):

We will have books, Spanish, Italian, Greek;
And ask one week to make another week
As like his father as I’m unlike mine,
Which is not his fault, as you may divine.

(298–301)

Mary Shelley omitted the last line from her editions. Ostensibly Shelley is boastfully confessing that he is a disobedient son; but he is also dropping a hint (for Maria Gisborne to ‘divine’) that the ‘fault’ might be his mother’s—the old joke that only the woman knows for sure that she is the biological parent; he may be only nominally his father’s son, hence his different nature.

A complex Diotima figure appears in Rosalind and Helen (1819), which Shelley finished shortly after translating The Symposium. Lionel’s mother, ‘bright and wise’ with ‘silver locks and quick brown eyes’ (2111–12) has invented a religion and raised a shrine to Fidelity, for which the enfeebled reformer Lionel has carved a veiled, androgynous, suffering, and smiling marble image. As Bonca, in a witty and perceptive examination, says of this ‘strange set-piece’: ‘[I]n one of his more outrageous moves, Shelley has Lionel’s mother in effect worshipping the image of her martyred son.’29 Lionel dies in his mother’s temple in the arms of his love, Helen, having been over-excited by her sweeping a wild air on his mother’s harp. Helen goes mad; Lionel’s mother nurses her and dies. The recovered Helen gives birth to Lionel’s child (engendered, we are to infer, as he breathes his last). Helen finds happiness with her friend Rosalind, and their children marry. This work is at once Shelley’s most explicit treatment of matriarchy and sorority, and the one where the tangle of substitutions, doublings, and disguises is densest. Why, to ask two questions of many that might be asked, is the wise mother’s worship of Fidelity in some way implicated in the death of her son, and is her death some kind of expiation?

SISTERS

The prevalence of the ‘soul sister’ and ‘sister spouse’ figures in Shelley is ascribed by Brown and others not only to a Romantic challenging of established morality, but also to Shelley’s exceptional closeness to his eldest sister, Elizabeth. His visionary women are often figured as sisters; he wishes that he and ‘Emily’ in Epipsychidion (1821) were ‘twins of the same mother!’ (45). But, as Brown pointed out, the salient point is not any ‘putative desire for incestuous connection, conscious or repressed’; incest in Laon and Cythna is rather the poem’s ‘symbolic core, the metaphor of total sexual equality […] the paradigm of sympathetic communion between the sexes’.30

As numerous commentators have noticed, Shelley’s family position—the eldest brother with four younger sisters—gave a permanent direction to his character and his poetry.
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