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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores how Shelley’s poetic reticence characteristically produces 

hermeneutical and ethical aporias within received ways of thinking. These aporias 

elicit critiques of the philosophical and social discourses that support them. Shelley’s 

poetry employs narratological ambiguity, omission and above all communicative 

reserve to make the reader more aware of his or her interpretative responsibility to 

engage with or resolve these strategic gaps. His reticence also allows his reader to 

conceptualise an enlarged constitution of the Subject. I develop a phenomenological 

approach to reading Shelley’s major verse inspired by Wolfgang Iser’s work on the 

productive functioning of textual gaps and blanks. I show how Shelley’s poems, by 

destabilising their own processes, produce dynamic intersubjective experience. As in 

Sartre’s phenomenological aesthetics, (upon which Iser’s work is based) where the 

world is productively re-constituted through an act of imagination, Shelley’s 

reticence makes visible the dialectical relations between world and consciousness. 

To some extent each uses the other to supply its content. But whereas textual self-

reflexivity is normally seen as resulting in intellectualised meta-phenomena (such as 

irony), the self-critique generated by Shelley’s reticence paradoxically results in a 

positive hermeneutic that challenges influential deconstructive readings of Shelley’s 

aporias as figuring moments of philosophical limitation. Reticence, therefore, has a 

double function in Shelley’s work: it marks areas of uncertainty, scepticism and 

psychological anguish; it also provides ways of choosing to become knowingly 

seduced by temporary self-representations that satisfy nostalgia for a more 

essentialist conception of identity or meaning. This doubleness creates a dialectic 

that is never resolved, and which continually drives the hermeneutic tensions in 

Shelley’s texts and thought. Shelley’s reader is left with the possibility of choosing 

nostalgia in a generous spirit of self-parody; but nevertheless, reticence also keeps 

such illusions of fixity, however satisfying, feeling illusory. 
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  Introduction 

 

 

i Poetics 

 

 

Reticence – that which is unspoken, obscured, withheld, or made to speak in a 

register other than the discursive – is a key tactic in Shelley’s poetry and poetics. I 

present new readings of Shelley’s major poetic works, with a focus on the narrative 

structure of the texts. This aspect of Shelley’s work shows most clearly that his 

reserve in supplying coherent interpretive frameworks and stable identities for his 

poetic personae performatively demonstrates his belief that poetry challenges 

received ideas by endowing them with unexpected emotional and conceptual 

content. This transformative capacity allows Shelley’s reticence to simultaneously 

indicate the nature of oppressive social and personal situations and possible 

strategies of resistance to them. I do not use ‘reticence’ to imply anything like a 

blockage or stifling of communication or emotion, rather a conscious and strategic 

withholding that nevertheless results in hermeneutically dynamic critique which 

involves the reader in the creation of meaning. Neither do I refer to the kind of 

textual reticence that psychoanalysis takes to be an oblique disclosure of 

unconscious tensions. The kind of reticence I identify in Shelley’s work is a conscious 

negotiation of various forms of indirect communication that allows him to explore 

strategies of poetic impersonation and self-impersonation. Reticence creates space 

for Shelley to speak through personae other than his own, and which sometimes 

double as his own, and enables him to use these personae to create immanent self-

critique. 

Each of the poems I analyse contain conflicting and complex 

characterisations of Shelley’s conception of “The Poet”. They also dramatise his 

political and moral belief in the need to create a democratising poetics that 

transcends the narrow limits of the self and of one historical moment. Self-conscious 

play with the idea of impersonation expresses his struggle to conceive of and to 
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represent an authentic “self”. Textual strategies of reticence are well suited to 

express this moral and epistemological problem because reticence can have two 

contradictory functions. First, that of generating a scepticism and critical remove 

that can be used to contrast and question a text’s internal perspectives – and this is 

the primary way I argue that reticence functions in Shelley’s poetry. But Shelley 

himself was also very aware that reticence can facilitate elisions of and slippages 

between ideas, thus perpetuating inert ideological assumptions. He grew cautious of 

making the expressivist move of eliding the notion of an inner realm of subjective 

feeling with the communicability of feeling in rhapsodic poetry. What he calls in the 

Preface to The Cenci ‘mere poetry’ that has ‘isolated’ or ‘detached’ its images from 

the philosophical complexity of representing real ‘passion’, can appear to be part of 

an expressive flow of emotion yet lack the capacity for ‘social renovation’ – the 

ability to comment on and transform the imbrication of mind and world from which 

it springs – that he prescribed for his poetry in A Defence of Poetry.1    

For Shelley, philosophy could help destroy ‘error’ by identifying ‘a vacancy’ 

that arises in ‘political and ethical questions’ when they are hampered by ‘the 

misuse of words and signs’.2 Following this logic, I also use ‘reticence’ to refer to 

Shelley’s courting of philosophical questions regarding the limits of language and of 

representation in general, which was influenced by the tradition of the sublime. I 

examine how meta-discursive spaces created by reticence mime the texts’ failure to 

be articulate about the nature of individual subjectivity. The generosity of this 

parodic redoubling seeks to reclaim the nature of a quotidian life that has been 

‘blunted’ by the ‘reiteration’ of attempts to achieve symbolic self-fixity.3 In his Essay 

on Life (written somewhere between 1812-1814) Shelley writes about the 

desirability of ‘apprehending’ life, whilst also admitting that this cannot be attained 

through words alone:  

 

                                                           
1
 ‘Preface to The Cenci’, in The Poems of Shelley, 4 vols to date, vols i-ii ed. by Kelvin Everest and G. M. Matthews, 

vol. iii ed. by Jack Donovan, Cian Duffy, Kelvin Everest and Michael Rossington, vol. iv ed. by Jack Donovan, Kelvin 
Everest and Michael Rossington, Longman Annotated English Poets (London: Longman, 1989 – ), ii, pp. 731-36 (p. 
733). ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Shelley’s Prose: Or, The Trumpet of a Prophecy, ed. by David Lee Clark, 3

rd
 edn 

(Fourth Estate: London, 1988), pp. 275-97 (p. 287).  
2
 ‘Essay on Life’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 171-75 (pp. 173-74). 

3
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 275-97 (p. 295). 
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We are born, and our birth is unremembered, and our infancy remembered 
but in fragments; we live on, and in living we lose the apprehension of life. 
How vain is it to think that words can penetrate the mystery of our being! 4  
 
 

These comments imply that poetry can gesture towards a pre-linguistic realm 

through a reticence that appeals to modes of comprehension more affective than 

linguistic or semantic. Shelley wanted to use poetry to bring to light what a true 

‘apprehension’ of life might be, as it ‘awakens and enlarges the mind itself by 

rendering it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of thought’.5 

Yet if language has some integral relationship with ‘thought’, then an achievable 

apprehension of life may be a kind of ‘cold and borrowed’ linguistic reification that 

still fails to comprehend what ‘passes within ourselves’.6 We might then read 

‘unapprehended’ as un-cognisable or inarticulable rather than unavailable to all 

modes of consciousness. A reticent poetics that acknowledges the speculative 

productivity of exploring the failure of poetry to describe its object – ‘life’– can also 

enhance life by creating a ‘poetry of life’ that strains beyond and outmanoeuvres the 

discursive.7  

The editors of the volume Romanticism and Philosophy: Thinking with 

Literature chose Shelley’s lines from Ode to Liberty (1820) to encapsulate their 

project of examining how literary writing can be a form of thinking, how literature 

can ‘think, in its own terms’:8 

  
and yet a speechless child, 

Verse murmured, and Philosophy did strain 
Her lidless eyes for thee.9 
 

 
Sophie Laniel-Musitelli and Thomas Constantinesco read these lines as exemplifying 

the idea that ‘a chiasmus promises speech to poetry and confers vision to 

                                                           
4
 ‘Essay on Life’, p. 172. 

5
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 282. 

6
 ‘A Treatise on Morals’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 182-94 (p. 184). Clark collects a series of prose fragments on the 

subject of morality into one ‘treatise’. 
7
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 293. 

8
 Sophie Laniel-Musitelli and Thomas Constantinesco, eds, ‘Introduction: Thinking with Literature’, in 

Romanticism and Philosophy: Thinking with Literature (New York; London: Routledge, 2015), pp. 01-14 (p. 02). 
9
 ‘Ode to Liberty’, in The Poems of Shelley, iii, pp. 386-418 (p. 393), ll. 58-60. 
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philosophy, creating new intersections between poetic and speculative faculties’.10 

My examination of the importance of reticence to Shelley’s thought takes a different 

approach to the relation between verse and philosophy. Just as the speechless child 

– one without the cognitive capability of articulate speech – is made to respond 

emotionally to the idea of liberty through poetry’s affective, extra-linguistic 

dimensions, so philosophy can gesture towards that which transcends even its own 

untiring, ‘lidless’ breadth of vision. What is described in this poem are seemingly 

impossible transvaluations of ontological reality and language that are only 

perceivable through a poetic reticence that out-manoeuvres what poetry can do ‘in 

its own terms’. These lines do not ‘confer vision’, or ‘speech’; they look soberly at 

the impossibility of apprehending, rather than feeling, anything about the workings 

of our own ‘faculties’. I do not then take ‘reticence’ as bearing relation to the sound 

or rhythm of Shelley’s poetry. The focus of this project is rather on the narratological 

and conceptual structure of the texts: on Shelley’s playful approach to ordering (or 

disordering) their release of information, on the construction (or deconstruction) of 

narrative personae, and on the emotional and intellectual effects these have upon 

the reader. I demonstrate how in Shelley’s work, strategies of reticence that utilise 

omission and obscurity create emotional and cognitive space for both reader and 

textual personae to apprehend the nature of self-construction whilst remaining 

immersed within the existential and ideological realities of living. The energy of self-

transcendence and self-critique generated by reticence facilitates an impersonating 

activity that is dialectically alive. Shelley’s poems create representations of his idea 

of The Poet; but though a stable identity is sometimes promised the knowingly 

performative and unstable quality of his texts militates against a full identification 

with these representations. 

The questions that then drive this project are, firstly – why is Shelley’s 

concept of The Poet defined by what is ‘unapprehended’? Secondly, how can a text 

register a form of extra-linguistic communication? To answer these questions I draw 

on Wolfgang Iser’s theories of how ‘blanks’ and gaps in reader comprehension allow 

different levels of narrative significance to merge and interpenetrate each other in 

                                                           
10

 Laniel-Musitelli and Constantinesco, ‘Introduction’, p. 01. 
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the reader’s mind to produce meaning, even latent aesthetic Gestalten that can 

challenge preconceptions and correct deficient emotional realities.11 Iser’s analyses 

demonstrate how the literary imagination can both critique and correct the given 

social and ideological norms which support the various philosophical positions that 

might be assumed by a text. Disturbances and blanks at both the paradigmatic and 

syntagmatic level make both the text’s socio-historical determination and the 

reader’s responses to these limitations simultaneously visible. Iser’s work can help us 

see that Shelley uses the speculative potential of gaps and omissions as a framework 

for the exploration of philosophical concepts regarding the construction of the 

Subject (for the purposes of clarity I will capitalise ‘Subject’ when used in this sense) 

and the individual’s relationship to history. I identify two kinds of reticence in 

Shelley’s poetry and thought. I show how consideration of a linguistic reticence that 

omits information and destabilises the coherence of narratorial personae leads to 

the creation of an abstract, philosophical reticence. This second kind of reticence 

signals the failure of words to capture a truthful representation of the human life 

they seek to capture and gestures towards a pre-linguistic realm, conceived as an 

ontological reality unavailable to conscious thought. This dimension of reality can 

only be glimpsed through the way poetry indicates the shortcomings of its own 

representative capacities. When both kinds of reticence are simultaneously 

operative, Shelley can gesture beyond the signifying capacities of language and 

delineate instances where the Subject is occluded by inadequate conceptual and 

linguistic resources.  

In my readings I demonstrate that Shelley’s poems explore the limits of their 

own expression by experimenting with the concepts of narrative voice and narrative 

structure. I argue that in the meta-discursive spaces created by disturbances in the 

conceptual structure of his texts an ordering logic can be seen that limns the 

presence of conflicted psychological states belonging to marginalised Subject 

positions, all of which present a version of what The Poet might be. These critiques 

maintain a dialectical dynamism that flirts with but also resists the creation of unified 

perspectives. I ultimately argue that Shelley conceives of The Poet as a metaphor for 

                                                           
11

 See Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1978).  
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a Subject who continually struggles with attempts to reconcile tensions in their own 

psyche between the given and the ideal, and between an attitude of psychological 

pragmatism and a desire to transcend the self. By using reticence to pose questions 

about what constitutes subjectivity, Shelley’s reticence creates an intersubjectivity 

between text, reader and fictional personae. His reticence induces the active 

participation of the reader in the hermeneutic problematics and philosophical 

aporias that are produced in the reading process. Yet the nature of this 

intersubjectivity is complex: poetry must somehow be legislative (‘Poets are the 

unacknowledged legislators of the world’, A Defence of Poetry, 1821)12 even though, 

as Shelley writes in his early Declaration of Rights (1812), ‘the present generation 

cannot bind their posterity’.13 Shelley’s poetry can’t quite stop itself from attempting 

to legislate for its own meanings in a way that is ‘unacknowledged’ as a legislative 

force, but constantly savoured as a legislative potential. Shelley’s reader is 

encouraged to rearrange pre-existing pairings of feeling and linguistic expression and 

to consider the results of this process as morally improving:  

 

The functions of the poetical faculty are twofold: by one it creates new 
materials of knowledge, and power, and pleasure; by the other it engenders 
in the mind a desire to reproduce and arrange them according to a certain 
rhythm and order, which may be called the beautiful and the good.14 
 

My readings of Shelley’s use of reticence draw out the way he uses the suggestive 

force of textual acts of negative presentation to make tangible the problems in the 

construction of the Subject and The Poet that he considered to be exacerbated by 

coercive or inert moral and aesthetic standards. Poetry is ‘pregnant with a lightning 

which has yet found no conductor’ because it anticipates a future reality that might 

articulate the unacknowledged aspects of the ‘spirit of the age’.15  

In the Preface to Laon and Cythna; Or, The Revolution of the Golden City: A 

Vision of the Nineteenth Century (1817) Shelley makes an explicit distinction 

between unproductively didactic poetry (which is how I argue Wordsworth is 

                                                           
12

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 297. 
13

 ‘A Declaration of Rights’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 70-72 (p. 71). 
14

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 293. 
15

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 291, p. 297. 



 
14 

 

presented in Alastor; Or, The Spirit of Solitude, 1815) and the ‘moral dignity’ that is 

generated by a ‘narrative poetry’ which describes ‘the progress of the individual 

mind’:  

 

I have made no attempt to recommend the motives which I would substitute 
for those at present governing mankind, by methodical and systematic 
argument. I would only awaken the feelings, so that the reader should see the 
beauty of true virtue, and be incited to those enquiries which have led to my 
moral and political creed, and that of some of the sublimest intellects in the 
world. The Poem therefore (with the exception of the first Canto, which is 
purely introductory) is narrative, not didactic. It is a succession of pictures 
illustrating the growth and progress of individual mind aspiring after 
excellence, and devoted to the love of mankind; its influence in refining and 
making pure the most daring and uncommon impulses of the imagination, the 
understanding, and the senses; its impatience at “all the oppressions which are 
done under the sun;” its tendency to awaken public hope, and to enlighten and 
improve mankind; the rapid effects of the application of that tendency; the 
awakening of an immense nation from their slavery and degradation to a true 
sense of moral dignity and freedom; the bloodless dethronement of their 
oppressors.16 

 
The rhetoric of the Preface to Laon and Cythna describes Shelley’s conception of a 

poetry that awaits a future audience to crystallise its hidden potential through 

sympathetic critique. Immersion in our own temporary concerns and a proleptic 

sense of the larger moral potential of humanity become peculiarly complicit here in 

what Shelley calls ‘narrative’ poetry, which is contrasted with ‘methodical and 

systematic argument’. Narrative poetry seems to have a self-actualising effect that 

‘improves’ us by highlighting our subjective ‘impatience’ at the oppressive forces 

experienced in any one historical moment. In the halting lyrics to Mary Shelley after 

a particularly intense historical moment – their son William’s death in June 1819 – 

communication seems frustrated because the poems appear to desire, though not 

to expect, a response: ‘It were enough to feel, to see |Thy soft eyes gazing tenderly| 

And dream the rest – ’.17 But it is primarily narrative strategies that allow Shelley to 

describe the way the human spirit is suppressed beneath social and linguistic 

conventions. The ‘moral dignity and freedom’ to which we must be awakened is 
                                                           
16

 ‘Preface to Laon and Cythna; Or, The Revolution of the Golden City: A Vision of the Nineteenth Century’, in The 
Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 32-47 (pp. 32-33). 
17

 ‘When Passion’s Trance is Overpast’, in The Poems of Shelley, iv, pp. 224-25 (p. 224), ll. 06-08. 
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recouped from a psychological awareness that something is lacking. Yet it is also the 

business of The Poet to turn this into a positive sentiment in the reader’s mind: ‘It is 

the business of the Poet to communicate to others the pleasure and the enthusiasm 

arising out of those images and feelings, in the vivid presence of which within his 

own mind, consists at once his inspiration and his reward’.18 Shelley’s reticence 

encourages a way of reading his poems that take them to be explorations of the idea 

presented in his prose: that poetry can recreate de-familiarised, yet affectively 

dynamic versions of the sympathetic feelings which are always present in the human 

heart, even though such trans-historical feelings may become suppressed by 

convention, moral malaise or coercive social situations. 

The way Shelley’s reticence has been previously conceived can be seen most 

clearly in Kelvin Everest’s discussion of the ending of Julian and Maddalo: A 

Conversation (1819) in his essay ‘Shelley’s Doubles: An Approach to Julian and 

Maddalo’. Everest writes that ‘Julian’s creative, “poetic” potential’ is ‘frozen within 

his quiescent commitment to the manner of a repressive and repressed dominant 

social group’.19 Here reticence represents the ‘freezing’ of communication, but my 

project shows how Shelley’s textual strategies of reticence can make manifest what 

of the self has been muted or suppressed by existing concepts of ‘knowledge, and 

power, and pleasure’.20 Through negative suggestion, Shelley’s texts performatively 

represent the social and aesthetic agencies that impose this process of ‘freezing’, as 

well as the mental phenomenologies that define subjective responses to its 

pressures. The leaving out of critical frameworks necessary for relating different 

positions presented within his poems allows the reader to question whether a 

particular phenomenology (such as the shame experienced by both Beatrice Cenci 

and the Maniac of Julian and Maddalo) is merited in a particular situation. Such 

moments invite critical deliberation and create space for comprehending how it feels 

to question or resist established positions.21 Isobel Armstrong sees in Shelley’s work 

                                                           
18

 ‘Preface to Laon and Cythna’, p. 34. 
19

 Kelvin Everest, ‘Shelley’s Doubles: An Approach to Julian and Maddalo’, in Shelley Revalued: Essays from the 
Gregynog Conference, ed. by Kelvin Everest (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1983), pp. 63-88 (p. 80). 
20

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 293. 
21

 See Harold Bloom, The Ringers in the Tower: Studies in Romantic Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1972), p. 51. Bloom’s work explores this aspect of Shelley’s thought at the level of semantic and formal 
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a curious interdependence of ‘sensory experience and substantive physical 

particularity’ and an abstraction of these particularities that resolves them into their 

‘forms and attributes’. She describes Shelley’s poetics as offering ‘a systematic 

dematerialising of the sensory into the structure, not the “feel” of immediate 

sensory experience’.22 A critical attention to the way moments of reticence and 

omission complicate the narrative and conceptual structure of Shelley’s works 

reveals an affective quality that is ‘dematerialised’ in the sense of not simply making 

an appeal to the body when attempting to capture occluded traces of subjectivity. 

Shelley wanted his poems to have an intersubjectivity that reveals something about, 

as well as performs, the phenomenological ‘structure’ of self-alienated experience. 

Paul De Man’s deconstructive theories have been influential in Shelley 

criticism. They describe attempts made by the Romantics to paper over gaps 

between Subject and Object, mind and matter, and assert that there is a basic 

reticence or aporia around finalising any singular interpretation of the relation of 

these binaries in Shelley’s work. His essay ‘Shelley Disfigured’ claims that The 

Triumph of Life demonstrates a preoccupation with erasure and disarticulation that 

draws attention to Shelley’s comprehension of the impossibility of assigning stable 

meanings to any one linguistic statement. I shall argue that these preoccupations 

demonstrate an interest in salvaging and redescribing ideas and feelings that have 

become either irrelevant or so habituated as to be invisible to, as Shelley would have 

it, all but the subtlest analyses of the human mind. In A Rhetoric of Romanticism De 

Man argues that any instance where Subject and Object appear to be the same is an 

illusion we create, yet consciously suppress any knowledge of. In ‘Shelley Disfigured’ 

he also claims that Shelley himself highlights this phenomenon by describing the way 

language undoes itself by failing to obscure the performative nature of its own 

referentiality.23 In De Man’s account it is only a kind of meta-awareness of this 

philosophical clarity that is recouped from the reading of Shelley’s texts. By contrast, 

                                                                                                                                                                    
detail, seeing Shelley as a ‘specialist’ in the ‘indescribable’ who was deeply interested in how poetry makes words 
reverberate with each other to facilitate conceptual innovation. 
22

 Isobel Armstrong, ‘Shelley’s Perplexity’, in Language as Living Form in Nineteenth-Century Poetry (Brighton: 
Harvester, 1982), pp. 113-140 (p. 115). 
23

 See Paul De Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism (New York; Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 
1984) and Paul De Man, ‘Shelley Disfigured’ in Deconstruction and Criticism, ed. by Harold Bloom (London; New 
York: Continuum, 2004), pp. 32-61. 
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I will show that the reader, through unravelling Shelley’s reticence, can become 

directly involved in the text’s self-reflexivity: the reader can co-construct the types of 

consciousness that emerge from Shelley’s texts. Tilottama Rajan has explored the 

idea that Romantic texts include phenomenologies of reading in their process of 

generating meaning. Her work distinguishes two kind of ‘recuperative’ reading: ‘a 

positive hermeneutic that synthesizes the text by arranging and expanding elements 

actually given in it, and a negative hermeneutic in which the act of reading supplies 

something absent from and in contradiction with the textual surface’.24 In my 

account, a positive hermeneutic is not a separate phenomenon from a feeling of 

‘absence’, because Shelley’s reticence does not ‘contradict’ the textual surface as if 

it were the text’s unconscious. Shelley’s texts leave leading gaps that invite the 

reader to engage with the philosophical problems their self-reflexive strategies 

produce, and imagine structures of feeling that might resolve, accommodate or 

challenge the conflicted situations they describe. 

 My thesis also extends the thinking of Angela Esterhammer, who has written 

on how subjectivity in Romantic texts is a kind of action and not a function of 

representation. Her argument in The Romantic Performative is that the Romantics’ 

view of language was inextricably related to their notion of the Subject, and that an 

intersubjective view of language yields a view of a Subject ‘in the process of 

becoming’. Esterhammer argues that ‘Rather than taking the status of the speaker 

for granted, a Romantic speech-act theory considers utterance to be an event that 

before all else shapes the subject’s consciousness’.25 Shelley’s reticence is a 

performative act in the manner Esterhammer defines it – it is comprised of 

imaginative acts which posit that Subject and Object are separate entities that are 

temporally simultaneous. As Esterhammer puts it, Shelley’s reticence posits ‘the 

conditions for its own effectiveness’ by being both an act and a state: this being a 

state of epistemological uncertainty.26 In this line of thought the performative nature 

of language is not conceived as a problem for language’s own claims to legitimacy as 
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it is in deconstructive theory. Reticence creates a kind of speculative wholeness that 

struggles to assuage the divided Subject it also sharply delineates. But Shelley never 

allows this promised sense of wholeness to produce a feeling of resolution: his 

poems are dialectically unstable.  

It was Shelley’s utilitarian leanings that led him to desire a constantly self-

revising poetics that borrows its rhetorical energy from the affective experience of 

sympathy and benevolence: 

  

There is no safer [method of political and moral improvement] than the 
corroboration and propagation of generous and philanthropic feeling, than 
the keeping continually alive for the human race, than the putting in train 
causes which shall have for their consequences virtue and freedom.27  

 

Literature is presented here as an emblematic snapshot of the way society can be 

improved by expanding the imagination to include new concepts and modes of 

feeling. Literature, because it can affect and expand the collective psyche of a 

people, is a way of ‘putting in train’ material social improvements; literature is 

political in an extended sense. This is the paradox with which Shelley struggled and 

that necessitates a poetics that draws upon reticence, upon what is 

‘unapprehended’, as a defining strategy. He needed a language that resists its own 

signifying capacities in favour of a process of de-familiarising the familiar objects of 

thought that make up our interior vision of the world, and which also manifests the 

changes wrought upon reality by the processes of consciousness. As we have seen, 

Essay on Life implies that acknowledging conceptual vacancies might be the first step 

towards a reconfiguration of the Subject: 

 

Philosophy, impatient as it may be to build, has much work yet remaining as 
pioneer for the overgrowth of ages. It makes one step towards this object; it 
destroys error, and the roots of error. It leaves, what it is too often the duty 
of the reformer in political and ethical questions to leave, a vacancy. It 
reduces the mind to that freedom in which it would have acted, but for the 
misuse of words and signs, the instruments of its own creation. By signs, I 
would be understood in a wide sense, including what is properly meant by 
that term, and what I peculiarly mean. In this latter sense, almost all familiar 

                                                           
27

 ‘Proposals for an Association of Philanthropists’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 60-69 (p. 62). 



 
19 

 

objects are signs, standing not for themselves but for others in their capacity 
of suggesting one thought which shall lead to a train of thoughts. Our whole 
life is thus an education of error.28 

 

There is an ethics here, where it is the ‘duty’ of the ‘reformer’ to encourage our 

experiencing of conceptual and ideological assumptions as aporias and ‘vacancies’; 

this has an explicitly corrective dynamic.  

My project seeks to be attentive to the ways in which the exhortation to 

embrace a sense of mental ‘freedom’ through the creation of philosophical and 

conceptual ‘vacancies’ in our social and linguistic milieu is manifested as a series of 

poetic strategies in Shelley’s major works. Indeed, I show that Shelley’s poetic 

strategies of reticence are the way in which this reformation is envisaged. Utilising 

the hermeneutic flexibility that comes from a deliberate use of reticence as both 

strategy and concept allows him to sketch the problems and ideological distortions 

caused by such ‘vacancies’. It also enables him to engage the mind’s ‘freedom’ by 

intimating the presence of alternative interpretations and critiques; and this allows 

philosophical problematics to gain their own phenomenological momentum. 

Shelley’s poems lead the reader to engage in the same process of “filling in the 

gaps”, as it were, which Iser’s work describes, and which produce the critical remove 

needed to generate self-critique. Iser theorises that aesthetic texts use figurative 

language to double for social and ontological truths by providing instructions for 

building a textual analogue of these realities; reading and writing a literary text can 

then facilitate reconstructions of the mind-world bond.  Similarly, Shelley’s reticence 

concretises, shows in cross-section, the psychological and social consequences of 

injustices that stem from ‘artificial opinions and institutions’.29 His use of reticence 

aims to do more than resolve itself into David Hume’s sceptical acknowledgement 

that there are insurmountable gaps in any episteme; it strives to yield a lived sense 
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of the experiential human value we bestow, whether rightly or not, upon our self-

representations.30  

What I have described as Shelley’s notion of a pre-linguistic mode of 

experience is similar to the pre-symbolic locus of Being described by Jean-Paul 

Sartre, where knowing and understanding are dialectically related, and so maintain a 

constitutional reticence. This is not a mode of experience that is already 

anthropomorphised like Heidegger’s ontological realm, Dasein, where understanding 

and knowing converge. In Sartre’s phenomenology objects that exist in the 

imagination carry the intentionality of consciousness itself. This intentionality is 

replicated by the mind, yet evacuated of its ontological status as ‘real’.31 Sartre calls 

this phenomenon a ‘negation’ or ‘nihilation’, and Being and Nothingness explores 

how denying ourselves awareness of these negatives can lead us into ‘bad faith’. 

Sartre’s concept of mauvaise foi, or bad faith, describes an inauthentic mode of 

living where we deliberately cultivate a belief in essences in order to evade reality, 

particularly by confusing a specious belief in one’s own essence with one of its 

fleeting performative modes. For Sartre, the realm of l’être-en-soi or ‘being-in-itself’ 

is a pre-linguistic mode of Being with which we can never coincide. We are 

condemned to be always revising and transcending this reality, and any fixed 

concept of the self that might accompany it: Sartre calls this second, dynamic aspect 

of Being l’être-pour-soi or ‘being-for-itself’.32 For Shelley, as for Sartre, because the 

‘words’ of poets ‘express what they understand not’, it is impossible to attain any 

degree of control over our relationship to the objects of consciousness, these being 

pre-determined by universal material forces.33 But though we might not be able to 

control the way our consciousness images the world to us, Shelley leaves us the 

possibility of taking a position on our own attitudes, which is what for Sartre 

constitutes ethical authenticity and results in a self that is always fluid and 

committed to acts of self-transcendence.  
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Shelley’s poems both examine and cathect existential traumas regarding the 

impossibility of achieving representative self-coincidence. However, though Shelley 

creates a poetics of reticence that is committed to accepting and interrogating this 

fluid, self-revising concept of the self, his poems also knowingly sport their own 

peculiar kind of bad faith – a concept which I shall develop throughout this work. 

Shelley’s work often playfully indulges the desire to feel continuous with fleeting and 

inessential self-representations. Reticence recognises the bad faith that must feature 

in a faithful representation of human experience. Shelley’s reticence functions in the 

way that Luke Donohue describes the wind in Ode to the West Wind (1819): 

 

It is power. But it is also nothing. The wind is the gap or difference that allows 
for but disrupts relations, interrelations, and transformations. We might say 
that the wind names the “nothingness” of difference as well as the inevitable 
leap across this difference. 34 

 

Ultimately, as Donohue suggests in his discussion of this poem, Shelley seems to be 

cynically accepting of the possibility of achieving the kind of ‘therapeutic unity’, as 

Hugh Roberts has it, which is the ‘central metaphor’ for the post-Kantian idea that 

the self can achieve a co-identity with its counterpart phenomena in the natural 

world.35 As Donohue puts it, Shelley writes poems which embrace ‘heterogenous’ 

ontological categories that ‘nevertheless pass into one another on the level of the 

poem’s tropological chain’.36 Such rhetorical adroitness animates Shelley’s verse by 

making reticence into a communicative strategy that exceeds the ontological 

structures it invokes. Shelley’s reticence allows his Subject to challenge metaphysical 

and ontological categories whilst becoming part of the ‘tropological chains’ or 

hermeneutic circles upon which the poems also rely.  

Shelley’s post-Kantian project of examining how we might consciously induce 

unconscious intuition of larger natural forces poses the question of whether an 

essential view of identity can be salvaged from the knowledge that identity is socially 
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constructed. His strategies of reticence address this issue by dramatising instances of 

subjectification, creating moments where ontological and affective realities become 

fluid, then re-coagulate with the ideological and philosophical modes in which they 

are embedded. It is a crucial part of my argument that Shelley was at some level 

concerned that creating a poetics which explores the ways in which we impersonate 

ourselves in an attempt to achieve self-continuity, also involves a kind of bad faith. 

He sensed that the reticence and reserve required to explore the phenomena of 

(self) impersonation, despite its potential to elicit critique, cannot truly transcend 

the self: it rather posits a self that is deliberately reserved, which withholds its own 

voice in order to speak in another’s. A poetics of bad faith, (rather than the 

psychological projects described by Sartre) which creates a dialectic between 

reticence and impersonation, stages the difficulties of attempting to transcend the 

self, but also describes the struggle to determine what an authentic attitude towards 

our psychological sensations of selfhood might be. The different uses of reticence in 

the poems I discuss are various ways of broaching this question of authenticity; they 

chart the struggles Shelley had with the poetic and philosophic productiveness he 

gradually began to see was possible from an attitude of bad faith. 
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ii Texts 

 

 

I have selected texts where the coherence of both narrative personae and narrative 

structure are destabilised. These uncertainties create meta-discursive spaces and 

meta-personae that concretise into anthropomorphised hermeneutic 

phenomenologies. These are activated by the reader’s engagement with the fictional 

world presented to them, yet are not conceptually or textually concrete enough to 

figure subjectivities as such. Rather, they present possible ways of conceiving a 

collective view of the Subject via the affective phenomena of sympathy, anxiety and 

shame, which my readings argue variously characterise Shelley’s reticence. But this 

very indeterminacy is Shelley’s point: his reticence simultaneously registers the 

forces that suppress the development of certain kinds of subjectivity as well as 

provide sketches of proposed solutions to the impasses described. The occluded 

subject positions that Shelley’s poems explore are sometimes female (most notably 

Beatrice Cenci): Shelley’s politics anticipate a Feminist perspective, but his interest in 

how the Subject is constructed begins metaphysically prior to an attempt to 

construct a particular kind of Subject. For Shelley, the poet-Subject is a test case for 

the question of subjectivity in general.  

Alastor; Or, The Spirit of Solitude (1815) explores the idea that a poet is guilty 

of bad faith if he rejects the stirrings of ‘Nature’ within him; but what this Nature is, 

and to what extent it is coincident with human nature is a problem the poem 

dramatises. The authenticity complex that is generated by the constant questioning 

of whether we need to activate our natural gifts or remain blind to the workings of 

an equally blind and impersonal material Nature, is taken in my account to be a 

foundational problem for the poet of Shelley’s time. In Chapter One then, I intervene 

in the long critical history that explores Shelley’s critique of Wordsworth in Alastor 

and propose a new way of reading the figure of the ‘veilèd maid’.37 I argue that she 

represents an embodied conception of the poet that contrasts with the 

spiritualisation of the Wordsworthian concept of the Nature-poet, which Shelley saw 
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as unproductively passive because it encourages a mute Christian piety that gives 

the poet power to ventriloquise others because of his special sympathy with Nature. 

The fact that the veilèd maid is presented as a morally questionable alternative (with 

the suggestion that the ‘Visionary’ figure abandons himself to eros) performs the 

productive reticence that the maid herself only describes. Shelley simultaneously 

presents the ascendancy of Wordsworth’s ideas alongside the nature of his own 

struggle to find an alternative. Shelley’s reticence, i.e. the text’s deliberate failure to 

provide an external perspective through which to relate the perspectives of the 

‘Visionary’ and ‘Narrator’ figures, is given an agency of its own. The meta-discursive 

space that is created by this failure crystallises into an implied construction of the 

poet as someone who cannot fully commit to his own originality because of his 

indebtedness to the Wordsworthian model. 

 Jerrol E. Hogle’s account of Alastor positions it as a crux in Shelley’s thinking 

that pinpoints a transition between two modes of philosophical thought, where ‘on 

one side, the side of his early writing years, lies the attitude that demands one 

source and center for all subordinate relationships’. However, the other side of this, 

according to Hogle, is that: 

 

Eventually, Shelley has to realize that it is this very process being worked out 
in all his substitute systems which forces each one of them to run up against 
irresolvable inconsistencies in itself, thereby urging the young poet to leap 
beyond the confines of any one conceptual structure. […] Alastor, is I think, 
the first major result of this realization. 38  

 

Hogle is correct to believe that the poem’s recursive and reticent conceptual and 

narratological structures work to facilitate ‘transpositional’ thinking, conceived as a 

deliberate opposition to the essentialism of a ‘Wordsworthian “basis”’ for spiritual 

communion with nature.39 As Hogle suggests, from Alastor onwards figuration is 

taken as an acceptable substitute for either a transcendental realm or a trans-

historical ‘order or rhythm’ which characterises each class of ‘mimetic 
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representation’.40 Hence this is the moment at which reticence takes on significance 

in Shelley’s poetry and thought. I do not discuss works earlier than this, Queen Mab; 

A Philosophical Poem; with Notes, (1813) for example, as up until this point 

descriptions of philosophical ideas seem for Shelley to be didactically sufficient.41 

In Chapter Two I argue that Mont Blanc. Lines Written in the Value of 

Chamouni (1816) is something of a reaction against the psychologising of Alastor: 

authenticity seems to be defined by resisting the urge to align the human voice with 

the voice of Nature, by acknowledging that we cannot easily interpret what the 

mountain “says”. Shelley also appeals to a moral realm that does not lie in the 

individual mind but in the collective consciousness of a humanity that strives to 

perceive its own continuity with the movements of matter in the universe, even 

though he laments that we can only conceptualise this in inescapably human terms. 

This chapter argues that Shelley critiques received ideas of the sublime by insisting 

that, contra Kant’s assertion that the regulation of perception by historicized 

phenomena is the only access we can have to the ‘thing-in-itself’, Mont Blanc allows 

the unmediated apprehension of its physical presence to be constitutive of reality. 

This generates a critique of a sublime poetic mode (typified by Coleridge’s Hymn 

before Sun-rise, in the Vale of Chamouny) that fuses Subject and Object in a way 

which, as Shelley would have it, leads the mind into over-dependency on the 

symbolic power of anthropomorphised natural objects to connect us to the divine. 

What the speaker (wryly) considers to be the mountain’s reticence – its refusal to 

reply to the speaker’s questions regarding the potentially shared origins of mind and 

Nature – becomes productive in making an appeal to a secular, democratising 

rhetoric of survival, rather than one that defers to a transcendental realm.  

Prometheus Unbound (1819) explores the idea that poets will always be 

ahead of their own time but shy of the ‘discharge’ of collective potential they have 

inspired.42 It also pursues the metaphysical position of Mont Blanc but renews 
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Alastor’s interest in the individual psychology of the poet who feels they must 

encompass a multiple, collective subjectivity. This is why the idea of the Promethean 

poet who must transcend his or her own emotional limitations in order to be able to 

successfully bring poetic language to life is not represented by the dramatic persona 

of Prometheus. The Promethean poet seems to be embodied by various personae in 

the play, and indeed by the moral and emotional developments described by the 

play as a whole. My third chapter explores these issues and examines the way 

Shelley uses the idea of the mythical Prometheus’ theft of divine fire, in order to 

bestow it as a gift upon humanity, to explore and figure his own conception of 

‘vitally metaphorical’ poetry.43 This is a poetry that makes space for a generous self-

positing that acknowledges and critiques its own conceptual and historical 

limitations. Such a re-positing of a communicative act, the significance of which has 

been transcended, comes with Prometheus’ invocation of a Phantasm of Jupiter to 

repeat his curse against the real Jupiter. The drama as a whole is also reticent, giving 

no dramatic motivation for the unbinding of Prometheus or the amelioration of 

human life; this indicates Shelley’s fear that there might be no enriching 

consequences for Promethean poets themselves. Promethean poets may inspire 

others by catching and magnifying the ‘echoes of the human world’, though they 

themselves remain ‘unchanged’ because their motivations are determined by the 

desire to find reparation for their own sufferings and resentments.44 Promethean 

poetic work involves a kind of self-impersonation that, paradoxically, risks losing the 

authenticity of the lived experience it aims to capture. 

In analysing Mont Blanc and Prometheus Unbound I examine Shelley’s 

attempts to see past his own rhetorical moves; he invites his readers to theorise a 

state of ontological contingency with an extra-human metaphysical reality. Mont 

Blanc and Mont Blanc’s reticence induces an openness to the possibility of 

productive changes in mental attitudes that might decipher the ‘codes of fraud and 

woe’ upon which society is predicated.45 There is an accompanying sense, more 
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explicitly the subject of Prometheus Unbound, that the figurative redoubling of 

reality made by language might, paradoxically, gesture towards a pre-linguistic 

dimension through an iterative force that differentiates language from existence. 

Such a performative iteration can thus capture a sense of a subjectivity in situ, 

struggling to define itself in one socio-psychological moment. This kind of aesthetic 

redoubling of reality is encapsulated by Prometheus’ failure to recall the curse (the 

curse he hurled at his enemy Jupiter) being repeated for him by an empty 

‘Phantasm’ of Jupiter. Prometheus’ complex relationship with his self-representation 

leads onto the second section of the project, where I discuss The Cenci and Julian 

and Maddalo (1819), specifically the connections they make between shame and 

self-construction. Shame takes us to the limits of the self as well as sketches a mode 

of access to a common humanity, which, for Shelley, can only be defined by 

delineating the psychological traumas involved in the very attempt to envisage a 

space outside of socially constructed norms. Shelley’s presentation of Beatrice Cenci, 

The Maniac and Julian’s shame challenges the reader to respond sympathetically to 

the de-humanisation that each character experiences and to fill the textual 

omissions with a new kind of Subject position. 

 In Chapter Four I argue that The Cenci marks something of a change in 

Shelley’s attitude: he continues to address the question of the Promethean poet’s 

bad faith – his or her project of initiating change by attempting to transcend but also 

posit the authenticity of one moment of suffering. My reading focuses on the 

reticence of the character of Beatrice, arguing that she manipulates herself, the 

other characters and the reader into exonerating her morally from the act of 

parricide. She uses reticence to indicate the presence of the shame she feels from 

having been raped by her father, the depth of which acts as a kind of justification for 

such an extreme form of revenge. Shelley gives Beatrice the agency to change the 

terms of her own self-image from that of a person ‘wrapt in a strange cloud of crime 

and shame’ to that of a wronged martyr, and in so doing forces a double narrative 

logic into an initially singular phenomenon of reticence.46 This dramatises Shelley’s 

anxiety that his own poetic strategies of reticence can be used to limit rather than 
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expand semiotic potential, and force a singular, historicized perspective onto poetic 

projects that ‘impersonate’ (Preface to The Cenci) the specificity of one situation.47 

Shelley seems to criticise the sophistry of Beatrice’s manipulation of her own image; 

this registers his reservations about his own poetics. But his apparent critique of 

Beatrice shows that he was beginning to take her attitude of bad faith seriously as a 

possible poetic strategy.  

In Julian and Maddalo, completed in the same few months as The Cenci in 

1819, bad faith is made fully productive as a poetic mode. Chapter Five examines 

how the hermeneutic labour created for the reader by the ending of Julian and 

Maddalo questions the appropriateness of either the shame the Maniac experiences 

from having allowed himself to be deceived by the shows of the ‘cold world’, or the 

shame of Julian, the presence of which we can infer from his closing reticence, and 

which arises from his failure to define or actuate his plans to ‘cure’ the Maniac.48 

Julian and Maddalo engenders an intersubjectivity that is created between 

characters and between character and reader, and which enables shame itself to 

have its own phenomenological agency. This allows Julian and the Maniac to attempt 

both to transcend the personal misery of being dehumanised by one’s situation and 

to use the self-awareness generated by this critical remove to figure a corrective 

conception of humanity. Yet the spectre of bad faith still defines this dynamic. Julian 

attempts to justify the Maniac’s experience of a shame which laments the loss of a 

coherent self, yet comes to a realisation of the inauthenticity of his position. He 

senses the futility of his aim because the Maniac has already made this very mode of 

inauthenticity poetically productive: by flaunting his own shame the Maniac has 

already secured both a satisfactory self-representation and the interest of Julian, 

who can sympathise with this shame but not comprehend it. There is an element of 

self-critique here on Shelley’s part: Julian is unable to see authenticity as the very 

struggle with the problem of achieving an authentic mode of representation, while 

the Maniac remains problematically unashamed of his bad faith. 

The concluding section of the project argues that the suite of poems referred 

to as the ‘Jane’ poems can be productively related to the near contemporary 
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fragment The Triumph of Life (1822). Each of the works I discuss here are reticent in 

different ways about how one might go about reading and making sense of the 

dividing line between biographical experience and the figurative personae that are 

constructed in verse. Each also registers this issue as one which risks the obliteration 

of a stable concept of a self or Subject. I argue that the Jane poems and The Triumph 

of Life are intimately connected by their mutual interest in how biographical 

experience becomes inseparable from poetic personifications that seek to represent 

the totality of an individual’s inner life. A dialectic between ‘life’ as a private pleasure 

that gathers the self and its yearning for epistemological security into one defined 

set of images (The Jane Poems) and ‘life’ as an experience of being overwhelmed by 

external forces, both metaphysical and political, (The Triumph of Life) remains 

deliberately unresolved, reticent. The Jane poems explicitly flaunt an attitude of bad 

faith, using reticence to create a closed system of reference, where the “Lyric I” is 

constructed by casting Jane as a kind of Other whose gaze constitutes the self as 

Subject. But the process is reversed in The Triumph of Life, where, instead of 

gathering all of what is lovable in human experience into one ‘fair form’, reticence 

casts the self as an ineffectual ictus in the triumphal pageant of life, and the poem 

opens up meaning to a total indeterminability that does not distinguish between 

true and false representation.49 Reading these poems together, as two ways of 

looking at one problem, reveals a Shelley who had become to some extent conscious 

that what he had been creating in his poetry was a dialectic that requires both 

reticence and the overdetermination of representation by poetic impersonation. 

Both are required in order to attempt to answer the question that continually drove 

his poetic projects: how to achieve a psychological attitude of openness to the 

distortions of identity that must occur if we are to attempt to capture what we think 

is of value in our individual experience of life. 
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iii Theory   

 

 

Shelley’s use of reticence contests earlier theorisations of it, such as Kant’s theory of 

the sublime. Here strategies of communicative defeat recuperate a view of the 

Subject whose faculties are overwhelmed by a lack of immediately present purpose, 

but are also referred to a higher form of Reason that constitutes humanity’s 

transcendental essence.50 For Shelley the main poetic expression of these ideas lay 

in Coleridge’s and Wordsworth’s fusion of this notion with a Christian piety that 

anthropomorphised silence in order to demonstrate the presence of God in the 

natural world. But Shelley’s reticence resists such anthropomorphising by creating 

phenomenological or eidetic reductions of mental problematics, not 

representational surrogates for experience.51 However, Shelley’s poet appears to be 

responsible for promoting a sort of Kantian sensus communis – the positing of a 

virtual, objective, universal assent to individual judgements of taste. Poets have a 

faculty that makes ‘approximation to the beautiful’, so that ‘the pleasure resulting 

from the manner in which they express the influence of society or nature upon their 

own minds communicates itself to others and gathers a sort of reduplication from 

that community’.52 Shelley wanted to examine the question of how this 

reduplication occurs at a personal, psychological level. His reticence creates space to 

appreciate the historicized profile of our ideas by parodying, reduplicating their 

specific content in the hope that such a miming of contingency will inspire self-

reflexive apprehension of our human nature. I demonstrate in this thesis how 
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Shelley’s textual reticence results in reduplications and reconfigurations of the social 

and personal realities his poems both sketch and indict.  

         In Kant’s ‘reflective judgement’ the representation of purposiveness without 

defined purpose brings a foretaste, in the form of a frisson of aesthetic pleasure, of 

the underlying rational capacities of the human mind, both through way the 

perceptual faculties harmonise with the Object, as in the Beautiful, or are suspended 

by the lack of such an Object, as in the sublime. Ross Wilson in Subjective 

Universality in Kant’s Aesthetics explains that in practice this aesthetic pleasure is 

subjectively different in each instantiation even though it always draws upon the 

concept of a collective subjectivity that exists a priori.53 Wilson also, in his book 

Shelley and The Apprehension of Life, applies this perspective to the way Shelley 

attempts to think philosophically about a category of ‘life’ that is so fundamental to 

our perceptions that it becomes invisible to us in the process of living. He theorises 

that Shelley aimed to differentiate the fragility of a life deadened by a lack of self-

reflexive ‘apprehension’ of subjective immersion in lived experience from an 

aesthetic ‘delight’ that is fundamentally fused with the basic cognitive capacities.54 

My Shelley is more cynical than Wilson’s, because even though I argue that Shelley’s 

reticence highlights a conviction about the generality and flexibility of perception, 

there is also a distinct awareness that historicized forms of collective knowledge are 

always provisional. 

A troubled relationship with Kant’s ideas can be seen most clearly in Alastor: in 

this poem the Visionary seems to be in thrall to Kant’s notion of an aesthetic 

judgement that is characterised by disinterestedness and defined by a sense of 

purposiveness without purpose. The Visionary seems to be both physically and 

spiritually eviscerated by the lack of a psychological experience of purposiveness. 

Because Kant’s aesthetic judgement creates the laws by which the Subject’s faculties 

of perception are appraised, his theories provide the groundwork of experience in 

general whilst leaving the Subject position itself fragile, even empty. In fusing Subject 

and Object so entirely Kant renders us initially Subject-less, before allowing us to be 

buoyed by a super-subjectivity that represents humanity’s transcendental rationality. 
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Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy make this clear when they discuss how 

the Jena Romantics responded to Kant’s ideas about the subjective basis of our 

mental representations of reality by pointing out that they leave the realm of feeling 

and non-cognitive experience under-theorised.55 They argue that because after Kant 

aesthetic appearance was given primacy in philosophies of mind without an 

accompanying theory of individual subjectivity, there was a heightened interest in 

the literary text being seen as a kind of auto-creation that produces subjectivity as its 

operative mode. In my interpretation of Shelley’s poems the text’s auto-productive, 

yet intersubjective phenomenologies of reading create affective analogues for the 

way subjectivity struggles into being by differentiating itself from and remaining 

dialectically in tension with pre-existing modes of thought and expression.  

Irena Nikolova’s book Complementary Modes of Representation in Keats, 

Novalis, and Shelley also draws on German Romanticism to theorise the way the 

Romantics’ meta-narrative strategies challenge the text’s own modes of 

representation. She views the Romantic text as a site of what she calls 

‘complementarity’, this being where different modes of representation can 

productively co-exist without also being committed to a ‘resolution through 

synthesis’. She writes that ‘the acceptance of two mutually exclusive processes of 

creation and destruction, which precludes synthesis, foreshadows the co-existence 

of difference within the paradigm of complementarity’.56 My account differs from 

this in two ways. I argue that the textual instabilities created by reticence 

deliberately toy with the possibility of synthetic unity whilst never fully committing 

to it. Flirting with the bad faith of closure and fixity is Shelley’s way of addressing the 

instability of the Subject. This leads to the second difference between mine and 

Nikolova’s account, – I argue that Shelley’s meta-discursive strategies dramatise a 

longing for continuity with one’s self-representations: my focus is on his engagement 

with the Subject-in-process, not the text itself as a process of becoming. 

Shelley made post-Kantian gestures without appealing to the non-cognisable 

paradigms of “the human” upon which Kant believed our ability to narrate our 
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failures to access the ‘thing-in-itself’ is based. For Shelley, after his early Deist phase, 

if such paradigms existed, they did so as part of the movements of matter at large in 

the universe. Shelley’s critique of Kant’s empty Subject is recouped into a faith in the 

ability of the mind to create its own ‘myths’, as Harold Bloom has it in Shelley’s 

Mythmaking. This mythmaking is a process where two levels of comprehension, the 

physical and the ideational, are combined by poetic art to produce concepts that we 

want to put our faith in, despite our awareness of their merely tropological origins.57 

As Shelley’s philosophical speculations developed they increasingly came to rely on 

the notion of a spirit of Love which animates the universe, inspired by Spinoza’s 

notion of a Nature/God that is continuous with all matter. Shelley shared Spinoza’s 

confidence that all human activity (and ethical progress) is predicated on the 

adequacy of our understanding of Nature (which includes our own nature). His 

reticence registers an attempt to explore the fact that we are condemned to 

subjectively endure ‘life and being’. This is in despite of the fact that the self appears 

to be erased by the way these categories seem to have an independent, superior 

agency: ‘Thoughts and feelings arise, with or without our will, and we employ words 

to express them […] there is a spirit […] at enmity with nothingness and dissolution. 

This is the character of all life and being’.58 When Shelley writes that ‘We want the 

creative faculty to imagine that which we know; we want the generous impulse to 

act that which we imagine; we want the poetry of life’, it seems as though he is 

posing a deliberately open question about whether philosophical speculations on 

‘life’ are merely a second order meta-commentary or are themselves part of a 

Materialist conception of the processes of life.59 Shelley attempted to fuse Idealism 

and Materialism in his conception of a mind that can add to what Nature is, but is 

then itself subjected to the very material processes which are set in motion.  

My use of the term ‘affect’ also speaks to Shelley’s intellectual debt to Spinoza. 

In his Ethics, Spinoza warns of the danger of making affects into rhetorical strategies. 

Interestingly, this move destabilises the common-sense morality that lies behind his 

theory of the consanguinity of human action and our ability to conceive adequate 
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ideas of Nature. For Spinoza, men become conscious of themselves through the 

affects that determine their behaviour, and imagining affecting another with affect 

immediately produces that affect in the Subject. He counsels caution in any attempt 

to manipulate this kind of self-reflexivity: 

  

But if [...] one could conceive that a man could desire to hate someone, in order 
afterwards to have the greater love for him, then he would always desire to 
hate him.  For as the hate was greater, so the love would be greater, and so he 
would always desire his hate to become greater and greater. And by the same 
cause, a man would strive to become more and more ill, so that afterwards he 
might have the greater joy from restoring his health; and so he would always 
strive to become ill, which […] is absurd.60  
 

Such a strategy would be ‘absurd’ (presumably because this would seem to set us on 

the slippery slope towards the kind of Cartesian dualism Spinoza was trying to 

refute) but seemingly not beyond the bounds of possibility. Similarly, Shelley’s 

reticence shows how miming or performing ourselves produces generous, yet 

recursive, self-critiques that capture the self-dissociating nature of affective 

experience. The ‘absurdity’ described by Spinoza helps Shelley to constitute a 

utilitarian world of values, to sketch a view of a mind that deliberately courts 

slippage between psychological experience and the linguistic, moral and political 

concepts such experience leads us to create, then impose upon ourselves as if from 

the outside.  

A second order ‘apprehension’ of life, to use Shelley’s word, is also a key 

feature of affect as theorised by Brian Massumi. Massumi’s understanding of affect 

as the moment where a physical entity experiences complex forms of self-

organisation is deeply influenced by Spinoza’s notion that affect is produced by 

conscious reflection upon experiences initially produced by the body. Indeed, 

Massumi argues that his view of affect encapsulates Spinoza’s whole notion of the 

immanent presence of a Nature/God in human experience, claiming also that this 

produces a metaphysics where ‘an individual substance divides into parallel 

attributes’. But Massumi also identifies a conceptually productive logical flaw in his 

                                                           
60

 Benedictus de Spinoza Ethics, ed. and trans. by Edwin Curley (first published Princeton: Princeton University 
press, 1994, repr. London: Penguin, 1996), Chapter 3, ‘Of the origin and nature of the Affects’, pp. 68-113 (p. 93). 



 
35 

 

own theorisation of affect – that such immanence can only be described 

metaphorically via the idea of spatial relations, so ‘A philosophical sleight of hand 

like Spinoza’s is always necessary. The trick is to get comfortable with productive 

paradox’ – and this is just what Shelley’s reticence aims to achieve.61   

Throughout this thesis I employ the terms ‘ideology’ and ‘structures of 

feeling’62 because Shelley’s work demonstrates a proto-Marxist interest in 

understanding how our circumstances and habitual patterns of thought and 

behaviour come to define us both as individuals and as part of the ‘spirit of the 

age’.63 This can be seen most clearly when Shelley writes in the Preface to Laon and 

Cythna that: 

 

They [writers] cannot escape from subjection to a common influence which 
arises out of an infinite combination of circumstance belonging to the times 
in which they live, though each is in a degree the author of the very influence 
by which his being is thus pervaded. 64 
 

In What is Literature?, which combines Existentialism with Marxism, Sartre develops 

the idea that works of art pre-figure political and moral responsibility by inviting 

their viewer to actualise latent aesthetic and social possibilities that are sketched 

within the work at a conceptual and affective level.65 Iser explores the textual 

expression of this notion in literary texts and calls the collective fruit of these 

hermeneutic efforts an ‘aesthetic object’. He describes this as an emotionally 

charged yet pre-linguistic phenomenon created in the reader’s mind as an object of 

perception, but an object of perception that is not initially produced by perception 

itself but by acts of ideation carried out in imaginary conditions (this being his 

criterion for a text being ‘aesthetic’).66 My readings of Shelley’s poems examine 

examples of how such aesthetic objects are continually reconstructed by the internal 
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workings of the literary text; these aesthetic objects form symbols of the way the 

Subject is altered by its environment. A phenomenological method such as that 

developed by Sartre can reveal the intentional perspectives present in literary works: 

perspectives which define a text’s attitude toward the world it represents. 

Shelley’s works are expressive of a problem that is a prime concern of 

Marxist theory: a writer who wants to initiate social change by reformulating key 

concepts must consciously aim to be original in a way which radically breaks with 

received ideas, yet must also generate insights which are recognisable as new. But 

Shelley had an additional problem: he wanted his semantic and conceptual 

innovations to be recognisably human, but was acutely aware that reduplicating 

experiences of sympathy and reciprocity that have been smothered in their ‘cold and 

borrowed’ linguistic shells risk merely replacing one ideology with another.67 This is 

why he both critiques and leans upon a conceptual structure that Marjorie Levinson 

calls ‘Romantic science’. Her notion of Romantic science identifies the critical 

inability to stop ourselves from reifying the Romantic desire to ‘locate our freedom 

within the mythic, untransformed past we have taken such pains to dismantle’.68 

Shelley’s use of reticence to create a curious nostalgia for a unified identity, which 

paradoxically, he also believed we must transcend, indicates that he would have 

welcomed such a response to his poetry. But his work is also cognisant of the fact 

that a search for origins may ultimately result not in a philosophical method or 

discourse but in an affective placeholder for the kind of values we would like to 

discover in the world. When he wrote in Essay on Life that ‘almost all familiar objects 

are signs, standing, not for themselves, but for others, in their capacity of suggesting 

one thought which shall lead to a train of thoughts’, he approaches an Althusserian 

sense of the ubiquity of ideology, and the importance of its role in Subject-

formation.69 His poetic strategies of reticence work to accommodate this truth, 

acknowledging that affective and psychological bonds are necessarily made between 

mind and world by such accommodations, even in moments when we try to 

transcend our ideological immersion. This is the sense in which the following 

                                                           
67

 ‘A Treatise on Morals’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 182-94 (p. 184). 
68

 Marjorie Levinson, ‘The New Historicism: Back to the Future’, in Rethinking Historicism: Critical Readings in 
Romantic New Historicism Theory, ed. by Marjorie Levinson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), pp. 18-63 (p. 22). 
69

 ‘Essay on Life’, pp. 173-74. 



 
37 

 

statement from A Defence of Poetry should be read: ‘there is a principle within the 

human being […] which acts otherwise than in a lyre and produces not melody alone 

but harmony, by an internal adjustment of the sounds and emotions thus excited to 

the impressions which excite them’: such an ‘internal adjustment’ is the function of 

Shelley’s reticence.70 

Shelley wanted more than to imagine a democratised poetics; he wanted to 

break with what Marx would later identify as the bourgeois Subject, immersed in a 

confused conflation of the vaunted autonomy of the self and the privileged material 

conditions that create illusions of social freedom. His writing explores the transition 

to being able to ‘consider himself less as that center to which we are but too prone 

to believe that every line of human concern does, or ought to converge’. Influenced 

by the tradition of British Enlightenment moral philosophy, Shelley wanted to, 

paradoxically, feel the moral force of his political beliefs that would ‘place individuals 

at a distance from self’.71 Shelley wanted, as Sartre put it, to explore the 

psychological and moral dimensions of the need to ‘transcend the ego’.72 Like Sartre, 

Shelley strived to believe that there is no such thing as an ‘ego’ which structures the 

actions of the Subject by mediating between the external world and internal 

experience. When he wrote that ‘the words I and you, and they are grammatical 

devices invented simply for arrangement’ he questioned the separation of the 

human mind from other forms of physical matter.73 But this Materialism continually 

came into conflict with ideas about the moral productivity of Enlightenment 

philosophy’s concept of Sympathy, which was grounded on personal experiences of 

love and benevolence and was attributed a specifically human moral intelligence. In 

A Defence of Poetry love is described as ‘a going out of our nature’, yet is framed in 

terms of the absorption of the Other into the self, as the poet is encouraged to 

accept that the ‘pains and pleasure of his species must become his own’.74 Similarly, 

when speaking of the artistic products of classical Greece Shelley wrote that ‘the 

sentiments of the auditors must have been refined and enlarged by a sympathy with 

                                                           
70

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 277. 
71

 Both quotations from ‘Proposals for an Association of Philanthropists’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 60-69 (p. 61). 
72

 See Jean-Paul Sartre, The Transcendence of the Ego, trans. by Sarah Richmond, 2
nd

 edn (London; New York: 
Routledge, 2011). 
73

 ‘Essay on Life’, p. 174. 
74

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 282, p. 283 



 
38 

 

such great and lovely impersonations until from admiring they imitated and from 

imitation they identified themselves with the objects of their admiration’.75 But here, 

poetry’s ability to impersonate moral ideals also seems to function as a form of 

personal moral renovation that maintains a distance between Self and Other, 

Subject and Object, only in order to more surely guide the process of fusing them 

together.  

Shelley’s poetry, unlike Sartre’s systematic philosophy, addresses the 

instability of the Subject by playing with the stability of narrative personae and 

pitting various internal perspectives within his poems against each other. This is why 

Iser’s work provides the best theoretical framework for understanding how such 

texts create phenomenologies of reading that engage us in philosophical speculation 

on the nature of subjectivity, and how poetic acts of impersonation might be a way 

of addressing these speculations. Iser’s concepts of the textual forces of ‘negation’ 

(which is influenced by Sartre’s) and ‘indeterminacy’ are described throughout his 

work as the opening up of narratologically charged gaps between the various levels 

of denotive and figurative significance that exist in literary texts. These allow the 

reader to guide himself or herself through the text, driven by the hermeneutic 

interest generated by such gaps. Iser’s work theorises the specificity of aesthetic, 

fictive language in a way that can explain how Shelley’s reticence creates implied 

meta-personae. These dramatise his poems’ own status as fictions that are 

deliberately parasitic on real ontological categories that ‘elude verbalization’. For 

Iser, the work of the aesthetic: 

 

Permits and conditions conceivability, and as a sign it denotes the linguistic 
untranslatability of what it refers to […] a fictionalizing act endows the 
imaginary with a specific form according to the relations to be established. 
This form of the imaginary eludes verbalization. At the same time, however, 
it can never dispense with language, for language points to what is to be 
concretized. It also enables the concretization to be shaped and thus fed 
back into existing realities.76  
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Rather than taking Iser merely as a theorist of reader-response, I am taking him as 

someone who productively extends Sartre’s idea that the recipient of a work of art 

brings its latent internal ideas and assumptions into a concrete social reality by 

lending the work their consciousness and ontological grounding. However, it is worth 

saying that the notion of ‘the reader’ is often taken for an abstraction which stands 

in for any one particular type of reader the critic wishes to ventriloquise. But for Iser 

the reader is understood as another kind of aesthetic object – as a collection of likely 

responses that are continually being constructed and deconstructed by the text’s 

own processes of negotiating the thresholds between the manifest and the latent, 

the normative and the unfamiliar, the imaginary and the real. Iser’s work 

demonstrates how texts can guide us through controlled indeterminacy and 

polysemy in order to perform instances of disharmony between felt truths about 

subjective experience and the repertoire of norms governing the existing conditions 

of articulation that these truths critique. As well as anticipating Sartre’s concept of 

‘negation’, Shelley’s meta-personae merge Iser’s concept of an ‘aesthetic object’ and 

the notion developed in reader-response theory more generally of an ‘implied 

reader’ of a text. Though Sartre and Iser are important points of orientation, I freely 

develop their concepts in my analyses of Shelley’s works and will only deploy their 

terms at crucial moments.  

My thesis also merges methodologically Iser’s notion that textual gaps are 

“filled in” by the reader’s process of engaging with the text, with De Man’s notion 

that philosophical aporias provide a permanently destabilising effect upon a text’s 

signifying capacities. Destabilisation and concretisation come to be dialectically 

related in Shelley’s reticence: poetry can present aporias and problems without 

them remaining necessarily unresolved, yet equally there is no pressure to figure a 

self that is unified by poetic representation. Timothy Webb has convincingly argued 

that Shelley’s syntactical and semantic use of negatives signal the presence of a 

‘potential not realized, perhaps not even recognized’; but in his account the 

‘seemingly negative is caught up, transformed, redeemed, or even regenerated by 
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some higher reality’.77 Shelley certainly uses negatives to make some of his most 

affirmative statements, like the curious idea presented in the Preface to Alastor that 

‘They who, deluded by no generous error, instigated by no sacred thirst of doubtful 

knowledge, duped by no illustrious superstition […] have their apportioned curse’. 78 

Here it is a positive thing to be ‘duped’ by an idea, or a troping of reality that is 

inaccurate but emotionally ‘generous’. But the redemption promised here is not that 

of Webb’s ‘higher reality’. Negation provides a spur towards a reduplication of 

mundane reality that transposes philosophical problems into figurative expression. 

As Shelley wrote in A Defence of Poetry, the use of a highly figurative style makes 

poetry ‘at once the center and circumference of knowledge’.79 Such a transposition 

is a way of unearthing truths about the historical, ideological and personal reality 

within which we are inextricably immersed. 

Like Iser, Roman Ingarden also uses the phrase ‘aesthetic object’, but he 

describes it as a relation between the stylistic or aesthetic qualities of a work and the 

perceived nature of the value we attach to them.80 Iser’s aesthetic object is more 

dynamic: because fictional language provides instructions for how to build the reality 

around us in metaphorical form, reading a literary text can reveal something about 

the construction of the mind that perceives the world, and this self-reflexivity can 

lead to the reconstruction of this mind.  Iser writes that: 

 

In this respect, we can say that literary texts initiate ‘performances’ of meaning 
rather than actually formulating meanings themselves. Their aesthetic quality 
lies in this ‘performing’ structure, which clearly cannot be identical to the final 
product, because without the participation of the individual reader there can be 
no performance.81 
 
 

I do not use the word ‘perform’ to mean ‘mimic’ or ‘replicate’, but as Iser uses it, to 

signify a fictive doubling of reality that isolates the particularity of a phenomenon 
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through critical remove. I use ‘perform’ to indicate the manifestation of an idea in a 

manner other than the discusive. As an instantiation of a concept, a performative 

textual element is provided with an independent existence from this concept. A 

textual element which is simply performative, not performatively reticent, can be 

identified where recursive self-referentiality becomes fully conversant with a text’s 

explicit ‘meaning’ rather than continually destabilising its own ability to perform such 

meaning. 82 

 Shelley’s reticence maintains a performative disharmony between form and 

content that is unresolved yet dialectically alive. Performative reticence creates a 

semiotic fullness that requires the mind of the reader to acknowledge their role in 

activating reality through re-ordering the conceptual materials at their discretion. 

This contrasts with De Man’s notion that it is the physical and linguistic reality of the 

text that constitutes its most material element.83 For example, in Alastor the 

eloquence of the veilèd maid’s body surpasses that of poetic expression: ‘The 

beating of her heart was here to fill | The pauses of her music’ (169-70). But these 

lines do not merely refer us to a philosophy of mind that emphasises what we call 

‘embodiment’, but to an idea of a human nature that is created through responding 

to its own conditions of articulation.84 This resembles Hegel’s assertion that it is the 

grasping of the sensuous aspect of an idea that ensures that thought has fully 

expressed itself in material terms.85 Shelley’s reticence registers a striving to figure a 

Subject grounded in individual lived experience rather than in Kant’s notions about 

the paradigm-induced nature of perception and aesthetic experience. Shelley’s 

overall engagement with reticence (both philosophically and textually) ultimately 

creates an unresolved dialectic between a desire to hypostatise the self and an 

affective acknowledgement of the larger nature of the philosophical problems that 
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impinge upon projects of self-construction. Yet by creating meta-perspectives from 

communicative ambiguity, Shelley’s textual reticence also becomes a perfect 

performative emblem for the very attempt to discover a post-Kantian Subject.  

Shelley’s reticence marks out what Iser calls a ‘decentered subjectivity’, a 

Subject that has been muted or suppressed by existing aesthetic and social 

conditions, but that may be made readable by a text’s representation of the 

imbrication of one consciousness with a particular repertoire of norms.86 The notion 

of a decentered Subject is usually associated with a psychoanalytic register, 

specifically with the thought of Lacan, but my use of it relates to Sartre’s I’être-en-soi 

rather than to Lacan’s primordial ‘Real’ (a place where the pre-symbolic, ‘Imaginary’ 

realm and the realm of the symbolic order can harmonise). In Lacan’s thought the 

symbolic realm generates psychic momentum because it frustrates desire by 

reminding us that the objects of desire cannot be accessed through the signifiers 

used to identify them. This results in a ‘split self’, sometimes called a decentered 

self, which is torn between perceiving itself as both unified by its own symbols and 

as an externalisation of its own desire for such self-unification.87 Contrastingly, 

Sartre’s ‘Imaginary’ is a meta-linguistic act of ideation that re-constitutes the world 

in the mind, an act which speaks to Shelley’s idea that the imagination has a morally 

relevant capacity to expand our moral sentiments by re-visioning the familiar world, 

making us ‘inhabitants of a world to which the familiar world is a chaos’.88 The 

dynamism created by the gaps Shelley’s poetry opens up between signified and 

signifier are not caused by psychic lack, then re-filled by continually repressed desire, 

as in Lacan, but remind us, like Sartre’s ‘Imaginary’, that because we can never 

coincide with l’être-en-soi we must maintain a moral energy of self-revision. 89 
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Reticence, reserve and omission are also the aspects of Shelley’s poetry that 

most clearly demonstrate his engagement with the idea of history, particularly as 

regarding the individual’s placing within it, encapsulated in his statement: ‘In 

considering the political events of the day I endeavour to divest my mind of 

temporary sensations, to consider them as already historical’.90 One way of reading 

Shelley’s preoccupation with images of veils being undrawn to reveal a creatively 

productive absence – ‘Veil after veil may be undrawn, and the inmost naked beauty 

of the meaning never exposed’91 – is to understand that because we cannot see 

outside of the mental phenomena which define our experience, we might then be 

left with a mental ‘vacancy’ that is not productive but hollow if we cannot provide 

ourselves with a satisfying sign of our own historicized subjectivity. Shelley’s 

reticence provides the opportunity to create satisfying images and impersonations of 

what this ‘inmost naked meaning’ might be. But this will always be a project in bad 

faith. A Defence of Poetry describes in a very Kantian manner the poet’s ability to 

temporise. This poet can access the transcendental through the immanent: ‘a poet 

considers the vices of his contemporaries as the temporary dress in which his 

creations must be arrayed and which cover without concealing the eternal 

proposition of their beauty’.92 In the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, poetry is 

considered to be comprised of representations that analogise an emotional response 

as it is manifested in one historical moment:  

 

As to imitation, poetry is a mimetic art. It creates, but it creates by 
combination and representation. Poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, 
not because the portions of which they are composed had no previous 
existence in the mind of man, or in nature, but because the whole produced 
by their combination has some intelligible and beautiful analogy with those 
sources of emotion and thought, and with the contemporary condition of 
them.93  
 

Poetry then naturalises, makes sense of the ‘abstractions’ that are created in the 

attempt to generate new perspectives on ourselves. It is this process to which 
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Shelley refers when in The Cenci he uses the dramatic form and theatrical metaphors 

to explore the question of the individual’s placing within one historical moment. 

Here Shelley does not want to ‘impersonate’ his characters, yet he allows them to 

impersonate themselves by covering themselves in the ‘mask and the mantle’ of 

their times.94 

Paul Hamilton has examined the concept of Shelley’s texts’ engagement with 

their own historicity; for Hamilton, these are texts which are proleptically writing 

themselves as history by generating the kinds of critiques that are constantly open to 

revision and do not merely isolate the limitations of one point of view. Shelley’s 

poems create a sense of being ‘unrestricted by the historical meanings of the 

words’.95 But what I claim specifically for the function of his reticence is that its 

corrective dynamic and its ability to produce restatements and reduplications of 

ideas from alternative perspectives also creates the possibility for a knowing re-

immersion within the historical immanence that was initially rebuffed. Hamilton 

writes of Beatrice Cenci that ‘to transform one’s personality into a mask becomes 

the counter-intuitive touchstone of poetic sincerity’.96 The reduplication offered by 

Shelley’s reticence becomes to some extent ‘the counter-intuitive touchstone of 

poetic sincerity’, whilst also accommodating the bad faith inherent in its own desire 

to arrive at a conception of ‘sincerity’ at all. For example, Beatrice Cenci can be seen 

to deliberately manipulate the hermeneutic ambiguities of the silence and shame 

her sufferings engender. Reticence sharpens Shelley’s philosophical engagement 

with historicity by making manifest such moments where the coherence of the 

Subject is put in question. Reticence facilitates the actualisation of such moments by 

seeing them from critical perspectives that can be contemporaneous with them 

without falling into un-regenerative immanence. Reticence adds an ironic distance to 

ideological distortion. But in showing us alternatives and correctives it also reveals 

affective resonances to these distortions – resonances that acknowledge the ethical 

dimension of being attached to and immersed within specific historical phenomena 

that impersonate the larger movements of history. The ‘generous error’ of the 
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Preface to Alastor is glorified because it can show us a cross-section of historicization 

itself. 

Another aim of this thesis is then to show that a focus on Shelley’s reticence 

can illuminate debates in Romantic theory regarding the construction of subjectivity 

by rhetorical strategies that point beyond the limitations of historically specific self-

representation. Shelley’s reticence, in being both a theme and a technique, makes 

visible the kind of circular cohesiveness of Romantic self-representation that 

Marjorie Levinson identifies in her essay ‘The New Historicism: Back to the Future’. 

This essay forms a precedent for my own use of Sartrean theory, as she uses his 

concept of ‘totalization’, which refers to multiple (social) entities being merged 

through acts of imagination, to describe the way Romantic texts present subjectively 

objective forms of self-reflexivity.97 Levinson’s Romanticism is a totalization in the 

‘genitive’ case: it is a ‘consciousness of’ the very practice of Romanticism, – ‘Our 

totalizing act thus becomes part of the movement by which history continually 

reorganizes itself. Even as we wait upon the real development of that history as the 

sufficient condition for our critical acts, these acts also hasten that development’.98 

As suggested by Shelley’s comments in The Preface to The Cenci, the totalizing 

power of philosophical and rhetorical reticence can create dangerously easy 

slippages between internal feelings and their social and linguistic currency. Yet 

reticence also promises a solution to this incipient self-deception in that, as in 

Hegel’s thought, self-actuation can be understood by accepting that the objects we 

create alienate us from ourselves but also facilitate universalising gestures that 

integrate us into the larger movements of history. 

 Shelley’s work anticipates Sartre’s interest in making the individual Subject a 

site of the dialectical movement of history itself. Robert Young summarises Sartre’s 

project in A Critique of Dialectical Reason when he writes that for Sartre ‘each 

totalization is the totalization of all struggles’, because this is the only way the 

‘singular’ Subject can ‘incarnate the universal’. But Young also describes a problem in 

Sartre’s thinking, this being that ‘The products of a conflict, as well as its residues, 

                                                           
97

 See Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, trans. by Alan Sheridan-Smith, ed. by Jonathan Rée 
(London: NLB, 1976). 
98

 Levinson, ‘The New Historicism: Back to the Future’, p. 23.  



 
46 

 

may seem incomprehensible insofar as they differ from the original intentions of any 

of the combatants’.99 Young argues that Sartre counters this problem by making 

aporias and moments of incomprehensibility active agents of his totalizing 

processes. But he also argues that Sartre never really addresses the objection of how 

something can be totalized ‘when totalization is never accomplished’: this being 

because of its dialectical instability. The point is that there is an enormous amount of 

pressure put on the ‘writing subject’ to make its totalizing activities totalize more 

general struggles.100 Similarly, Shelley’s reticence dramatises the struggle of the 

individual to appropriate history, even as it is appropriated by it. 

For Shelley, the language of poetry contains an ‘order’ that is beyond its own 

times, and even verbal ‘expression’ in general has concrete and eternal ‘laws from 

which it proceeds’.101 But he was also anxious about the fact that our self-

representations will always be ‘figures’ projected onto a ‘false and fragile glass’.102 

He feared that historical appearances cannot be fully constitutive because they also 

have a strangely shallow, performative quality which is in bad faith, just like Sartre’s 

waiter who can only realise his own existence as a waiter by ‘playing at being a 

waiter’.103  Because historical forms impose themselves upon us, it seems as though 

our own selfhood is imposed upon us as if from without: life appears to triumph over 

us. We can now see that Shelley’s textual and philosophical forms of reticence 

combine to describe two very subtle and unusual kinds of trauma. The first is a 

trauma created by coercive or inert conceptions of the poet or the self that Shelley 

considered to be of particular moment and difficulty. This trauma attests to the 

difficulty of attempting to determine how we can talk about artistic or moral 
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“naturalness” in a post-theistic language that might still be able to identify a 

specifically human nature, even when the human is viewed through our relationship 

to larger material and metaphysical forces. The second kind of trauma is one of 

being imposed upon both by our environment and by history itself, as our attempt to 

arrest ourselves in one moment of feeling and knowing is constantly interrupted and 

determined by history. The movement of history itself seems to intervene when we 

want to indulge in an attitude of bad faith that provides a specious yet satisfying 

sense of unity with our historicized self-impersonations.  

There are five interrelated terms which are central to my thesis, all of which 

address the phenomenological and hermeneutic dynamism produced by Shelley’s 

strategies of reticence. These are: historicization, bad faith, impersonation, nostalgia 

and shame. Let me deal with them in order. Historicization refers to the kinds of 

representation which temporarily constitute the self in its ongoing project of self-

transcendence. It should be taken as speaking both to Kant’s idea that phenomena 

both screen and instantiate noumena, and to Sartre’s ideas about l’être-pour-soi’s 

constant transcendence, where because the self has no essential being it can never 

be identical with its representations. The pour-soi can never be en-soi. Sartre’s 

concept of mauvaise foi is defined by a denial of the fact that the self is different 

from its representations. But the unique concept of bad faith created by Shelley’s 

poetry playfully acknowledges that there is always a level of artifice to our self-

representations which reflects the fact they are aspects of the self, even if fully 

identifying with them results in inauthenticity. Shelley’s reticence expresses this 

double sense of the authenticity and inauthenticity of our historicization. It 

acknowledges that temporary self-impersonations are not satisfying enough, so we 

yearn for full identification with these fugitive moments and become guilty of bad 

faith. Impersonation, then, refers to textual and metaphysical acts of self-

performance that playfully acknowledge the provisional nature of our self-

recuperation and register dissatisfaction with it. Shelley’s acts of impersonation, 

made both on behalf of himself and his characters, maintain the hope that we do not 

have to completely defer to our historicized modes of representation, even though 

this is the way in which we become constituted as Subjects.  
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This means that Shelley’s bad faith is also defined by a nostalgia for a sense 

of identity not dogged by self-laceration, where a naïve, pre-sceptical identity that 

joins self and self-representation, can be imagined. In A Defence of Poetry Shelley 

describes the poet’s special gift of imbuing linguistic representations with affective 

vibrancy. But this technique has a curious temporality that makes new experiences 

seem like repetitions of something familiar:  

 

A trait in the representation of a scene or a passion, will touch the enchanted 
chord, and reanimate in those who have ever experienced these emotions, 
[virtue, love, patriotism, and friendship] the sleeping, the cold, the buried 
image of the past.104  
 

This anticipatory nostalgia is one affective mode that the twinning of reticence and 

bad faith creates. In Alastor, for example, the episode of the Visionary’s dream of a 

‘veilèd maid’ represents his desire to feel continuous with a human, erotic nature 

that has been ignored by prior poetic traditions. But the reticence of the poem 

seems to criticise and interrupt this attitude. Paradoxically then, the notional 

fulfilment of this desire has both already been transcended and is posited as a unity 

still to come. Prometheus having his curse repeated by the Phantasm of Jupiter in 

Prometheus Unbound also demonstrates this curious nostalgia. Prometheus knows 

the moral relevance of his suffering lies in transcending it in the name of a collective 

social and political liberation; but he also wants to preserve the resentment and 

bitterness that demonstrates the coercive nature of Jupiter’s regime. The idea of a 

proleptic nostalgia that preserves a negative experience may seem counterintuitive. 

But this is because such an attitude captures the authenticity of human suffering; it 

is a constant reminder of the inessential and disparate nature of the self, which is 

something Shelley wanted future moral and political systems to acknowledge. As he 

suggests in the passage from the Preface to Laon and Cythna that discusses the 

‘ferocity and thoughtlessness’ of the French revolutionaries, negative affect is ‘the 

historical fact from which liberty derives all its recommendations’: liberation is not 

conceivable without the memory of how its lack is suffered.105  
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Now we come to the centrality of shame in Shelley’s thought. Shelley’s 

reticence is a textual and philosophical strategy that has an ontological-emotive 

phenomenology at its core: it is bound up with a shame that charts a poet’s sense of 

alienation from his own being. Sartre’s description of shame in Being and 

Nothingness links it to a realisation that we are limited, trapped within our being by 

the look of the Other; and Shelley’s reticence is in part an expression of a similar 

idea.106 As I shall demonstrate, particularly in Alastor, this self-alienation arises when 

notions of the poet’s identity and his utility to society still rely upon uncritical 

notions of “the natural”. But because shame also provides a self-reflexive 

perspective on the ontology of the self, it can also be a creative, dynamic 

phenomenology. When the self is posited as a lack or limitation before the Other, 

this lack can only then be filled by the fullness of a “humanity” that it is defined 

against, once we acknowledge that this concept is created intersubjectively. As such, 

a phenomenology of shame can become a re-grasping and a re-intentionalising of 

intersubjective processes. Shame is the ontological moment where self-positing can 

occur, where the self can simultaneously glimpse the construction of the Subject by 

material and philosophical resources and a sense of Being qua Being.  

As a psychology shame is linked to reticence; its phenomenology can also 

capture the complex and interrelated shades of authenticity and inauthenticity to be 

found in poetic impersonation. This is because shame also has a double dynamic. In 

one sense, it traps us within ourselves and is thus well-suited for expressing Shelley’s 

desire to preserve awareness of the ways in which we suffer feelings of alienation, 

even whilst hoping this awareness would ultimately lead to the amelioration of 

suffering. But in another sense, shame can conceptually isolate the very feeling of a 

shared humanity that the experiencing of it seems to deny. One irony in all this is 

that shame leads us into bad faith, because it can to some extent answer the desire 

for a unified self by isolating one version of “the human”, precisely by dramatising an 

alienation from it. Paradoxically, Shelley’s shame is the closest his nostalgia for a 

naïve identity can get him to a stable Subject position. Comparable to this is Shelley’s 

reader’s extrapolation of the text’s self-critiques: the reader can offer a form of 
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interpretive resolution to Shelley’s poems, yet the poems themselves remain 

alienated from such notional completion by their playful instability. These ironies are 

created by Shelley’s use of reticence to create a poetics that is knowingly in bad 

faith. But though Shelley’s poems constantly question their own strategies of 

representation, they also provide ways of reading that risk the bad faith of stabilising 

or exonerating the problems presented within them. Shelley’s work displays a 

constant anxiety that an unstable text is more authentic than a stable one. But as 

Shelley’s life went on he became more accepting of bad faith as bad faith.  

Where I begin my project in Alastor (1815), Shelley’s reticence expresses a 

fear of his own bad faith, and a dissatisfaction with the philosophical and subjective 

modes available to the poet. But The Cenci (1819) marks a turning point in Shelley’s 

thought. His exploration of Beatrice Cenci’s bad faith casts it as a knowing 

acceptance of the necessity of self-impersonation, because it is the only mode of 

self-identification available. And it is the similarly performative quality to Shelley’s 

textual reticence (which characterises his major work from Alastor onwards) that 

gives the reader an access to these philosophical problems. By creating reticent texts 

Shelley invites the reader to carry on the energy of self-transcendence that defines 

the authentic self. But this energy is double-edged, as this invitation also allows the 

reader, because they are given the power to resolve hermeneutic dynamics, to linger 

on what satisfaction can be found in linguistic surrogates of the moments of 

suffering the poems describe. The reader then becomes guilty of the same bad faith 

as the poems themselves. Shelley’s poems acknowledge, though they also resist the 

fact, that we are implacably mediated by our historicization. The drama of Shelley’s 

poetry comes from the attempt to find moments of impersonation satisfying; but it 

also recognizes this as ultimately self-defeating. This is why the only real satisfaction 

can come from bad faith itself: from finding a linguistic experience that lingers on 

certain moments of the struggle with metaphysical and moral notions of 

authenticity. Reticence creates a discernible dynamic of bad faith in Shelley’s poems 

– performing and asking the reader to perform, this struggle.  
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Alastor’s Mute Poets 

 

 

i Shelley and Wordsworth 

 

 

The anxieties about authenticity that I have been outlining are given their first major 

expression in Alastor; Or, The Spirit of Solitude (1815). Alastor explores the situation 

of a writer who inherits the Wordsworthian notion of a Nature poet, which is 

parodied in the poem’s Preface as an ‘attempt to exist without human sympathy’.1 I 

argue that certain psychological and conceptual problems inherited by the post-

Wordsworthian poet are made manifest in the text through strategies of reticence. 

Shelley critiques the way in which Wordsworth’s use of reticence perpetuates 

reliance on a nebulous conception of the poet’s relationship to Nature, without 

giving proper attention to a specifically human nature. Wordsworth’s poetic 

characters practice a kind of muteness – a communicative reserve regarding the 

specific nature of the harmony he tells us subsists between the human mind and 

Nature, a harmony that turns the individual poet into a conduit for a transcendental 

essence originating from the Christian god. This poet adjures his readers to be in awe 

of Nature’s silences, as Wordsworth’s poems often imply that through careful 

attention to non-human spaces of experience, the very absence of human voices can 

become spiritually didactic in demonstrating to us our limits in the face of a larger 

power. In Wordsworth’s ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, being ‘deaf and silent’ 

allows the ‘best Philosopher’ to appreciate his own ‘Soul’s immensity’, which is a 

divine ‘heritage’ that can only be expressed through the vibrancy of poetic creation.2 

Shelley creates a reticent poetics that, in imitating Wordsworthian muteness, allows 

him to explore poetic personae that might provide alternative conceptions of the 

poet. 
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Alastor parodies Wordsworth’s conception of poetic genius, defined by a 

notion of muteness-as-authenticity that supposedly channels Nature’s truths by 

bypassing the conscious mind, but which actually denies the poet the use of their 

own faculties. The poet becomes merely: 

   

a long-forgotten lyre  
 Suspended in the solitary dome  
 Of some mysterious and deserted fane.3 
 

I draw out the intimations in Alastor that the idea of the poet as conceived in the 

Wordsworthian vein is unproductively passive. The spontaneity of this poet’s 

language is authorised by its act of duplicating the workings of Nature’s mysterious 

and incomprehensible power upon the mind and spirit; the poet’s muteness 

channels Nature’s holy silence and legitimises the authority of his voice. The 

Wordsworthian poet authenticates his poetic productions through a communicative 

restraint that mimics, even as it is awed by, the silence of Nature. This reticence 

evinces a capacity for unconscious intuition of Nature’s presence within the human 

mind. Where Shelley finds room for critique is that for Wordsworth, not only is the 

complex relationship between mind and Nature not something that we can 

apprehend directly, it is also something even the most gifted of poets should not be 

arrogant enough to attempt to theorise. The paradox inherent in the attempt to 

express the notion of a pre-linguistic dimension in language is performed by 

Alastor’s direction of the reader to a meta-discursive level of the text.  

Alastor is normally considered to contain three personae: the speaker of 

Shelley’s Preface, the poem’s speaker –  a ‘Narrator’ figure who invokes the aid of 

Nature to inspire his poetic strains – and the protagonist of the tale this Narrator 

relates about another poet – a ‘Visionary’ who is led to his annihilation by pursuing 

his dream of a ‘veilèd maid’ who is both an idealised lover and an idealised poet. My 

account of Alastor reads the Visionary’s story as expressive of the Narrator’s 

equivocal attitude to the Wordsworthian poetic voice he creates for himself at the 

beginning of the poem. The psychological and conceptual problems inherited by the 
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post-Wordsworthian poet are made manifest in the text through strategies of 

reticence. This reticence suggests the presence of an additional persona, a kind of 

implied conception of the poet who struggles with the poem’s various constructions 

of him. Alastor contains two kinds of reticence: one that destabilises the text due to 

the lack of a coherent framework from which to compare the different perspectives 

of the three personae; and another which makes an appeal to a realm of pre-

linguistic truth. Both produce moments of hermeneutic insecurity that allow images 

of muteness and silence to be conceptually transformed as the poem progresses. I 

argue that into such hermeneutic destabilisation can be read a fourth persona, a 

kind of implied ‘Poet’ who struggles to dissociate himself from the Wordsworthian 

model. The existence of this meta-persona registers the conflicted nature of 

Shelley’s thoughts about the definition and purpose of the poet. I also argue that the 

sudden eroticism of the episode where the Visionary meets the veilèd maid is a 

dramatisation of the fact that there is a problem with the Wordsworthian 

conception of the poet, and that the case for an embodied human nature needs to 

be made. The jarringly effusive nature of this episode in the context of the rest of 

the poem expresses the divided psyche of the Narrator, as the poem as a whole 

demonstrates a dissatisfaction with the Wordsworthian mode of its own narration. 

Alastor dramatises this psychic conflict in the mind of the Narrator by sketching an 

alternative conception of the poet in the figure of the veilèd maid. But because this 

episode is described in a way that appears to criticise the Visionary’s self-absorption, 

Alastor also implies that the Narrator cannot acknowledge the maid to be an 

alternative model as such: he cannot fully rationalise his apostasy from Wordsworth.  

Alastor opens with the Narrator’s expression of guilt at having failed to listen 

to the voice of Nature, the relating of which has a confessional tone, almost like a 

moral tale that explores the consequences of rejecting Nature’s beneficence. The 

Narrator opens himself up to being instrumentalised by a rhetoric of the “natural” 

when he condones the way his ‘Great Parent’ (45) denies him the latitude to be 

curious about the origins of his own vocation. The rest of Alastor narrates the life of 

the Visionary: initially chosen by Nature to house her secrets, he seems to reject this 

spiritual gift and instead seeks to explore the nature of his humanity by searching 
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the ruins of ancient civilisations of the East, each associated with the birth of the 

human race. After gazing on these ruins the Visionary has an intuition of their 

‘thrilling secrets’, yet remains unsatisfied (128). He continues his journey, and is 

tended by an ‘Arab maiden’ who falls in love with him but cannot confess her love; 

the Visionary remains unaware of this because she only comes to him while he is 

sleeping (129-34). This is followed by his erotic vision of the veilèd maid, whose voice 

is ‘stifled in tremulous sobs | Subdued by its own pathos’ (164-65). Once this image 

fades the Visionary becomes obsessed with the idea that he can only find such 

felicity again beyond the bounds of mortal life. In the episode of the veilèd maid, 

Shelley critiques what he considers to be the passivity of the Wordsworthian poet 

and suggests that poetry can create phenomenologies that generate their own 

agency. The poem as a whole makes manifest the psychological anguish of the 

Narrator through the way it deliberately omits to provide a clearly formulated 

perspective from which to relate the voices of Narrator and Visionary, and from 

which to solidify an overarching notion of what a poet either is, or should be. This 

omission is a performative reticence that dramatises a resistance to the 

Wordsworthian model of the poet by creating a sense of disconnection between the 

poem’s tone and its themes.  

Many readings of Alastor are indebted to Earl Wassermann’s 1971 reading of 

the relationship between Narrator and Visionary as dialogic, where scepticism and 

Idealism are set against each other.4 More recent work such as Timothy Clark’s book 

Embodying Revolution: The Figure of the Poet in Shelley has continued this line of 

thought to focus on unravelling the different perspectives on poetic expression to be 

found between Narrator, Visionary and the speaker of Shelley’s Preface, with the 

concluding thought that each shift of perspective acts as a kind of test case for the 

others.5 Two recent essays on Alastor, ‘A Re-reading of Wordsworth’s Presence in 

Shelley’s Alastor’, by Francesca Cauchi and Mark Sandy’s ‘Quest Poetry: Alastor and 

Epipsychidion’, develop a line of thought begun by Marilyn Butler and Martyn 

Crucefix in the 1980s. These focus on Shelley’s resistance to Wordsworth in Alastor, 
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and re-cast this as a relationship that is more deliberately parodic than was initially 

conceived by the earlier critics. As Mark Sandy puts it, Alastor reveals a ‘self-reflexive 

interrogation of a Wordsworthian mode of recollection’.6 My reading of Alastor will 

build upon the thinking done by Sandy and Cauchi and will suggest that the 

underlying problem Shelley perceives, and which motivates this parody, is 

Wordsworth’s conflation of a transcendental Subject and a notion of the social utility 

(from a conservative and Christian perspective) of the individual poet’s ability to 

channel Nature’s morally didactic grandeur.  

Martyn Crucefix’s reading casts Alastor as a critique of what he calls 

Wordsworth’s ‘superstition’, which he defines as a state where, in externalising their 

own powers by personifying Nature, men become ‘alienated from a vital part of 

themselves’. It is central to Crucefix’s reading that the Narrator’s vision of Nature 

parallels the Visionary’s in that both are guilty of a superstition that invests 

externalised self-projections with a false reality. He also thinks that the veilèd maid is 

a ‘textbook’ example of this kind of superstition, and it is here that my reading 

diverges.7 I argue that the figure of the veilèd maid appropriates the Wordsworthian 

idea of poetic authenticity-as-muteness and in doing so not only suggests an 

alternative model of poetic expression and vocation to that developed by 

Wordsworth, but simultaneously conveys the dissatisfaction of the Narrator. He 

appears to feel as though creating a new poetic model out of an understanding of 

erotic desire (‘beamy, bending eyes’, ‘parted lips’, ‘panting bosom’, 179, 184) is too 

radical to be expressed directly. The eroticism of this episode of the veilèd maid, 

though it realistically describes sexual love, appears overwrought in the context of 

the rest of the poem. This is not only because it strikes such an unexpected tone in 

what we expect to be a pious narrative of Wordsworthian nature poet, but because 

                                                           
6
 Franscesca Cauchi, ‘A Re-reading of Wordsworth’s Presence in Shelley’s Alastor’, SEL, 5.4 (2010), 759-74, Mark 

Sandy, ‘Quest Poetry: Alastor and Epipsychidion’, in The Oxford Handbook of Percy Shelley Studies, ed. by 
Anthony Howe and Michael O’Neill, with the assistance of Madeleine Callaghan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013), pp. 272-88 (p. 275).  
7
 Martyn Crucefix, ‘Wordsworth, Superstition, and Shelley’s Alastor’, Essays in Criticism, XXXIII.2 (1983), 126-47 
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the Visionary cannot believe that this relates to any reality available to him; he feels 

he can only hope to find such happiness again in death.8  

The question of Shelley’s relationship with Wordsworth and the degree of 

Wordworthianness present in the figures of Narrator and Visionary has had a long 

critical history, which began to gain momentum after Kim Blank’s lengthy 

examination of Shelley’s ambivalent identification and admiration for Wordsworth. 

Only one account, Jennifer Lokash’s ‘Shelley’s Organic Sympathy: Natural 

Communitarianism and the Example of Alastor’, has presented this relationship as 

simply one of mimetic admiration, as most critics follow Crucefix in seeing the 

Visionary as presenting the Wordsworthian Narrator’s gradual realisation of his own 

poetic shortcomings. John Rieder, who thinks that the obliquity of the 

Wordsworthian critique in Alastor indicates Shelley’s unwillingness to admit to his 

own radicalism, presents Shelley’s appropriation of Wordsworth as an attempt to 

purify him of his Christian piety yet redeem his harmonious relationship with Nature. 

Vincent Newey makes a similar argument in claiming that Shelley embraces an 

insatiable craving for knowledge of Nature’s mysteries which Wordsworth would not 

have condoned, and William Keach and Yvonne Carothers also argue that Alastor 

ultimately aims at reconciliation with Wordsworth’s ideas. Earl Wasserman, Michael 

O’Neill, Timothy Webb, Stuart Peterfreund and Ronald Tetreault have also taken this 

general approach, and Sandy and Cauchi have extended it to read the Visionary as a 

gently parodic imitation of Wordsworth.9 My account of Alastor argues that Shelley’s 

                                                           
8
 The editors of The Poems of Shelley believe that Shelley coined the term ‘unsexual’ to describe Wordsworth in a 
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 See G. Kim Blank, Wordsworth’s Influence on Shelley: A Study of Poetry Authority (London: Macmillan, 1988), 
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University of Toronto Press, 1987), Mark Sandy, ‘Quest Poetry: Alastor and Epipsychidion’, in The Oxford 



 
58 

 

disappointment with the later Wordsworth also led him to reflect on the 

shortcomings of the kind of unquestioning and passive euphony between mind and 

Nature that even the early Wordsworth espoused. Shelley’s fear is that the poet can 

become so passive an instrument that he may be unaware of whether the 

inspiration from Nature for which the Narrator longs is present in his being or not. 

This fear is expressed in the fact that, contradictorily, the Narrator thinks both that 

‘deep noon day thought, | Has shone within’ him as well as that he must await the 

breath of the ‘Great Parent’ (40-41). Alastor’s reticence, in facilitating simultaneous 

comprehension of multiple hermeneutic possibilities, makes a parodic appropriation 

of the initial problem of poetic muteness set up by the poem’s opening; the concept 

of passive Wordsworthian muteness is transformed into an actively reticent poetics. 
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ii Rejecting ‘natural piety’ 

. 

 

When the poem begins with the Narrator pleading with his ‘Great Parent’ (45) not to 

withdraw her beneficence, this favour is defined in a negative way. The poet’s 

worthiness to receive Nature’s gifts depends upon him having enough sensitivity to 

other forms of natural life to have not ‘injured’ them: 

 

Earth, ocean, air, beloved brotherhood! 
If our great Mother has imbued my soul 
With aught of natural piety to feel 
Your love, and recompense the boon with mine;  
[…] 
If no bright bird, insect, or gentle beast 
I consciously have injured, but still loved 
And cherished these my kindred; then forgive 
This boast, belovèd brethren, and withdraw 
portion of your wonted favour now!  
 

          Mother of this unfathomable world! 
Favour my solemn song, for I have loved 
Thee ever, and thee only; I have watched 
Thy shadow, and the darkness of thy steps, 
And my heart ever gazes on the depth 
Of thy deep mysteries. I have made my bed 
In charnels and on coffins, where black death 
Keeps record of the trophies won from thee, 
Hoping to still these obstinate questionings 
Of thee and thine, by forcing some lone ghost 
Thy messenger, to render up the tale 
Of what we are. In lone and silent hours, 
When the night makes a weird sound of its own stillness,   
Like an inspired and desperate alchemist 
Staking his very life on some dark hope, 
Have I mixed awful talk and asking looks 
With my most innocent love, until strange tears 
Uniting with those breathless kisses, made 
Such magic as compels the charmed night 
To render up thy charge: . . . and, though ne’er yet 
Thou hast unveiled thy inmost sanctuary. (01-04, 18-38) 
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The Narrator searches the ‘darkness’ of Nature’s ‘steps’ and her ‘deep mysteries’, 

which results in ‘obstinate questionings’ he cannot allay, although feels he should 

(21, 23, 26). Despite the confessional tone and the ellipsis at line 37, which implies 

he feels embarrassment about his indulgence of superstitious Gothicism, the 

Narrator still seems convinced there is something to be felt and discovered when 

‘night makes a weird sound of its own stillness’, and hopes that some ‘magic’ of 

human artifice can make the night speak, ‘render up’ its ‘charge’. The Visionary 

carries on this line of enquiry when he wanders the ruins of ancient cultures. He 

succeeds in using the enhanced faculties of perception with which he was ‘imbued’ 

by Nature to translate his experience of their (mute) wonder into a human ‘meaning’ 

that apprehends the ‘thrilling secrets of the birth of time’ (02, 128). As Cauchi puts it, 

the Narrator’s cataloguing of his Gothic episode has a decidedly penitential aspect: 

‘Shelley’s opening pastiche presents Wordsworth’s notion of natural piety as 

something more akin to commerce than communion […] What had thus begun as a 

putative hymn to nature now reeks of the confessional’.10 For Cauchi, the subtle 

venality of the poem’s opening is demonstrative of Shelley’s commitment to the 

notion that unmeasured Idealism will ultimately consume the more intuitive forms 

of knowing originally bestowed upon the poet by Nature. But the reticence and 

ambiguity of the opening of Alastor also expresses a resentment of the passive faith 

that Nature exacts, and my account takes its self-critical tone to be directed against 

the notion of ‘natural piety’ itself.  

The opening section quotes Wordsworth twice and encourages the reader to 

see the Narrator as a Wordsworthian figure who struggles against his own 

assumptions about the mind’s relation to Nature. The ‘natural piety’ referred to in 

line 3 is used twice by Wordsworth, once in a short poem called ‘My heart leaps up 

when I behold’ (1807), where he describes a childlike exultation in nature as 

‘fathering’ the adult version of himself, calling the desired extension of this childlike 

quality into adulthood, ‘natural piety’.11 In book three of The Excursion (1814), the 

conservatism of which Shelley disapproved, Wordsworth uses this phrase again to 
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 Cauchi, ‘A Re-reading of Wordsworth’s Presence in Shelley’s Alastor’, p. 764, p. 767. 
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 William Wordsworth, ‘My heart leaps up when I behold’, in Poems, in Two Volumes, p. 206, ll. 07-09. 



 
61 

 

have his ‘Solitary’ figure implicitly question it as a source of achievable spiritual 

sustenance: 

 

 Such acquiescence neither doth imply,  
 In me, a meekly-bending spirit – soothed  
 By natural piety; nor a lofty mind.12  
 

 
Shelley takes issue with Wordsworth’s vacillating commitment to his own ideas, and 

to his suggestion that only certain people can find a spiritual repose that is ‘pious’ 

rather than merely ‘acquiescent’.  

The ‘obstinate questionings’ (26) that the Narrator of Alastor chides himself 

for imposing upon his ‘Great Parent’ (45) mother Nature are borrowed from 

Wordsworth’s ‘Immortality Ode’, which he began just after ‘My Heart leaps up when 

I behold’. Like the ambivalence of ‘natural piety’ in The Excursion, in Wordsworth’s 

‘Ode’, the ‘obstinate questionings’ register a conflicted attitude toward the attempt 

to achieve an ideal state of reciprocity between mind and Nature.13 Alastor’s 

Narrator figure implicitly critiques both Wordsworth’s idealisation of a state of 

unproductive, perhaps unobtainable, ‘natural piety’ and, as Shelley sees it, the false-

heartedness of his attempt to make his ‘obstinate questionings’ spiritually 

productive as questions, rather than as an expression of submission to Nature’s 

power. Alastor’s Narrator implores Nature not to withdraw her favour, because he 

has searched for her mysteries and secrets in graveyards and has not been able to 

still his ‘obstinate questionings’. The Narrator is concerned that he has transgressed, 

yet also perceives the shortcomings of the favour that he lacks. He sees his poetic 

vocation as ‘suspended’ without Nature’s specific intervention, which elides the idea 

of a reverent muteness and the authenticity of the poet’s vocation (43). This 

parodies Wordsworth’s notion of a Nature poet who stands mute before the natural 

world in order to hear its music internally. In not being directly comprehensible by its 

human host, natural piety renders this host unable to feel the love with which 
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 William Wordsworth, The Excursion, ed. by Sally Bushell, James A. Butler and Michael C. Jaye, with the 
assistance of David Garcia (Ithaca, New York; London: Cornell University Press, 2008), Book the third, 
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Nature favours them because they are deprived of the kind of purposiveness, at a 

psychological and personal level, which the Kantian sublime takes to be specific to 

aesthetic experience.14 

‘There was a boy’, initially published in the 1798 edition of Lyrical Ballads, 

demonstrates this strain of Wordsworth’s thought well, as the boy’s sense of awe 

before Nature is appropriated by the voice of the poet-speaker as part of his 

observation of the scene. The boy mimics the hooting of the owls, but when they fail 

to respond in kind, the shock of the resulting silence has a spiritually didactic effect 

that is corrective of the arrogance of his attempt to imitate Nature. The implication 

is that a true communion with Nature would ‘baffle’ his skill and disturb the workings 

of his ego, so instead must enter ‘unawares’ into his mind: 

 

And, when it chanced 
That pauses of deep silence mock’d his skill, 
Then, sometimes, in that silence, while he hung 
Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprize 
Has carried far into his heart the voice 
Of mountain torrents, or the visible scene 
Would enter unawares into his mind. 15 

 

The poem’s speaker stands as a ‘mute’ witness of this scene, whose special 

prerogative is to replicate and articulate the truths gleaned from the silence that 

surprised the boy, but which the boy himself was unable to express. In Shelley’s 

poem To Wordsworth, also published in the volume 1816 of which Alastor was the 

title poem, Shelley laments that another appropriation of poetic muteness occurs in 

Wordsworth’s later, more conservative writing. To Wordsworth criticises 

Wordsworth’s betrayal of his earlier radicalism in favour of a conservative condoning 

of the situation of the rural poor, whose premature death and sickness is to be 

lamented only because it interferes with the opportunities for the direct spiritual 

communion with Nature that defines their social situation. Shelley’s point is that for 
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 See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement, trans. by Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub. Co., 
1987), particularly ‘On the Dynamically Sublime in Nature’, pp. 119-40, i. ii. 28-29. In the Kantian sublime a 
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Wordsworth the value of this spirituality can only be apprehended and articulated by 

the poet of a higher social class. To Wordsworth laments firstly that Wordsworth had 

rejected the style and sentiment of his early works, exemplified by Lyrical Ballads, 

and secondly that in The Excursion he converts the idea of Nature instructing us in 

our human sympathies into a mere sentimental mood that naturalises an acceptance 

of the fact that wide-spread poverty is inescapable:16 

 

In honoured poverty thy voice did weave  
Songs consecrate to truth and liberty, – 
Deserting these, thou leavest me to grieve, 
Thus having been, that thou shouldst cease to be.17  
 

I argue that Alastor demonstrates Shelley’s unhappiness with even the early 

Wordsworth’s conception of the poet, whose special status allows him to articulate a 

supposedly communal experience of Nature’s moral work upon the soul.  

The ‘allegory’ of ‘one of the most interesting situations of the human mind’, 

which Shelley’s Preface says Alastor delineates, is that of a poet troubled by his 

inability to find a stable relationship with the “naturalness” of his poetic gift. In the 

Preface, the poet is hounded by the problem of simultaneously theorising and 

utilising a poetic vocation that gives him a special insight into the ‘all that is excellent 

and majestic’ in humanity, but for which there is no existing philosophical or moral 

vocabulary.18 I shall show later how the veilèd maid personifies the Visionary’s (and 

the Narrator’s) attempt to figure the shortcomings of poetry itself, a corrective for 

which cannot be fully realised because of the inherited Wordsworthian guilt 

attendant on rejecting Nature’s beneficence. The Narrator relates his tale of a ‘Poet 

whose untimely tomb | No human hands with pious reverence reared’, (50-01) and 

whose death is lamentable because he died alone, having only used his gift of 

affecting other people on ‘strangers’ who ‘have wept to hear his passionate notes’ 

(61). The Visionary’s ‘infancy was nurtured’ by the sights and sounds of ‘vast earth 

and ambient air’ which ‘sent to his heart its choicest impulses’ (68-70). The Narrator, 
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 Entry ‘14 September 1814’, in The Journals of Mary Shelley, ed. by Paula R. Feldman and Diana Scott-Kilvert, 2 
vols, 2
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 edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), i, p. 25. Mary writes that Shelley ‘calls on Hookham, and brings 
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 ‘To Wordsworth’, in The Poems of Shelley, i, p. 455, ll. 11-14.  
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who does mourn the Visionary, appropriates his genius in the manner of ‘There was 

a boy’, authenticating his own elegiac sentiments by claiming they originate from the 

same special favours bestowed by Nature upon the Visionary. But this is predicated 

on the Visionary’s failure to articulate his own genius, as his intuitive knowledge 

must apparently maintain a reticence in order to exist at all, as ‘The fountains of 

divine philosophy | Fled not his thirsting lips’ (71-72). Like the Narrator, the Visionary 

goes in search of Nature’s secrets, and also like the Narrator during this time ‘the 

green earth lost in his heart its claims | To love and wonder’ (97-98). This 

disheartening experience comes as a response to the realisation that there is a venal 

tinge to his relationship to his own ‘choicest gifts’ (205), as this feeling descends on 

him after passing through ‘immeasurable halls’ ‘of pearl, and thrones radiant with 

chrysolite’ (92-94).  

The attempt to manufacture a sense of a quantifiable value to the Visionary’s 

experiences continues in the way the people whom he meets on his travels respond 

to him, and attempt to ‘interpret’ his ‘woe’: 

 

the infant would conceal 
His troubled visage in his mother’s robe 
In terror at the glare of those wild eyes, 
To remember their strange light in many a dream 
Of after-times; but youthful maidens, taught 
By nature, would interpret half the woe 
That wasted him, would call him with false names 
Brother and friend. (262-69) 
 

Implied in these lines is that being ‘taught’ by Nature is not sufficient to function 

socially if tailoring a generalised sense of the human sympathetic capacities to an 

individual situation can have such coercive effects. The Visionary, like the Narrator, 

seems to wait upon an external power to provide him with a concept of the utility of 

the impulses of his inner being. In doing this he immolates himself before the 

Kantian ideal of an aesthetic judgement defined by the ability to experience 

purposiveness without purpose. But this passage also bespeaks a resistance to Kant’s 

ideas in the suggestion that there is something being conveyed by the Visionary’s 

‘wild eyes’ that the infants of the company, not yet habituated to any particular way 
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of perceiving, can apprehend, but which the poem omits to describe. There may be 

another specific reference to Wordsworth here – to the moment in Tintern Abbey 

(1798) which describes Wordsworth’s sister Dorothy’s ‘wild eyes’ in a way that 

seems to absorb her being into the ‘language’ of his own ‘heart’:  

 

and in thy voice I catch 
The language of my former heart, and read  
My former pleasures in the shooting lights 
Of thy wild eyes.19 
 

Here is a female figure who is perhaps turned to service in the Wordsworthian 

vocation, and not allowed a wildness of her own, as is Shelley’s veilèd maid.  

The editors of Silence, Sublimity and Suppression in the Romantic period, 

Fiona L. Price and Scott Masson have written a perceptive introduction to their topic 

which examines the causes behind the fact that ‘silence’ in Romantic literature 

registered both transcendence and inadequacy. They name the most significant 

causal factor in this conflation as the tendency of thinkers in the late eighteenth 

century to associate aesthetic failures of communication, normally theorised by the 

sublime, with organicist thinking, where the human ability to perceive the presence 

of God in natural phenomena was linked to the discernible development of the 

individual soul. What was “natural” ‘became a new ground of debate’, but this was 

self-defeating because, as an expression of a “transcendental subject” in concrete 

form, silence ‘took on the particular characteristic of the organisms that expressed 

it’.20 Silence acted as an emotional placeholder for an idea of divine power that by 

definition cannot be expressed directly, only intuited indirectly as mapped against 

the seemingly auto-telic development of one particular personality or phenomenon. 

Price and Masson then theorise that it was the invocation of silence-as-authenticity 

that allowed an appropriation of the sublime to occur. They name Wordsworth as 

the key purveyor of this idea, and Alastor demonstrates evidence of a similar feeling 

about Wordsworth on Shelley’s part. For Wordsworth, ‘“feeling” became far more 
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than the instinctive moral force that it was in previous discussions of sentiment’. It 

became a power that was ‘incomprehensible without understanding the implicit 

connection to the “divine” power of the sublime that was being made’.21 Price and 

Masson also theorise that the paradoxes of Romantic silence developed into a 

hermeneutic circle that only cemented the appropriation of a theory of sublime 

poetic expression: 

 

For this one word [silence] was also used to point to a genuine source of 
difficulty for an author claiming empowerment, that is, the problem of 
locating a source of authority within an individual conceived as an organism 
[…] Silence could not only be used to evoke poetic authority, it could also, 
perhaps paradoxically, represent a reluctance to postulate an origin for 
creativity. 22  
 
 

The conflation of silence with poetic authenticity in the literature of this period 

facilitated the avoidance of the problematic questions that arose regarding the 

origin and “naturalness” of creativity. But there is an irony here in that these 

questions were posed in the first place because these two concepts were used to 

authenticate each other. Any definite answer to questions about the origin of 

creativity was obfuscated by referring to an existing structure of feeling that could 

provide a false sense of “meaning” to satisfy the spirit of enquiry. Price and Masson 

name Shelley as particularly guilty of producing ‘claims for the absolute authority of 

the heightened feelings of certain blessed individuals’.23 I argue that Shelley was to 

some degree conscious of the existence of such a self-sufficient rhetorical circle in 

his thinking, and that Alastor demonstrates a concerted attempt to explore and test 

its merits and implications.  

Alastor both evokes and challenges the idea of the poet’s muteness as 

registering an authentic relationship with Nature. Its parodic imitation of 

Wordsworth shows that Shelley wished to bring to bear upon Wordsworth’s notion 

of the poet, a critique of such self-defeating hermeneutic circles as described by 

Price and Masson. Shelley questions the conflation of the authenticity of the poet’s 
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voice with a reticence regarding the origin of the poet’s claims to access Nature 

through sublime experience. Alastor’s reticence about the relationship between 

Visionary and Narrator becomes communicatively productive by leaving so much to 

the reader’s engagement with particular aspects of the poem. It also allows the 

Narrator to provide himself with a clandestine poetic compensation for his 

psychological impasse in the figure of the Visionary’s veilèd maid. But this is done 

whilst ostensibly remaining within the bounds of the submissive relationship to 

Nature that the Narrator initially espouses. The agency of this self-deception can 

then be ascribed to an implied fourth persona: a composite and anthropomorphised 

site of the conflicting conceptions of the poet with which Shelley struggles in this 

poem. This meta-persona expresses Shelley’s misgivings about the psychological 

strain put upon a poet who feels they must embody an aesthetic standard of 

“naturalness” which does not make space for the social and biological reality of the 

individual poet. 
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iii The veilèd maid and the disgrace of the alternative 

 

 

The maid’s voice being ‘subdued by its own pathos’ (165) implies that a self-reflexive 

truth is being stifled in the very act of its self-awareness. Yet this self-reflexivity also 

provides a discernible counterpoint, an ‘ineffable tale’ to her musical expression: 

 

He dreamed a veilèd maid 
Sate near him, talking in low solemn tones. 
Her voice was like the voice of his own soul 
Heard in the calm of thought; its music long,  
Like woven sounds of streams and breezes, held 
His inmost sense suspended in its web 
Of many-coloured woof and shifting hues. 
Knowledge and truth and virtue were her theme, 
And lofty hopes of divine liberty, 
Thoughts the most dear to him, and poesy, 
Herself a poet. Soon the solemn mood 
Of her pure mind kindled through all her frame 
A permeating fire: wild numbers then 
She raised, with voice stifled in tremulous sobs 
Subdued by its own pathos: her fair hands 
Were bare alone, sweeping from some strange harp 
Strange symphony, and in their branching veins 
The eloquent blood told an ineffable tale. 
The beating of her heart was heard to fill 
The pauses of her music, and her breath 
Tumultuously accorded with those fits 
Of intermitted song. (151-72) 
 

 
The reticence of the Nature poet is appropriated by a human nature that struggles 

with having to justify itself by resembling ‘sounds of stream and breezes’. This 

human nature is compelled to weave its mimicry into a larger sensitivity to the 

present moment of articulation, and to an awareness of the ‘eloquence’ of the 

mind’s own grasping of its moment of entry into a discourse that can reveal ‘lofty 

hopes of divine liberty’. However, the ‘web’ referred to both here, and at the poem’s 

end, does not refer to a discursive web of linked terms that seek to authenticate a 

philosophical discourse by figuratively linking Nature’s power with a human 
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transcendental subjectivity. Rather, it refers to a linking of the mental faculties that 

brings a holism to a poet’s understanding of the relationship between aesthetics and 

metaphysics, and where linguistic and bodily eloquence can be heard together ‘in 

the calm of thought’. The veilèd maid appropriates the initial muteness of the 

Narrator, just as the narrator of ‘There was a Boy’ appropriates the boy’s muteness. 

But the difference in Alastor is that the Visionary and the veilèd maid ventriloquise 

each other; the maid is the ‘poet’ who can express what the Visionary cannot. Yet 

the maid needs to be observed in order for the silent eloquence of her body to 

appear to be an integral part of her poetic expression. The veilèd maid allows the 

Visionary to imagine a new mode of self-perception by focusing on the needs of the 

present moment. This is allegorised as a situation of erotic reciprocity, as he ‘saw by 

the warm light of their own life | Her glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil’ (175-

6). Michael Ferber asserts that the veilèd maid is like the hieroglyphs on which the 

Visionary gazes during his travels, ‘representations of things, not the things 

themselves’, but actually the maid is the least abstract aspect of the poem.24 She is 

an embodied representation of the complex psychological state of a poet who seeks 

to make the indirect relationship between mind and Nature directly human. She is 

an embodied manifestation of the poem’s very appeal to a meta-level of 

comprehension; she figures all the aspects of the poet that are muted by the 

Wordsworthian Narrator. Iser perceptively describes moments where ‘self-disclosing 

fictional text signals to the reader that a change of attitude is required. If the reader 

fails to recognize the contractual sign, an inappropriate reaction will ensue, as is 

frequently thematized by literature’.25 The eroticism of the veilèd maid is one such 

example of a text ‘thematizing’ the ‘inappropriate’ reactions which a reader might 

have. 

The difficulties of interpreting the veilèd maid are deeply linked to a long 

history of commentary begun by Earl L. Griggs and Paul Mueschke in their seminal 

essay ‘Wordsworth as the Prototype of the Poet in Shelley’s Alastor’, which reads 

Alastor as an allegory of the decay of Wordsworth’s ‘natural piety’ and sees the 
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veilèd maid as symbolic of this loss of creative power. Marilyn Butler took up this 

idea when she wrote that the veilèd maid represents Shelley’s rejection of the lake 

poets’ narcissism and self-indulgence. Following this, Frederick Kirchhoff, Stuart 

Sperry and Jerrold Hogle also read the eroticism of the veilèd maid as allegorising 

the dangers of personal and philosophic idealisation and as demonstrating the 

necessary failure of poetic attempts to displace ideals onto reality.26 Griggs and 

Mueschke, and the critics who follow their criticism of the Visionary’s failure to 

respond sexually to the Arab maiden, are partly correct. But what they miss is that 

this is a staged failure which functions to parody Wordsworth’s exclusion of the 

reality of purely human sensuality in favour of an illusory aesthetic compensation 

gained from remaining silent in the face of Nature’s power.  

As an attempted reflection of an ideal self the episode of the veilèd maid is 

deliberately thwarted by an inability to represent the moment of self-grasping.  This 

failure is recuperated by directing us towards a pre-linguistic state that promises a 

self-knowledge which rejects ‘natural piety’ in favour of a positive view of the 

naturalness of sexual desire. This alternative model is at the core of Alastor’s 

meanings: an exploration of the complex psychological pressure put upon the poet 

who inherits the Wordsworthian model of the poet. The extent of the Narrator’s 

guilt in having questioned Nature’s power is expressed in his inability to directly 

describe this new conception of a poet, instead articulating it in a manner that 

accuses the Visionary of being seduced by insubstantial dreams, perhaps prurience. 

Jerrold E. Hogle’s comment that the veilèd maid represents an ‘onanistic desire for 

oneness with himself’ succinctly summarises how this section is usually 

interpreted.27 I suggest instead that the veilèd maid transforms the Wordsworthian 

idea of muteness-as-authenticity by communicating something of the vitality of her 

own being, and in so doing appeals to an embodied and sexually frank notion of a 

spiritual wholeness absent in Wordsworth’s work.  
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The erotic tone of the encounter with the veilèd maid, where ‘he spread his 

arms to meet | Her panting bosom’ (183-84), combined with the references to the 

story of Narcissus and Echo, has generated great interest from critics who wish to 

accuse the Visionary of selfish immersion in an auto-erotic experience that 

irresponsibly refuses to engage with any objective concept of reality. My account 

rehabilitates the figure of the veilèd maid from being merely a symbol for the 

Visionary’s (and Shelley’s) self-immersion and detachment from reality. A negative 

interpretation of the Visionary would at first appear to be supported by the poem’s 

Preface, which claims that Alastor depicts a ‘self-centred seclusion’ that was avenged 

by the ‘furies of an irresistible passion pursuing him to speedy ruin’. However, the 

Preface also states that this situation is not comparable to that of those who, in 

deliberately closing themselves off from sympathy with mankind and ‘common 

nature’ become ‘morally dead’.28 Another way to read the figure of the veilèd maid 

is then to see her as an allegory for this ‘sympathy’ which must not be forgotten, and 

to see the erotic aspects of the text as functioning in a positive sense, asserting that 

an admission of a wide spectrum of human needs must be included in any 

conception of the poet. The eroticism of this episode does not necessarily relate to 

the potential parallel between auto-eroticism and poetic ‘self-seclusion’ that the 

reader might bring to bear upon Visionary through consideration of the fact that the 

maid is ‘Herself a poet’, (161) one whose ‘voice was like the voice of his own soul | 

Heard in the calm of thought’ (153-54). Rather, these allusions are merely present in 

order to pose the same questions as the Preface regarding the distinction between a 

healthy solitude that focuses the mind upon the ‘knowledge and truth and virtue’ 

(158) that are the theme of the maid’s song, and a self-absorption that entirely 

quells the capacity for human sympathy.  

Interestingly, critics such as Butler who accuse the Visionary of irresponsible 

self-immersion are implicitly in sympathy with Shelley’s own counter-Wordsworthian 

emphasis on the embodied, responsive personality of the poet being an integral part 

of his claim to create a poetics of Nature. By giving the veilèd maid the status of a 

dream, Shelley is himself posing the question as to whether such personally specific 
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and unapologetically erotic ways of accessing a larger conception of Nature are 

philosophically viable. The veilèd maid represents the condition of Shelley’s 

contemporary poet – exemplary in an effusiveness that admits of no gap between 

the voice of his or her own nature and the poetic self that is constructed to articulate 

this inner voice.29 And yet the fact that the veilèd maid’s poetry is not actually 

articulated in the poem, in the way the Maniac’s soliloquy is inserted into Julian’s 

narration in Julian and Maddalo, is what allows the Narrator to be able to indirectly 

associate himself with her as an ideal.  

Alastor’s epigraph, ‘I was not yet in love, and I loved to be in love, I sought 

what I might love, in love with loving’ is taken from Augustine’s Confessions, which 

describes a spiritual conversion from fleshly and worldly desires to an embracing of 

the love of the Christian God (p. 463). Yet Alastor seems to parody the very idea of a 

conversion narrative, as the Visionary’s commitment to chasing his dream of the 

veilèd maid is itself as a kind of conversion experience. By the end of the poem it is 

revealed that the relationship with ‘nature’s ebb and flow’ (653) he thought he had 

lost had been there all along, ‘fluttering’ within his own ‘pulse’ (658-59) but veiled by 

a mental separation of theorising and living as a poet. This separation is signalled by 

the way the episode of the veilèd maid describes a sublimated knowledge of the 

bodily basis of human nature. The maid is not veiled because she represents an 

inaccessible transcendental ideal but because she represents the reality of a human 

nature which was always present within the poet’s heart, but has been suppressed. 

The Visionary’s ‘inmost sense’ is ‘held’ by and ‘woven’ with her voice’, but is 

nevertheless, ‘suspended’ in anticipatory passivity (155-56), like the ‘long-forgotten 

lyre’ (42) that the Narrator uses to describe his emotional state at the poem’s 

opening. That the veilèd maid puts the bodily, less rarefied aspects of the person on 

a continuum with the lofty aspirations of philosophy implies that these realms have a 

semiotic productivity that should be acknowledged. In Shelley’s Essay on Love 

(written somewhere between 1815-1819), which Alastor anticipates, the idea of self-

seeking stands alongside a more obviously Platonic conception of love as 
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recompense for the shortcomings of the self: ‘We dimly see within our intellectual 

nature a miniature as it were of our entire self […] the ideal prototype of everything 

excellence or lovely that we are capable of conceiving as belonging to the nature of 

man’.30 Similarly, the ideal limned by the veilèd maid involves depositing a concept 

of personal fulfilment, resulting from the use of one’s poetic gifts, into what Hegel 

called a ‘sensuous form’ that is ‘adequate to itself’ in being a material expression of 

‘the mind’s genuine interest’.31 

The episode of the veilèd maid also describes the drama that Shelley hopes 

will take place in the reader’s mind when their questioning of the poem (which 

parallels the ‘obstinate questionings’ of poet Narrator and the Visionary) leads them 

to delve into the same jarring moment of self-critique that motivates the Narrator’s 

relating of his tale in the first place. The tale of the Visionary functions as an 

unwieldy double for the Narrator, enabling him to bring into focus his scepticism 

about Nature’s beneficence. Shelley appropriates the muteness of ‘There was a Boy’, 

doubling the muteness of the Narrator’s ‘natural piety’ with the veilèd maid’s appeal 

to a raw existential reality of bodily sensations. This is what is elided by 

Wordsworth’s account of the poet who, paradoxically, passively ventriloquises the 

sublimity of another’s experience. Yet it is important that the veilèd maid must be 

amenable to a reading that casts her as proof of the Visionary’s self-involution. She 

must fail to convince as an alternative; she must be disgraceful. This is why this 

episode is so boldly erotic, in order to demonstrate the extent of the problem for the 

poet who wishes to form an identity created from the naturalness of their bodily 

being, unaided by rhetorical overtures to the transcendental. And yet, it is important 

that the veilèd maid’s muteness also allows the Narrator to indirectly model such an 

alternative identity. The eroticism of this passage describes an alternative 

naturalness that is as easy and as fluid as the model of the ‘long-forgotten lyre’ 

described by the Narrator at the poem’s beginning. Yet the change of tone here 

from the rest of the poem, its deliberate inappropriateness, performatively makes 

the more important point that this human naturalness involves a greater degree of 
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intentionality than that bestowed upon the poet who must await Nature’s breath of 

inspiration to access his own poetic voice. 

Laon and Cythna, written two years later, provides some interesting points of 

comparison. As we have seen, in the Preface to this poem Shelley writes that 

‘narrative’ (rather than ‘didactic’ poetry) can ‘awaken public hope’ and ‘enlighten 

and improve mankind’ through ‘a succession of pictures illustrating the growth and 

progress of an individual mind aspiring after excellence’.32 This suggests that it is the 

way one mind struggles against the obstacles facing moral and social improvement 

in its own time that is, as Shelley suggests in the preface to Alastor, ‘not barren of 

instruction to actual men’, without being ‘didactic’.33 The characters of Laon and 

Cythna sketch a more explicit version of the ideal poet/reformer than anything to be 

found in Alastor. This ideal poet can awaken the sympathetic feeling of their 

audience by directing them to listen to the way their own minds and bodies respond 

to the speaker’s own optimism. In Laon and Cythna Shelley also develops the notion 

of an indirect communication of existential plenitude through ‘thrilling pauses’ which 

work in counterpoint to what is directly expressed, just like the way the beating 

heart of Alastor’s veilèd maid ‘was heard to fill | The pauses of her music’ (169-70). 

Cythna: 

 

Poured forth her inmost soul: a passionate speech  
With wild and thrilling pauses woven among, 
Which whoso heard, was mute, for it could teach 
To rapture like her own all listening hearts to reach.34  
 

Such pauses inspire a muteness in the listener that mirror’s the speaker’s own desire 

to communicate sympathetically and indirectly. In Laon and Cythna the melding of 

physical and rational sensibilities is exemplary, as whatever might get in the way of 

their fusion is to be denounced: ‘Alas, that love should be a blight and snare | To 

those who seek all sympathies in one!’ (Dedication, ‘To Mary’, 46-47). The idea that 

the physical person of the speaker can house and radiate a sympathetic 
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comprehension of affective, pre-linguistic truths, is what motivates Shelley’s use of 

the incest between brother and sister to figure a union of all faculties, and which he 

defends as a strategy merely intended to ‘startle’ the reader out of the ‘trance of 

ordinary life’.35 However, this vision of the poet would be less productive when a 

union of faculties becomes a passive sentiment, which, To Wordsworth, 

demonstrates Shelley believed to be the fate of Wordsworth’s early republicanism. 

The description of Cythna’s early life includes her love for a Spirit of Nature, a 

‘wingèd youth’ (i, 500) who wears the morning star. This is presented as 

unproblematic so long as the Platonic dictum is understood by Cythna that an 

awareness of the beauty that the mind is capable of apprehending is only a 

propaedeutic to using one’s own faculties actively. Similarly, the veilèd maid of 

Alastor personifies ‘the fountains of divine philosophy’ that the Visionary uses to 

arrest and capture an image of the mind working in concert with the body. 

The spirit challenges Cythna to ‘prove’ her ‘worth’, (i. 506) then whispers in her 

heart a silent message that ‘bore’ her ‘steps along’, away from her cottage and into 

the strife of the world at large (i. 513). It is such a direct use of one’s faculties that is 

denied the Visionary in Alastor. The Visionary is at the mercy of other people’s 

instrumentalisation of his suffering, others who, led blindly by ‘nature’, mistakenly 

‘interpret half the woe | That wasted him’ (267-68), rather than heeding their own 

hearts in the manner Laon and Cythna suggests. Laon and Cythna aims to 

demonstrate the way a poet/reformer might go about undoing the effects of corrupt 

and inert discourses on the collective mind of a society. But Alastor takes on a more 

complex task; it seeks to expose the deleterious psychological effects that these 

inert assumptions about the poet’s role can have on the poet himself. Laon’s more 

indirectly communicative speeches also boast the ability to: 

 

                           feel the listener’s senses swim,  
  And hear his breath its own swift gaspings smother  
  Even as my words evoked them. (ii. 813-15)  
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The genesis of new thought is coeval with sensory pleasure and stimulation, the 

overwhelming nature of which is experienced as an excitement that collapses in 

upon itself. In seeming to overtake the mind, such physical excitement induces 

apprehension of the specific needs of the feeling body in its current state of 

historical and emotional development. The fact that in Laon and Cythna the 

experience of listening to politically charged poetry is described as a doubled 

movement, where hearing and physically responding become inseparable, does not 

mean that it is a self-defeating experience, as the Visionary’s dream is believed to be 

by the critics who find him overly self-absorbed. Such doubling rather makes an 

appeal to the mute places of the psyche. It also registers a concern with first defining 

the concept of the individual self, as distinguished from the self as an agent of a 

social or political function, then noting the conceptual complexity that arises when 

this self must exist inside such normative social and political functions. But as we 

have seen, in Alastor Shelley does not attempt to directly articulate any one 

conception of the role of the poet in the manner that he does in Laon and Cythna. 

These thoughts are putatively present as a muted possibility in the mind of the 

Narrator, which the Narrator himself seems at pains to try to suppress.  

‘O, there are Spirits of the Air!’, also published in the Alastor volume of 1816, 

also provides a helpful analogue for understanding how the themes of erotic love 

and the idea of a beneficent Nature stand in for each other in Shelley’s thought at 

this time. This poem metaphorises the idea that failing to hear Nature’s voice 

communicating to us spiritually through silence amounts to the casting away of her 

proffered love: 

 

Though didst hold commune, and rejoice  
  When they did answer thee; but they  
  Cast, like a worthless boon, thy love away. 36  
 

The point of these lines is to reveal the misguided thinking behind the need to 

project human qualities onto our notions of transcendental essences, and thus 

supply ourselves with some externally grounded logic to our being. The poem 
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continues to imply (using the same parallel of erotic love, which becomes more like a 

simile and less like a metaphor as the poem progresses) that one should not disband 

one’s own identity in the face of a de-personalised force of Nature that cannot reply 

to our anthropomorphising entreaties:  

 

And thou hast sought in starry eyes, 
Beams that were never meant for thine, 
Another’s wealth: – tame sacrifice 
To a fond faith! still dost thou pine? 
Still dost thou hope that greeting hands, 
Voice, looks or lips, may answer thy demands? (13-18) 

 

Ironically, the love that is cast away stands for a lack of awareness of our contingent 

relation to Nature, and for an obscuring of the knowledge that we might be able to 

use this contingency to bestow upon ourselves the spiritual love we lack, as the 

poem asks, ‘Did thine own mind afford no scope| Of love, or moving thoughts to 

thee?’ (21-22). These lines intimate that if we attempt to project ourselves onto 

Nature in the hope of receiving a response in kind, our own love then becomes ‘a 

foul fiend’ (30) that pursues us. Instead we are urged to ‘be as thou art’ (35), to 

accept the limitations of the subjective desires we project onto the world in order to 

have them reflected back to us. This demonstrates the same positive notion of a 

specifically human naturalness that the veilèd maid in Alastor also sketches. But 

Alastor is not merely a stepping stone to the more obviously coherent model of the 

poet expressed in Laon and Cythna. Alastor shows that Shelley already believed that 

poetry has a capacity for unearthing that which has been suppressed or elided by 

the language and structures of feeling of one historical moment. The way the two 

kinds of reticence, one linguistic, one conceptual, combine in Alastor to create an 

unstable hermeneutic experience performs the psychological anguish of the way the 

Narrator wrestles with his historicization. 
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iv  The Narrator as victim of his own constructions 

 

When the Visionary awakes from his erotic dream reality seems divested of wonder, 

the ‘hues of heaven’ are gone and the woods are ‘vacant’ yet imbued with a 

preternatural clarity and intensity: 

 

Roused by the shock he started from his trance – 
The cold white light of morning, the blue moon 
Low in the west, the clear and garish hills, 
The distinct valley and the vacant woods, 
Spread round him where he stood.  
[…]    

His wan eyes 
Gaze on the empty scene as vacantly 
As ocean's moon looks on the moon in heaven. 
The spirit of sweet human love has sent 
A vision to the sleep of him who spurned 
Her choicest gifts. (192-96, 200-05) 

 

These lines can be read as indicating that, because the Visionary has spurned 

Nature’s love by seeking ‘the thrilling secrets of the birth of time’ (128) (just as the 

Narrator seeks answers in graveyards and invocations), he has made way for another 

force to gain ascendancy in his mind – the power of human love and self-knowledge. 

However, the possibility definitely remains that because the Visionary has rejected 

the Arab maiden’s proffered love, his obsession with the veilèd maid does amount to 

some kind of punitive experience, some self-created ‘Alastor’ to haunt him. But this 

is best understood as an ironic replication of the self-abrogating mind-set of the 

Wordsworthian poet. The Visionary is driven from his sleep ‘by the bright shadow of 

that lovely dream’, (233) and this ‘brightness’ begins to become associated with the 

lustre and power of the human mind. It is in opposition to the ‘cold glare of the 

desolate night’ (234) and the starkness of a reality no longer in step with the 

Visionary’s intuitive faculties, which previously allowed him to feel and know: 

 

    all of great,  
 Or good, or lovely, which the sacred past  
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 In truth or fable consecrates. (72-75) 
 

 
Wasserman reads this division in reality as indicating the Visionary’s conscious 

removal of himself from Nature’s ‘choicest gifts’ (205) through his decision to pursue 

an illusory ideal. Yet if we return to the opening description of the Visionary, it was in 

fact through the ‘bright silver dream’ (67) of his own mind, his own mind’s receiving 

of the ‘ambient’ (69) sounds of earth and air, that he gained possession of Nature’s 

choicest gifts in the first place. The Narrator seems intent on having the Visionary 

believe he has lost a fluency which he in fact has not. The notion of a poetic essence 

is no longer conceived as a gift from Nature but as a kind of dynamic symbol of the 

necessity for self-awareness.  

Shelley subtly suggests here that the underlying basis of Wordsworth’s 

conception of the poet is defined by the psychological bad faith of desiring to have 

our identity underwritten by an external power. In Alastor Shelley wants to replace 

these psychological needs with a poetic self-construction that engages with ‘the web 

of human things’ (719) rather than making an appeal to transcendental essences. 

The lack of conceptual coherence in Alastor is replaced by an accretion of detail. 

After his experience with the veilèd maid the Visionary embarks upon a stormy 

adventure on a small boat and follows a winding stream into the very ‘secret steps’ 

(81) of Nature initially sought by the Narrator, there to meet his death. We are being 

asked to consider the details, the sufferings described and the poetry that describes 

them, rather than the overarching significance of either. We are invited to consider 

the poet as a living being, both limited and enlarged by the human desire to achieve 

self-definition. Timothy Clark is one of the only critics who perceives that ‘the dream-

maiden represents to the poet the emblem of all that is excellent in human nature’, 

yet he takes the futility of this gesture to an extreme by suggesting that the 

Visionary’s physical disintegration bespeaks ‘a total subversion of any possible 

autonomy of the will’.37 Rather, when we consider the poetic details of Alastor we 

find a state of what neuroscience might call emotion-cognition coherence. The 

Visionary’s journey is full of pathetic fallacy and psycho-somatic response, such as 
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the moment when not only does his ‘scattered hair’ become ‘sered’ by internal 

‘suffering’, it vocalises this suffering, singing ‘dirges in the wind’ (248-50). Similarly, 

the veilèd maid’s self-reflexivity allows the ‘solemn mood | Of her pure mind’ to 

‘kindle’ ‘through all her frame’ (161-62). This melding of mind and body sketches a 

poetic genius that can be used freely as a socially communicative tool and forms an 

exemplary corrective to the dysfunctional relationship with Nature found in the 

poem’s opening.  

The Visionary comes upon a secluded spot where ‘Ivy clasped | The fissured 

stones with its entwining arms’, and it appears as though it is his own human spirit 

which holds together the natural world in its finite form (578-79). He ‘resigns’ 

himself to images of Nature’s beneficent workings upon human civilisation as a 

whole: ‘To images of the majestic past, | That paused within his passive being now’ 

(628-630). The structure of influence between mind and Nature is now two-way. It is 

the Visionary’s mind in confrontation with its own mortality that ‘inspired’ the winds 

to ‘echo’ (591), to speak to human ears, and which lends the mental faculties their 

discriminating power’, just as the ‘breath’ of the wind can ‘teach | The wild to love 

tranquillity’ (587-88). This passage is not concerned with how human art might 

mimic Nature in order to be more pleasing to the human sensibility; Nature now 

mimics the physical form of the poet: 

 

 And to the damp leaves and blue cavern mould,  
 Nurses of rainbow flowers and branching moss,  
 Commit the colours of that varying cheek. (599-601) 

 

As in Mont Blanc, which is deeply engaged with the question of how we mediate our 

world through our own values and discursive interests, our comprehension of 

Nature is at its most integral in the human value we bestow upon particular 

instantiations and figurations of its larger processes. Here is a fulfilment of the happy 

relationship with Nature the Narrator tried to invoke in the poem’s opening. It 

retains the desire for wholeness implicit in the Wordsworthian model but jettisons 

its Idealistic colouring. With his tale of the Visionary, the Narrator both sketches his 
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own salvation and provides the Visionary with the breath of inspiration he desired, 

though at the cost of the Visionary’s life: 

 

the influxes of sense, 
And his own being unalloyed by pain, 
Feebler and more feeble, calmly fed 
The stream of thought. (641-44) 

 

These lines convey a consummate reciprocity, one which sustains the poet directly 

and spontaneously, moment by moment. The poet’s body being described as ‘a 

vapour fed with golden beams | That ministered on sunlight’, (663-64) creates a kind 

of conceptual chiasmus, where feeding from and ministering to Nature’s favours 

become interchangeable. The Visionary’s blood ‘ever beat in mystic sympathy |With 

nature’s ebb and flow’, (652-53) which suggests that his ‘favour’ with Nature was 

never in fact withdrawn at all, and that by implication, the Narrator does not truly 

believe that any power other than his own will can ‘withdraw’ (16-17) such favour. It 

can now be seen that the tale of the Visionary was a kind of test case for this idea all 

along. There is a sense of living motion, of the mutability of lived human choices in 

‘The pulse yet lingered in his heart. |It paused – it fluttered’ (658-59). It is of this 

vitality which neither the ‘cold powers’ (710) of human artistic skill referred to in the 

poem’s closing section, nor the Narrator, can speak directly.  

The Visionary, despite having quested after a creation of his own mind, has 

not in fact been abandoned by Nature in the way the Narrator believes himself to 

be. Crucefix would have it that such moments demonstrate the Narrator’s gradual 

realisation that the same accusations of self-absorption that the poem brings to bear 

upon the Visionary (or, the Narrator’s account of the Visionary) can also be applied 

to his own Nature-worship.38 But this moment actually points to the fact that the 

Visionary’s story involuntarily reveals that Nature has no independent existence 

outside the human mind. The poem’s ironies and ambiguities are couched to expose 

the complexity of the Narrator’s feelings about his own vocation, but, as we have 

seen, they also provide the beginnings of an alternative model of the poet that can 

move beyond the implied Idealism that Cauchi accurately identifies as parodic of 
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Wordsworth. Ultimately the Visionary’s quest results in a radical openness to 

experience, exhibited also in his erotic reciprocation of the veilèd maid’s invitation to 

embrace. This openness facilitates what is either the return or the emergence of an 

interdependent relationship between mind and Nature that corrects the 

estrangement the Narrator experienced in the poem’s opening.  

The last section of Alastor takes the form of a bombastic elegy for the 

Visionary where the Narrator laments that there is no magic power which can return 

the lost life:  

 

 Let not high verse, mourning the memory 
 Of that which is no more, or painting’s woe 
 Or sculpture, speak in feeble imagery 
 Their own cold powers. Art and eloquence, 
 And all the shows o’ the world are frail and vain 
 To weep a loss that turns their lights to shade. 
 It is a woe too ‘deep for tears,’ when all 
 Is reft at once, when some surpassing Spirit, 
 Whose light adorned the world around it, leaves 
 Those who remain behind, not sobs or groans, 
 The passionate tumult of a clinging hope; 
 But pale despair and cold tranquillity, 
 Nature’s vast frame, the web of human things,  
 Birth and the grave, that are not as they were. (707-20) 

 

The irreparability of the Visionary’s lost fluency with Nature is stressed without 

indicating what the world has been denied, or how the ‘web of human things’ is 

diminished. One contemporary reviewer of Alastor sums this up by writing that that 

the poem leaves ‘this world inconsolable for a loss of which it is nevertheless 

unconscious’.39 Mark Sandy is correct that the appeal to the reader to stifle their 

tears creates ‘precisely the kind of “high verse” (707) that it warns against’, and that 

as such the ‘Narrator’s elegy is a complex negation of itself’; this self-negation 

further nuances Shelley’s exploration of the conflicted psychology of the 

Wordsworthian Narrator.40 What is truly lost here, in Shelley’s view, is the person of 

the poet-Visionary and his ability to communicate his sense of the empowering 
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breath of Nature to ‘the web of human things’. It is lost because of the influence of 

the Wordsworthian model of the poet, where the poet remains an unconscious 

channel for Nature whose voice is validated, as Price and Masson suggest, only by a 

discursively and historically generated conflation of reticence and the idea of 

“naturalness”. 

The idea that one can reject, or in some way fail to hear the workings of 

Nature within us, and that this has moral implications, arises in another 

contemporary review of the Alastor volume. John Gibson Lockhart, making a 

Wordsworthian elision of a transcendental Subject and an individual poet’s 

subjectivity, wrote that Shelley’s fondness for obscure allegorical plots renders him 

unable to access his ‘great genius’.41 The Narrator’s closing elegy for the Visionary 

seems to anticipate this critique, because whilst lamenting the Visionary’s death he 

suggests that those who are left to mourn inherit woes drawn from the place ‘too 

deep for tears’ of Wordsworth’s ‘Ode’. There we are implored not to weep because 

this would be to misunderstand the non-finality of a death which returns a noble 

nature to its transcendental origins.42 In Alastor this kind of pious acceptance is 

undercut by the poem’s final lines, which direct us to ‘the web of human things’ that 

has changed because of the Visionary having lived as an example of the poet’s 

particular psychology, not died as a failed Wordsworthian. The ending of Alastor 

implies that we should focus our attention on attuning ourselves to the value of a 

poet’s life as part of the ‘the web of human things’, human life being only one part of 

‘Nature’s vast frame’ (this passage is all parataxis, with no real statements to be 

found), rather than a conduit for an anthropomorphised transcendental essence 

(719). The idea of ‘Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’, used by 

Wordsworth at the close of his ‘Ode’ to foster acceptance of the fact that Nature has 

in some way withdrawn its love from humanity, is invoked in the closing lines of 

Alastor. This allusion, in its omission of the explanation of what exactly has changed 

and why, makes the point that the way in which we construct figurative, discursive 
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‘webs’ of ‘human things’ to achieve self-definition, even if this is momentary, is the 

only recuperation there can be of the passing of a great soul.  

Crucefix believes that Shelley’s role in Alastor has been only to ‘propose the 

critique of the Visionary’s and the Narrator’s visions’.43 Alternatively, if we examine 

the way both the tropes and instances of reticence create systemic hermeneutic 

destabilisations of the text and generate a coherent critique of Wordsworth’s idea of 

poetic genius, we can see that Shelley’s hand can be felt very strongly in the 

generation of the poem’s meaning. The elegy is, however, as Crucefix would have it, 

a kind of ‘lesson’ that ironically reveals the underlying narrative thrust of the poem 

to be the Narrator’s gradual realisation that his orthodox belief in ‘the spirits of 

Nature is just a projection of his mind’s own desire and powers’.44 The contradictions 

in the poem’s tone show that the Narrator does indeed become aware of a false 

division in his own thinking between Nature’s ‘wonted favour’ (17) and the 

intentionality of his own consciousness. Taking Crucefix’s reading further, we can see 

that the Narrator also tries to hide this realisation behind the conventional elegiac 

appeal to the idea of an authentic emotion that, as in the tradition of the 

eighteenth-century sublime, comes into existence through a poem’s 

acknowledgment of its own failure to capture experience in its living truth.45 And it is 

the fact that the Narrator feels that he has to conceal this moment of apostasy, 

because of his internalisation of the Wordsworthian conception of a poet, which 

distinguishes Shelley’s perspective from the voices of Narrator, Visionary and 

speaker of the Preface. It is the very reticence that is maintained regarding the 

metaphysical truth of the relationship between mind and Nature that produces a 

multi-levelled reading experience and semiotic structure. This sense of anguished 

multiplicity is symbolic of the psychological state of the poet who inherits the 

Wordsworthian model of the poet. This poet becomes divided against his own 
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psyche by the implicit demand to make his own limited experience stand in for and 

be instrumentalised by a more general conception of human subjectivity. 

Alastor’s reticence is used both to register a problem and to provide its 

solution whilst remaining within the terms of the original situation – the 

hermeneutic circle of silence and authenticity described by Price and Masson. Such 

appropriation is deeply embedded in Shelley’s thought and bespeaks his deep 

interest in transforming versions of reality that have been superseded or made 

obsolete. He writes in A Defence of Poetry that poetry ‘compels us to feel that which 

we perceive, and to imagine that which we know. It creates anew the universe, after 

it has been annihilated in our minds by the recurrence of impressions blunted by 

reiteration’.46 It is the poem’s reticence, both linguistic and conceptual, which allows 

the Narrator to express his dissatisfaction, his uncertainty about how to express this 

dissatisfaction and his desire to re-figure his conception of the poet by taking a 

concertedly ambiguous attitude to the Visionary which is part critique, part 

sympathy. Alastor transforms the concept of the poet as receptacle of Nature’s 

silent truths into a shifting textual aporia. This, firstly, demonstrates the ease with 

which we might use a reticent poetics to project our own definitions of moral and 

aesthetic truths into a space created by the imagination. Secondly, Shelley uses 

reticence to create a form a resistance to the idea of the poet’s mind being used to 

transmit impulses that have no consequent personal enrichment to the poet himself, 

only to others who ‘would interpret half the woe that wasted him’ (268). Shelley’s 

experimentation with different formulations of this problem, in the form of the 

different personae, enables his text to enact a transformative hermeneutic process 

that replaces the inertia of Wordsworthian muteness with a sense of spontaneity 

that gives the poet the freedom to grasp his own gifts. The poet can use these gifts 

to broach the concept of the relationship between the human Subject and Nature 

through the local details of his own experience. 
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Beyond the Cavern’s Echo: Sounds and Silence in Mont Blanc 

 

i Shelley’s critique of the Kantian sublime 

 

In Alastor, Shelley struggled with the concept of representing a human nature that is 

so much a part of ourselves, so immanent in our experience, that it can only be 

represented as a kind of untheorisable, disgraceful excess. In Mont Blanc, (1816) 

Shelley attempted to sidestep the question of the traumas experienced by the 

individual consciousness and instead focused on finding a moral dimension of 

experience that defies the impersonality of Nature’s processes and attempts to 

conceive of a collective human Subject. Mont Blanc does, however, continue 

Alastor’s preoccupation with the instability of the poetic Subject, using reticence to 

destabilise any sense of a poetic “I”. Mont Blanc also critiques the poetic practice of 

anthropomorphising natural objects by giving Mont Blanc a ‘voice’ that cannot be 

easily interpreted by the reader.1 The poem is studded with moments of hesitancy 

and reticence on the part of the poem’s speaker, which pose, but do not answer, 

questions about whether mind and mountain share an ontological or metaphysical 

origin. Images of echoes and suppressed sounds are scattered throughout the work 

and create a sense of reserve about whether the mind imitates or ‘assumes’ (07) the 

life of the ‘everlasting universe of things’ (01), or shares it on an essential level. The 

initial questions about the relationship between mind and mountain then morph 

into a curious insistence that Mont Blanc has a ‘voice’ that can ‘repeal | Large codes 

of fraud and woe’ (80-81), even though it does not ‘reply’ (75) to the speaker’s 

questions regarding its metaphysical ‘secrets’ and its ability to affect the human 

mind (04, 17, 122, 139). There is also a reticence built into the voice of the poem’s 

speaker, as the poem expresses uncertainty about the ability of its own language to 
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accurately represent such ontological relations, even if they could be theoretically 

established.2  

Mont Blanc and Mont Blanc’s reticence generates a critique of a sublime 

poetic mode that, as Shelley sees it, leads the mind into emotional dependency on 

the symbolic power of natural objects. This is a power bestowed upon them through 

anthropomorphic gestures that figuratively fuse the Subject and the Object of an 

experience. Though the suggestion that the mountain has a ‘voice’ is partly ironic, 

the fact that it fails to ‘reply’ nevertheless yields a ‘faith’ (79) in a poetics that 

remains sceptical about its own legitimacy in the face of ontological difference. This 

poetics constantly questions the fixity that results from cathecting the emotional and 

epistemological attachments to our world. Nevertheless, I argue that Mont Blanc 

does not only promote constant self-revision but also implies that part of the ethical 

work to be done by poetry is to show how this same sense of psychological security 

is actually necessary for the creation of new ‘codes’. These codes are not of ‘fraud 

and woe’ but of the same kind of democratising sympathy the speaker strains 

towards in the lines that lament the un-housing of the ‘insects, beasts and birds’ that 

become the mountain’s ‘spoil’ (115). I also examine how Hymn to Intellectual Beauty 

and Ode to the West Wind exhibit the same interest as Mont Blanc in how poetic 

figuration can be ‘vitally metaphorical’ when it allows us to consider the nature of 

our immersion in our historical moment. 3 

As most critics point out, Mont Blanc is very likely a response to Coleridge’s 

Hymn Before Sun-rise, in the Vale of Chamouny, where the silence of the landscape is 

a symbolic indication of the immanent presence of God in the world. In Coleridge’s 
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3
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Shelley’s Prose: Or, The Trumpet of a Prophecy, ed. by David Lee Clark, 3

rd
 edn (Fourth 

Estate: London, 1988), pp. 275-97 (p. 278). 



 
88 

 

poem the internalising of the literal sensory experience of a landscape leads to a 

personified apprehension of the mystery and power of the divine: 

 

Till thou, still present to the bodily sense,  
Did’st vanish from my thought: entranc’d in prayer  
I worshipped the Invisible alone.4   

 

Shelley re-works this concept of invisibility to point out the difficulty of 

circumventing what he considers to be the illusory nature of such religious 

experience. Yet a redemption is promised despite the reticence of the mountain 

because the poem itself desires to speak from a place prior to the Subject’s 

habituation to the ‘codes’ of its time. Mont Blanc ends with the tantalising question:  

 

And what were thou, and earth and stars, and sea, 
If to the human mind’s imaginings  
Silence and solitude were vacancy?  (142-45) 

 

Shelley suggests that a state of mental vacancy, usually associated with a disordering 

and artful regrouping of the cognitive faculties in the sublime, can also be productive 

in its ability to inspire a self-critical distance that can cleanse our perceptions from 

their historical and ideological overlay. This perfectly enacts Shelley’s statement in 

Essay on Life that both philosopher and social reformer should create conceptual 

‘vacancies’ to replace the ‘familiar objects’ of thought and feeling.5 The reader of 

Mont Blanc is invited to understand the disordering of the faculties described by the 

poem’s speaker as an experience of contingency with the natural world, rather than 

as a mode of access to the transcendental rationality adduced by the Kantian 

sublime.6 We are asked to get on terms with a pre-linguistic perception of ‘the 
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power’ which is just ‘there’, (127) but which nevertheless requires illumination by 

the new ‘codes’ and ethical vocabularies that the poem deliberately omits to define. 

The reticence of both poem and mountain challenge the reader to reflect upon the 

way all sensory perception is conditioned by an ontological dimension that pre-exists 

historical modes of expression (such as sublime poetics). And by the time this poem 

was written in 1816 there was already a literary history surrounding Mont Blanc that 

linked it to the sublime of eighteenth century aesthetic philosophy.7  

Kant’s sublime circumnavigates the capacity of language to signify in a 

positive way by bringing the mind up against the limits of what it can perceive, thus 

superseding the idea of purposive representation. Yet the sublime also allows us to 

get on terms with this communicative defeat. When representations of, for example, 

a mountain of great size and grandeur supersede the ability of the faculty of 

understanding to comprehend its magnitude, this failure is recouped by referring us 

to humanity’s innate capacity for reason. But because our faculty of understanding 

seeks to identity purpose or purposiveness, there is a feeling of disappointment built 

into the experience of sublimity, which is experienced as a negation of pleasure 

rather than as a positive pleasure, and it is with this which Mont Blanc takes issue. 

Mont Blanc reworks as well as critiques the way the Kantian sublime has no positive 

terms as such, only a negative presentation of the mind’s functioning that can only 

become positive when seen as a regulative mode of access to the human capacity 

for rationality. Shelley describes his impressions of the sublimity of the valley of 

Chamouny in a letter to a fellow poet: 

 

This vast mass of ice has one general progress, which ceases neither day nor 
night. It breaks & rises forever; its undulations sink while others rise. From 
the precipices which surround it the echo of rocks which fall from their aerial 
summits, or of the ice & snow scarcely ceases for one moment. One would 

                                                                                                                                                                    
peculiar reticence. My argument builds upon her work to suggest that the mountain’s reticence (and the way the 
speaker ironically projects this anthropomorphism upon it) has a central function in the way the speaker is 
emotionally and philosophically braced by his attempts to apprehend a pre-linguistic ontological relationship 
between mind and Nature.  
7
 See Gene McQuillan, ‘Mont Blanc, Romantic Tourism, and the Legacy of Travel Writing’, Essays in Romanticism, 
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think that Mont Blanc was a living being & that the frozen blood forever 
circulated slowly thro’ his stony veins.8 

 

This passage describes a mind struggling to distinguish certain sounds from each 

other and a confused perception of causality where the description of the ‘the echo 

of rocks’ intimates that an echo is an integral part of the rock’s existence rather than 

something that merely extends or deflects it. The reader’s consciousness is freed 

from its habitual and prior ways of working by an invitation to re-create the 

mountain as an imaginary space in the mind. Mont Blanc’s images are deliberately 

non-real, or surreal, merging the figurative and the real, the sensory and the 

cognitive, such as the ‘voiceless lightning’ (137) that describes the mountain’s 

secrecy and ineffability. The work of Mont Blanc is to transform the mysteries 

relating to the origins of mind and matter into a hermeneutic interest in the present 

moment of experience and a faith in the possibility of creating new modes of 

subjectivity out of the way we conceive of, and attempt to preserve “the human” 

from the destructive powers of nature.9 This is a departure from Kant’s ideas.   

The first section of Mont Blanc sets up the idea of two separate but equally 

mysterious powers, that of the ‘everlasting universe of things’ and of the ‘secret 

springs’ of the human mind, which combine in the metaphor of a running brook that 

transforms into a ‘vast river’ when these two tributaries meet: 

 

The everlasting universe of things 
Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves, 
Now dark – now glittering – now reflecting gloom – 
Now lending splendour, where from secret springs 
The source of human thought its tribute brings 
Of waters, – with a sound but half its own, 
Such as a feeble brook will oft assume 
In the wild woods, among the mountains lone, 
Where waterfalls around it leap for ever, 
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Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river 
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves. (01-11) 

 

What is interesting here is not only that the source of human thought only fuses with 

the power of nature after first ‘assuming’ or imitating its properties, but also that the 

‘everlasting universe of things’ also ‘reflects’ the gloom of the human mind. The A 

text has ‘eternal’ for ‘everlasting’ in line 1, and this change attests to the larger 

concern of the B text with casting Nature as a process of change and flux, as 

opposed to the clearer separation of divine and mortal life we find in the A text. This 

change is striking because it creates uncertainty as to whether the universe of 

‘things’ flows through the mind because the mind is not everlasting, or because the 

universe becomes everlasting by passing through the material, temporal processes 

of the mortal world. The validity of the opening statement as a description of the 

‘everlasting universe of things’ is also thrown into doubt when the definition of 

‘human thought’ shifts from the metaphorical ‘springs’ into the simile of ‘the feeble 

brook’. This passage seems to cast the idea of ‘sound’ as a kind of resonance and 

integrity that is specific to the human mind and which has life-giving powers. Yet this 

idea is also undermined by the ‘feebleness’ of the brook’s attempt to borrow from, 

rather than partake of a transcendental ontology. This contradiction bestows a 

contributory irony upon the way ‘tribute’ indicates the presence of a submissive 

relationship of man to Nature, when this passage also makes it appear that they can 

only be fused when one borrows the life of the other on a figurative level.  

There is a putative critique here of the power we bestow upon images of the 

natural world when they come to symbolise the creative power of the human mind. 

Figuration can create, as Paul De Man famously argues, a specious sense of 

naturalness that makes it appear as though the origin of tropes ‘are determined by 

nothing but their own being’.10 In Mont Blanc this notion gains a rhetorical subtlety, 

implicitly implying that the mind can be creative unaided by extra-human forces. This 

is accompanied by the more explicit suggestion that the creativity of figurative 

language adduces the existence of a transcendental Idea, in the essence of which we 
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can in some way partake, or even appropriate for our own purposes (like 

Prometheus of legend stealing fire from heaven, Shelley’s inspiration for Prometheus 

Unbound). Shelley draws attention to figuration in order to create a sense of 

continuity between mind and matter that is different from the Kantian model; both 

are conceived as temporary but nonetheless integral manifestations of the 

‘everlasting’ material processes of the natural world and the human species. The use 

of figurative poetic language that consciously creates fictive Gestalten for the mind 

to process is part of the way Shelley acknowledges in Mont Blanc that human 

concepts of meaning and ethical value, the ‘codes’ and figures which are continually 

being deconstructed and reconstructed by history, are themselves part of the 

material processes that characterise the dynamism of natural phenomenon. The 

reticence of the mountain then redeems the reticence of the poem, because the 

images of the stifled or falsified resonance of the human voice, which only ‘assume’ 

the mountain’s power, are re-shaped into an acknowledgement of the desire both to 

communicate with and be contingent upon the natural world, even if we do not 

share its essential being. 

Section two begins by addressing the Ravine of Arve as a ‘many-coloured, 

many voicèd vale’ (13). Then, following a colon, the address is modified to depict an:  

 awful scene 
Where Power in likeness of the Arve comes down  
From the ice gulphs that gird his secret throne. (15-17) 
 
 

These lines imply that figuration can make ‘many voicèd’ democratic processes 

appear to stem from a monolithic source of power. But as this section continues it 

seems that being cognisant of this possibility can create another type of poetics, one 

which develops a post-Kantian interest in comprehending how a pre-linguistic, 

unconscious awareness of ontological relationships impacts on more conscious 

linguistic and ideological processes. The image of a waterfall, ‘whose veil | Robes 

some unsculptured image’ (26-27) creates the idea of a formless absence not 

perceivable by the senses, and the question set up by the poem’s opening again 

arises – does the activity of the human mind augment the life of the mountain or 

merely ‘reflect’ it? A provisional answer appears to be given in this section with the 
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implication that mental and natural forces are linked through the way in which each 

takes up the ‘old and solemn harmony’ (24) of the mountain in their particular way. 

The ‘unsculptured image’ of the waterfall is further defined by a semi-colon as: 

the strange sleep 
Which when the voices of the desert fail  
Wraps all in its own deep eternity. (27-29) 
 

 
The image of the voices of the desert contains an important ambiguity, as the reader 

must decide whether to interpret these voices as part of the ‘unsculptured’ natural 

dimensions not under human control or as human voices that are overpowered and 

silenced by the harshness of the desert. The two possibilities both being in play is 

important because the fact that these voices ‘fail’ when confronted with the harsh 

realities of Nature implies that a symbolic conflation cannot convincingly be made 

between the literal resonance of the human voice and the human mind’s ability to 

partake of the power of the natural world. The point is not so much that such a 

conflation is merely an illusion created by figuration but that the imagination must 

use and accept the necessity of this residual sense of falsity as a positive indication 

of the power of the mind to make temporary ideological positions appear “natural”. 

This is a power which, if used differently could create productive acts of 

disillusionment as well as the theism which characterises Coleridge’s Hymn.  

Beachy Head by Charlotte Smith, a poem which falls more comfortably within 

the tradition of the sublime, uses similar imagery of caves and ‘hollows’ giving an 

‘echo to the voice | Of the gray choughs, and ever restless daws’.11 But her images 

sketch the vastness of the landscape by adding a singular echo to the voice of living 

creatures rather than being translated into the ‘many voicèd’ experience of Shelley’s 

Mont Blanc. Beachy Head’s imaginary scene is created from a memory of witnessing 

Nature’s destructive power, and this is imposed upon the landscape the speaker is 

currently perceiving. Frances Ferguson, in Solitude and the Sublime: Romanticism 

and the Aesthetics of Individuation, describes the work of Beachy Head well when 

she makes the post-modern claim that the sublime produces an ‘infinite regress, in 
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which the representation of sensation produces representation as always something 

additional to be responded to’, which also ‘makes the moment of decision, like the 

moment of performance, an extraordinarily finite act in a conspicuously infinite 

field’.12 Shelley, however, creates images that contain a phenomenology of reticence 

around the very things that define the human field of perception, such as the stifled 

‘desert’ voices, in order to involve the mind in a figurative activity that builds 

relationship between two dissimilar things – the sound of the human voice and the 

destructive powers of the desert landscape. The ‘field’ of perception in Mont Blanc 

recoups the value we place on the ideal of a reciprocal communication with Nature, 

even if we are, like Shelley, sceptical about its metaphysical grounding. This striving 

to believe in essences is a form of bad faith. Shelley is trying to create a kind of 

reified “inside” to human subjectivity, in contradistinction to the mountain’s 

obdurately inhuman power. In a similar manner, Julian, at the end of Julian and 

Maddalo, tries to secrete the Maniac’s fragile subjectivity in a conspiracy of 

reticence that protects against the judgements of the ‘cold world’.13  

The notion of truth being located in an unformed region of consciousness, ‘a 

strange sleep’, invokes the recuperative structures of the sublime in a secular 

framework. Mont Blanc suggests that because in sublime experience language 

becomes redundant as a method of communication, an appeal to another form of 

knowing must be made. The failure of the human faculties in this poem reveals a 

kind of cross-section of imaginative acts that can bestow a sense of reality upon 

metaphors that confuse the perception of sound and motion in a deliberately unreal 

manner, such as the ‘majestic River’ (123) which ‘Rolls its loud waters to the ocean 

waves’ (125). Mont Blanc corroborates the statement made later by Shelley in A 

Defence of Poetry that a poet’s language ‘marks the before unapprehended relations 

of things and perpetuates their apprehension until the words which represent them 

become, through time, signs for portions or classes of thoughts instead of pictures of 

integral thoughts’.14 Mont Blanc creates a poetics that enacts a search for the 

‘unapprehended relations of things’ but omits to theorise how a new ‘apprehension’ 
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might be perpetuated. This is because Shelley’s point is that a re-immersion in 

historicized comprehension must always be provisional and fluid, only a ‘sign’ that is 

separated from its signifier by disdaining pictorial representation, yet which cathects 

the kind of emotional response that might accompany such representation. The 

reticence of the poetic voice regarding the relationship between Subject and Object 

facilitates a merging of the literal and the figurative. It also allows the reader to 

mentally construct a new field of perception that resembles the fluid self-

representative Gestalten described by Sartre, who theorised that art re-constitutes 

real ontological relations. Both in Shelley’s letters which recount his sojourn in the 

Alps and in Mont Blanc itself, the ordinary world is ‘irrealized’ in the manner Sartre 

believed to be the characteristic work of the imagination.15 Sartre’s irrealization 

occurs when ‘All imaging consciousness maintains the world as the nihilated ground 

of the imaginary and reciprocally all consciousness of the world calls and motivates 

an imaging consciousness as grasping the particular sense of the situation’.16 

Irrealization is not an act of re-creation but a re-mediation of the world through a 

consciousness of our existence in situ. 

At the end of section two Mont Blanc considers the interior of the human 

mind: 

 

Thy caverns echoing to the Arve’s commotion, 
A loud, lone sound no other sound can tame; 
Thou art pervaded with that ceaseless motion, 
Thou art the path of that unresting sound – 
Dizzy Ravine! and when I gaze on thee 
I seem as in a trance sublime and strange 
To muse on my own separate fantasy, 
My own, my human mind, which passively 
Now renders and receives fast influencings, 
Holding an unremitting interchange 
With the clear universe of things around. (30-40) 

 

The textual change between the A and B versions from ‘unforeseeing’ to 

‘unremitting’ is consistent with the way images of motion and movement in the B 
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text replace the connotations of un-regenerative absence more prevalent in the 

earlier version. A sense of shared movement comes in the next lines where the mind 

is initially passive before the mountain, but then must take responsibility for 

(‘render’ as well as ‘receive’) articulating the experience of ‘interchange’ with the 

‘unresting sound’ that figures the perpetual cycle of matter behind the universe of 

‘things’. This cumulative sense of the mind being set in motion by figuration does not 

resemble Coleridge’s idea that a poetic symbol contains some of the essence of that 

to which it refers, or Kant’s faith in the failure of representation being sufficient to 

recoup a sense of ultimate rationality. Rather, this passage works to clear the mind 

of its prior associations and to irrealize the mental products of the senses. 

Irrealization engages the mind in defamiliarising its surroundings, interpreting them 

in a way that leads to the creation of alternative aesthetic and ethical ‘codes’ to the 

ones we have inherited. 
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ii Reconstituted Anthropomorphism 

 

 

Mont Blanc critiques the sense of security attendant on allowing ourselves to image 

the origins of life as an anthropomorphised deity. Angela Leighton is correct when 

she writes that: ‘That all knowledge springs from sense perception and that the 

theory of a divine first cause simply anthropomorphises a source of ignorance, are 

arguments to which Shelley returns throughout his writings’.17 But in Mont Blanc, 

Shelley counters this notion with another kind of anthropomorphism. By ‘recalling’ 

(48), restating the impression of being overwhelmed by the mountain, Mont Blanc 

both mimics and critiques the theistic subjection to the idea of landscape-as-symbol 

of the spiritual channel between God and humanity that characterises Coleridge’s 

‘Hymn’. Yet Mont Blanc also replaces a ‘passive’ (37) deistic personification with 

another kind of anthropomorphic gesture. It facilitates a moment of re-seeing the 

limitations of our own perceptions by figuratively re-doubling our immersion within 

historicized, personal epistemological struggles. We can see this most clearly when 

section two creates an image of a dark space where the mystery of the ‘that or 

‘thou’ which sets life in motion is made captive in the ‘cave of the witch Poesy’. 

Despite the supernatural overtones this is a space carved out by the human poet’s 

search for metaphysical origins in their own ‘wild thoughts’: 

One legion of wild thoughts, whose wandering wings 
Now float above thy darkness, and now rest 
Where that or thou art no unbidden guest, 
In the still cave of the witch Poesy, 
Seeking among the shadows that pass by, 
Ghosts of all things that are, some shade of thee, 
Some phantom, some faint image; till the breast 
From which they fled recalls them, thou art there! (41-48) 

 
 
The fact that ‘the breast from which they fled recalls’ the fleeting images from their 

‘wild wanderings’ acts to render these shadows less faint critiques the way the 

                                                           
17

 Angela Leighton, Shelley and the Sublime: An Interpretation of the Major Poems (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), pp. 27-28. 



 
98 

 

sublime traditionally implies a failure of the human mind’s ability to represent what 

it sees. Harold Bloom argues that the poem has a ‘twofold “subject”’ – an ‘I’ and a 

‘thou’ – and that ‘Unifying the two parts of the subject is the poem’s postulate of the 

possibility of a Thou as a kind of universal mind in nature’. For Bloom, there is an 

‘inevitable collapse of a Thou into an It again, after the relational event’ –  the 

poem’s conceptual fusion of the idea of the rushing river and an organised 

intelligence – ‘has run its course’. My reading of Mont Blanc is closer to another 

point made by Bloom: in his reading the poem’s closing lines tell ‘us that the power 

to make our state good or ill, is to some extent in our own hands’. 18 Shelley does not 

create a secular sublime only in order to make a Pantheist gesture; he also thus 

draws attention to the way the ‘relational events’ and fusions created by metaphor 

help to construct perceptual reality by allowing us to imaginatively reconstitute or 

‘recall’ our initial, passive sensory response to external stimuli. 

In section three of Mont Blanc we are asked to consider how ‘Mont Blanc 

appears, – still, snowy, and serene – ’, (61) after a passage of what we might think of 

as sublime poetics, where the speaker asks whether some ‘unknown omnipotence’ 

has ‘unfurled | The veil of life and death’ (53-54). But a bathos takes over as the 

poem’s concerns again become more belligerently human, with another image of a 

de-peopled ‘desert’ being followed by anthropomorphised violence that indicts the 

human fear of being alone in vast and harsh landscapes: ‘A desert peopled by the 

storms alone, | Save when the eagle brings some hunter’s bone’ (67-68). This is 

followed by the poem’s central image of the mountain that has a ‘voice’, but will not 

‘reply’: 

 

Ghastly, and scarred and riven. – Is this the scene 
Where the old Earthquake-daemon taught her young 
Ruin? Were these their toys? or did a sea 
Of fire, envelope once this silent snow? 
None can reply – all seems eternal now. 
The wilderness has a mysterious tongue  
Which teaches awful doubt, or faith so mild, 
So solemn, so serene, that man may be 
But for such faith, with nature reconciled; 
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Though hast a voice, great Mountain, to repeal 
Large codes of fraud and woe; not understood 
By all, but which the wise, and great, and good 
Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel.  (71-83) 
 
 

This moment is difficult because the reticence of the mountain cannot easily be read 

as a symbol for the endurance of the human consciousness, as has often been 

claimed, most forcefully by Frances Ferguson in her Essay ‘Mont Blanc: What the 

Mountain said’. Ferguson argues that ‘because the human mind can attribute 

destructiveness to nature, nature needs us for it to be perceived as destructive’. 

Mont Blanc then ‘creates an image of sublimity that continually hypostatizes an 

eternity of human consciousness, which is testimony to the necessity of the 

continuation of the human’.19 She is right up to a point, but her reading is hampered 

by working within the paradigm of a sublime aesthetics that can only recuperate a 

place for the human as a flexible signifier in a representational linguistic field. The 

failure of the human faculties in fact highlights the false semiotic coherence that can 

be created by signification; but Shelley is not stymied by this aporia. He uses images 

that violently stifle sounds and voices to demonstrate how poetry can imaginatively 

reconstruct relations between mind and world by irrealizing sensory experience – 

lending it an abstract, surreal quality that nevertheless describes an attitude of 

emotional estrangement from the world.  

Mont Blanc and Mont Blanc’s reticence performs the psychological difficulty 

of attempting to create an alternative poetic and metaphysical system that does not 

merely propose substitute ‘codes of fraud and woe’. The power that is ‘there’ in the 

mountain (48, 127) is the mind’s ability to render its own experience in linguistic, 

political and moral terms. To this end, Mont Blanc draws on the concept of 

‘Intellectual Beauty’, described in Shelley’s Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, also written 

in 1816. This poem is part Neo-Platonism, part Godwinian meliorism and explores 

instances of slippage between affective responses to ‘beauty’ and the faculty of 

rationality that might be thought to lie behind them. Cian Duffy, in Shelley and the 
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Revolutionary Sublime, sums up the importance of this idea for Shelley when he 

writes that ‘In keeping with the sceptical bias of Shelley’s revision of the discourse on 

the sublime, then, the ‘spirit of BEAUTY’ is not created, but only experienced, and 

embodied by the human mind’.20 Shelley’s ethics always had a distinctly utilitarian 

and pragmatic cast, as ‘moral science itself is the doctrine of the voluntary actions of 

man, as a sentient and social being’.21 This is evident in Mont Blanc in the suggestion 

that mental vacancy is productive of an active synthesis between mind and Nature. 

Intellectual Beauty being either, as Duffy would have it, ‘created’ or ‘experienced’, is 

then a false dichotomy. For Shelley, Intellectual Beauty consists of a self-policing 

attention to how any access to the mind’s cognitive capacities requires a mental 

conflation of the sensations beauty invokes us in and the way we want to transvalue 

them into social and philosophical discourse. The Hymn addresses what in its A text 

is a ‘Shadow of Beauty!’ and in its B text a ‘Spirit of BEAUTY’.22 This textual switch 

encapsulates how in both versions the poems’ speaker desires to apprehend what is 

beyond ‘Doubt, chance, and mutability’, (31) though this is accompanied by a 

sceptical sense that the phenomena that induce a sense of intellectual beauty are 

only ‘dearer’ for their ‘mystery’. This is because they bolster the belief that we can 

indirectly access the transcendental through the immanent. 

 The would-be-poet speaker experiences a resulting calm which makes him 

‘fear himself, and love all human kind’, (84) where the beauty of ‘summer winds’ and 

‘moonbeams’ (04-05) enables him to consider the moral effects of this beauty in an 

indifferent way, un-cramped by the demands of a personal perspective that might 

try to define these phenomena in limited terms. But there is a reticence here that 

does not allow the Subject and the Object to harmonise, because the fact that ‘no 

voice from some sublimer world’ (25) can provide assistance makes it uncertain as to 

whether the speaker takes more pleasure from the secret or the search. This 

reticence registers how our desire to augment the self continually reinforces a 

position of historical immersion. But Shelley’s Hymn also appears to be suggesting 
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that it is possible to attain a certain amount of critical distance from this partiality, 

paradoxically, by restating it in a manner that encompasses the temporal 

particularity and subjective integrity we wish to isolate. The speaker of Shelley’s 

Hymn desires to have his conceptions explicitly mediated by prior experiences of 

beauty, as the ghostly Power of Intellectual Beauty is only ‘like’ a moonbeam (05). 

And this sense of productive recapitulation is developed more fully in the way the 

different sections of Mont Blanc continually restate the poem’s initial problematic of 

simultaneously presenting the mountain as a symbol of both a transcendental realm 

and the universal cycle of material change, destruction and renewal. What both 

poems offer to their readers in different ways is a strangely passive self-reflexivity, 

where it appears the mind is worked upon by its own ‘vitally metaphorical’ 

workings.23 However, the difference between the two poems is that Hymn to 

Intellectual Beauty does not so much involve the desire to peer behind these 

shadowy forms, as in Mont Blanc, as to understand the compound nature of the 

concept of Intellectual Beauty. The ‘Hymn’ wants to understand the way language 

can work to create new and embodied compound ‘classes of thoughts’ that fuse 

different levels of mental processing together in one ‘sign’.24 

Mont Blanc’s exploration of how we might fill the mental vacancies produced 

by attempts to first transcend, then represent our own historicization is redolent of 

the way that Dugald Stewart, whose work had been amongst Shelley’s reading on 

moral philosophy, describes the ethical utility of transcending, then returning to our 

local concepts of moral value. Stewart writes that it is better: 

 

To consider, first, our duties in detail; and, after having thus laid a solid 
foundation in the way of analysis, to attempt to rise to the general idea in 
which all our duties concur, than to circumscribe our inquiries, at our first 
outset, within the limits of an arbitrary and partial definition’.25  
 

 
This passage comes from a discussion of the nature of ‘virtue’ which he feels needs 

to be understood across the dimensions of reason, sensibility and action (in a less 
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prescriptive way than Jeremy Bentham’s systems of measurement). In a prose 

fragment called ‘The Science of Morals’, thought to belong to work written between 

1812 and 1815, Shelley develops a similar understanding of virtue:  

 

The object [the happiness of individuals] is in a compound proportion to the 
quantity of happiness produced, and the correspondence of the mode in 
which it is distributed to the elementary feelings of man as a social being.  

The disposition in an individual to promote this object is called virtue; 
and the two constituent parts of virtue, benevolence and justice, are 
correlative with these two great portions of the only true object of all 
voluntary actions of a human being.26  

 
 

What is described here is a circular, inductive movement of the mind in which the 

generalised idea of an originally local concept of duty is first considered abstractly 

(through ‘benevolence and justice’), then reintegrated into the personal, yet 

‘elementary’ social feelings in the concrete form of a law or precept with a defined 

term such as ‘virtue’ to accompany it. Mont Blanc similarly insists that we approach 

metaphysics with reserve but have faith that the mind’s vacancy can be filled by 

poetry’s ability to lead the imagination in a way that revivifies the moral life and 

preconceptions of its reader. Poetry helps us to attain a socialised self-reflexivity that 

functions both like Stewart’s ‘virtue’ and John Stewart Mill’s ‘utilitarianism’. Mill 

asserts that moral progress is achieved by taking our ordinary moral principles as a 

starting point then considering what purpose might they serve and the ways in 

which any consequent sense of moral purpose might manifest itself in the mind as 

pleasure. There is a constant process of distinguishing and comparing legislative 

devices that apportion pleasure to purpose, then relating them to ways in which we 

conceive of the ultimate ends of moral action.27 It is this kind of slippage, which 

seeks to make socially legislative mental acts constitutive, that defines Mont Blanc’s 

attempt to describe the mental phenomena that define our reality, rather than 

Kant’s confidence that the regulation of our use of reason is shown by the 

phenomenal character of experience. The redemption promised by Mont Blanc is 
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similar to Stewart’s idea of a virtue that becomes a general idea through 

consideration of Mill’s ordinary moral principles and quotidian pleasures; it is 

objectively subjective not subjectively objective.  

The imagination being overwhelmed by the mountain’s power also does not 

create mental ‘vacancy’ because the speaker of Mont Blanc tries to augment his own 

“voice” by turning the literal perception of the mountain’s living ecologies into a 

rhetorical energy that creates a sympathetic connection with the ‘distant lands’ 

(124) that are also affected by the mountain’s power. Shelley’s later lyric, Ode to the 

West Wind, (1819) also explores the phenomenon of a poetic speaker’s suspension 

of their own grasp of the Lyric I in order to enact a figurative conflation of the energy 

of natural forces and the inspiration received from them. It appears as though the 

voice of the poet has equal power and force to that of the wind, rather than being 

subjugated by it. This produces a more explicit version of Mont Blanc’s intimations 

that the mind can actively respond to, even counter the violence that can be done to 

mind in a sublime experience. The first three sections of Ode to the West Wind 

repeat a request to its reader to ‘hear’ the voice of the wind, though it is uncertain 

whether this address is an injunction to the reader or an apostrophic plea to the 

west wind itself.28 In section four this plea is finally articulated: ‘Oh, lift me as a wave, 

a leaf, a cloud!’, though it takes place only after the speaker has inserted a comment 

that reflects upon the rhetoric of the poem itself (I would ne’er have striven |As thus 

with thee in prayer in my sore need): 

  

If I were a dead lead thou mightiest bear;  
If I were a swift cloud to fly with thee;  
A wave to pant beneath thy power, and share 
 
The impulse of thy strength, only less free 
Than thou, O Uncontrollable! If even 
I were as in my boyhood, and could be 
 
The comrade of thy wanderings over Heaven, 
As then, when to outstrip thy skiey speed 
Scarce seemed a vision; I would ne’er have striven 
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As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need. 
Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud! 
I fall upon the thorns, of life! I bleed! 
 
A heavy weight of hours has chained and bowed 
One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud. (43-56) 

 

The force of the entreaty is nullified by the revelation that the speaker is only 

figuring a parallel between the ‘tameless’ pride of the wind and his own spirit, which 

has been ‘bowed’ by mortal cares, not truly asking for the wind to augment him in 

any fundamental way.  

When in the final section the speaker implores the wind to ‘Make me thy 

lyre’ (57) and to ‘Drive my dead thoughts over the universe | Like withered leaves to 

quicken a new birth!’ (63-64) the wind is adjured to re-ignite and re-valorise the 

human ‘tameless’ and ‘proud’ energy the speaker has lost in feeling like he is 

oppressed by a life of slow, empty hours. Like the transformation of the mountain’s 

silence into a kind of “voice” in Mont Blanc, the speaker re-routes the impersonal 

power of the west wind into an ‘incantatory’ (65) dissemination of verse which is 

unabashedly human – the harmonies it forms with the forest are 

anthropomorphised to be ‘Sweet though in sadness’ (61). There is a chiasmic force 

running through the final two sections of Ode to the West Wind, as, even though the 

speaker forcefully appropriates the wind’s power in commanding it to ‘Be thou, 

Spirit fierce, | My spirit!’, (61-6 2) the energy which will make this possible must 

come from the wind driving his ‘dead thoughts over the universe’ (63). There is a 

meta-persona being created here which is both wind and poet, but which requires 

the wind, like the mountain, to be reticent in and of itself. The poem, in creating 

ambiguities regarding agency and intentionality allows the speaker to impersonate 

or re-posit himself in the moment of appropriating the power of the west wind. 

Though he wants his words to have far reaching communicative potential, to be 

‘scattered’ ‘among mankind’, (66-67) what is achieved by the poem is to allow the 

local moment of his own struggle with his individual life, the particular emotional 
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weight of the ‘thorns’ of ‘life’ which make him ‘bleed’, to be ‘The trumpet of a 

prophecy’ (69). 

Through this comparison we can see more clearly how in Mont Blanc the 

mountain’s inability to ‘reply’ is voiced in another way when the speaker creates a 

meta-level to the poem – an attempt to see behind his own subjection to the ‘codes 

of fraud and woe’, one of which is the rhetoric of sublimity itself. The speaker of 

Mont Blanc dissipates the coherence of his own voice by creating images that cast 

the mountain as an imaginary space constructed from chains of synaesthetic images 

that require us to hear and taste things we would normally perceive through other 

senses, like the ‘voiceless lightning’ (137) that inhabits the summit and the winds 

which come to ‘drink the odours’ (23) of the pines. These images anticipate the 

surreal imagery Shelley employs later in the Jane poems, such as in The Invitation, 

where the tree tops become ‘the sand hills of the sea’, and where the power of the 

imagination to construct its own reality becomes a form of bad faith that seeks to 

exonerate his poetic savouring of extra-marital erotic encounters with Jane 

Williams.29 But Mont Blanc’s bad faith is not so flagrant. The struggle to obtain a 

theoretical place for a post-Kantian Subject not bolstered by a supersensible reality 

creates a dynamic reticence that, through critiquing theism, creates new and 

multiple subjectivities. This dynamism represents the complexity of the speaker’s 

desire to arrest his own subjectivity in the very moment its integrity appears to be 

most insecure. Mont Blanc vouches for the mind’s ability to figuratively re-mediate 

its world, but also to access a pre-linguistic and affective response to the idea of the 

annihilation of human and animal lives. 

Mont Blanc also continues the critique of what is often called ‘Romantic 

expressivism’ Shelley that began in Alastor with the implication that the Visionary’s 

access to Nature’s beneficence is in fact unimpaired by his apparent rejection of it in 

favour of ideals created by merely human desires.30 The reticence of the mountain 

reverses this polarity, suggesting that it is Nature, or rather a material, impersonal 
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view of Nature, that might be responsible for ruptures of communication between 

mind and soul. In Mont Blanc the mind’s access to its own human nature is not 

suppressed, it is only suspended by attempts to attain a totalized comprehension of 

the mountain. The mind is merely dormant, like ‘the hidden buds’ that, in a 

‘dreamless sleep | Holds every future leaf and flower’, (89-90) and which wait for a 

breath of life-giving sympathy to make them more than ‘vacant’. Yet the mind is also 

capable of ventriloquising the mountain, of making it speak, rather than the other 

way around; Shelley’s is not a poetics that claims to attain a kind of authenticity or 

artistic “naturalness” by channelling Nature’s power. Instead, the mountain requires 

interpretation by those who ‘deeply feel’ (83) their own existence; those who, like 

the speaker, already have unimpeded access to their ‘own’ ‘human mind’ (37).  

Mont Blanc implies that subjectivity ends up on the wrong side of the 

Nature/culture divide when internal psychological states are considered to be a kind 

of internal self-relation that determines whether larger moral and metaphysical 

forces can be ‘accessed’ by the poet. As in Coleridge’s Dejection: An Ode, because 

the speaker’s ‘genial spirits fail’ he ‘may not hope from outwards forms to win | The 

passion and the life, whose fountains are within’.31 Mont Blanc’s attempt to see 

behind the way sensory perception and affective response are welded together to 

particularise our experience of the world intimates that psychology and ideological 

forms are thoroughly implicated in each other. The revealing of this truth is one of 

the functions of reticence for which I argue in this thesis. In Mont Blanc the idea of a 

“poetic voice” is divested of its transcendental charge. The poem’s uncertainties 

regarding its own language gestures towards a contingent relation to the natural 

world and to other forms of life; but this is a relation which nevertheless requires 

illumination by new ethical ‘codes’. The poem is reticent about the nature of these 

new vocabularies in order to challenge the reader to reflect upon the way their most 

visceral instincts are conditioned by pre-existing historical modes of thought. 
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iii Contingency and sympathetic projection 

 

 

Mont Blanc, like the other poems I examine, though perhaps less obviously so, 

represents a situation of psychological chaos resulting from a disharmony between a 

socio-historical situation and a mode of subjectivity this situation alienates. 

Christopher Hitt demonstrates that the allusions to Coleridge, Wordsworth and 

other eighteenth-century loco-descriptive poems show Shelley struggling to find his 

own voice amongst the ‘preconceived notions, images, and expectations’ that 

impose themselves on his perceptions when he gazes on Mont Blanc. Hitt’s account 

can make sense of the poem’s simultaneous drive towards demystifying and 

reasserting an alternative sense of the mountain’s power. For Hitt, to assert that the 

rawness and vibrancy of the physical landscape trumps our preconceptions would be 

self-defeating, as this would only convert Mont Blanc into another ‘mere symbol of 

human affairs’.32 He is correct to conclude that doubt and self-revision are the only 

positive concepts in this poem. Mont Blanc’s reticence reminds us that the ethical 

value of subjective human experience exists in the moments we are forever 

surpassing, living beyond, and which we cannot articulate directly, because their 

ontological reality is screened by historicized ‘codes of fraud and woe’. Nevertheless, 

Shelley seeks to create an ontological relationship with the natural world that is both 

contingent and relative to our own emotional desire for epistemological security. 

The positive conceptual content that the poem does not describe, but hints at by 

suggesting the mind does not remain ‘vacant’ when the imagination is exercised 

beyond its normal parameters, is a kind of ethical imperative to first vacate, then re-

immerse ourselves within our own historical moment. This process of reduplication 

then leaves us with a clearer understanding of what issues the affective bedrock of 

our ideological proclivities have blinded us to, or led us to forget. The speaker 

‘renders’ (38) what he receives from his senses by turning the destabilisation of his 

identity into sympathy with the lives that are the mountain’s ‘spoil’ (115). 
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Part four asserts that ‘Power dwells apart in its tranquillity | Remote, serene, 

and inaccessible’ (96-97). Yet these lines are qualified by what follows:  

 

 And this, the naked countenance of earth,  
 On which I gaze, even these primeval mountains  
 Teach the adverting mind. (98-100)  

 

The poem’s return to the vision of the mountain, ‘naked’ in the individual’s mind, 

gives way to consideration of whole species, and not just the human species: 

 

The dwelling-place 
Of insects, beasts, and birds, becomes its spoil; 
Their good and their retreat for ever gone, 
So much of life and joy is lost. The race  
Of man flies far in dread; his work and dwelling  
Vanish, like smoke before the tempest’s stream, 
And their place is not known. (114-20)  

 

The flowers that leap out of their ‘detested trance’ into ‘The works and ways of man’ 

are full of dormant potential that ‘Holds every future leaf and flower’, (90-92) and 

are anthropomorphised by being in a ‘trance’ that has already been identified with 

the human mind’s self-reflexivity in the lines ‘I seem as in a trance sublime and 

strange’ (35). This section depicts the destruction of humanity and casts the 

mountain as a ‘city of death’ ‘in scorn of mortal power’ (103, 105). Mankind flees but 

finds life elsewhere in the ‘breath and blood of distant lands’, where the two powers 

that have been continually conflated at the conceptual level of the poem – the life-

giving potential that drives the revolutions of mind and matter and the ‘power that 

dwells apart’ in ‘secret’ – finally ‘meet in the vale’: 

 

Below, vast caves 
Shine in the rushing torrents’ restless gleam, 
Which from those secret chasms in tumult welling 
Meet in the vale, and one majestic River, 
The breath and blood of distant lands, for ever 
Rolls its loud waters to the ocean waves, 
Breathes its swift vapours to the circling air. (120-26) 
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This moment is reminiscent of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan, and its river ‘with ceaseless 

turmoil seething’, that ‘reached the caverns measureless to man, | And sank in 

tumult to a lifeless ocean’.33 But the ‘tumult’ of Shelley’s ravine never sinks into a 

‘lifeless ocean’, as it has its vanishing point in the long perspective of ‘the breath and 

blood of distant lands’: the human, not the transcendental realm. The silence of the 

mountain encourages us to conceptualise Mont Blanc as a new kind of place, but a 

re-imagined place of habitation, not a place in a discourse or system of signification, 

as in Ferguson’s account. The poem implies it is the action of irrealizing reality that 

can induce a ‘faith’ in the ethically stimulating processes of poetic art. The mind can 

first observe its own ‘passive’ processes, then work actively without needing to draw 

strength from symbols of a transcendental power that underwrites the experience of 

subjectivity as constructed by the sublime. 

Mary Shelley’s journal account of the couple’s walks around Chamouni and 

the Arve describe the pressure she also felt the mind is under to make sense of the 

magnitude of these landscapes. She describes the way the Arve’s waterfalls are 

forced to flow through such small spaces that their force seems augmented to the 

point of appearing to hold the power of a ‘deity’ or ‘Visionary Image’.34 She felt that 

the higher one climbs the more various the types of life that must be taken into 

consideration, as the river and glaciers give way to the ‘cultivated fields & cottages’ 

of the Vale of Chamouni, which made the mountains appear ‘more formitable’ and 

‘the Glaciers approach nearer to the road’.35 Seeing the fertility of the river in terms 

of its ability to support human life comes at the cost of seeing the fragility of this life, 

as the mountain always threatens the ecosystems it supports. Part four of Mont 

Blanc demonstrates this same uneasy admission that a life beyond human self-

representation can only be apprehended by imagining the destruction of the human 

race. The poem threatens us with the way ‘the glaciers creep| Like snakes that 

watch their prey’, and the way the ‘city of death’ appears ‘impregnable’ (100-01). 

When the poem corrects itself, ‘not a city, but a flood of ruin’ (105-07), we are led 
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deeper into an anthropomorphisation of the landscape, as the path of the glacial 

floods are strewn with pines that symbolise human resistance to overwhelming 

forces. The ‘city of death’ anthropomorphises the mountain despite the fact that 

Mont Blanc appears to criticise this very act with its attempt to see beyond the 

emotional need for self-definition by symbolic means. But significantly, this 

countenancing of what the poem also criticises locates it in its contemporary 

situation: within a mood of post-revolutionary pessimism that feared the onset of 

uncontrollable human destruction.  

The destructive power of the mountain is both a reference to the violence of 

the French Revolution and an extended simile that runs throughout the poem and 

dramatises the fact that our own immersion in history is necessarily destructive of 

inherited forms of ontological knowledge. What this knowledge is the poem cannot 

say, because such knowledge is always beyond the purview of its own language and 

perspective, so we must defer to ‘the breath and blood of distant lands’ (124). Mont 

Blanc adjures us to disentangle ourselves from historical and ideological positions 

but also to attempt to re-immerse ourselves in these positions in a way that avoids 

their limitations and distortions yet acknowledges a sentimental bond with them. In 

the Preface to Laon and Cythna Shelley reflects on the post-revolutionary mood and 

asserts that there is ‘a reflux in the tide of human things which bears the 

shipwrecked hopes of men into a secure haven, after the storms have past. 

Methinks, those who now live have survived an age of despair’.36 The mixture of fear 

and resistance which Mont Blanc exhibits registers Shelley’s attempt to provide an 

alternative to the post-revolutionary nihilism described in this Preface without also 

discrediting any rational justification for this attitude. Shelley’s critique of the 

sublime and his embracing of contingency attempts to create a collective Subject 

from a secularised sublimity that does not necessitate deferral to transcendental 

sources of power but rather extrapolates a sympathy for other forms of life from an 

appeal to the ontological primacy of our own instinct for survival. Vacancy and 

reticence are ultimately productive because the emotional resonance of a political 

issue (the violence of revolution) is given an ontological status through poetry. The 
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sympathetic projection of this poem’s rhetoric towards the lives that the mountain 

sometimes enriches, sometimes destroys, seeks to expand the concept of what 

defines a life that is worth protecting. But this is a transcendental gesture that goes 

nowhere, as it attempts to create a feeling of commonality with what is already 

‘there’ by acknowledging the life that is shared between all forms of natural 

phenomena.  

Matthew C. Borushko develops an argument that shows Mont Blanc 

critiquing ‘the violence inherent in sublimity: violence that, in both its dynamic of 

power and domination and its necessary concealment of its own means, provides a 

model for the institutionalisation of repressive political authority’.37 In this reading it 

is the unquestioning acceptance of violence (to the Subject) which is augmented by 

the sublime. And it is this violence that Shelley would be seen to critique, whilst 

using the same structure to figure a non-aggressive conception of a reciprocal 

relationship between mind and Nature based on material, phenomenal reality, not 

the compensatory rationalisation of the violence to the mind enacted by Kant’s 

sublime. Borushko thinks that it is the acknowledgement of the mind’s role in the 

violence it inflicts upon itself that can provide an alternative that will be as ‘serene’ 

(61) as the mountain snows that make up Mont Blanc’s obdurately physical 

existence. He accurately describes Shelley’s re-working of the kind of sublimity that 

highlights how the mind, as it were, ‘mimes’ itself when it draws self-reflexive 

pleasure from its own failure to totalize reality.38 My account of this poem describes 

how Shelley uses this parodic strategy to critique the mind’s dependency on external 

symbols, but simultaneously suggest that this same act of self-impersonation can 

productively re-constitute or even change the moral and political connotations of 

the ‘codes’ we wish to repeal. The new content that Mont Blanc proposes, which we 

might bestow upon dead linguistic symbols, is an anthropomorphised sympathy with 

Nature we force into being by our need to relate the origins of the self to the origins 

of reality. The fact that this failed search for origins is still emotionally ‘vacant’, that 

the mind still needs the same symbolic coherence that Shelley also aims to critique, 
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is transformed by this poem into a positive assertion of the human will to endure 

when the mind seems most disturbed and overwhelmed.  

The post-Revolutionary period in which this poem was composed saw 

England being threatened by civil disturbances that mimicked the atrocities of the 

last stage of the French revolution. Yet Mont Blanc resists any reading that would 

take an invocation of the natural sublime to be a symbol of the threat of counter-

revolutionary violence. Rather than as in Duffy’s account, where the silence of the 

mountain and its inexorable destruction of human settlements becomes a metaphor 

for revolutionary potential, it is the sympathy with other forms of life that is 

politically radical. Paul Stock, in The Shelley-Byron Circle and the Idea of Europe, 

makes the argument that Mont Blanc sees politics as a constant re-visioning of 

national identity in moments when seemingly powerful models have been toppled, 

claiming that ‘European history intrudes upon these apparently apolitical 

meditations’.39 This is part of Stock’s overall argument about Shelley’s attitude to 

post-Waterloo politics, which saw him trying to develop an idea of European identity 

that made depoliticising rhetorical moves in order to create a euro-centricity that 

drew upon ideal, fantasied versions of Europe (such as Asia). Stock describes 

Shelley’s ideal of a political behaviour that deliberately risks the bad faith of self-

immersed ‘parochialism’. But this bad faith would be redeemed when an 

appreciation of the specificity of other cultures could stem from understanding our 

immersion within our own, so parochialism would become ‘transnational’.40 Shelley’s 

concern with the creatures of the mountain being rendered homeless by the 

mountain’s implacable processes is a version of this same notion that personal 

subjective sympathy fits inside larger conceptual political and social constructs. The 

poem’s reticence reveals gaps and inconsistencies in the way the mind makes 

symbols for itself. It also uses ‘recallings’ (47) and restatements to induce self-

reflexive awareness of our contingency with Nature and to point the way to a 

politically productive form of sympathy. 
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The last section, which crystallises the way the whole poem parodies the 

human inability to perceive anything in a way that does not inform the mind’s own 

situating of itself, begins with a further restatement of the mountain’s power: 

 
Mont Blanc yet gleams on high: – the power is there, 
The still and solemn power of many sights, 
And many sounds, and much of life and death. (127-29) 
 
 

A need to locate the power that lies behind the visual experience of the mountain 

re-emerges, as if the very integrity of this power might be dissipated in the vagaries 

of the phenomena with which it lives in symbiosis: 

Winds contend 
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath 
Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home 
The voiceless lightning in these solitudes 
Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods 
Over the snow. (134-139) 

 

The ‘voiceless lightning’ is one of the most ambiguous, yet significant, images in the 

poem, because it refers to and then denies the communicative power of the human 

voice and encapsulates the way Shelley allows Mont Blanc and Mont Blanc to ‘keep 

innocently’ their secrets. There is no longer any sense of echoing responsivity in the 

landscape, only a withdrawal of the notion that sound can be carried across this 

space at all, except through the poetic actions which irrealize it. A real landscape, 

however huge and wild, is delimited by its ability to carry and contain sound in way 

that the human ears can perceive. But this landscape does not just confuse the mind 

by its ‘many-voicèd’ (13) phenomena; its repeated ‘silence’ appears to negate the 

mind’s processing powers completely. This is done in order to complete the building 

of an aesthetic space in the mind of the reader, an irrealized reality that nevertheless 

allows the raw facticity of the “real” material presence of the world to be intuited. 

This type of writing flirts with cognitive incoherence but is nevertheless not an 

arbitrary fusion of pictorial and conceptual levels of expression.41 Rather, this fusion 
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bestows life upon imaginary places by using images of stifled or negated sound to re-

work or re-see quotidian reality. Mont Blanc claims to speak from a pre-critical 

position not because Shelley is aiming to find a way for discourse to get on terms 

with the origins of life, but because he wants to isolate the way a revision of sublime 

poetics can lead us back to the specific ways in which we take pleasure in merely 

human life – in the protection of the way we demarcate boundaries of our existence, 

our ‘dwelling-places’ (114). The destruction of these places of habitation generates a 

communal sympathy for other forms of life, the ‘insects, beasts and birds’ (115), as 

well as the men and women who are ‘distant’ (124) from us temporally or physically, 

and who ultimately benefit from the mountain’s power.  

The poem finishes by repeating the question voiced in its opening as to 

whether the mind truly partakes of the power of the mountain or merely imitates it:  

 

The secret strength of things 
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome  
Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee! 
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea, 
If to the human mind’s imaginings 
Silence and solitude were vacancy? (139-44) 

 

Silence and solitude are not ultimately synonymous with vacancy because the way 

they are made into textual strategies enables us to imagine transcending our own 

faculties. We can test our cognitive limits, armed with the awareness that these 

faculties are nevertheless the only access we have to larger truths, such as the ‘laws’ 

that might span heaven and earth. The sense of reticence and secrecy in this final 

passage is heightened by the textual change from the A to B text, where a heaven 

providing a ‘column’ that ‘rests on thee’ becomes a heaven that ‘as a law, inhabits 

thee’, and where ‘laws’ sets up the notion of a definite set of precepts that are then 

deliberately left unspecified. Mont Blanc reworks the structure of the Kantian 

sublime to remind us, through the invitation to gaze upon the ‘inaccessible’ (97) 
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grandeur of the mountain, that self-knowledge and constant self-revision are the 

ultimate aim of an ethical poetics, not the repose of a conformity to an unchanging 

faculty of reason. We must seek for something in ourselves that can partake of the 

same revolving motion of renewal and decay from which we originate –  some 

‘voiceless lightning’ that will transcend the temporary concerns of ‘the works and 

ways of man’ (92) by generously ghosting the locally experienced nature of our 

values, in the same way that poetry ghosts the ontological grounding of ‘all things 

that are’ (46). The reticence and negations that aim to offer a de-familiarising 

perspective on the poem’s own figurative strategies are not intended to be a mere 

symbol of human endeavour, as Hitt would have it, but to demonstrate how 

representation in art shares the same ontological grounding with the rest of 

experience. The mountain’s failure to communicate in human terms also provides an 

alternative ethics to Coleridge’s Christian piety; what is important in Mont Blanc is 

that meta-perspectives can ‘repeal’ the contents of our minds to reveal a pre-

linguistic comprehension of our own nature. Making sense of this poem requires an 

interpretation that is open-ended, non-prescriptive, and will not settle for ‘signs’ for 

‘familiar thoughts’. Rather, the reader is encouraged to create new signs of the 

mountain’s presence, even if this means regressing to a mere assertion that the 

mountain exists, that its power is ‘there’ in a way that does not require the deictic 

qualification of ‘thou’. The poem leaves us with a kind of vacancy of the senses, 

because in mimicking Shelley’s own experience of the suspension of normal 

perceptions in his visit to Mont Blanc, both human vision and hearing are made 

redundant. The work of comprehension they normally fulfil must be carried on by 

the minds of those who have enlarged their depth of feeling beyond the limits of the 

individual and into the life of the material world as a whole. The human is defined in 

extreme (political) situations not by the communality of perception itself, but by 

momentarily settling into a definition of the humanity we wish to protect: finding an 

alternative to the ‘codes of fraud and woe’ now.  

The way in which the semantic and paradigmatic levels of the text intertwine 

in Mont Blanc anticipates later nineteenth and twentieth century existentialist texts 

that use indirect communication to induce the reader to respond with uneasy 
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feelings that result in self-corrective responses, rather than provide a meta-

perspective that can be used to interpret or resolve these disjunctions. There is an 

ethical work involved in this poem that provides an alternative to Coleridge’s 

Protestant sentiments, and which comes from the reader constantly trying to piece 

together all the permutations of the concept of a ‘secret’ and ‘inaccessible’ power: 

searching for textual answers and finding only temporary ones produced by the 

poem’s own internal semiotic structures. It is this sense of constant motion that 

must be sufficient as a moral experience in this poem. Yet rather than, like 

Wordsworth finding ‘Strength in what remains behind’, Shelley re-conceives this 

didactic sentiment as a straining towards the truth of the ungraspable relation 

between the human and heavenly ‘laws’ of the poem’s last section.42 Mont Blanc’s 

images of negated sound continually restate the limited nature of our perceptions 

and their vagaries in a way that does not promise a resolution, only an assurance 

that we must allow our minds to be radically open and ‘vacant’ for receiving, or 

more accurately, ‘recalling’ the best sentiments of our ‘breasts’ in the most 

undiluted form (47-48). But this reticence provides access to a new kind of positivity, 

recouped from the negative processes of sublimity, where we can salvage 

temporised, subjective value by grasping it, treating it even as we experience it. Such 

value is ‘recalled’ to our breasts almost straight after it has grown faint, then re-

constituted in a ‘cave’ (44) of poetry that is conceptually carved out by a process of 

imaginative irrealization and given a positive form. The ‘voiceless lightning’ allows us 

to bestow an ethical value on merely human experience by subtly parodying the 

failure to perceive beyond our own direct concern for physical and epistemological 

security.   

Mont Blanc’s reticence both critiques the desire for an illusory solidity to our 

self-conceptions as well as directs us to a sense of a re-doubled historicized 

concreteness that we can accept as, in some sense, if not exactly illusory, 

idealistically exemplary. Paradoxically then, in critiquing the Kantian apprehension of 

a transcendental super-subjectivity in the sublime, we can create an alternative 

recuperation of the negativity and ‘vacancy’ of sublimity. In gesturing towards a raw, 
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unmediated reality, Mont Blanc admits that we reach out to symbols in order to 

provide ourselves with the coherence of a human teleology we have constructed for 

ourselves. Figurative poetic language that consciously constructs pleasing images for 

the mind is part of the way Mont Blanc performatively acknowledges that human 

concepts of meaning and ethical value, the ‘codes’ that are continually 

deconstructed and reconstructed by history, are themselves part of the material 

processes of life. But this acceptance of an element of fabrication in our mental 

representations of the external world is balanced by the fullness of the humanity we 

can apprehend by cleansing our minds of the ‘large codes of fraud and woe’ that 

structure our perceptions. Mont Blanc suggests that even though Kant’s aesthetic 

judgement might give us a regulated, deferred access to the infinite capacity of the 

mind to understand its own freedom in practical terms, the latent sense of plenitude 

that the sublime recoups can be experienced in a more positive, concrete way. It 

appeals to a collective Subject, asserting that the way we piece together language 

and sentiment is constitutive of reality.  

The reticence of Mont Blanc allows the reader to take on a meta-perspective 

that makes the feeling of immersion within temporary values seem as though it 

bespeaks having been seduced by empty representations. But Mont Blanc also 

invites us to have faith in this constant experience of self-doubt, so that we can re-

invest in our experiences by salvaging their content in a way that renders them 

legislatively, morally and politically valuable at one particular moment. I have argued 

in this chapter that Mont Blanc’s merging of literal and figurative dimensions and 

rigorous speculation on the ontology of mind and matter charts a psychologically 

salutary relationship between mind and Nature without positing a defined Subject 

position. Next, I shall examine how in Prometheus Unbound the interest in the 

psychology of the individual poet that characterises Alastor reasserts itself. But 

because Shelley represents his idea of ‘Prometheus’ through multiple personae, this 

remains somewhat at odds with an appeal to a collective Subject that is similar to 

that made by Mont Blanc. Nevertheless, the way the situation of the Promethean 

poet is expressed by the play as a whole, not just by the character of Prometheus, 
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creates a form of immanent self-critique that is similar to Alastor’s experimentation 

with the coherence of narrative personae. 
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Prometheus Unbound: Reticence as Reduplication 

  

 

i  Shelley’s idea of ‘Prometheus’  

 

 

This section of the project is less a reading of Prometheus Unbound (1818-1819) as a 

whole than an exploration of the way Shelley uses the idea of the Prometheus myth 

to explore and figure his own conception of the poet. The reticence of Prometheus 

Unbound poses the same questions as Mont Blanc regarding the relation of natural 

forces and the mind’s ability (or lack of it) to apprehend these forces on their own 

terms. Prometheus Unbound contains, though less overtly than Alastor and Mont 

Blanc, an investigation and critique of the notion that poetic inspiration should feel 

“natural”. In Prometheus Unbound there are two crucial moments of reticence that 

are both conceptual and linguistic – The Earth’s refusal to repeat Prometheus’s curse 

against Jupiter and Demogorgon’s equivocal answers to Asia’s questions about ‘who 

made the living world?’1. These moments prompt realisations on the part of 

Prometheus and Asia but not ‘dramatic’ action as such, as the play informs us that 

the time at which the overthrow of Jupiter is ‘destined’ (ii. iv. 128) to occur has its 

own logic, and is unrelated to Prometheus’ actions or his gift of foresight. It is the 

very uncertainty as to what actually causes the amelioration of humanity that is 

described in this play, considered either dramatically or conceptually, that 

constitutes the play’s overall phenomenology of reticence. The play’s reticence, and 

the reticence of the character of Prometheus, in refusing to repeat his curse, 

facilitates linguistic restatements that are deliberately mediated by the structures of 

feeling Prometheus wishes to transcend (Jupiter’s hegemony, its accompanying 

language and Prometheus’ resentment of it). This is Shelley’s way of acknowledging 

that although we cannot access a pre-linguistic mode of experience, poetic reticence 
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allows us to create dynamic symbols and phenomenological reductions that 

convincingly describe the nature and the limits of the human condition.  

  In this chapter I identify Shelley’s concept of the ‘Promethean’ poet, which 

presents a problem he sees as foundational for the poet of his time. He intimates in 

the Preface to Prometheus Unbound that a poet’s mind, because its ‘lightning’ is 

‘uncommunicated’, risks becoming erased in the extended and deferred meanings 

he wanted his poetry to have.2 The poet’s transcendence of himself, paradoxically, 

might be too directly communicative of the moral and political ideals that he 

espouses; this risk forecloses the semiotic and moral productivity of reticence.  

There is also a second anxiety here – an anxiety that the opposite possibility is also 

problematic – that the very plenitude of discursive and emotional possibilities that 

poetry inspires might result in the loss of an ethical and political potential otherwise 

available to poetic language that is grounded in one temporal and subjective 

situation. Shelley’s utilitarianism restrained  him from representing self-dissolution in 

the name of human progress as unequivocally negative, yet it is significant that the 

emphasis on the reciprocity between Asia and Prometheus, on the Love that is the 

‘Life of Life!’ (ii. v. 48), presented in Acts Two, Three and Four, can only come about 

after Act One’s acknowledgement of the psychological difficulties of the individual 

poet who aims at the general amelioration of humanity’s suffering at their own 

expense. Yet the concept of poetic Promethean fire also has redemptive potential 

here, in that a reticent poetics can approach an authentic representation of one 

moment of suffering by parodying its narrowness and limitations.  

I also discuss here how Adonais, with its classic elegiac strategy of 

opportunistically constructing a poetic voice through glorifying another poetic figure 

whose reticence is assured, makes explicit the ideal of productive, self-mocking 

artistic labour described in Prometheus Unbound. Shelley’s category of the 

Promethean is not dramatised by the ‘Prometheus’ who appears as a character in 
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 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 472-76 (p. 474). See Paul Hamilton’s work on 

Shelley for the development of the idea that his sense of poetic reserve has a democratising energy, particularly 
‘Poetics’, in The Oxford Handbook of Percy Shelley Studies, ed. by Anthony Howe and Michael O’Neill, with the 
assistance of Madeleine Callaghan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 177-92 (p. 185). ‘This willingness 
to forget poetic sovereignty in the interest of a discursively more democratic legacy is very different from 
submitting poetry to a strict critique of its lessons and insisting on the critical proprieties’, […] so poetry has a 
‘power to push its own figures towards their own historical transfiguration so that they can re-materialize with 
fresh authority elsewhere in the discoveries they have anticipated’. 
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Shelley’s play, it is immanent throughout Prometheus Unbound and its depiction is 

shared between characters. I argue ultimately that the reticence of Prometheus 

Unbound maintains a critical distance from its own ‘Promethean’ strategies of self-

positing, which Shelley appears to believe are psychologically necessary for 

addressing the post-Kantian problem of the desire to fill out and define the 

relationship between mind and Nature. Shelley maintains this distance because, 

whilst these self-positing strategies can recoup a specifically human agency, there is 

also a trace of bitterness in his exploration of what the poet’s transcendence of their 

ego might feel like. He fears that it might not feel like anything at all – that it might 

create a non-productive kind of reticence that loses itself in its own impersonations. 

In the Preface to Prometheus Unbound Shelley describes a tension in his own 

thought regarding the character of Prometheus. In order for the story to have ‘moral 

interest’ Prometheus must both obviate and reassert his curse against Jupiter: ‘The 

moral interest of the fable, which is so powerfully sustained by the sufferings and 

endurance of Prometheus, would be annihilated if we could conceive of him as 

unsaying his high language and quailing before his successful and perfidious 

adversary’. Yet Prometheus is also ‘the type of the highest perfection of moral and 

intellectual nature, impelled by the purest and the truest motives to the best and 

noblest ends’.3 In Act One, this contradiction is expressed in the moment 

Prometheus attempts to remember the curse he cast upon Jupiter and asks The 

Earth and the other personified spirits to repeat it for him. Prometheus does not 

wish to repeat it himself because he strives to believe that he has conquered the 

feelings of resentment which inspired its first expression. Instead he summons a 

Phantasm of Jupiter from ‘underneath the grave’ (i. i. 197) to repeat the invectives, 

and in so doing, demonstrates that he secretly wishes to preserve his embittered 

relationship with Jupiter. His intention is to visualise the intended effect of his curse 

in such a way that Jupiter will appear as the villain Prometheus believes him to be: 

 

PROMETHEUS    if then my words had power,  
Though I am changed so that aught evil wish  
Is dead within; although no memory be  

                                                           
3
 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, pp. 472-73. 
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Of what is hate – let them not lose it now! (i. i. 69-72) 
 

This passage requires holding a dual conception of the ‘character’ of Prometheus – it 

requires a separation of the mythological character who is antecedent to the play 

itself (and who might never have renounced his hatred of the Jupiter/Zeus figure) 

from the Prometheus which Shelley presents to us: 

 

PROMETHEUS     I speak in grief  
Not exultation, for I hate no more 
As then, ere misery made me wise. The Curse 
Once breathed on thee I would recall. (i. i. 56-09) 

 

 Shelley’s Prometheus is complicated by being both morally improved by suffering 

but also unable to forget the hatred of Jupiter he has supposedly surpassed on an 

emotional level.  

C.S. Lewis perceptively comments that the ‘plot’ or dramatic action of this 

play is structured by Shelley’s desire to explore both the importance of the 

Prometheus myth for his own time, and the importance of myth in general for 

suggesting multiple parallels with lived reality. But these explorations require only a 

semblance of dramatic momentum: 

 

The selection of the Prometheus story (a selection which seems obvious only 
because we did not have to make it) is the first step to the solution. But 
nearly everything has still to be done. By what steps are we to pass from 
Prometheus in his chains to Prometheus free? The long years of his agony 
cannot be dramatically represented, for they are static. The actual moment 
of liberation by Heracles is a mere piece of “business”.4 

 

The ‘step’ from a chained Prometheus to a free Prometheus is described rather than 

dramatised by Prometheus Unbound. Shelley wanted to ‘familiarize the highly 

refined imagination of the more select classes of poetical readers with beautiful 

idealisms of moral excellence’.5 But his work can only then become dramatically 

                                                           
4
 C.S. Lewis, ‘Shelley, Dryden and Mr Eliot’, in Selected Literary Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2
nd

 edn, 1979, pp. 187-208 (p. 206). 
5
 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 475. 
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convincing (which is what in the Preface he implicitly opposes to a more 

simplistically ‘didactic’ poetic mode) by making the transformation of the universe 

through the love brought about by Asia – Prometheus’ lover/female counterpart – 

appear to be directly consequent upon a change in Prometheus’ attitude towards 

Jupiter.6 To be dramatically convincing, this transformation must feel causally related 

to his transcendence of hatred and suffering; yet, in having the curse repeated by a 

Phantasm of Jupiter, Prometheus shows that he has not fully transcended his 

bitterness. The failure of Prometheus Unbound as a drama as such creates a 

reticence about the intended ontology of Shelley’s own dramatisation of 

Prometheus. Reticence, and its ontological disruption of the dramatic form, is 

Shelley’s way of talking about ideals that may not be directly or immediately 

achievable. Yet these strategies of reticence do not make these ideals ‘less than a 

reality’, as Tilottama Rajan puts it.7 Rather, in acknowledging the impossibility of 

making mental operations fully materialised in the world of action, a compensatory 

speculative space is created where poetry registers the gap between thoughts and 

the imaginative conceptual expansion of thoughts that can occur in the imagination. 

For Shelley, such a performatively reticent poetry can be ‘vitally metaphorical’ and 

might, in altering the workings of the mind, have purchase on real moral and political 

change.8 

What we might call the “first” Prometheus of this text – the mythological 

Prometheus who stole fire from heaven in order to bestow it upon humanity – is the 

inheritance of the Prometheus that appears in Shelley’s play. As Shelley’s Preface 

suggests, this “second” Prometheus has supposedly become perfected by 

transcending his hatred of Jupiter’s tyrannical regime. But Shelley’s own hyper-

awareness that he is appropriating a myth and re-casting it for his own time results 

in Prometheus recalling the curse in a way that allows him to feel both connected to 

and distanced from his prior self. Shelley makes this moment into an emblem of the 

                                                           
6
 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 475. 

7
 Tilottama Rajan, ‘Deconstruction or Reconstruction: Reading Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound’, Studies in 

Romanticism, 23.3 (1984), 317-338 (p. 336). Rajan writes that Shelley’s ‘staging of the promethean myth in the 
theatre of his mind has, as performance, the status of a concrete possibility; it is more than a merely abstract 
potentiality, but less than a reality’. 
8
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Shelley’s Prose: Or, The Trumpet of a Prophecy, ed. by David Lee Clark, 3

rd
 edn (Fourth 

Estate: London, 1988), pp. 275-97 (p. 278). 
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suffering Prometheus has endured in acknowledging the inauthenticity of his 

position as saviour of mankind when his actions have thrown humanity into the 

thrall of Jupiter. Thus, when the second Prometheus gazes upon the Phantasm of 

Jupiter he only sees, impersonates, his own moral perfection. He sees his own 

reticence as proof of the fact that he has transcended the emotional state of 

resentment that motivated the curse. But this renders him detached from, and only 

a passive observer of the action of transformation that must take place in Shelley’s 

play if it is to have the desired moral and political resonance. The way such moments 

are, as Melynda Nuss puts it, not ‘dramatic’ action but ‘fetishized action which 

seems to freeze narrative momentum’, registers the richness of philosophical 

speculation Shelley saw in the Prometheus myth.9 For Shelley, the Prometheus myth 

embodied the problems facing the modern poet: coping with the overwhelming 

desire to hypostatise the self, whilst also fearing that the transcendence of this 

desire would be emotionally unsatisfying, because ‘deep truth is imageless’ (ii. iv. 

116). Shelley feared that truth might only exist in a continual process of historicized 

self-reconstruction, like the way the Prometheus of myth regrows his liver each day 

after the eagle sent by Zeus has ripped it out.  

Act Four posits the existence of a “third” Prometheus who is no longer a 

singular character but the potential for all humanity to create ‘Promethean’ ‘work’ (i. 

iv. 158) that blends Nature and human nature into one ‘mystic measure’ (iv. i. 129). 

But even a salutary relationship between mind and Nature is not conceived as totally 

harmonious; it is an ‘unquiet republic’ (iv. i. 398) where we must continually seek for 

answers in the pre-linguistic realm of truth personified by Demogorgon, even though 

we are then only directed to ‘such truths | Each to itself must be the oracle’ (ii. iv. 

122-23). The new ‘Promethean’ creativity that is adjured by the spirit-voices which 

                                                           
9
 Melynda Nuss, ‘Prometheus in a Bind: Law, Narrative and Movement in Prometheus Unbound’, European 

Romantic Review, 18.3 (2007), 417-34 (p. 417). Melynda Nuss argues that Prometheus Unbound registers 
Shelley’s inability to decide on the proper course for a political reform of the penal punishment system, the 
problem being ‘how to import Plato’s view of reformative punishment without acquiescing to the justice of the 
punishment or the authority of the punisher. Shelley’s “bind” mirrors the “bind” of legal reformers in his own 
day’. She thinks that the play ‘fetishizes’ the moment of recalling of the curse because it replicates this problem 
by creating a situation where, because Jupiter seems internal to Prometheus, there is no agency behind the 
punishment he suffers. Yet Prometheus is nevertheless expected to endure punishment as part of a process of 
moral improvement. 
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people the fourth act is described as a deliberate perceptual reconstruction of 

reality: 

 

CHORUS OF SPIRITS And our singing shall build 
In the void’s loose field 
A world for the Spirit of Wisdom to wield; 
We will take our plan 
From the new world of man, 
And our work shall be called the Promethean. (iv. i. 153-58) 

 

‘Promethean’ work then consciously wields its own historicized image of the power 

of self-construction through artistic expression, this being the significance for Shelley 

of the act of Prometheus’ theft of divine fire. Yet this conception of human creativity 

as the process that provides an ‘image’ for one individual’s version of ‘truth’ tenses 

against Shelley’s presentation of Prometheus as both character in and personified 

subject of the play.  

Shelley’s reticence regarding the ontological status of the figures he presents 

collapses character and narrative in a way that problematises a reading of the drama 

as an engagement with the workings of one consciousness. Yet the personification of 

Promethean work as ‘The Spirit of Wisdom’, and indeed the personification at large 

in Prometheus Unbound, also suggests that we need to singularise and to historicize 

our conscious acts of self-presentation in order to apprehend them clearly, despite 

the fact that we know that ‘deep truth is imageless’: 

  

DEMOGORGON        If the Abysm 
   Could vomit forth its secrets: – but a voice 
   Is wanting, the deep truth is imageless; 
   For what would it avail to bid thee gaze 
   On the revolving world? what to bid speak 
   Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance and Change? To these 
   All things are subject but eternal Love. (ii. iv. 114-20) 
 

As János V. Barsák puts it, this episode demonstrates the originary nature of Love, 

which exists prior both to language and to the kind of anthropomorphised 

conception of universal forces depicted in the Prometheus myth. He writes that this 

metaphysical priority ‘is a curious one’, since Asia becomes aware of this only ‘by 
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travelling a long circuitous journey, which involves the experience of inevitable 

suffering […] Love can only be discovered as the real origin and as something positive 

by the negation of the ultimate negativity of the silence of the abysm’.10 Indeed, it 

seems that Prometheus Unbound would have us know that the use of negation to 

grasp an ‘imageless’ truth results in a conscious act of restatement that makes 

visible what is habitual, even though it also risks the bad faith essentialising one 

moment of self-construction. Asia says to Panthea: 

 

ASIA  Thy words are sweeter than aught else but his  
Whose echoes they are: yet all love is sweet,  
Given or returned. Common as light is love. (ii. v. 38-40)  
 
 

This makes Panthea, in being too ‘common’ to human experience to be 

apprehended directly, in fact as ‘imageless’ as Demogorgon. But nevertheless, words 

are the only ‘echoes’ of these imageless truths that might convey their ‘sweetness’. 

The second Prometheus, in having given this transformation its initial breath 

of life by attempting to transcend his own ressentiment, represents the moral 

exemplariness of the new world of Love and reciprocity that will result from Jupiter’s 

overthrow. But for this to be the case he must also allow others – the human Love 

embodied by Asia, Panthea and Ione – to carry on the (collective) Promethean work 

for him. It is only the intersubjective sympathy that these beings generate that 

makes articulate human communication possible: 

  

PANTHEA  But the whole world which seeks thy sympathy. 
  Hear’st thou not sounds i’ the air which speak the love 
  Of all articulate beings? Feelest thou not 
  The inanimate winds enamoured of thee? – List! (ii. v. 34-37) 
 

It is not Prometheus himself but Asia’s progeny, The Spirit of the Earth, who 

describes a change in the actual social fabric of the human world, after hiding in the 

‘public square’ (iii. iv. 62) of a human city and observing: 

                                                           
10

 János V. Barsák, ‘“A Voice is Wanting”: The Unspeakable in Shelley and the Case of Browning’s Duke’, in 
Reverberations of Silence: Silenced texts, Sub-texts and Authors in Literature, Language and Translation, ed. by 
Márta Pellérdi and Gabriella Reuss (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), pp. 63-77 (p. 
71). 



 
127 

 

 
THE SPIRIT OF THE EARTH Those ugly human shapes and visages 

Of which I spoke as having wrought me pain, 
Past floating through the air, and fading still 
Into the winds that scattered them; and those  
From whom they past seemed mild and lovely forms 
Afters some foul disguise had fallen; and all 
Were somewhat changed. (iii. iv. 65-71) 

 

It is significant that it is the personified abstraction, The Spirit of the Earth, who is 

given the narrative agency to describe this amelioration, just as it is the mediating 

power of the Phantasm of Jupiter that allows Prometheus to attain his complex 

moment of self-awareness. This ventriloquisation of a spirit that doubles for the self 

is a peculiarly Shelleyan kind of self-impersonation and expresses a nostalgia for a 

unified, essential identity. In A Defence of Poetry Shelley writes that: 

 

Poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, not because the portions of 
which they are composed had no previous existence in the mind of man, or 
in nature, but because the whole produced by their combination has some 
intelligible and beautiful analogy with those sources of emotion and thought, 
and with the contemporary condition of them: one great poet is a 
masterpiece of nature which another not only ought to study but must 
study.11 

 

The re-positing through reticence I have been describing in this thesis is then 

perpetrated in the hope that ‘imageless’ truths can have a latent existence in the 

mind of the reader who takes poetic images to be ‘analogies’ for the depths of the 

human heart: a process that might counter the potential narrowness of utopian 

fiction. 
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 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 474. 
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ii The curse: reticence as restatement 

 

 

Prometheus cannot understand why The Earth will not speak to him like a ‘living 

spirit’ or help him ‘recall’ his curse against Jupiter by mimicking his speech. He is told 

it is because The Earth thinks he should accept the speciousness of attempting to 

anthropomorphise natural forces that are beyond human comprehension: 

 

THE EARTH           How canst thou hear 
   Who knowest not the language of the dead?  

 
PROMETHEUS    Thou art a living spirit; speak as they. 
   
THE EARTH          I dare not speak like life, lest Heaven’s fell King 
              Should hear, and link me to some wheel of pain 
              More torturing than the one whereon I roll. 
              Subtle thou art and good; and though the Gods 
              Hear not this voice, yet thou art more than God 
              Being wise and kind: earnestly hearken now. (i. i. 137-45) 
 
 
What is asserted here is that the mythological Prometheus’ attempt to be mankind’s 

only succour resulted in a breakdown of reciprocity between the natural and human 

worlds, where the violence of Prometheus’s attempt to ventriloquise The Earth 

resulted in the ‘voice’ of his ‘unrest’ rendering them ‘mute with wonder’ (i. i. 92, 90). 

The Earth explains her reticence by saying that she fears being tortured by Jupiter, 

because allowing herself to become ventriloquised by Prometheus involves some 

kind of complicity with the anthropomorphised power struggles in which 

Prometheus is immersed. Yet it is also The Earth who suggests a solution here – that 

summoning a Phantasm of Jupiter from the realm of the ‘dead’ will circumvent the 

psychological dependence on investing abstractions with great symbolic significance. 

This is the same symbolic strategy that is critiqued in Mont Blanc. But Shelley’s 

‘Promethean work’ can enact a knowing reconstitution of a mere image of the truths 

of existence, driven by a ‘wise and kind’ ‘living spirit’, and lend an emotional 

flexibility to static modes of self-representation.  
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This kind of dynamic self-reduplication is the use to which Prometheus (the 

second Prometheus) puts his interchange with the Phantasm, as he creates a 

psychologically concrete image of his own transcendence of the first Prometheus: 

 
PROMETHEUS           I see the curse on gestures proud and cold,  
                                    And looks of firm defiance, and calm hate,  
                    And such despair as mocks itself with smiles, 
                    Written as on a scroll . . .  yet speak – Oh speak! (i. i. 258-61) 

 

Prometheus is guilty of bad faith here: he attempts to arrest himself in a static 

moment of self-constitution. Yet mediating his self-image though his construction of 

Jupiter as aggressive Other is the only way for him to construct a coherent image of 

his own emotional development: 

 

PROMETHEUS  The crawling glaciers pierce me with the spears 
Of their moon-freezing crystals; the bright chains 
Eat with their burning cold into my bones; 
Heaven’s wingèd hound, polluting from thy lips 
My heart; and shapeless sights come wandering by, 
The ghastly people of the realm of dream, 
Where thou descend’st each night with open eyes 
In torture, for a tyrant seldom sleeps, 
Thou never; 
Mocking me; and the Earthquake-fiends are charged 
To wrench the rivets from my quivering wounds 
Then the rocks split and close again behind.12  

 

The lines in italics, which are lines cancelled by Shelley, imply an essential connection 

between Jupiter and the ‘people from of the realm of dream’ who exist prior to 

Prometheus’ decision to summon the Phantasm. The removal of these lines allowed 

Shelley to emphasise Prometheus’ power to imbue the Phantasm of Jupiter with his 

current perception of Jupiter (as opposed to the way the poem might characterise or 

make symbolic either its own version of Jupiter or the Jupiter of myth).  
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 Prometheus Unbound: The text and the drafts: toward a modern definitive edition, ed. by Lawrence John 
Zillman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), pp. 50-51, i. i. 31-40. 
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The emphasis on Prometheus’ agency protracts the resentment that defines 

his perception of Jupiter-as-arch-enemy. This contradicts the fact that he has 

supposedly transcended the morally damning dimension of this feeling: 

 

PROMETHEUS  Tremendous Image, as thou art must be 
He whom thou shadowest forth. I am his foe, 
The Titan. Speak the words which I would hear, 
Although no thought inform thine empty voice. (i. i. 246-49) 

 

Putting the curse in the mouth of Jupiter makes Prometheus’ own righteous anger 

appear to be an aspect of Jupiter, implying that this anger has not truly been 

transcended, only transferred to an internalised reflection of Jupiter’s tyranny in a 

way that is both metaphysically and psychologically complex.13 Prometheus’ torture 

is inflicted by his own awareness of the bad faith of trying to construct an image of 

his own moral perfection through a Phantasm of Jupiter that figuratively doubles for 

the ‘real’ Jupiter. He becomes the apotheosis of his own suffering, retreating to a ‘far 

goal of Time’ (iii. iii. 174) rather than attempting to respond to The Earth’s adjuration 

to engage directly with the kind of acts of wisdom and kindness she insists he is 

potentially capable. We as readers, in searching for the agency behind these lines, 

must also come to a decision about whether we give credence to the personified 

‘spirits’ that inhabit this poem having the status of characters or dramatic agents; or 

whether they are, like Act Four, a series of fragmentary lyric pictures which in their 

totality form part of Shelley’s exploration of the character of Prometheus: 

William Ulmer’s psychoanalytic reading of Prometheus Unbound sees 

Prometheus’ refusal to repeat the curse as a psychological and dramatic gateway to 

the emancipatory rhetoric of Acts Two, Three and Four. In Ulmer’s reading the theft 

of fire symbolises ‘appetitive sexuality’ and the binding of Prometheus the ‘fixating 
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 Harold Bloom’s account of this work has it that Jupiter, Demogorgon, and Asia, are all aspects of Prometheus’ 
personality, Harold Bloom, ‘Titan on the Rock’, in The Visionary Company: A Reading of English Romantic Poetry 
(Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 1971), pp. 307-315. Tilottama Rajan and John Rieder see this same 
external personifying of internal tensions as relating to Prometheus’ struggles with the overbearing nature of his 
own originality. Rajan asks, ‘if Asia is internal to Prometheus, can we really dissociate Demogorgon from a 
Prometheus who is then caught in the paradox of using violence to achieve peace?’, Tilottama Rajan, 
‘Deconstruction or Reconstruction: Reading Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound’, Studies in Romanticism, 23.3 (1984), 
317-338 (p. 318). John Rieder, in ‘Description of a Struggle: Shelley’s Radicalism on Wordsworth’s Terrain’, An 
International Journal of Literature and Culture, 13.2-3 (1985), 267-87, argues that Jupiter represents an internal 
struggle within Prometheus to dissociate himself from the kind of violence which might be needed to usher in 
new ideas. 
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power of Oedipal guilt’.14 In this account, Prometheus’ refusal to repeat the curse is 

the beginning of his liberation from this guilt, as it enables him to confront his own 

Oedipal aggression through the reconstituting power of metaphor. For Ulmer, the 

power of figuration can do more than the work of ‘the wrenching of all vehicles to a 

single tenor, a single signified’; it can re-integrate Prometheus with his darker alter-

ego Jupiter.15 Alternatively, I read Prometheus’ refusal to repeat the curse as a form 

of productive bad faith, as a reconstituting of the self through impersonation of a 

surpassed phase of bitterness. Because Prometheus Unbound is an ontological 

disruption of character-based drama, a psychoanalytic reading cannot entirely 

explain why it is not Prometheus who benefits from this liberation (he retires from 

the world) but the poem itself, and its multitude of spirit-voices who stage the 

universal liberation that results from Prometheus’ reunification with Asia. The 

movement of reconstruction in Prometheus Unbound does not just redistribute 

trauma with the reconstructive energies of metaphor, as in Ulmer’s account, it uses 

what De Man in ‘Shelley Disfigured’ sees as the violence of signification to 

demonstrate our collective abjection to historical processes.16 It presents the 

psychological complexity of attempting to transcend the self towards a state of 

intersubjectivity through acts of self-critique. But this desire is ultimately stymied 

because we are always doomed to narrate the life of the self through already 

existing descriptions of our transitory emotional states, even if we feel we have 

transcended them. 

 Shelley writes in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound: ‘As to imitation, poetry 

is a mimetic art. It creates, but it creates by combination and representation’.17 

Poetry does not then represent lived truth but can provide an analogy of it that 

stimulates the re-experiencing of morally and politically motivating emotions. Rajan 

is right to argue that the summoning of the Phantasm of Jupiter is a kind of mise en 
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 William A. Ulmer, Shelleyan Eros: The Rhetoric of Romantic Love (Princeton, N. J.; Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 1990), p. 82. 
15

 Ulmer, p. 84. Earl R. Wasserman set the critical trend for seeing Jupiter as an alter-ego of Prometheus when he 
wrote that Jupiter is ‘only the dark shadow of Prometheus’, Wasserman, Shelley: A Critical Reading, p. 258. Also 
see Leon Waldoff, ‘Father-Son Conflict in Prometheus Unbound’, Psychoanalytic Review, 62 (1975), 79-96, for a 
psychoanalytic reading of Prometheus’ Oedipal guilt and castration anxieties. 
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 See Paul De Man, ‘Shelley Disfigured’ in Deconstruction and Criticism, ed. by Harold Bloom (London; New York: 
Continuum, 2004), pp. 32-61. 
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 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 474. 
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abyme of the play at large, yet her account takes the wrong emphasis by stressing 

that because this action occurs in Prometheus’ consciousness, it amounts only to a 

play with images that dematerialises cognitive operations. The definitive work of 

Prometheus Unbound is described more convincingly by William Keach in his reading 

of the way Shelley struggles to articulate a philosophy of language in A Defence of 

Poetry. Shelley uses the naivety of a child’s play to describe a psychological binding 

of ‘language and gesture, together with plastic or pictorial imitation’.18 In doing this, 

Keach believes Shelley makes a false dilemma of the distinction between medium 

and representation, and between the pre-linguistic and the linguistic.19 Similarly, the 

recalling of the curse, mediated by the Phantasm of Jupiter, suggests a view of 

language that is mimetic of a pre-linguistic human experience, yet which must frame 

its intuitions in already existing modes of feeling and expression. The ventriloquised 

phantasm enacts an acceptance of the emotional limitations of our historicization. 

With this in mind, poetry would have a chance at having a timely audience as well as 

making a gesture towards a sympathetic future reader – even though both strategies 

might constitute a form of bad faith. 

David S. Ferris argues that the curse, as a historical event belonging to 

Prometheus’ past, is preserved by not being recalled. He believes that it is 

communicative in its reticence, because ‘its meaning resides in the memory of an 

event (the uttering of the curse), rather than in the recall of what constituted that 

event (its content)’.20 Ferris’ account stresses that the recalling of the curse makes 

clear that speech can only create thought if it is already ‘capable of thought’.21  

Extending this line of thinking, I posit that the recalling of the curse describes a 

poetic language that does not exactly result in the creation of new thought, only in 

the possibility of thought conceived as a communicative reticence that always 

remains in surplus of one temporal moment, yet which can also be felt to be the 

human condition of desiring self-representative symbolic fixity. This is the point that 
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Shelley makes in the Preface when he distinguishes the form from the spirit of a 

work:  

 

It is true, that, not the spirit of their genius, but the forms in which it has 
manifested itself, are due less to the peculiarities of their own minds than to 
the peculiarity of the moral and intellectual condition of the minds among 
which they have been produced.22  

 

The individual poetic spirit must torture into life the pre-existing modes of thought 

that are latent in linguistic forms that will become ‘empty’ (i. i. 249) when they are 

removed from their original conditions. The Promethean poet must force these 

empty forms to perform the very historical ‘peculiarity’ of their conditions, making 

them ‘appear’ to be what they are ‘internally’: 

 

PHANTASM      And thou, and thy self-torturing solitude.  
            An awful Image of calm power  
            Though now thou sittest, let the hour  
           Come, when thou must appear to be  
            That which thou art internally. (i. i. 295-59) 
 

Keach’s examination of Shelley’s views on language has purchase here because 

Prometheus’ failure to repeat the curse seems to intimate that if language can 

accurately capture the workings of thought, it can also become detached from the 

thoughts which initially inspired it. Language then becomes falsely representative 

when these thoughts no longer have emotional resonance. 

 As Ferris has it, because language is a product of thought, thought is also the 

product of language. We can then create original thoughts by partially closing the 

gap between new and old thought: we can productively restate the old in order to 

create the new. Ferris sums this up perfectly when he writes that Prometheus 

desires to ‘give the means of knowledge, the clothing, the ability to be synonymous 

with what it clothes’, but his account differs from mine in its exclusive focus on 

Shelley’s acceptance of the untimeliness of the Promethean poet.23 I suggest that 

Prometheus Unbound also explores various ways of actualising the power of speech 
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to reinstate the communicative potential of emptied forms of language. Such 

reinstatements acknowledge and perform an awareness of the very desire to 

mediate language through its historical circumstances and thus capture the self in its 

living progress through time. Reticence produces timely restatements of ‘cold and 

borrowed’ language that has been deadened by uncritical absorption in the 

ideological positions with which it has become associated.24 

 Demogorgon represents the pre-linguistic realm. Asia and Panthea’s ability 

to ‘see’ him as the metaphorical ‘darkness’ of their own failure to comprehend, or 

perhaps to truly personify his power, performs the problem of the disconnection 

between the original conditions for and denotative capabilities of language with 

which Prometheus Unbound struggles: 

 

PANTHEA     What veilèd form sits on that ebon throne?  
 
ASIA     The veil has fallen! 
   
PANTHEA          I see a mighty Darkness 
      Filling the seat of power; and rays of gloom 
      Dart round, as light from the meridian sun, 
      Ungazed upon and shapeless – neither limb, 
      Nor form, nor outline; yet we feel it is  
                  A living Spirit. (ii. iv. 01-07) 
 

Demogorgon’s reticence produces a speech by Asia that describes the actions of the 

first Prometheus as an act of love intended to reconcile humanity with the universe 

by fashioning stone into self-representations that first ‘mimicked’ and then ‘mocked’ 

(ii. iv. 80) human beauty. This mimicry confuses the act of anthropomorphic creation 

with the human nature from which such works borrow their ontological grounding. 

But the speech that Demogorgon incites from Asia does differentiate stone as an 

artistic medium from the human hand which shapes it: 

 

ASIA     and Love he sent to bind  
  The disunited tendrils of that vine  
  Which bears the wine of life, the human heart;  
  And he tamed fire which, like some beast of prey,  
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  Most terrible, but lovely, played beneath   
  The frown of man; and tortured to his will  
  Iron and gold, the slaves and signs of power,  
  And gems and poisons, and all subtlest forms  
  Hidden beneath the mountains and the waves.  
  He gave man speech, and speech created thought,  
  Which is the measure of the universe;  
  And Science struck the thrones of Earth and Heaven,  
  Which shook, but fell not; and the harmonious mind  
  Armed itself forth in all-prophetic song;  
  And music lifted up the listening spirit 
  Until it walked, exempt from mortal care,  
  Godlike, o'er the clear billows of sweet sound;  
  And human hands first mimicked and then mocked,  
  With moulded limbs more lovely than its own,  
  The human form, till marble grew divine. (ii. iv. 63-82) 
 

The work of the Promethean inspires humanity to delineate their own form in art; 

but this is a ‘mimicry’ which allows us to merely replicate a perception of our own 

beauty and replace it with an empty form. Alternatively, a ‘mockery’ that captures an 

integral relationship between a linguistic form and the original situation that initially 

brought it into a vital relationship with human life is ‘sceptreless, free, 

uncircumscribed’ (iii. iv. 194). This description of an unproductive conflation of 

beauty and artistic form parallels the way that, in A Vindication of Natural Diet 

(1812), Shelley theorises that a diet of meat creates a sensory gluttony which makes 

poor apology for actions that are unnatural to us. I will return to this shortly. Asia’s 

speech also expresses the same view of the Promethean poet as the poem’s Preface, 

where the poet is described as transcending the historical, psychological self in 

favour of an opening of the mind to the collective vital fire hidden within 

acculturation. Materialising this Geist requires a discharge of creative potential that 

balances (rather than directs) inert forms of knowledge with speculation regarding 

the social and emotional blossoming of ‘Nature’s sacred watchwords’, ‘Truth, Liberty 

and Love!’ (i. i. 648, 651) in the human psyche.  

In Shelley’s reduplication-through-reticence a sense of spontaneity and 

harmoniousness vouches for a “natural” relation to lived conditions. This is so in 

despite of the fact that the Promethean rebuilding of ‘the new world of man’ (iv. i. 

158) described in Act Four aims to obscure Prometheus’ own knowledge of his past 
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failure to aid humanity by asserting his present moral perfection. But the lyrics of Act 

Four also portray the need to keep this act of self-positing dialectically alive in the 

mind so that it does not approach a state of symbolic fixity:  

 
THE EARTH        Language is a perpetual orphic song, 
                            Which rules with daedal harmony a throng 
                Of thoughts and forms, which else senseless and shape-less were. 
  
                The lightning is his slave; heaven’s utmost deep 
                Gives up her stars, and like a flock of sheep 
                They pass before his eye, are numbered, and roll on! (iv. i. 415-20) 
 

There is a reticence or discontinuity of communication between the first three Acts 

and Act Four; as Rajan succinctly remarks, it seems to be ‘an aria tacked on to a 

three-act drama, rather than a resolution which grows organically from it’.25 Eileen 

Rizo-Patron has also pointed out that it is problematic that in Act Four (which was 

composed significantly later than the rest of the play) Prometheus appropriates the 

images of lightning that are strongly associated with Jupiter in Act One. She explains 

that ‘Lightning had long stood in the classical Western tradition as a symbol of Zeus’ 

heavenly rule which strikes fear and instils an attitude of submission on human 

subjects through violent force and intimidation’. She argues that this registers 

Shelley’s concern that actualising the semiotic potential of poetic originality can 

become despotic if ‘not subordinated to a higher poetic faculty’.26 Stuart Curran’s 

account casts this concern in a positive light, arguing that the linguistic parallels 

between Jupiter and Prometheus break down after Act One when the mixing of 

different poetic genres acts as a metaphor for a ‘democratic ethos’ that rejects the 

hierarchical thinking associated with Jupiter.27 My point is that these ambiguities 

demonstrate the merging of the personal and the political: they register the notion 
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that the price of thoughts and forms no longer being ‘shapeless’ is a sense of 

inauthenticity and violence inherent in the Promethean poet’s desire to seduce 

others into indirectly accessing the transcendent realm through the experience of 

present pleasure. The Promethean poet has the power to seduce with intoxicating 

‘daedal harmony’, and the performative euphony of Prometheus Unbound’s own 

lyric verse exemplifies this. Yet the second Prometheus cannot be seduced by the 

intricacies of his own ‘mystic measure’ (iv. i, 129); he must remain ‘eyeless’ (i. i. 09) 

and unbound from the Kantian ideal of experiencing transcendental subjectivity 

within the localised judgements of aesthetic beauty. 

The questions posed in the Preface about the nature of the ‘lightning’ a poet 

produces from his peculiarly creative mind acts as a kind of motto or epigraph to 

which the reader can constantly return as they struggle to gloss the symbolic relation 

of Prometheus and Jupiter. After stating that the lightning of the poet’s mind is 

‘uncommunicated’, the Preface continues: 

 

The great writers of our own age are, we have reason to suppose, the 
companions and forerunners of some unimagined change in our social 
condition, or the opinions which cement it. The cloud of mind is discharging 
its collected lightning, and the equilibrium between institutions and opinions 
is now restoring, or is about to be restored.28  
 

 
The association of the poet with lightning is something of a confused metaphor. This 

is because it seems that a greater writer’s potential to make tangible the Kantian 

notion of a transcendentally determined human subjectivity must be conceived as a 

deliberately directed force (lightning discharges a powerful but also randomly 

directed force) as well as an abstract notion of the balancing of forces. But the very 

communicative obliqueness of this passage from A Defence of Poetry perform the 

problems experienced by the Promethean poet. This passage speaks to Shelley’s 

anguished ideal of using Promethean fire to create morally useful works of art when 

he also believes the poet’s gifts cannot in fact be directed or discharged so easily. 

They depend on a potentially traumatising psychology of self-overcoming that is 

particular to the poet, and which I argue in this thesis is the kind of authenticity 
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Shelley also believes poetry should convey to its future readers through productive 

reticence. What is described by the restating of the curse through the Phantasm of 

Jupiter, and the lyrics of Act Four, is then ultimately a kind of historicization-as-

seduction, which speciously harmonises Prometheus’ twin desires for both self-

hypostatisation (a re-assertion of the power of his hatred) and self-transcendence. 

But this self-transcendence is generated by a reticence that, in the moment of self-

impersonation and restatement, creates space for the presence of multiple 

meanings that can be savoured but not totally discharged. The defining movement 

of Prometheus Unbound (in both its argument and its structure) is to use reticence to 

create conceptual and emotional space for enacting such productive reduplication. 

These are reduplications that substitute a notion of the primordial potential of 

language to express human thought for a localised content of presently experienced 

meaning. Prometheus Unbound is then an attempt to answer the questions posed in 

Shelley’s essay A Vindication of Natural Diet: ‘How can the advantages of intellect 

and civilization be reconciled with the liberty and pure pleasures of natural life? How 

can we take the benefits, and reject the evils of the system, which is now interwoven 

with all the fibres of our being?’.29 These questions imply that the first Prometheus’ 

stealing of fire from heaven represents a mass psychological self-dissociation, where 

an interest in sensory refinement becomes so absorbing that people lose touch with 

their own underlying biological and psychological needs.  

A Vindication of Natural Diet argues that much of humanity’s moral 

shortcomings stem from a system of an unnatural diet of meat. Here Shelley 

mentions the myth of Prometheus as one amongst others which describe how 

humanity sacrificed health and moral purity for excessive sensory immersion in 

various physical appetites, citing Hesiod’s interpretation of the act of stealing fire as 

symbolic of the wilful creation of human suffering. Shelley writes that Prometheus 

‘represents the human race’, and in making this claims implies that the vulture of 

legend that daily devours Prometheus’ insides stands for a physical and moral 

disease which Prometheus himself created by allowing humanity to apply ‘fire to 

culinary purposes – thus inventing an expedient for screening from his disgust the 
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horrors of the shambles’.30 Yet it is not clear whether Prometheus was responsible 

for the initial ‘screening’ of self-knowledge or merely exacerbating its ‘shambles’, as 

Shelley appears to suggest that humanity had already become obsessed with 

privileging sensory satiation over moral purity before Prometheus found a cunning 

way of making this change appear to be our natural state. Shelley’s interest in the 

Prometheus myth concerned both the negative and positive aspects of the artist 

who can clothe transcendental truths in historical forms, but who might also in the 

process lose sight of the original inspiration that inspired such poetic transvaluation.  

As suggested by Shelley in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, this notion of an 

ethically compromised yet dynamic self-positing has similarities to the idea that 

Satan initiated a felix culpa for humanity.31 This parallel with Milton’s Satan also 

recapitulates the same idea of the emancipatory potential to be found in re-working 

a narrative of human development outside of a theological framework that Shelley 

used to conceive Prometheus Unbound.  

Timothy Morton has made a detailed exploration of the relationship between 

Shelley’s vegetarianism, as expressed in A Vindication of Natural Diet, and his liberal 

politics; he also reads Prometheus Unbound as describing a kind of felix culpa. 

Morton’s account explores how Prometheus’ self-control, which strives to ‘rule | The 

torturing and conflicting throngs within’ (i. i. 492-93) creates a notion of an ascetic 

‘interior limit’ that ‘enables an unbounded play of self-determining subjects’.32 But 

this notion of personal liberation cannot be achieved without also figuring an 

overcoming of the limits of the self by accepting the ‘throngs’ of unruly desires. 

Liberation can only be achieved by balancing an awareness of our overweening 

appetites with a desire for self-policing purity. As Morton puts it, this balancing act is 

a problem faced by the liberal elite and ‘becomes one of pathology’.33 Similarly, the 

question of balancing self-abnegation with the desire for collective redemption is 
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also dramatised by Shelley’s reticence. Prometheus’ failure to recall the curse seems 

to continue the argument of A Vindication of Natural Diet to suggest that the gift of 

fire to humanity created a desire to ‘screen’ the ‘horrors’ of our abandonment to 

sensual satiation. As Mont Blanc also asserts, any attempt to image or conceive of 

the total relationship between humanity and Nature must remain ‘imageless’ 

because of the vitiated habits of thought and diet to which we have become 

accustomed. But this is precisely why we need new images like the lyrics of Act Four 

to provide inspiring or emotionally meaningful ‘analogies’ for our human nature, as 

suggested in the Preface.34 We need to reignite the creative fire we have ignored in 

favour of various methods of ‘screening’ the knowledge of our own historicized self-

immersion. Act Four performs the kind of productive reticence that the recalling of 

the curse in Act One describes.  
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iii Promethean fire and the transcendental realm 

 

 

The work of Act Four is to naturalise the ideal of a reciprocal relationship between 

mankind and Nature which, though the creation of musical euphony, aims to render 

the working out of this relationship psychologically desirable, even if it must always 

result in philosophical failure. However, Prometheus Unbound maintains a critique of 

this very project of knowing imaginative fabrication, as it is suggested that one 

consequence might be the kind of passivity that overtakes the second Prometheus. 

He retires to a ‘Cave’ to ‘sit and talk of time and change | As the world ebbs and 

flows, ourselves unchanged’, (iii. iii. 10, 23-24) when what is required is the kind of 

educative paradigm shift described by A Vindication of Natural Diet. The Earth says 

that adjacent to the cave in which Prometheus plans to retire is an ancient temple 

dedicated to the first Prometheus – the Prometheus of myth:  

THE EARTH          The image of a temple, built above, 
               Distinct with column, arch, and architrave, 
                 And palm-like capital, and over-wrought, 
                 And populous most with living imagery –  
                 Praxitelean shapes, whose marble smiles 
                 Fill the hushed air with everlasting love. 
                             It is deserted now, but once it bore 
                             Thy name, Prometheus; there the emulous youths 
                             Bore to thy honour through the divine gloom 
                             The lamp which was thine emblem . . .  even as those 
                             Who bear the untransmitted torch of hope 
                             Into the grave, across the night of life, 
                             As thou hast born it most triumphantly 
                             To this far goal of Time.. (iii. iii. 161-74) 
 
 
The carvings, with their ‘living imagery’ and ‘marble smiles’, provide a source of 

hope, precisely because the second Prometheus enlivens them, makes them more 

than ‘emblems’: paradoxically, by leaving their ability to produce ‘hope’ 

‘untransmitted’, hidden within the psychology of the poet who cannot fully 

transcend himself or herself. 



 
142 

 

 In Act Four, when the sleeping Spirit of the Earth is described in the 

aftermath of Jupiter’s fall, the use of ‘emblem’ as a verb implies both a continuous 

present tense as well as an ontological activation of the kind of imaginative images 

‘built’ in a conceptual void by Promethean poetic work:  

 

PANTHEEA      The Spirit of the Earth is laid asleep,  
             And you can see its little lips are moving 
             Amid the changing light of their own smiles, 
             Like one who talks of what he loves in dream – 
 
IONE              ‘Tis only mocking the Orb’s harmony . . . 
 
PANTHEA         And from a star upon its forehead, shoot,  
          Like swords of azure fire, or golden spears  
          With tyrant-quelling myrtle overtwined,  
          Embleming Heaven and Earth united now. (iv. i. 265-73) 
 

Harold Bloom describes this passage well when he says that ‘Urbanity of this kind is 

almost uniquely Shelleyan; the finality that comes mocks our state, but is urbanely 

scorned by the human dimension within it’.35 What he means is that to appreciate 

the peculiar beauty of the transitory mortal world is to see that a kind of generous 

and reciprocal mockery exists between the transcendental ‘harmony’ of which we 

can only ‘dream’, and the mutable ‘whirl’ of the human world. ‘Mockery’ is now used 

in a positive sense in this passage, which mirrors Asia’s speech about the history of 

Prometheus. It is a generously parodic self-positing, facilitated by reticence, which 

enables Shelley’s poetry to partially discharge human (moral and political) potential 

whilst retaining a sense of creative reserve. But Prometheus Unbound asks us to 

consider what it is like to be someone who can psychologically accommodate the 

necessary sense of personal bad faith produced by deliberate self-impersonation. 

 In Act Four, dramatic dialogue dissipates into lyric, with language being used 

more for its musical properties than for the purpose of sense making. I concur with 

Lewis’ reasons for not performing any close critical reading of this act: 

 

                                                           
35

 Bloom, The Visionary Company, pp. 320-21. 



 
143 

 

The fourth act I shall not attempt to analyse. It is an intoxication, a riot, a 
complicated and uncontrollable splendour, […] It can be achieved by more 
than one artist in music: to do it in words has been, I think, beyond the reach 
of nearly all […] Some anti-romantic repudiations of such poetry rest, 
perhaps, on a misunderstanding. It might be true, as the materialists must 
hold, that there is no possible way by which men can arrive at such felicity; or 
again, as Mr Eliot and I believe, that there is one Way, and only one, and that 
Shelley has missed it. But while we discuss these things, the romantic poet 
has added meaning to the word Felicity itself.36 

 

Only through a sympathetic reticence can the critic acknowledge Shelley’s attempt 

to perform his concept of the ‘Promethean’ work that the third Prometheus, the 

Promethean poet, must attempt. By ‘perform’ I do no mean mimic, embody or 

replicate an idea – which is how the word is normally employed in literary criticism – 

I describe a poetics that, as Lewis puts it, adds a depth of ‘felicity’ with a specifically 

human resonance to a pre-existing concept of what ‘felicity’ or pleasure is. It does 

this by presenting a poetics that aims at a euphonious musical and conceptual 

interplay of sensations unaccompanied by any linguistic attempts to theorise its own 

processes. This performativity through reticence is the opposite of the material 

‘physical action’ of language described by formalist critics such as Laura Wells Betz, 

for whom Prometheus Unbound’s ‘sonic, rhythmic and visual dynamics ultimately 

serve as a concrete illustration of hope, endurance, and especially love’ by 

stylistically replicating these concepts.37 Shelley’s reticence reduplicates, rather than 

replicates, reality precisely by drawing attention to the separation of language and 

thought. Drawing upon the fundamental reticence of language itself – the fact that it 

can only be a hollow vessel for the pre-linguistic reality represented by Demogorgon 

– Prometheus Unbound urges us to find ways of accepting this failure by generously 

‘mocking’ the way we might imagine these ‘imageless truths’ relate to our present 

sense of self and reality.  

 In the Witch of Atlas (1820) Shelley gently parodies his own notion of accessing 

the underlying truths of experience through mythological stories: 
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 And how all things that seem untameable, 
 Not to be checked and not to be confined, 
 Obey the spells of wisdom's wizard skill; 
 Time, Earth, and Fire – the Ocean and the Wind, 
 And all their shapes – and man's imperial will; 
 And other scrolls whose writings did unbind 
 The inmost lore of Love – let the profane 
 Tremble to ask what secrets they contain.38                                
 
 
These lines present the paradox that ‘things’ need to appear to be ‘untameable’ and 

‘imageless’ in order for us to believe it worth our while bending them to our ‘will’. 

Yet as in Asia’s exchange with Demogorgon, the act of ‘will’ seems supererogatory 

when the truths of these ‘scrolls’ arise from their failure to be communicative as 

language. Instead, what is enacted is a morally productive unbinding of mundane or 

‘profane’ realities through self-reflexive acts. The Witch of Atlas also highlights the 

situation of the Promethean poet – he or she is not grounded enough in any one 

historical moment to appreciate the beauty that can be created. Poetic subjectivity 

risks becoming merely one technological expression of human nature amongst 

others. This passage from The Witch of Atlas also parodies the idea, presented in 

Prometheus Unbound, of the transformative potential of a Love that affects both the 

human and transcendental world. In doing this it makes the point that we must both 

accept Kant’s notion of the necessarily historicized access to transcendent truths and 

seek ways of circumventing our historicization and locating ourselves in a larger 

material universe. 

Adonais, Shelley’s 1821 elegy for John Keats, also struggles to stabilise its 

presentation of the suggestive force of mythological characters and its own 

dramatisation of the details of these myths. This is done with the intention of posing 

the same questions as the Preface to Prometheus Unbound – questions regarding 

the utility of the poet to society and the ways in which he or she should be valued 

and appreciated. The speaker of Adonais continually questions why exactly it is that 

we should weep for the death of a great poet, and in doing so implies that the poet’s 

ability to bring a transcendental spark of life to the mundane world is a more 

important function than any isolated ability to communicate with Nature. The figure 
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Shelley chooses to portray himself in this poem is compared to the mythological 

Actaeon, pursued by hounds for daring to look directly on the brightness of Keats’s 

intellect: ‘A herd-abandoned deer struck by the hunter’s dart’.39 But when the 

character of Urania makes way for his postures of grief by remaining silent herself, 

this also allows the Shelley figure to implicitly compare his own poetic power to the 

power of Death itself, who early in the poem ‘feeds’ on Adonais’ mute voice, and 

laughs at our despair’ (27). The title’s addition of the Hebrew ‘Adonai’ (God) to the 

‘Adonis’ of myth suggests that Keats has omnipotent status bestowed upon him in 

this poem, although it is the power of the poem’s speaker that is put in question 

here. Yet the suggestion that Keats is the Adonis of myth who was, without 

reciprocation, beloved by the Goddess Aphrodite, allows Shelley to develop the 

curious notion that Nature has no more power over Keats than to weep for his 

passing. He suggests that Keats himself provided the very medium of transmission 

between Nature and the realm of human experience that allows Nature to mimic 

human speech, not vice versa. The mythological character ‘Echo’ is unable to ‘mimic’ 

(132) Adonais’ lips after Keats’ death, which renders humanity unable to 

comprehend Nature’s voice –  now become no more than ‘a drear | murmur’ (134-

35). 

Madeleine Callaghan writes that in Adonais Shelley is observing a ‘fault’ in 

the genre of elegy itself, as it ‘promises consolation but gives nothing’, implicitly, she 

suggests, because the idea of an ‘appropriate reception’ to death is perspectival, 

dependent on how the value of a poet is conceived by those who wish to grieve or 

elegise. Callaghan reads Adonais’s Narrator as a double ‘poet-hero’, as Shelley’s own 

situating of himself within the poem forces the elegiac form into a self-serving 

mode.40 There is a moment when Urania does not recognise Shelley’s persona: 

‘Urania scann’d | The Stranger’s mien, and murmured: “who art thou?’’ (302-03). 

The poem’s speaker then asks he ‘Who mourns for Adonais’ to ‘come forth […] and 

know thyself and him aright’ (415-16). This moment of misrecognition is playfully 

suggestive of an identification between Shelley’s in-text persona and the narratorial 
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voice who begins the poem’s last section with a mediation on the symbolic 

resonance of Keats’s burial in the ‘Eternal’ city of Rome (495). This merging of 

Shelley’s self-impersonation into a larger authorial presence is reticent in the same 

way as Alastor in its lack of a coherent meta-perspective from which to relate the 

perspectives of the different narrative personae. But the point of this is to allow 

Shelley to demonstrate the psychological strain of having to account for the 

greatness of a living poet, as well as for the poetry that will continue to speak to its 

audiences without him. Callaghan sees the tussle between personae in Adonais as 

ultimately demonstrating the failure of the elegiac form to meet the psychological 

needs of the Subject. This is because the poet is expected to create a sympathetic 

narrative voice for the departed that he also must appropriate in order to give his 

own utterances authority. Shelley’s struggle with creating stable narrative personae 

performs, at a meta-level, his choice to constitute his poem in a high elegiac mode 

that references Keats’s own penchant for the personification of abstract concepts 

and classical allusion. Yet the final section of Adonais enacts a consoling movement 

which shows Shelley’s appropriation of Keats to be an integral part of the way 

Shelley’s believed that transcendental Love is actuated in the world by taking on the 

form of human experiences of love. This makes the metaphysics and the historicizing 

action of both Adonais and Prometheus Unbound explicit. It draws attention to the 

fact that Keats’s defining talent was, as Shelley saw it, for moulding glimpses of the 

wider universe into poetic ‘thoughts’ (118). 

  Adonais presents a whole ‘pageantry’ (117) of mourners, many of whom 

represent Keats’ ‘thoughts’. Here, the movement from personification to 

anthropomorphisation recalls Mont Blanc’s repudiation of a personified divine 

presence in favour of an emphasis on the lives of species that are both supported 

and destroyed by the mountain. Keats’ openness to the earthly love of which he 

himself was unable to fully partake is what allows the larger universal forces to be 

instantiated in the mortal world:  

   When lofty thought 
 Lifts a young heart above its mortal lair, 
 And love and life contend in it, for what 
 Shall be its earthly doom, the dead live there 
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 And move like winds of light on dark and stormy air. (392-96) 
  

When those who fail to mourn are invited to ‘come forth’ and ‘clasp’ the ‘Earth’ with 

their ‘soul’, one implication is that the speaker’s appropriation of Keats here is 

justified by his ability to explain the relation between human and divine love:  

Who mourns for Adonais? oh come forth 
Fond wretch! and know thyself and him aright. 
Clasp with thy panting soul the pendulous Earth; 
As from a centre, dart thy spirit’s light 
Beyond all worlds, until its spacious might  
Satiate the void circumference: then shrink 
Even to a point within our day and night; 
And keep thy heart light lest it make thee sink 
When hope has kindled hope, and lured thee to the brink. (415-23) 
 
 

A sustaining ‘hope’ is actualised in the mortal realm by those who act on their own 

spiritual impulses. The elegiac poet can then claim he is part of this same process, 

not simply by allowing himself to be inspired by Keats’s poetry, but by imitating the 

way Keats lived as a poet by keeping his ‘heart light’. Such a psychological strategy 

provides space for the universal and the particular to be implicated in each other. 

The ‘light’ of the human heart is large enough to illuminate the transcendental 

realm, yet cannot attain full comprehension of it, instead being doomed to remain 

defined by its own mortal time and place.41 As in Alastor, the process of translation 

between mind and Nature in Adonais is two-way. Keats’ special faculty of ‘knowing’ 

was seemingly a temporised, though nonetheless integral way for mankind to access 

a sense of their place in the universe. But it is the trace of lived affective experience 

breathed into Nature’s forms by Keats that allowed such knowledge to exist at large 

in the universe in the first place: ‘All he had loved, and moulded into thought’, 

comes to bid him farewell (118).  

                                                           
41

 Earl R. Wasserman concludes his book-length study of Prometheus Unbound by saying that ‘For mankind, 
confined to mutable being, the perfect moment has been arrested during the continued movement of time; in 
the perfected human mind, time, although still necessarily in flux, has become illimitable; and in man’s sensible 
world the totality of time moves in its eternal circle of renewal’, Earl R. Wasserman, Shelley’s ‘Prometheus 
Unbound’: A Critical Reading (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965), p. 217. 



 
148 

 

It is the very performative quality of the ‘pageantry’ (117) of mortal life that 

is Keats’ enduring gift to the world, and which captures and transforms the eternal 

‘splendour’ of the stars into a fleeting ‘fragrance’: (174-75) 

 

                     Shall that alone which knows  
Be as a sword consumed before the sheath 

 By sightless lightning? – th’ intense atom glows 
 A moment, then is quenched in a most cold repose.  

[…] 
while the one Spirit’s plastic stress 

 Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there, 
 All new successions to the forms they wear; 
 Torturing th’ unwilling dross that checks its flight 
 To its own likeness. (177-80, 381-85) 
 

Keats’ death made him ‘one with Nature: there is heard | His voice in all her music’ 

(370-71). This occurred because Keats bestowed a ‘sightless lightning’ upon the ‘the 

forms’ worn by the mundane world, which lent them a self-definition not 

contradicted by the fact that they also remain flexible and ‘plastic’. Poetry makes 

sensuous forms plastic through a human agency which is nevertheless, as in Shelley’s 

description of the poet’s ‘lightning’ in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, 

unconscious of its own claims to originate from or partake of a larger metaphysical 

substance, being as it is ‘consumed’ too quickly to know more than its own 

intensity.42 Reticence, or the withholding of direct communication, then forms one 

stage in a process of apprehension of the ways in which one person can contribute 

to the ontological intensity of human existence. There must be a reticence in 

articulating or defining the place of the self that acknowledges and celebrates the 

temporary, lived nature of ‘thought’ itself. But this is not to exclude the notion of a 

Hegelian sublation where momentary self-coincidence can be achieved in a moment 

of self-alienation that also resists the inertia of pre-existing structures of feeling 

(such as the elegiac conventions Shelley manipulates here): 

 

That Light whose smile kindles the Universe, 
That Beauty in which all things work and move, 
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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. (478-86) 
 

Because Keats’ own awareness of the transcendental origin of ‘that sustaining Love’, 

which is a mirror of ‘the fire for which all thirst’, is also ‘consumed’ in the act of 

living, the poet’s psychology can only be described and elegised by another poet. 

This is why Shelley presents a Shelley-persona in Adonais, then finally allows this 

figure to merge into that of the poem’s speaker. 

What my reading of Adonais emphasises is the reasoning behind why the 

traumas of the Promethean poet remain unresolved in Prometheus Unbound. There 

is a magnanimousness that acknowledges the need for the second Prometheus to 

transcend the resentments of the first; yet this second Prometheus also awaits the 

sympathy of other natural forces, embodied by Asia (and to a lesser extent Panthea 

and Ione), to help him shape a connexion to the world of actuality. In other words, 

he needs a third Prometheus to embody Promethean ‘work’ (iv. i. 158). It seems that 

the only way for the second Prometheus to make language function is by re-

enlivening an image that has been surpassed and ‘emptied’: (i. i. 249) by viewing 

meaning as something that is not necessarily bound to any one particular moment 

but that can parodically describe the limits of its own historicization. Shelley writes in 

the Preface to Hellas, also like Prometheus Unbound a ‘lyrical drama’, that lyric verse 

provides ideals that are fragmented in relation to the feel of one historical moment. 

But he also anticipates that such fragmentation might create images more in 

harmony with the felt experience of human life and development:  

  

I have, therefore, contented myself with exhibiting a series of lyric pictures, 
and with having wrought upon the curtain of futurity, which falls upon the 
unfinished scene, such figures of indistinct and visionary delineation as 
suggest the final triumph of the Greek cause as a portion of the cause of 
civilization and social improvement’.43   
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 ‘Preface to Hellas’, in Shelley’s Prose, pp. 331-33 (p. 331). 
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In a note to Hellas there is also a description of ‘a sort of natural magic, susceptible 

of being exercised in a degree by anyone who should have made himself master of 

the secret associations of another’s thoughts’. This comes at the moment when the 

Jew ‘tempts’ Mahmud ‘to that state of mind in which ideas may be supposed to 

assume the force of sensations through the confusion of thought with the objects of 

thought, and the excess of passion animating the creations of imagination’.44 This 

implies that sensations can attain a psychic reality in the mind that mimics thought 

itself by borrowing its ontological reality (as Asia says, thought is ‘the measure of the 

universe’, ii. iv. 73). Following this logic, a poetry that can weave a spell, a ‘mystic 

measure’ (iv. i, 129), around its readers makes the possibility of social change, the 

potential for which already exists in the thought processes of collective humanity, 

easier. This is what Shelley hopes defines the work of Act Four of Prometheus 

Unbound. Hellas is less reticent than Prometheus Unbound because the 

consciousness of the tyrant is presented as merely one material substance among 

others affected by changing moral and political circumstances. But Jupiter is 

presented as being internal to the problem of what the Promethean poet might do 

to bring about such change, or how he or she might cope with living with the 

complex gift of Promethean foresight. 

 Rajan calls Prometheus Unbound an ‘intratextual allegory of the 

transmissions of text to reader’, also writing that ‘it is this same assumption of 

psychic affinity that allows Shelley […] to construct a hermeneutics of understanding 

in which reading is re-cognition, the redemption of the text from its fragmentary and 

inchoate status as verbal artefact’.45 What I argue in this thesis is that reticence does 

not make Shelley’s poems ‘fragmentary’, though equally, ‘re-cognitions’ do not make 

them whole. Shelley’s poems have a dialectical instability that uses strategies and 

instances of reticence which pit argument against style, manipulating the 

consequent aporias to create mental and textual imbrications of individual emotions 

with the ideological systems that frame and define them. This dialectical instability 

highlights the relation between the Subject and pre-existing concepts and images 
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 Note to Hellas, No. 6, in Shelley’s Prose, p. 334. 
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that might either render the Subject empty, or engender “unnatural” appetites that 

‘screen’ our intuitive ability to apprehend a “natural” way of being.46 Strategies of 

reticence, both textual and conceptual, both enact and emblematise the meta-

textual spaces of speculative semiotic richness that poetry creates, and which 

Shelley believed can mediate between the actual and the potential by changing the 

mind’s attitude towards its own reality. As in Mont Blanc, in Prometheus Unbound 

Shelley aims to create a retrospective hermeneutic logic where the desire to 

apprehend one’s own metaphysical origin is replaced by linguistic reinstatements of 

the very traumas involved in such a desire. As these acts of reinstatement are made 

knowingly, the very generosity of such a parodic gesture can to some extent 

adequately describe the ways in which we lament, value or theorise our loss of 

access to pre-linguistic, intuitive levels of knowing. Shelley’s refracted presentation 

of the Prometheus myth brings into focus the problems he perceived in his own 

notion of the modern Promethean poet. The power of the poet to give life to works 

of art through reduplicating the community in which he or she find themselves 

involves a total transcendence of the self, so that this gift has no enriching 

consequences for the Promethean themselves. They continue to develop spiritually 

by catching the ‘echoes of the human world’ despite the fact they also remain 

‘unchanged’ (iii. iii. 24, 44). This is the ‘element’ of ‘pain’ (i. i. 477) of the Promethean 

poet who is condemned to continually have his or her insides eaten out, to drain 

himself or herself of sympathy and inspiration in order to aid a better future, or 

simply a more immediate realisation of ‘Truth, Liberty and Love’ (i. i. 651). But the 

Promethean cannot partake of such a future, only describe it with the foresight of 

lyric abstractions he or she hopes will take flight in the minds of others. Whilst 

Prometheus Unbound struggles with how to be Prometheus, The Cenci and Julian 

and Maddalo, which I shall next discuss, struggle with how to be Prometheus. 
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Shame, Silence and Historicism in The Cenci 

 

 

i Beatrice’s Casuistry 

 

So far, I have been presenting the general principle of my argument: that reticence 

creates conceptual and emotional space for Shelley to speak in the voices of poetic 

personae which allow him to create satisfying self-impersonations that are conscious 

of their own bad faith. Now I focus on one particular structure of feeling that is 

produced by Shelley’s reticence – a shame caused by the failure to attain a stable 

identity. In The Cenci and Julian and Maddalo reticence acts as an expression of 

trauma, but also produces dynamic hermeneutic aporias that, out of the disorder of 

withheld communication, also sketch the possibility of a Subject that might be unified 

by the reader’s sympathetic involvement in the text. Shame is a crucial theme in 

Shelley’s major poetry because it allowed him to express a particular form of self-

alienation he thought the poet is best situated to express. This is a feeling of being 

trapped in the narrow limits of selfhood, accompanied by the desire to transcend the 

self in the name of democracy and moral utility. In this chapter I explore how in The 

Cenci Shelley lingers on the negative ramifications of the characterisation of the 

Promethean poet I have argued emerges in Prometheus Unbound. Shelley directly 

addresses his fears about the authenticity of his own poetics in The Cenci: the 

character of Beatrice represents, in a different form, the idea explored in Prometheus 

Unbound that the poet risks inauthenticity by arresting the self in one of its fleeting 

modes of representation. I argue in this chapter that Beatrice aims to morally 

exonerate herself from the parricide she committed; what is at stake in this is a 

reticence that accompanies the shame of being violated by her father, but which 

Beatrice uses to manipulate the way she is perceived by others. I also argue that 

Shelley’s desire to explore possible justifications of Beatrice’s actions shows that he 

was at this time – the summer of 1819 – examining whether a such a project of bad 

faith, which attempts to weld the self to its representations, might be a viable poetic 

method.  
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The Cenci shows the development of Shelley’s thought from the troubled 

muteness of Alastor, where the bestowal of agency upon his own poetics in the form 

of an implied poet/author is indirect and meta-diegetic. Beatrice’s voice emerges as a 

distinct perspective that uses reticence to comment upon and manipulate her own 

situation. Yet Beatrice is for Shelley morally at fault precisely because it is not exactly 

that she bestows an agency upon her own utterances – she rather utilises the semiotic 

potential of the reticence that is imposed upon her by the shame she experiences 

from being raped by her father. In the second half of the play she creates a fixed self-

interpretation which speciously asserts that she is morally guiltless of her father’s 

murder. Giving poetry its own phenomenological agency allows the Promethean poet 

to reverse the movement of Kant’s transcendental deduction (the intuitive knowledge 

that a priori concepts subtend mental experience). Poetry can then be historicized and 

naturalised, whilst the poet, as vessel of this poetry, bestows upon herself an intuitive, 

albeit formless, foreknowledge of more general truths. But The Cenci does more than 

register Shelley’s anxieties regarding his Promethean model of the poet, it provides a 

new version of it fitted to the ‘sad reality’ of an individual’s struggle to live in a 

situation they find inimical.  

James Chandler’s discussion of casuistry in The Cenci, and in 1819 more 

generally, explores Shelley’s interest in questioning what exactly can be achieved in 

the representation of a historically determined ‘case’, where case is described ‘as the 

invention of the historical situation’, and ‘linked with a doctrine’ we might call ‘a 

casuistry of the general will’.1 My argument, however, is that Shelley was concerned 

with casuistical discourse taking on its own life and forcibly imposing an interpretation 

of one’s circumstances that crystallises, and imposes onto reality, certain possibilities 

latent in what Chandler calls ‘the general will’. Beatrice’s attempt to exonerate herself 

from parricide intimates that she feels her situation leaves her no choice but to 

deliberately construct, and force upon her listeners, the notion of an essential identity. 

Such an identity she believes pre-exists the way patriarchal codes work upon the mind 

to structure beliefs, yet which has no linguistic definition, and is thus a peripatetic, 
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 James Chandler, England in 1819: The Politics of Literary Culture and the Case of Romantic Historicism (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 513. 



 
155 

 

‘imageless’ truth.2 But by giving this problem a textually concrete form, paradoxically, 

through her reticence, she creates a puzzle for her future audience to tackle. Shelley 

still leaves us with the question of whether, as self-construction is unavailable to 

Beatrice by any other means, her actions are in any sense morally justified.  

Beatrice struggles to articulate the fact she has been raped by her father, 

which, along with other ambiguities Shelley creates in the text, breeds scepticism in 

the reader as to whether the rape actually occurred and whether the purported 

shame she tells us underlies her reticence is justified. As I explained in my 

introduction, shame is an intersubjective moment where we feel our identity is 

challenged by the look of an Other, but which also allows us to self-reflexively re-

ground our identity in ontological reality. That The Cenci can be read with intense 

scepticism about the reality of the rape collapses the difference between act and 

intention and between self and self-representation; these disturbances in the reading 

process describe social coercion. After a servant tells Beatrice that Count Cenci wishes 

to visit her in her chamber, Cenci says his ‘spirits fail | With thinking what I have 

decreed to do’, which would imply that he has not yet committed the rape, even 

though the previous night he asked her to ‘attend’ him in his chamber, ‘at midnight, 

and alone’.3 It can be argued that Beatrice only has a presage of the rape after the first 

night, as she says ‘I am not mad; I speak to you’, (ii. i. 34) which contrasts with her 

later inability to speak: 

BEATRICE         What are the words which you would have me speak?  
                          I, who can feign no image in my mind  

             Of that which has transformed me. (iii. i. 107-09) 
 

In Act Two we still cannot be sure that the rape really occurred as a physical act, 

rather than merely as an idea that has been communicated intuitively and wordlessly 

between two people. But in Act Three it seems more certain that the rape has now 

taken place, as Beatrice’s sense of self-dissociation is heightened: ‘My brain is hurt; | 

                                                           
2
 ‘Prometheus Unbound’, in The Poems of Shelley, 4 vols to date, vols i-ii ed. by Kelvin Everest and G. M. 

Matthews, vol. iii ed. by Jack Donovan, Cian Duffy, Kelvin Everest and Michael Rossington, vol. iv ed. by Jack 
Donovan, Kelvin Everest and Michael Rossington, Longman Annotated English Poets (London: Longman, 1989 – ),  
ii, pp. 477-649 (p. 564), ii. iv. 116. 
3
 ‘The Cenci’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 738-863 (p. 758), i. iii. 171-72 and (p. 745), i. i. 145-46.  All references 

will be to this edition and will be given in the text. 
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My eyes are full of blood’ (iii. i. 01-02). Embodiment itself is experienced as pain, as 

she cannot identify the origin of her sensations in her own body and her very 

existence seems to be generated by an outside visual agency: ‘I see a woman weeping 

there’ (iii. i. 10). She wants to unpeel herself from all emotions that are the ‘fit 

restraints of daily life, | Which have been borne from childhood, but which now | 

Would be a mockery to my holier plea’ (iii. i. 210-12).  

For Beatrice, to have her identity ruled by Cenci’s version of patriarchy is 

already a kind of violation, and it is characteristic of the experience of violation to be 

unable to describe what has been done to you.4 Beatrice Cenci presents a more 

explicit version of the implied poet/author of Alastor, as she appropriates Shelley’s 

dramaturgic reticence about the rape in just the same way as Shelley uses the silence 

that registers Beatrice’s trauma to explore his ideas about the trauma of the poet’s 

implacable historicization. Shelley writes in his Preface to this work: ‘It is in the restless 

and anatomizing casuistry with which men seek the justification of Beatrice, yet feel 

that she has done what needs justification’.5 We are encouraged to read both the play 

and its preface in a different way to the preface to Alastor. Rather than taking preface 

and poem to have a kind of cross-referential unity, the preface to The Cenci is more 

self-reflexive and explicitly anticipates the ethical dilemmas faced by the reader. The 

reader is torn between a sympathy for Beatrice that can acknowledge that silence is 

the way in which trauma is expressed, and a criticism of her manipulation of this 

trauma to mitigate her act of parricide. This act of bad faith on Beatrice’s part shows a 

development in Shelley’s thought, as he seems to be asserting here that the bad faith 

of self-impersonation forms a fundamental part of a poet’s psychology.  

  That The Cenci dramatises the uncertainty in the text as to whether Beatrice 

has really been raped by her father or has merely anticipated his intention, renders 

ambiguous any simple difference between thought and act that might be used to 

assign moral blame. Beatrice’s shame shows the extent to which she has internalised 

her father’s power over her: 

                                                           
4
 See Slavoj Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (New York: Picador, 2008) for the idea that ‘what renders a 

report of a raped woman (or any other narrative of trauma) truthful is its very factual unreliability, its confusion, 
its inconsistency’, p. 04. 
5
 ‘Preface to ‘The Cenci’, ii, pp. 731-36 (p. 731). 
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COUNT CENCI   ‘tis her stubborn will 
             Which, by its own consent, shall stoop as low  
             As that which drags it down. (iv. i. 10-12) 
 

Yet an awareness of this expropriation of her will is what enables Beatrice, in the 

later stages of play when she refuses to admit the murder of her father, to transform 

the shame and violation she feels into a higher kind of virtue, where a sense of 

internal moral consistency between self and self-presentation can be upheld despite 

the way her actions are conceived by her historical locale.6 Because in the Preface to 

The Cenci Shelley claims he is depicting a ‘sad reality’,7 and not ‘the beautiful 

idealisms of moral excellence’ of Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci is often seen as a 

kind of inverse formulation of the ideals of this work. 8 Both poems were completed 

in the summer of 1819, around the time of the Peterloo Massacre, which served as a 

reminder of the failure of the French Revolution to end social oppression. But post-

revolutionary nihilism is treated in The Cenci in a different way to Mont Blanc’s 

earlier attempt to create a localised sympathy that jettisons a sense of historical 

meta-commentary. The Cenci asserts that the individual can engage in a dialectic 

with her own place in history that can both obviate the limitations of her own 

historicization, and provide a fuller sense of a trans-historical humanity extrapolated 

from the specific content of one historical moment. What allows Shelley’s 

Prometheus figure to retain his implacable reserve and yet be morally exemplary is 

that he is ‘exempt from the taints of ambition, revenge and a desire for personal 

aggrandisement’, as well as the ‘casuistry’ that Shelley also argues in the Preface to 

Prometheus Unbound prevents Milton’s Satan from achieving this status. Beatrice 

                                                           
6
 Laurence S. Lockridge, ‘Justice in The Cenci’, Wordsworth Circle, 19.2 (1988) 95-98, reads The Cenci as depicting 

the failure of the individual to achieve a productive act of personal virtue, and Worton and Fenno test his analysis 
of the question of Beatrice’s culpability, reading her silence regarding the rape as an attempt to remove herself 
from that which is imposed upon her. Colleen Fenno, in ‘Remembering Beatrice Remembering: Sexual Crime and 
Silence in Shelley’s The Cenci’, Essays in Romanticism, 22.1 (2015) pp. 35-51, examines the moral and juridical 
issues behind Beatrice’s inability to describe the rape, yet still concludes that Beatrice is culpable in pursuing of 
the demands of individual feeling over the demands of justice. My reading of Beatrice makes Lockridge’s and 
Fenno’s assertions of Beatrice’s moral failure congruous with Michael Worton’s way of reading Beatrice’s silence 
as amounting to a deliberate act of resistance; as a refusal to justify herself explicitly, as this would be to 
condone the ‘socially determined language’ that reinforces her silence, Michael Worton, ‘Speech and Silence in 
The Cenci’, Essays on Shelley, ed. by Miriam Allott (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1982) pp. 105-24 (p. 
120). 
7
 ‘Dedication to Leigh Hunt’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 725-26 (p. 726). 

8
 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 472-76 (p. 475). 
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Cenci, however, can be accused of all these things, as she takes the refusal to ‘unsay’ 

her personal resentments to a morally challenging extreme. 9  

 A review of the poem by Leigh Hunt makes an interesting justification of 

Beatrice’s attempted self-exoneration when he suggests that her denial of 

responsibility is couched to protect her from the shame she feels from the rape, and 

that as a psychological strategy this is morally admissible because it is a natural 

response – ‘It is a lie told, as it were, for the sake of nature, to save it the shame of a 

greater contradiction’.10 Hunt is the only one of the two contemporary critics who 

reviewed this poem who was sympathetic to Shelley’s notion of a ‘tragic 

character’11, as his review intimates that when an individual frees themselves from 

prevailing definitions of socially acceptable behaviour they become untimely, unable 

to exist within the temporal constraints of juridical and moral norms.12 Beatrice, who 

is so hard to exonerate intellectually, yet so easily to forgive emotionally, is an 

emblem of Shelley’s complex engagement with the individual’s struggle with their 

times. The poet’s sense of her own untimeliness is, paradoxically, necessary for 

inspiring the future with the ‘undischarged’ truths of the present, because it can 

anticipate the ways in which these truths and values can be extended and improved. 

Reticence in The Cenci then registers both an appeal to the future of meaning and 

the trauma of the individual who feels bound to usher it in at the expense of their 

personal self-effacement. Beatrice can be seen as a Promethean-style poet who 

must be immolated in her own time in order to make way for a future audience that 

might be able to account for the dissonance between action and intention in 

another way. But unlike the speaker of Ode to the West Wind, she erects barriers 

around the self that cannot say ‘Drive my dead thoughts over the universe | Like 

withered leaves to quicken a new birth!’ (63-64). Instead, her actions are redeemed 

by the hermeneutic interest generated by the way she herself transforms the 

                                                           
9
 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 472. 
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 Leigh Hunt, ‘Review of The Cenci’, The Indicator, 26 July 1820, in The Critical Heritage, ed. by James E. Barcus 

(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975) pp. 200-06 (p. 203). 
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 ‘Preface to The Cenci’, p. 731. 
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 ‘Unsigned Review’, The London Magazine and Monthly Critical and Dramatic Review, April 1820, in The Critical 
Heritage, pp. 168-74 (p. 171). This review responded to Beatrice in the way Shelley intended: ‘She walks in the 
light of innocence; in the unclouded sunshine of loveliness and modesty; but her felicity is transient in the calm 
that precedes the tempest; and in the very whispers of her virtue, you hear the indistinct muttering of the distant 
thunder. She is conceived in the true mater spirit of genius; and in the very instant of her parricide, comes home 
to our imagination fresh in the spring time of innocence –  hallowed in the deepest recesses of melancholy’. 
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significance of her own failure to describe the rape. The Cenci shows Shelley working 

through the paradoxical thought that though we only impersonate or perform 

ourselves on the stage of the world, this might be a necessary evil in the struggle 

against the distortions of ideology.   

As most critics agree, the play is structured around a divide between an idea of 

an inner self and a social self, but it has not occurred to some commentators that 

this notion of a divided self is not necessarily a wholly negative or undesirable 

situation. Michael Scrivener, in Radical Shelley: The Philosophical Anarchism and 

Utopian Thought of Percy Bysshe Shelley, argues that the play demonstrates Shelley’s 

hope that the self can be united through the cathartic processes of dramatic art, but 

that this project fails because Beatrice’s textual self-consciousness does not become 

exemplary, instead only providing an illusory escape from her circumstances that 

actually realigns her with the patriarchal will she seeks to evade.13 Stuart Curran’s 

book about The Cenci, Shelley’s Cenci: Scorpions Ringed with Fire, develops a reading 

of the play that casts the characters’ reticence as a device to create dramatic, rather 

than narrative tension. This reading supports his overall argument that the play is an 

indictment of a social system that attempts to negate the reality of the mind and 

replace it with an external ideological construct.14 Curran argues that the reticence 

of The Cenci is designed to consciously shock the theatre goer into identifying the 

insidiousness of a social system that creates, as the Preface states, a moral ‘casuistry’ 

that collapses the distinction between an internal reality of the mind and the 

external demands of the status quo. Building on this, my account examines the way 

The Cenci delineates how Beatrice’s subjectification actually occurs: the Subject is 

created in an internal, self-reflexive space that exists within existing structures of 

feeling, yet can parodically reiterate them. The agency for this appropriation comes 

from Beatrice herself, as Shelley allows her to posit a counter-narrative logic to her 

revenge by manipulating others (and herself) into exonerating her. 

After the murder of Cenci has occurred, Beatrice’s mental fusion of her 

inability to speak, which de-substantialises the act of rape, with her belief in the 
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 Michael Henry Scrivener, Radical Shelley: The Philosophical Anarchism and Utopian Thought of Percy Bysshe 
Shelley (Princeton; Guildford: Princeton University Press, 1982). 
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necessity of parricide, forms the groundwork in the minds of the others for believing 

she is not “guilty” in any meaningful sense. It is only the act carried out by Marzio, one 

of the hired killers, which now ‘seals all’ (iv. iii. 07). My account of The Cenci then 

argues for a semiotic and hermeneutically dynamic view of the way Beatrice’s 

reticence allows her to resist her circumstances. This goes against the grain of 

readings that depict the play’s silences as, as William Ulmer writes in Shelleyan Eros, 

merely a ‘consolidation’ of the power that ‘renders the poet’s freedom illusory and 

The Cenci his most despairing vocational myth’.15 Beatrice defends her specious 

innocence of Cenci’s murder on the grounds that acts are gratuitous in relation to 

intentions. In The Cenci, acts seem like an over-performance of a truth already in 

existence, a kind of incest that speciously twins two things that do not belong naturally 

together. Ulmer also writes that ‘the dynamic of self and other produces power as a 

consequence of uncentered exchanges in which the interdependence of self and other 

renders the locus of power indeterminate’, and this is certainly the case.16 But this 

indeterminacy does not stop Beatrice from manipulating such exchanges by 

attempting to stand outside the temporary historical forms such fugitive ‘power’ 

takes. Beatrice responds to her situation by appropriating the reticence built into her 

experience of shame; in this way she ‘screens’ from herself the ‘horrors’ of the act of 

parricide, exonerating herself by highlighting the depth of her shame.17 

Another important aspect of The Cenci’s reticence is teased out by Reeve 

Parker when he writes that ‘So peculiar is the play’s “delicacy” that the father’s 

offstage transgression is spoken about onstage, insistently, as though it were not only 

unhearable, unseeable and unspeakable, but obscure, unknowable, and 

unimaginable’.18 This kind of ironically ‘delicate’ reticence not only makes manifest the 

spectral presence of the rape but makes it stand in for unknowability itself. It stands in 

for an epistemological anxiety regarding the large-scale social forces that structure our 

thoughts without our being directly aware of it: for the fear of being seduced by 
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ideology. This is why the question of whether the rape really occurred cannot be 

determined from the play itself, only by various interpretations of it that consider to 

what extent Beatrice’s responses can be considered natural or unnatural from certain 

perspectives (including that of the future reader/critic whose moral judgements 

Shelley invokes in the Preface). As P. M. S. Dawson puts it, ‘The Cenci poses the story 

of Beatrice as a problem, and impels the audience to an examination of their own 

reactions in order to work out its solution, rather than imposing authorial dogma’.19 

The Cenci is a more direct exploration than Alastor of the difficulties of living in a way 

that resists the co-option of identity by existing structures of power. The reader is 

presented with the problem of choosing one interpretive framework over another and 

acknowledging the complexity of an untimely individual’s situation; and this is 

Shelley’s definition of a ‘tragic’ character. We as readers become more reticent about 

our moral judgements of Beatrice the closer she comes to being an emotionally 

convincing symbol of the human condition itself.  

In his letters Shelley seems uncertain as to whether the incest should be 

presented directly, and though he at first claims that discretion is necessary, he later 

seems to retract this idea when he realises he has been caught in the same situation 

as Beatrice, forced into impersonating the ‘mask and the mantle’ of his own times.20 

But the play itself can accommodate, and indeed invites such self-critique. Shelley was 

initially optimistic about the play’s suitability for the stage, writing ‘Cenci is written for 

the multitude, and ought to sell well’. He thought that the verisimilitude he gave to his 

characters by ‘incarnating’ their passions made his ‘conception eminently dramatic’, 

writing to Thomas Love Peacock that: 

 I have taken some pains to make my play fit for representation, & those who 
have already seen it judge favourably. It is written without any of the peculiar 
feelings & opinions which characterise my other compositions; I having 
attended simply to the impartial development of such characters as it is 
probable the persons represented really were, together with the greatest 
degree of popular effect to be produced by such a development. 21 
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 He is nevertheless concerned that the subject matter of incest will be problematic, 

though he consoles himself that he has shown reserve regarding the very thing 

Beatrice most fears – the horror of the rape becoming the dry stuff of historical fact.  

His letter to Peacock continues on to consider: 

  

 Whether it would succeed as an acting play, hangs entirely on the question as 
to whether such a thing as incest in this shape however treated would be 
admitted on the stage –  I think however it will form no objection, considering 
first, that the facts are matter of history; & secondly the peculiar delicacy with 
which I have treated it.22  

 

The thought of incest was too shocking for some reviewers to name and some felt that 

the play, ‘instead of terror, succeeded only in inspiring us with sentiments of horror 

and disgust’.23 But that something which was not considered, even by Shelley in his 

first comments about the play, to be an entirely suitable subject for bold dramatic 

representation, inspired such strong reactions testifies to Shelley’s poetic, even if not 

dramatic, skill in making things that are unspoken hermeneutically and conceptually 

manifest in the text.  

 In a later letter, Shelley seemed to become more confident of his success in 

making psychological states manifest through reticence. He distinguishes a 

‘squeamish’ reticence, which has a deleterious moral effect on its audience, from a 

reticence that facilitates the Aristotelian aim of representing a complete dramatic 

action placed convincingly within the social milieu from which it is drawn.24 In the 

Preface he says he wanted to present his characters ‘as they probably were’, and not 

‘under a thin veil converting names and actions of the sixteenth century into cold 

impersonations of my own mind’.25 He worried here that if he ‘impersonated’ his 

characters he would merely elide, naturalise, the character’s relation to their own 

time and thereby lose all the ‘romantic pity’ that he felt the story continued to 

generate in Italian society.26 But he replaces one idea of restatement with another: he 
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will not impersonate them, but they will impersonate themselves. They will 

impersonate themselves by pointing out the difference between moral relativism and 

moral formalism, as we are encouraged to see Beatrice’s crimes and sufferings ‘as the 

mask and the mantle in which circumstances clothed her for her impersonation on the 

scene of the world’.27 Shelley’s ‘high’ moral purpose of ‘teaching the human heart’ 

then involves understanding the way we are historicized, inextricably immersed in the 

content of our times.28  

 In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno describes a false kind of 

naturalness created by an oppressive culture that merely mimics forms and ideas 

thought to have intellectual content. It also creates a false ‘unity of style’ that negates 

the idea of style itself as thoroughly as it devalues the semiotic content that style 

clothes.29 But The Cenci, or rather Beatrice, naturalises her protestations of innocence 

with a kind of meta-gesture that does not make style and content mutually exclusive. 

In the Preface Shelley talks about the beauty and moral sensibility of Beatrice’s 

portrait, which exhibits ‘a permanent meaning of imagination and sensibility which 

suffering has not repressed and which it seems as if death scarcely could extinguish’. 

He takes pains to assert that Beatrice retained an integral moral purity that was 

untarnished by the ‘crimes and miseries in which she was an actor and a sufferer’.30 

He suggests that she, or rather her painting, retains a kind of ‘aura’ as described by 

Walter Benjamin as an authenticity that attests to a work of art’s historical 

contingency.31 But the point Shelley seems to be making is that focusing on a person’s 

historical moment, rather than on a trans-historical moral conception of their worth, 

will always reduce them to a kind of style, or an impersonation. When Shelley writes in 
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the Preface that ‘Imagination is as the immortal God which should assume flesh for 

the redemption of mortal passion’, it seems that the poet must aim to create anew an 

aura of historical authenticity, by ‘incarnating’ it as a passion that will ‘redeem’ us 

from glorifying our own ‘cold impersonations’ of the culture of another time and 

place.32 But, because Shelley is temporally removed from his subject, he knew he 

could only represent it through a kind of impersonation, which is not ‘cold’ but fully 

engaged with how his characters might have struggled with their own sense of 

untimeliness. Such a strategy of impersonation must attempt to naturalise one 

individual into a time they do not feel they belong whilst accepting the overtones of 

falsity described by Adorno. 
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ii  Shame and de-humanisation 

 

The play opens with Count Cenci claiming that he is immune to justice, firstly because 

the self-interest of those who are party to his crimes is so powerful that they will keep 

quiet – ‘strong vanity will keep you silent’ (i. i. 75). Secondly, because individual crime 

is not a matter of conscience or even of moral character, ‘It is a public matter’, one 

person cannot then indict another without also laying their own motivations and 

actions open to public scrutiny (i. i. 71). This being the case, conscience would be 

redundant; but an opposing position is set up by Beatrice in Act One. She believes 

there is an internal psychological space that can be at odds with our outer actions, 

differentiating her father’s ‘outward show of love’ from the ‘inward hate’ that is 

mocked by his hypocrisy (i. ii. 50-51). But in The Cenci this only proves to be true for 

those who are expert manipulators of the hermeneutic code, which is exemplified by 

the moment when Count Cenci feigns indifference to whether anyone might hear him 

walking towards Beatrice’s chamber. Because they can never guess his intent he ‘need 

not speak, | Though the heart triumphs with itself in words’ (i. i. 138-39). Count Cenci 

seems to be working with the same assumption that we can provide ourselves with a 

self-reflexive mental space, where the mind perceives its relation to itself, and where 

resistance to our social programming can begin to take shape. Yet for Count Cenci, this 

assumption reinforces the opposite perspective to Beatrice’s initial confidence in the 

possibility of an either essentially innocent or morally depraved core self. The play 

demonstrates with vigour that truth can be manipulated, not by speaking, but through 

a series of hints and suggestions that alter the communal assumptions about the 

moral and social Gestalten upon which one concept of “truth” draws.  

Count Cenci explicitly aims to imbue Beatrice with a kind of shame that leaves 

no space between the self and the external markers by which we locate ourselves in 

society: 

COUNT CENCI     if there be a sun in heaven  
She shall not dare to look upon its beams, 
Nor feel its warmth. Let her then wish for night. (ii. i. 185-87) 
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Shame puts her beyond the ability to feel that she has any relationship with the 

external world. When Giacomo says ‘that no power can fill with vital oil | That broken 

lamp of flesh’, (iii. ii. 17-18) referring to the murder of his father, he reveals the 

‘Catholicism’ Shelley sees as specific to this time and which ‘pervades intensely the 

whole frame of society, and is, according to the temper of the mind which it inhabits, 

a passion, a persuasion, an excuse, a refuge; never a check’.33 That acts can corrode 

the flesh’s ability to hold and transubstantiate spirit in an essential way is the 

background, the social repertoire that lies behind Beatrice’s experience of a shame 

which leaves no space between act and intention. The reticence of The Cenci draws 

attention to the hermeneutic interest that is created from engaging with attempts to 

accuse, exonerate, or quantify Beatrice’s behaviour by a recognisable moral system. 

However, this quantification cannot be achieved, because Shelley also presents 

sixteenth-century Italian Catholicism as an aura that the reader must keep intact in 

order to retain any sense that there is a psychological coherence behind the 

characters’ actions. Psychological coherence is thus bought at the expense of moral 

coherence. The situation is further complicated by the fact that, though Shelley writes 

in the Preface that ‘no person can be truly dishonoured by the act of another’, we as 

audience are distracted by the alternative claim that Beatrice’s act of revenge is 

authentic as a representation of how Shelley’s sixteenth-century Catholics ‘probably 

were’.34  

  Sean Dempsey develops the argument that The Cenci is defined by Beatrice’s 

inability to achieve anagnorisis. He argues this is because she responds to the 

frustration of being denied a language with which to describe her trauma by first 

concurring in the judgement of worthlessness imposed upon her by the rape and then 

symbolically mutilating herself through the act of parricide.35 Dempsey is right that 

Beatrice denies herself any cathartic release by appealing to a yet unformulated future 

morality that might exonerate her, but she compensates for this by creating a 

different kind of satisfaction for herself: the pleasure of self-construction. In failing to 

find a language to describe the rape she experiences shame – an emotion that is 
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difficult to theorise because it sits uneasily between social norms and an individual’s 

peculiar psychological sensitivities. Beatrice’s shame ultimately renders her acutely 

aware of her own self-loathing, though at first it is characterised by the same mental 

submission with which Cenci aims to imbue her. Cenci hopes she may have a child: 

COUNT CENCI   A hideous likeness of herself; that, as  
   From a distorting mirror, she may see  
   Her image mixed with what she most abhors. (iv. i. 146-48) 

 

This is both a description of the unnaturalness of incest and of the hatred of self that 

Cenci wants to inspire in Beatrice, where ‘what she most abhors | Shall have a 

fascination to entrap | Her loathing will’ (iv. i. 85-87). And Beatrice’s foreknowledge of 

the rape shows her that she already has no way of aligning her own internal sense of 

self with her social placing as Cenci’s abused daughter, so the spectre of rape provides 

her with a metaphor for her plight that startles her into self-realisation. But we shall 

see later that Beatrice responds to this situation by appropriating, for the ends of self-

construction, the phenomenological structure of the shame into which her situation 

throws her.  

Beatrice is left unable to distinguish between acts and words, as the idea of the 

act of parricide becomes just a simile to describe her own grief: ‘like Parricide – | 

Misery has killed its father’ (iii. i. 36-37). Words become redundant because they no 

longer convey anything of the truths for which they should be employed, as Beatrice 

characterises thought itself as ‘a ghost shrouded and folded up | In its own formless 

horror’ (iii. i. 110-11). The sense of an identity collapsing into itself by being denied an 

ability to control the way thought relates to expression displays a phenomenology of 

shame similar to Giorgio’s Agamben’s formulation of it in Remnants of Auschwitz:  

 
Here, the “I” is thus overcome by its own passivity, its own most sensibility; yet 
this expropriation and desubjectification is also an extreme and irreducible 
presence of the “I” to itself […] In shame, the subject thus has no other content 
than its own de-subjectification; it becomes witness to its own disorder, to its 
own oblivion as a subject. This double movement, which is both 
subjectification and de-subjectification, is shame.36  
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Shame discovers the self by allowing it to coincide with its own de-subjectification, 

marking out the space where the “I” is constructed or deconstructed by discourse. 

Agamben theorises the de-humanisation that occurred in Auschwitz by claiming that 

“the human” is constructed prior to judgment, which leaves a space for a “pre-

human” or “inhuman” to exist as a limit case for the term itself. But this being the 

case, we can interrogate and make articulate the moments prior to this external logic 

taking on operative force. Beatrice’s shame poses the question of the relationship of 

language to reality. Lucretia, who, like Giacomo, believes in an essential self, reads 

Beatrice’s distraught behaviour as demonstrating a disharmony between 

comprehension and articulation: 

LUCRETIA              She answers not:  
                      Her spirits apprehends the sense of pain,  
                      But not its cause; suffering has dried away  

         The source from which it sprung. (iii. i. 33-36)  
 

Beatrice’s shame does not exhibit an essential subjectivity, rather a subjectification, 

because her inability to speak stems not so much from dissociating herself from reality 

as from coming up against a limit-case definition of the individual speaking self. 

Shame’s reticence apologises for the very presence of the “I” in discourse because it 

has already been defined as inhuman. However, it is this very sense of excess that can 

allow it to re-enter discourse in a way that can be transformative. A shame which 

leaves one outside of language can become articulate again when there is a 

coincidence between idea and action, and in the latter half of the play we see Beatrice 

forcing such a coincidence into being, using her inability to speak to fuel the 

presentation of herself as guiltless of parricide, even though she staged this with the 

help of Lucretia, Orsino and Giacomo.  

The Cenci explores a shame that removes any potential gap between self and 

self-presentation. Rosalind and Helen: A Modern Eclogue, composed earlier in 1816-

1817, also explores false notions of “natural” emotional responses that are imposed 

upon us by society. The term ‘modern eclogue’ is expressive of this tension, as classical 

eclogues dramatise characters such as shepherds, which one would expect to find in a 

poem set in Nature, whilst a modern eclogue alerts us to the possibility of a new 
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approach to these “natural” voices. Rosalind and Helen describes a conversation with 

two women lamenting their widowhood, one whose late husband was a tyrant and one 

whose husband was a reformer who died young, and the poem is spoken in a ‘silent 

spot tradition old | Had peopled with the spectral dead’.37 This secluded space creates 

an extra-quotidian reality that is symbolic of the continuity they wish to feel with the 

world of fable and tradition as well as with the natural world proper. In Rosalind and 

Helen Shelley takes a different approach to representing shame. He re-naturalises the 

shame felt by Rosalind and Helen by suggesting it can be transformed from being a false 

construct of a prohibitive society into a poetic sentiment that can affect the reader 

emotionally because it is drawn from the natural expression of anguish the Subject feels 

when they are coerced or cramped by society. Rosalind and Helen engages much more 

simply than The Cenci with the idea of the divisive effect a false shame can have on the 

mind that is forced to remain mute even to itself. This can be seen when the poem 

makes a point of differentiating the responses of adult and child. Rosalind says: 

 And in their artless looks I saw, 
       Between the mists of fear and awe, 
       That my own thought was theirs; and they 
       Expressed it not in words, but said, 
      Each in its heart, how every day 
       Will pass in happy work and play, 
       Now he is dead and gone away.  (450-56) 
 

The children have no problem with expressing joy at the death of a tyrannical parent, 

whereas their mother feels a ‘fear and awe’ regarding the lack of properly familial 

affection. However, both share the same moment of muteness, though only for the 

children is this a feeling that seems to be easily and naturally expressed. Rosalind’s 

muteness twins the notions of shame and innocence in the same manner as Beatrice. 

But rather than initiating a project of self-assertion, Rosalind makes this conflation in 

order to provide herself with a space for the heart to speak to itself without the 

pressures of having to reconcile truth with appearance. 

            There are two forms of shame-generated reticence described in Rosalind and 

Helen: the first is a reserve that reproves the expression of “unnatural” emotions (such 
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as pleasure at the death of a spouse). The second is a psychologically productive 

muteness designed to allow the heart to appraise emotions in an abstract way, 

undistorted by the false shame of failing to adhere to society’s prohibitions. In a poem 

that aims to induce sentiment, an ‘ideal poetic melancholy favourable to the reception 

of more important impressions’, this productive muteness can be utilised to vouch for 

the authenticity of the grief Shelley’s characters express.38 But in The Cenci, which 

aims to represent real action without the interference of a narrative voice, the 

situation is not so simple, as both character and audience must engage with the 

psychological chaos inherent in the attempt to inject new meaning into the worn 

forms of an existing discursive system. The reticence is also of a different character in 

these two works because Beatrice is voluble about her inability to locate a sense of 

truth amidst the play’s profusion of visual description, whereas Rosalind and Helen 

speak in order to prove the authenticity of their grief. Both are, however, parasitic on 

the ‘romantic pity’ that the reader can savour in the act of comparing a rarefied notion 

of authenticity to the social realities described by the work.  

              Beatrice’s actions, unlike that of Rosalind and Helen, are predicated on the 

failure of the notion of an audience’s sympathetic involvement in another’s words. Her 

appeal to the humanity of the dinner guests who witness Cenci’s statement that he 

delights in the murder of his sons goes unanswered when she asks them to: 

 

BEATRICE       Think what deep wrongs must have blotted out  
                        First love, then reverence in a child’s prone mind,  
                        Till it thus vanquish shame and fear! (i. iii. 108-10) 
 

Beatrice creates a new kind of naturalness, a specious (in juridical terms) innocence 

regarding the moral implications of her own actions. Such naturalness does not make 

an appeal to a communal sympathetic apprehension in the way Rosalind and Helen 

do, but to a new and singular sense of subjectivity that is constructed from the form, 

but not the content, of the false shame she feels is imposed upon her by her situation. 

Yet this is not a solution that is truly in danger of replicating the structures of power it 

aims to transcend. Beatrice’s self-exoneration repeats these structures in a knowing 

                                                           
38

 ‘Preface to Rosalind and Helen’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 268-69 (p. 268). 



 
171 

 

and deliberately parodic way, and in so doing isolates the particular form of alienation 

with which she struggles. The Cenci does not, like Rosalind and Helen, assume the idea 

of an authentic dimension of feeling that is suppressed by its environment. It 

questions whether we can access such a realm of feeling without being guilty of bias 

and ideological distortion. Though The Cenci does implicitly structure a sensus 

communis that subtends and orders discourse, this space is not one created purely by 

discourse. It is rather a constantly shifting pre-linguistic marker of our capacity for self-

definition, which can of course be hijacked by coercive forces.  

A perceptive essay by Leila Walker on the ‘ekphrasis of hair’ in Shelley explores 

how hair figures the breakdown of representation itself. Reticence has a similar 

function in the play, in that it allows one phenomenon that exists at the threshold 

between an outer and an internal self – Beatrice’s shame –  to be transformed into a 

concrete act of self-identification. Walker’s analysis shows that through hair’s ability to 

signify both a private part of the self and self on public display, Shelley uses hair to 

embody ‘the paradox of the continuous self living in a system of social exchange’. 39 

For Walker, hair allows Shelley to express the difficulty of finding a continuity to a self 

that is continually subject to change, but is also determined by its historicization. The 

following lines exhibit this interesting double-logic when Beatrice, still reeling from 

shock and still unable to communicate the cause of her distress, insists that Lucretia 

does not verbally identify her as ‘Beatrice’, as that would be the same as 

acknowledging that the rape did occur. Instead she focuses on the present moment: 

BEATRICE  Yet speak it not:  
       For then if this be truth, that other too   
       Must be a truth, a firm enduring truth,  
       Linked with each lasting circumstance of life,  
       Never to change, never to pass away.  
       Why so it is. This is the Cenci Palace;  
       Thou art Lucretia; I am Beatrice.  
       I have talked some wild words, but will no more.  
       Mother, come near me: from this point of time,  
       I am –  
   her voice dies away faintly (iii. i. 59-68). 
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Beatrice’s attempt to obviate the reality of the rape by exclusively focusing on one act 

of articulation, on one ‘point of time’, only replicates this reserve by creating more 

reticence. Walker explains this by saying that Beatrice’s failure to speak expresses the 

continuity of a self that will always be in the process of construction, constantly 

slipping between fact and critique of fact. Using the psychological sophistry of bad 

faith, she attempts to distance speech from her “true” identity. In Walker’s argument, 

in the last lines of the play when Beatrice asks her step-mother to ‘bind up’ (v. iv. 160) 

her hair and offers to do the same for her, Beatrice transforms her hair into ‘a 

comforting, affectionate gesture, which she expands into an act of reciprocal 

affection’ towards her stepmother.40 This transformation is significant because hair 

has been previously used by Beatrice to symbolise her father’s tyranny, as when 

imagining how people will speak of her story she describes herself as someone whose 

‘father sometimes hales | From hall to hall by the entangled hair’ (iii. i. 44-45). The 

Cenci shows that an individual’s resistance to the prevalent structures of feeling has a 

double logic, and, as we have seen, Shelley himself describes his poetic strategy in the 

Preface as a kind of performative doubling of reality. Shelley does not want to 

‘impersonate’ his characters, yet realises that representing their passions truthfully 

involves allowing them to impersonate themselves, to historicize their actions within 

the structures of feeling available to them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
40

 Walker, p. 244. 



 
173 

 

iii Shame as self-construction 

 

 

Shelley gives Beatrice a certain control over the play’s construction of her. This, in 

turn, can be further explained with reference to the dynamic functioning of textual 

gaps described by Iser, in which reticence forces the reader into interpretive action. 

Beatrice manipulates the meta-textual space created by the reader’s hermeneutic 

anxiety regarding whether the rape has actually occurred. She appeals to the way this 

space can house a sensus communis that does not require any articulation of its 

conceptual content.41 Beatrice’s false protestations of innocence parody her father’s 

attempt to nullify self-regard by injecting her with a shame that denies her access to 

the prevailing definition of “the human”. She does this by suggesting that the agency 

for his murder belonged to no one in particular, but instead was part of a divine 

retribution. In doing this she intimates that all viewing her response to the rape must 

intuitively feel not only the “naturalness’’ and necessity of the parricide, but her actual 

‘‘innocence’’ regarding its literal perpetration. She convinces Marzio, one of the hired 

murders who actually carried out the deed, to say, after initially telling the Judges the 

truth about Beatrice’s and her mother’s involvement, that ‘those whom I did accuse | 

Are innocent’ (v. ii. 159-60). 

 Beatrice is fiercely keen to believe that one person, through manipulation of the 

hermeneutic code that governs her life, can transform the signification of her own acts 

and create a new kind of subjectivity. And it is Beatrice’s reticence, which as the play 

progresses becomes increasingly indistinguishable from the play’s reticence, that 

facilitates this. The transfer between shame and innocence that the play’s strategies of 

reticence facilitates occurs at a psychological level for Beatrice, and a semiotic and 

narratological level for the reader. This transfer also figures an appeal made by the 

play to a trans-historical conception of “the human” and to a dimension of truth that 
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precedes linguistic consciousness but can be accessed through the opening up of gaps 

in the hermeneutic circles which have become habitual. 

Though it can be argued that Beatrice does not escape the structures of power 

that initially define her, her appropriation of her shame demonstrates a resistance 

that concretises the reticence it initially induces. Her actions assert that we can re-

model the significance of the phenomenologies we have internalised. Jerrold E. 

Hogle criticizes Beatrice for failing to transcend her situation and to resist the 

identity her father creates for her. He believes she remains ‘conscripted’ by her 

father’s tyranny, suggesting that she should have been able to respond to her 

situation in a way that transcends the fixed meanings the patriarchal gaze assigned 

to her.42 The poem does make the point that resistance can often do more than 

replicate the ideology it aims to traduce, but Beatrice evades this problem by 

glossing her own response to her shame. To make the argument that Beatrice 

deliberately manipulates her self-image in order to psychologically exonerate herself 

of parricide is not to ignore the fact that Beatrice is a victim of abuse, (in the way 

that Hogle’s argument risks doing). The point is that Shelley presents trauma as a 

dynamic phenomenon that can allow the Subject to retain an agency when it enters 

language. And just as trauma is not inert, neither is the response of the reader of 

such reticent texts. When Shelley writes in the Preface to The Cenci that Beatrice 

was ‘violently thwarted from her nature by the necessity of circumstance and 

opinion’, Shelley wryly asks the reader if they are prepared to take Beatrice’s 

absorption in superstitious Catholicism, with its ‘perseverance in enormous guilt’, to 

be a kind of mitigating factor in her act of murder.43 Shelley’s reticence allows the 

sympathy the reader might have for Beatrice to be tempered with criticism. The 

reader can both critique Beatrice from another historical or philosophical position 

and reflect on the limitations of their own perspective.  

When Beatrice’s brother Giacomo says ‘that no power can fill with vital oil 

|That broken lamp of flesh (iii. ii. 17-18), referring to the murder of his father, he 

demonstrates the Catholicism Shelley sees as peculiar to this time and place. 
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Catholicism ‘pervades intensely the whole frame of society, and is, according to the 

temper of the mind which it inhabits, a passion, a persuasion, an excuse, a refuge; 

never a check’.44 A conspiratorial collapse between thought and language seems to 

define this Catholicism, which can be seen through the manner in which Orsino 

manages to put the idea of parricide into Giacomo’s head through a process of 

casuistical reasoning. Giacomo insists that ‘the unwilling brain | Feigns often what it 

would not’, and that we only imagine what the ‘tongue dares not fashion into words’. 

Orsino counters this by insisting on the redundancy of words, asserting that ‘Words 

are as holy as the deeds they cover’ (ii. ii. 82-83, 85, 75). Orsino further encourages 

Giacomo to see the world as a reflection of the truth conditions of the inner self when 

he claims that ‘a friend’s bosom | Is as the inmost cave of our own mind’, which 

renders words superfluous in relation to intention (ii. ii. 88-89). But Giacomo is 

susceptible to Orisno’s manipulation because he already believes that both words and 

thoughts come from an inner realm of intuitive knowledge, claiming that the ‘heart 

denies itself | To think what you demand’, and that ‘horror’ makes words ‘dim to | 

The mind’s eye’ (ii. ii. 87-88, 86-87). The Cenci charts Beatrice’s progression from a 

similar belief into the position of cynical manipulator of the predominant hermeneutic 

code. Beatrice’s (and Shelley’s) reticence about the rape facilitates the transformation 

of her shame into an illusion of righteous innocence whilst ostensibly remaining within 

the conception of the relation between language and thought set up by the play – 

unmediated continuity.  

In the second half of The Cenci Beatrice attempts to prise apart the collapse of 

words and speech that has been set up by the first half of the poem and to 

differentiate between being coerced into silence, (by an internalised representation of 

Cenci’s power over her) from choosing not to speak. Beatrice both conceals and 

launches her resistance from within the same phenomenology of reticence that 

characterises her shame. As in Alastor, the transformation of reticence appropriates 

the coercive pressure of society by ironically re-performing it. And it is pure power, 

not foresight or verbal manipulation, that is at the core of Cenci’s ability to set the 

terms of Beatrice’s mental state, as the notion that ‘her coming is consent’ (iv. i. 102) 
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implodes the gap between action and signification. Beatrice copies this strategy of 

manipulation and uses it upon her brother Giacomo, saying: 

 

BEATRICE     I see Orsino has talked with you, and  
             That you conjecture things too horrible  
       To speak, yet far less than the truth. (iii. i. 382-84)  
  
 

These lines assert that speech is irrelevant because all persons concerned already 

collectively comprehend the truth to which this speech refers. She traps those around 

her into a conspiracy of silence through social pressure, which lays the groundwork for 

her attempting to communicate a false idea, her innocence, later on in the play by 

claiming that parricide is  a fitting ‘atonement’ for Cenci’s evil (iii. i. 215). 

 Orsino and Lucretia respond to this strategy when they give up trying to 

identify the source of Beatrice’s distress, which they can only ‘faintly guess’, (iii. i. 199) 

and move immediately to planning how it may be avenged. The fact of the rape having 

occurred appears to be of no moment, as it is only the idea of dishonour done to 

Beatrice that motivates them to respond actively. Beatrice can then command 

allegiance to her plan without ever having defined either problem or solution, and it is 

significant that it is not her who first puts the idea of murder into words; this is done 

by Orsino when he says to Giacomo that Beatrice ‘interrupted us, and with a look | 

Which told before she spoke it, he must die’ (iii. i. 360-61). Yet there is a counter move 

here from Orsino, as this speech indicts Beatrice by locating the originary source of the 

idea of murder in her, just like the way he previously led Giacomo to identify 

murderous intent in his own thoughts. Beatrice fails in making this same equivocation 

productive in the courtroom when she claims that Cenci’s acts should nullify the guilt 

of the avenger because the unnaturalness of the situation originated in his acts and 

not hers. Yet Giacomo finds the idea of his sister as avenger of a horrible crime fitting; 

he says, Beatrice ‘is a holier judge than me, | A more unblamed avenger’ (iii. i. 364-

65). The Cenci deliberately confuses the idea of a naturally occurring moral merit or 

demerit that might define a character (such as the stock characters of a morality play) 

with the naturalising of oneself into one’s situation by identifying the correct language 

and gestures to perform.  
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When Beatrice says that she does not need to feign exhaustion, saying ‘Let us 

retire to counterfeit deep rest; | I scarcely need to counterfeit it now’, (iv. iii. 61-62) 

this marks the beginning of her deliberate manipulation of the other characters. 

Marzio really comes to believe at some level that Beatrice is innocent, that his having 

been the one to wield the knife exonerates her. Though he says initially that Beatrice 

and Lucretia tempted him with money he subsequently changes his testimony to 

declare that ‘I alone am guilty’ (v. ii. 160). There is a psychological coherence behind 

the manipulation of Marzio that trumps even Cenci’s, sometimes uncertain, 

commitment to his awful act. Beatrice has forced Marzio into the same position 

outside the prevailing concept of humanity into which her father forced her, so a re-

grafting of meaning and visual identification is required. She manages to convince 

Marzio of her innocence by asking him to compare the notion of a ‘parricide’ with the 

associations the sight of her physical person generates: 

 

BEATRICE   Think  
       What 'tis to blot with infamy and blood  
       All that which shows like innocence, and is.  
       […] 
       And that which now compels thee to reply  
       To what I ask: Am I, or am I not  
       A parricide? (v. ii. 150-52, 156-58) 
 

She manages to compound the issue of the unnaturalness of incest with the question 

of whether or not she is guilty of parricide, compressing both into one notion of an 

unspoken truth that exists in a kind of collective unconscious. Beatrice removes herself 

from the reality of causality altogether and focuses upon what she sees as the 

necessity for revenge, or as she calls it, ‘atonement’ for that which is ‘expressionless’ 

(iii. i. 214-15). This psychologically projective strategy might be considered 

unsuccessful in that the judges remain unmoved, despite Camillo, the papal legate’s 

claiming ‘she is as pure as speechless infancy’ (v. ii. 70). However, it does ensure that, 

as Shelley writes in the Preface, her story will so successfully pose the problem of the 

individual’s relation to history as a whole that it will continue to generate ‘romantic 

pity’ in the minds of those who hear it. In creating a false aura of innocence, Beatrice 
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enacts a conscious re-shaping of her identity at the expense of local untruths and 

fatalities. 

 The Cenci demonstrates an ongoing debate in Shelley’s mind as to how 

justifiable the perpetration of local transgressions might be for the sake of ushering in 

future or alternative ethical systems. It also questions how conscious the reformer 

who tries to anticipate these systems might have to be of her own temporal 

disingenuousness, her own impersonation of the present in order to anticipate the 

future. The Cenci’s strategies of reticence force its readers into a sceptical position 

regarding the text’s own proto-Marxist assertion that we are constructs of our 

environment. Beatrice says that her family are foolish for staying within the confines 

of their situation and not resisting their “guilt”: 

 
 BEATRICE   O, white innocence,  
             That thou shouldst wear the mask of guilt to hide  
             Thine awful and serenest countenance  
             From those who know thee not! (v. iii. 24-27)  
 

Robert Miles argues that such Gothic, conspiratorial ‘introspection’ is a ‘fallacious 

route to enlightenment’ because it lacks Kant’s ‘universalizable’ ethical principles.45 

My argument demonstrates instead that The Cenci reveals Shelley’s concern that 

there might be no difference between a Gothic obsession with hidden desires and a 

false rationality created by Kant’s ideas about the commonality of perception in a 

sensus communis. Images of masking or impersonating oneself arise throughout The 

Cenci to make the point that there is no substance to a Subject which is denied the 

interiority that might enable the creation of strategies of resistance to normative 

correlations between visual and linguistic cues. In Beatrice’s world, a person is only a 

‘mask’ without their reputation. She is concerned that ‘the breath | of accusation kills 

an innocent name’, because she is left so denuded by her marred reputation that even 

her physical being would leave ‘for lame acquittal the poor life | Which is a mask 

without it’ (iv. iv. 137-40). Her response to this situation is to psychologically transform 

her reticence from a de-humanising shame into a transcendence of all moral 
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accountability. The act of parricide becomes, in Beatrice’s mind, as ghostly and merely 

symbolic as the act of rape is for the reader. The play’s strategies of reticence create a 

transfer between shame and innocence that occurs at a psychological level for 

Beatrice, and a semiotic and narratological level for the reader. 

The reticence of The Cenci draws attention to a hermeneutic and philosophical 

interest that is created from the reader’s engagement with the possibility of 

exonerating Beatrice. Beatrice has to impersonate her own innocence, as in a literal 

sense she is guilty of parricide; though we also might feel her actions were justified 

because of the “unnaturalness” of the incest. But Shelley’s interest is in how the poet, 

or the poet as model for the political Subject might reconcile this tension in her own 

personality. Shelley’s putative answer seems to be that being reticent about certain 

facts that could provide a coherent perspective on one life ensures that the question 

of historicization always arises: the philosophical individual is always untimely in her 

own age, as the specificity of this age can never be properly apprehended from a 

perspective of immersion within it. Ulmer would have it that the rape ‘serves as a 

nexus of the play’s ambivalence toward representation itself as social act. Underlying 

this ambivalence is a fear of the vicarious power of reimaged experiences’. This is 

correct, although he is wrong that ‘Beatrice’s works do not remake audience 

expectations’.46 It is possible for Beatrice to transform her shame into self-exonerating 

protestations of innocence because the reticence caused by shame renders her, as 

Cenci intends, sub-human. But it also draws attention to the socially constructed place 

of the “I”, dependent on discourse for its reality. Yet it is not difficult to accuse 

Beatrice of deliberately removing herself from her own situation, and from her own 

humanity. Ulmer believes this accusation can be levelled against Shelley himself:  

 

The Shelleyan text either changes views by imaging their beliefs, which easily 
dissipates change in reconfirmation, or fails to change them at all. Shelley 
often avoids these difficulties by writing poems addressed to the happy few 
who already resemble him. Even with The Cenci, he must hypothesize essential 
likeness by assuming the innate benevolence of human nature.47  
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On the contrary, in The Cenci at least, the hypothesis of ‘innate benevolence’ is 

something Beatrice first tricks herself, then us, into believing. This deception 

sketches an inverted type of Shelley’s ideal poet who communicates the feelings of 

her own heart directly to her audience. 

 Here is the nub of Shelley’s meta-textual engagement with the meaning of 

his own artistic processes: a conception of the poet as incarnated by Beatrice Cenci 

requires tricking oneself and one’s audience into naturalising an ironic removal from 

one’s own times. This is the only way to make historicization readable. Ulmer also 

claims that Beatrice’s silence ‘alters nothing’, which is true in the sense that, as the 

Judge says, ‘She is convicted, but has not confessed’, (v. iii. 90) but not when we 

consider the work of the play as a whole.48 Perceiving a play of indeterminate 

meaning in The Cenci does not necessarily, as Ulmer would have it, mean that there 

is no guiding logic to the play of verbal artifice. In fact, the opposite is the case, as 

Shelley’s indeterminacy is like Iser’s definition of it – a key feature of a specifically 

literary text, defined by its ability to reconstruct a different reality to that which, for 

example, a legal text might refer. In a Shelleyan vein, Iser describes the special 

function of a literary text as creating in the reader’s mind ‘a familiar world 

reproduced in unfamiliar form’, which bestows upon the reader a more expansive 

sense of their own interpretative capacities.49 Unlike Alastor, which uses reticence to 

create an alternative way of conceiving of the poet by staging a conflation of 

problem and solution, in The Cenci there is a more positive outlook on the 

transformative capacities of poetry. The hermeneutic possibilities born out of the 

withholding of reality-markers, which would tell us whether the rape literally 

occurred, are manipulated by Beatrice’s transformation of the meta-textual space 

created in the text by Shelley’s failure to stage the rape. This transformation 

provides a corrective to the coerced reticence generated by the shame imposed 

upon Beatrice by the spectre of the rape. Reticence allows Beatrice to repeat the 

phenomenological structure of shame with an altered content.  
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Beatrice asserts that her actions will be implacable in their disregard for the 

world in which she lives, as ‘Some such thing is to be endured or done: | When I 

know what, I shall be still and calm’. Just prior to this she also calls her suffering ‘but 

a shadow | In the dread lightning which avenges it’ (iii. i. 92-94, 88-89). And the 

image of lightning, unlike in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound and A Defence of 

Poetry, is of lightning discharging, not of that ‘which has yet found no conductor’.50 

Lightning in Shelley’s thought symbolises an individual’s intuition of the trans-

historical truths of their own existence and the ways in which the poet can express 

this apprehension by impersonating or naturalising herself into the times in which 

she lives. To discharge lightning is then to accept untimeliness and force a different 

set of meanings onto a situation not ready to receive them, as does Beatrice. Hogle 

is right that Beatrice’s appeal to a future of meaning for her own story is a kind of 

bad faith, but her response of replacing a dysfunctional discourse of the “natural” 

with one of naturalisation does demonstrate one line of resistance. Shelley makes 

two points in The Cenci: firstly, that there is a trans-historical moral logic that can 

guide our actions and which is submerged beneath our habituation to ideological 

norms. Secondly, and most importantly, he intimates that the closest we can get to 

perceiving these underlying truths of the human heart is by consciously 

impersonating ourselves and our own historical contingency. This can generate a 

productive consciousness of both the pleasures and the traumas we experience 

from our own immersion within subjective concerns. The textual ironies produced by 

Beatrice’s reticent evasion of her situation facilitate the supervention of a rival 

explanatory logic onto a psychologically real phenomenology of shame. But this does 

not have the flattening effect of meta-commentary; it creates dynamic hermeneutic 

and narrative possibilities that make the reader/audience aware of the constructed 

nature of their own moral and historical relativising of Beatrice’s actions. More 

carefully and concertedly than in Alastor, The Cenci’s meanings are generated from 

the way the reader’s own struggles with the lack of an ordering perspective 

necessitates hermeneutic participation in the poem’s very horizon of social and 

moral significance.  
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Reticence in The Cenci is a site of creativity where the intersections between 

mind and language and between one discourse and another can be examined and 

re-examined. Reticence in this play does more than function dramatically, as in 

Scrivener’s and Curran’s accounts. It produces an alternative narrative to the 

diegetic structure of the play’s events, charting Beatrice’s struggle to redescribe the 

terms of her own self-worth in a world which seeks to flatten her identity into a 

social signification that denies the existence of a gap between internal motivation 

and external action. The aphasia produced by Beatrice’s shame, which requires the 

mirror of another’s mind to articulate her thought, creates an over-determination of 

meaning from an under-determination of direct communication. This, like Alastor’s 

similar lack of conceptual coherence, parodies the lack of resources for self-

construction that are available to the characters Shelley chooses to portray. This 

sense of intellectual disharmony is concretised by a phenomenology of shame that 

produces both Beatrice’s inability to describe the rape directly and the narratological 

and psychological bad faith which allows her to use this textual instability to make 

her protestations of innocence convincing. Shelley’s point is that naturalising oneself 

into one’s own time does involves a kind of pretence or impersonation, where social 

reality is treated parodically in order to transpose or alter it from a position of 

immersion within it. In Julian and Maddalo, which I shall discuss next, Shelley seems 

to have more fully accepted this as his own position. He continues to explore the 

idea of impersonating one’s own historical particularity through the way Julian, 

Maddalo and the Maniac all have different ways of explaining the shame the Maniac 

feels at having been deserted by his lover. But whilst in Alastor the splitting of the 

poet’s consciousness into two represents a character’s alienation, Julian and 

Maddalo uses a more comfortably dialogic method where two perspectives are 

compared and to some extent combined. 



 
183 

 

Julian and Maddalo: What the ‘cold world shall not know’ 

 

 

i The reticence of ‘the cold world’ and Shelley’s critique of symbols 

 

 

I have argued that The Cenci explores the way we are limited, even abused by how 

our social environments impose normative views of the self and of moral behaviour. 

Julian and Maddalo (1819) makes a similar case for the way we are at the mercy of 

our social repertoire. In Julian and Maddalo Shelley explores the sufferings of a 

Maniac whose broken, non-sequitur soliloquy laments his loss of access to human 

sympathy. The Maniac is “mad” because he seems to suffer great trauma from a 

situation that might not be considered to merit such an extreme reaction – being 

abandoned and deceived by a lover. But the poem suggests he is only “mad” by the 

standards of one time and place, and he himself attempts to dispute this diagnosis 

by claiming his madness is only a historicization of his own difference from the ‘cold 

world’ that rejects him.1 Considered together, both Julian and Maddalo’s moments 

of reticence capture the poet’s struggle to both theorise and exonerate the Maniac’s 

self-alienation. Though the Maniac is, like Beatrice, a poet-figure who carefully 

controls and anticipates the way he will be perceived by his auditors, it is Julian who 

is criticised by the poem for attempting to ventriloquise the Maniac’s suffering.  

The Maniac makes his poetry self-sufficient by appealing to an abstract 

future sympathetic readership; this enables him to imaginatively reconstitute himself 

as a Subject. He makes his self-impersonations productive through a reticence 

which, like Beatrice’s, magnifies his shame and allows him to exemplify a general 

human suffering. But it is Julian’s reticence, which speaks of his failure to theorise 

the Maniac’s plight, that creates a hermeneutic dynamic for the reader that is similar 

to the way we are invited to judge Beatrice. I argue in what follows that Shelley’s 

textual strategies of reticence create an immanent sense of shame within the text; 
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these strategies also register both Julian’s and the Maniac’s feelings of alienation by 

disdaining direct communication. Like The Cenci, Julian and Maddalo is preoccupied 

with using a character’s experience of shame to create a reticent poetics. Casting its 

attempt to circumvent the morality and social mores of its time as a corrective to an 

existing situation, this poem creates a dynamic, affective phenomenology of reading 

that creates an intersubjective openness and flexibility that is to some extent 

foreclosed in The Cenci by Beatrice’s strategies of self-impersonation. 

My account focuses on how what we might call the “meaning” of Julian and 

Maddalo hangs on one tantalising moment of reticence that occurs in the final 

couplet, where the narrator Julian deliberately withholds information from the 

reader, ‘I urged and questioned still, she told me how | All happened – but the cold 

world shall not know’ (617-17). The ending of the poem describes the moment when 

Julian returns to Venice after a long absence and meets Maddalo’s daughter. When 

he questions her about the Maniac she finds his intense curiosity inappropriate and 

is at first deliberately terse, counselling him to consider the story to have been 

resolved by the passing of time rather than by the narrative closure for which he 

longs. Yet once Julian is in possession of this story he withholds it from the reader: 

   
     but after all 
 She left him’ ... ‘Why, her heart must have been tough: 
 How did it end?’  ‘And was not this enough? 
 They met –  they parted.’ – ‘Child, is there no more?’ 
 Something within that interval which bore 
 The stamp of why they parted, how they met:                 
 Yet if thine agèd eyes disdain to wet 
 Those wrinkled cheeks with youth's remembered tears, 
 Ask me no more, but let the silent years 
 Be closed and cered over their memory 
 As yon mute marble where their corpses lie.’ 
 I urged and questioned still, she told me how 
 All happened – but the cold world shall not know. (605-17) 
 

The hermeneutic labour created for the reader by the ending questions the 

appropriateness, the suitability of the presence of either the shame the Maniac 

experiences from having allowed himself to be deceived by the shows of the ‘cold 

world’, or the shame of Julian, which I argue we can infer from his reticence in the 
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poem’s closing lines. This extraordinary moment of reticence symbolises the poem’s 

frustrated narrative drive towards the question of whether Julian is correct in 

believing that ‘patience and kind care’ (229) can cure the ‘rent heart’ (126) or 

whether humanity is in fact, as Maddalo would have it, accurately symbolised by the 

Maniac’s abandonment to the shame he feels for having been deceived by the ‘cold 

embraces’ (313) of the world and the shamelessly ‘bare broad words’ (432) of his 

lover. The reticence of the poem’s ending collapses style and ideational content and 

forms an emblem of the central question that drives the poem – whether humanity 

should be ashamed of its own attempt to use symbols to justify or protect itself from 

nihilism.  

My analysis draws out how the ending’s reticence presents a coincidence of 

two states of shame (Julian and the Maniac’s), creating a phenomenology of reading 

that oscillates between revealing various inflections of sympathy for and criticism of 

both characters. In Julian and Maddalo, the circular phenomenology of reading 

created by reticence creates an immanent sense of shame throughout the whole 

work. Shame itself also has a phenomenologically circular structure: it enacts a 

process of orienting the self and re-constellating the relationship between personal 

experience and the external world. It also has a kind of agency that creates 

intersubjective temporal and psychological loops.2 Both the Maniac’s flagrant 

presentation of his own sufferings and shame, and Julian’s attempt to turn these 

sufferings into a philosophy, demonstrate the fear, also expressed in Prometheus 

Unbound, that the poet may not be able to access or anticipate the ‘unimagined 

change in our social conditions’ that his or her ideas assist in creating.3 The flagrantly 

fragmented nature of the Maniac’s soliloquy and Julian’s reformist theories inveigle 

their readers into responding sympathetically whilst also letting these readers 

believe they are completing the poem’s unfinished meanings by creating a distanced 

critique. Like Beatrice’s failure to admit to the murder of Count Cenci, the fact that 
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 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, in The Poems of Shelley, ii, pp. 472-76 (p. 474). 
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the Maniac’s story remains unfinished implies that Shelley’s textual strategies of 

reticence aim to inspire such an imaginative “filling in” of gaps and narrative 

vacancies as theorised by Iser. The reader is encouraged to actualise the truths and 

feelings that have been suppressed by the social situations in which the characters 

find themselves.  

Shelley’s letters tell us that the character of the Maniac was based on 

Torquato Tasso, an Italian poet of the sixteenth century who too was confined to a 

madhouse. His struggles with political oppression and with unrequited love made 

him a Romantic symbol of philosophical autonomy and resistance to corruption.4 

Byron, loosely represented by the character of the Count Maddalo who wanders 

Venice with his friend Julian (representing Shelley), also showed interest in this story. 

Byron’s The Lament of Tasso (1817) and his Prometheus (1816) twin brute 

psychological endurance and assertions of philosophical and political autonomy in a 

similar way to the Maniac’s soliloquy. And it is Byron’s version of a Promethean poet, 

that Tasso’s story symbolised for both poets, which defines the emotional logic of 

Julian and Maddalo. The Maniac’s soliloquy forms the set piece of Maddalo’s 

attempts to dramatise his own position of philosophical nihilism and to convince his 

companion Julian of the foolishness of his meliorism. It is often assumed that what 

the reader is denied in the final lines is some information or perspective that might 

resolve or constellate the ‘conversation’ to which the title refers. William D. Brewer 

writes that the poem ‘has no real conclusion’,5 though Anthony Howe’s comment is 

more accurate that ‘we are brought not to a conclusion but to a deferral, to a choice 

of readings that will be offered once more, immediately prior to the silence of 

ending’.6 In my account Julian’s reticence acts as a hermeneutic crux that allows the 

philosophical questions which define the poem, rather than its plot or narrative, to 

be in some sense actualised. In this poem, the question is continually posed, though 

never resolved, as to the proper object of the reader’s sympathy. This looping of 

                                                           
4
 See ‘To Thomas Love Peacock, 6 Nov 1818’, in The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. by Frederick L. Jones, 2 

vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), ii, pp. 45-48.  
5
 William D. Brewer, ‘Questions Without Answers: The Conversational Style of Julian and Maddalo’, Keats-Shelley 

Journal: Keats, Shelley, Byron, Hunt and Their Circles, 38 (1989), 127-44 (pp. 127-28). 
6
 Anthony Howe, ‘Shelley’s “Familiar Style”: Rosalind and Helen, Julian and Maddalo and ‘Letter to Maria 

Gisborne”, in The Oxford Handbook of Percy Shelley Studies, ed. by Anthony Howe and Michael O’Neill, with the 
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hermeneutic labour is Shelley’s way of directing us to the lack of conceptual and 

linguistic resources some have for exploring their subjective situation. 

 Timothy Clark discusses in detail the fact that the character of Maniac came 

out of Shelley’s plans to write a play about Tasso, claiming that ‘The origin of the 

maniac in Tasso clearly refutes any naïve biographical reading of Julian and Maddalo’ 

(which would refer to the estrangement with Mary that followed their son William’s 

death in June 1819). This, Clark continues, is because ‘Shelley’s study of Tasso’s life 

and madness in an Italian city-state re-emphasises the close relation he saw 

between the psychology of poets and their social and political contexts’.7 And 

indeed, the poem seems to be a study of the general phenomena of madness and 

shame. Clark also argues that Julian and Maddalo typifies Shelley’s ‘creative-

destructive’ image of the poet, where the self is viewed as ‘an effect of imagination’, 

not vice versa. But this is not borne out by the fact that in Julian and Maddalo the 

self appears to be created from a sense of a gap between radical thoughts that 

challenges political norms (the Maniac’s removal from society) and a body of 

received knowledge (the reasons we imagine the ‘cold world’ might have for thinking 

he should feel ashamed of this removal). Also, the way in which Clark interprets the 

final lines as deliberately using reticence to infer the specific horror of a ‘second 

abandonment’ by the Maniac’s lover discloses a deeper, more nebulous problem 

than the self’s reliance on its own rhetorical processes.8 It is both reciprocity with his 

characters and the concept of reciprocity itself that Shelley denies the reader here; 

all indication of whether or not the Maniac and the lady parted amicably or not is 

palpably missing in the reported speech, “They met – they  parted” (608). In being 

denied direct knowledge of the details of the Maniac’s life the reader is doomed to 

re-experience the shame which Julian experiences at the end of the poem. As with 

the character of Beatrice Cenci, the eliciting of readerly sympathy is complicated, as 

the Maniac desires to punish himself in response to what he sees as the abuse of 

both his ex-lover and the ‘cold world’, by tearing ‘out | The nerves of manhood by 

their bleeding root’ (424-25). And it is this need, the need to assert a sense of 

existential freedom through aligning one’s sense of identity with the violence 

                                                           
7
 Timothy Clark, Embodying Revolution: The Figure of the Poet in Shelley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 184. 

8
 Clark, Embodying Revolution, p. 175, p. 185, p. 191. 
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perpetrated upon us by our situation, with which the reader is ultimately asked to 

sympathise. By considering whether either the Maniac or Julian’s shame is justified 

we are forced into an ethical response that must always be open to having its own 

concept of freedom constantly redefined.  

There has been surprisingly little in-depth engagement with the poem’s 

ending, perhaps because the reader is cornered into a choice between resolving the 

debate between Julian and Maddalo in favour of one side or the other, or 

appreciating it for its ability to express and contain conflicting impulses. We are 

forced to make an awkward interpretive decision as to whether Julian’s admission in 

these ending lines implies that he is somehow complicit in the ‘cold world’ that 

caused the Maniac’s sufferings or because he himself has become disillusioned with 

the Maniac’s perspective. Michael Scrivener takes the first approach, writing that the 

character of Julian is Shelley’s negative reflection on his Promethean character – a 

character who is not able to manifest the high ethical ideals represented in 

Prometheus Unbound, as he fails ‘to assist the tortured Maniac’.9 Bernard A. Hirsch 

takes an alternative approach, explaining the effect of the ending in terms of 

Romantic irony: in Hirsch’s account the reader is already at this point apprised of the 

fact Julian has been reducing the Maniac (and Maddalo’s daughter) to ‘an abstract 

principle’, so the ending would then imply that Julian comes to sympathise with the 

‘cold world’ that incarcerated the Maniac.10 But another way to read Julian’s closing 

reticence is to see it as registering his realisation that he also is guilty (and ashamed) 

of merely theorising the Maniac’s suffering in a way that fails to appreciate its lived 

reality. The point of this poem is not to choose one interpretation over another but 

to accept the hermeneutic aporias.  

Silke-Maria Weineck writes about Julian and Maddalo that ‘What emerges is 

a concept of pure poetry characterised by the absolute absence of narrative; 

however, a purely poetic, i.e. purely non-narrative poetry would render poetic 

speech indistinguishable from mad speech’, and this possibility is very much on 
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 Michael Henry Scrivener, Radical Shelley: The Philosophical Anarchism and Utopian Thought of Percy Bysshe 
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 Bernard A. Hirsch, ‘“A want of that true theory”: Julian and Maddalo as Dramatic Monologue’, Studies in 
Romanticism, 17.3 (1978), 13-34 (p. 20). 
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Julian’s mind.11 Yet there is another logic here, that of the reader’s attempt to 

explain Julian’s reticence and resolve it into a coherent narrative to which the text 

does not easily yield. This itself transcends the philosophical debate between the 

two characters. For Earl R. Wasserman, the curious reticence of the ending makes a 

gesture beyond the text to the reader’s attempt to comprehend and resolve the 

dialogue between Julian and Maddalo. He is correct to say that in Julian and 

Maddalo the reader themselves becomes the ‘text to be read and understood’, 

becomes Iser’s ‘aesthetic object’, rather than just the creator of it.12 Anthony Howe, 

however, is less optimistic about the semiotic expansiveness produced by the 

ending, writing that: 

 

The Maniac’s rewriting of the poem’s familiarity, that is, opens onto the 
possibility of a universal – and specifically textual – process of self-realization 
[…] the Maniac’s unhinged poetry cannot escape the cell of its author’s 
dislocation. Weighed down by self and the maddening impositions of a “cold 
world”, it remains “wild”, [200] unmeasured and fails to actualize the 
transformative potential of the ideal artist.13 

 

 In fact, the hermeneutic possibilities created by the withholding of information at 

the poem’s end do have a ‘transformative’ effect on the way the reader responds to 

the Maniac. This moment of reticence produces an over-determination of possible 

perspectives that flirt with resolving the conceptual tensions in the poem, yet 

concretise an overarching phenomenology of shame. Shame appears to transfer 

between, firstly, the Maniac and Julian, through Julian’s reticence mimicking the 

non-coherence of the Maniac’s self-lacerating logic. Secondly, shame is transferred 

between Julian and the reader by casting us as the ‘cold world’: those who are either 

not radical or not sensitive enough to be privy to true nature of the Maniac’s 

sufferings. I shall return later in this chapter to discuss in more depth the nature of 

the characters’ shame, especially in relation to the poem’s final lines. 
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 Silke Maria Weineck, ‘“They Met-They Parted”: On the Relationship between Poetry and Madness in Julian and 
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“Madness’’ is taken in Julian and Maddalo to mean ‘Unmodulated, cold, 

expressionless – ’, (292) demonstrating a disconnection between speech and 

speaker. But the Maniac’s soliloquy argues for the productivity of giving the 

speaker’s words an agency or ‘spark’ that transcends their immediate expression. 

However, as this thought finds expression in Shelley’s poetry through the 

psychologically unstable characters of the Maniac and Beatrice Cenci, it seems as 

though this kind of creativity can only occur by charting feelings that appear 

inappropriate or excessive in the current status quo. The poem’s opening sets the 

tone for the Maniac’s self-deprecation which follows: 

 

This day had been cheerful but cold, and now 
The sun was sinking, and the wind also. 
Our talk grew somewhat serious, as may be 
Talk interrupted with such raillery 
As mocks itself, because it cannot scorn 
The thoughts it would extinguish. (34-39) 

 

This self-conscious humour defeats its own statements by failing to extinguish the 

perspectives with which they take issue, failing to be convinced by its own position. 

This is how the poem describes ‘cold’ communication, meaning not affect-related, 

not ‘cheerful’, but rather using the emotive aspects of communication in a 

calculated way to make a meta-discursive point that one’s own statements are 

questionable if we cannot believe in them fully. Also, these lines imply that because 

Julian values debate for its own sake, he does not want to ‘scorn’ Maddalo’s position 

entirely. Drawing upon one meaning of ‘mock’, he imitates himself, parodies his own 

position in order that it may crystallise as an opposition to Maddalo’s. But the 

comparison between the monosyllabic words, ‘mock’ and ‘scorn’, also can be read as 

synonyms which cleverly carry the reminder that this process of crystallisation 

comes at the price of a self-abnegating attitude that anticipates both the Maniac and 

Julian’s shame of their failure to express themselves to the ‘cold world’. 

The Maniac suffers from the fact that he was deceived by the overtures of 

affection from the woman he loved, but by whom he has been deserted and 

betrayed. But he knows that any attempt to describe this suffering is to some extent 
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deceptive; he tells us that his words fail to access the pre-linguistic trace of human 

suffering that can be seen glimmering ‘beneath his words like embers’:  

 

I do but hide  
  Under these words, like embers, every spark 

Of that which has consumed me. (503-05) 
 

The Maniac’s soliloquy creates the fiction of an interiority, a ‘spark’ that must be 

protected from the ‘changed and cold embraces’ (313) of the world. The Maniac’s 

intentions align with Shelley’s here, which is to encourage the reader to fill in the 

narratological moments of reticence, beneath which we are encouraged to believe 

there lies a latent trace of the reality of the human condition. The way that the 

poem’s ending then facilitates the merging and colliding of multiple interpretive 

perspectives on the spectacle of the Maniac’s suffering performs the notion of an 

occluded spark of authentic human experience by deliberately shutting out the 

reader, inscribing the banality of Julian’s failure to be articulate. The ending’s 

reticence performs, not describes, the sufferings of the Maniac, which like Beatrice 

Cenci’s protestation of specious innocence, are caused by a lack of conceptual and 

linguistic resources from which to construct dissenting identities. These sufferings 

are exacerbated by a shame which is consequent on being shut out from prevailing 

definitions of “the human”. This is a development from the discursive strategy of 

Alastor, where the inclusion of conflicting perspectives and voices represent an 

internal conflict within the poet’s mind. The discursive strategies of The Cenci and 

Julian and Maddalo are performative in a different way, as the reader’s anticipated 

response is more fully included in the workings of the immanent self-critiques 

created by reticence. In Julian and Maddalo: because the Maniac tries to trick his 

listeners into sympathy with a shame caused by the ‘changed and cold embraces’ 

(313) of the world around him, the reader is also inspired to take this request for 

sympathy seriously. The implication is that we cannot be made privy to the details of 

the Maniac’s life because we are part of the ‘cold world’ that has caused the 

Maniac’s grief.  
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Like Alastor, the narratological and conceptual complexity that is brought to 

the poem by an examination of its reticence transcends the basic structuring device 

of having two speaking personae in text, who in the form of Julian and Maddalo 

ghost the real relationship between Byron and Shelley. The Preface to this poem 

introduces the character of the Maniac by implying he is not merely a persona, but a 

symbol: 

 

Of the Maniac I can give no information. He seems, by his own account, to 
have been disappointed in love. He was evidently a very cultivated and 
amiable person when in his right senses. His story, told at length, might be 
like many other stories of the same kind: the unconnected exclamations of 
his agony will perhaps be found a sufficient comment for the text of every 
heart.14  

 

But the Maniac’s story is not only not ‘told at length’, it is not told at all, as all 

Maddalo knows of him and of what drove him to madness is that: 

 

 A Lady came with him from France, and when  
 She left him and returned, he wandered then  
 About yon lonely isles of desert sand  
 Till he grew wild. (246-49) 
 

The implication is that by allowing the reader to imagine the details of the Maniac’s 

story, a reticent text can provide ‘sufficient comment for the text of every heart’. 

The existential reality of the heart being described as a ‘text’ asserts that 

interpretation and re-interpretation is always necessary because our affections are 

already mediated by linguistic and historical forms. Julian’s final reticence reinforces 

the Maniac’s, making the Maniac more than merely the test case Maddalo claims he 

is for resolving the argument between himself and Julian. The ‘unconnected’ poetry 

of the Maniac transcends both their positions in its appeal to the pre-linguistic reality 

of the human heart. Julian then, lives through the poem in order to realise the truth 

which has already been stated for the reader in the Preface. Yet we as readers are 

excluded from accessing this same truth by Julian’s inference that there is something 

of this reality that is lost when we do not extend sympathy to others, and that we 
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193 

 

are in this manner ‘cold’ to the Maniac. However, what is inferred by Julian’s final 

reticence may, on the contrary, be that the reader needs to be protected from the 

bathos and disappointment consequent on attempting the same theoretical apology 

for the Maniac that drives Julian’s interest in him throughout the poem – drives his 

attempt to construct a ‘true theory’, ‘Which seeks a “soul of goodness” in things ill’ 

(203-04). The ‘cold world’ then, might also refer to Julian’s own failed aspirations of 

making a philosophical apology for the Maniac. 

Shelley saw Julian and Maddalo as ‘an attempt in a different style’, and not 

only did he not want it not to be published with his cherished Prometheus Unbound, 

he did not want his name to be attached to ‘the first edition of it, in any case’. In this 

letter he also writes that he is not yet ‘sure’ of his creation of ‘a sermo pedestris way 

of treating human nature quite opposed to the idealism of that drama’.15 In asserting 

the lack of pretension and ostentation of Julian and Maddalo Shelley reflects an 

unease about treating human nature in a way that inscribes the human heart with 

the same ‘sad reality’ with which he invested The Cenci, unaided by the consoling 

projections of melioristic ideals.16 It could be that the story of the Maniac ultimately 

cannot be told because Shelley’s comments in the Preface to this poem show he 

(and Julian) are worried about the banality of a story of unrequited love. This may 

also illuminate Julian’s reticence, as the Preface says the poem ‘might be like many 

other stories of the same kind’. Yet the Preface also hints at a democratising use of 

the ‘unconnected exclamations’ of the Maniac’s text – it is the communicative failure 

of the “mad’’ poetics that allows the reader to take his story as a ‘sufficient 

commentary for the text of every heart’.  

The style of Julian and Maddalo aims to critique, but also to combine, the 

philosophical nuances of Coleridge’s description of the workings of the 

consciousness in his ‘Conversation poems’ and the causal, ironic ease of Byron’s Don 

Juan. This style is itself a kind of reticence: in giving the Maniac’s trauma a highly-

crafted air of ‘conversational’ ease Shelley provides the Maniac with a kind of screen 

to protect him from the ‘cold world’ that would deny him sympathy. The idea of 
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privacy is further explored at the poem’s end when Maddalo’s daughter reproaches 

Julian for failing to respect the Maniac: 

 

   let the silent years 
  Be closed and cered over their memory  
  As yon mute marble where their corpses lie. (613-15) 
 

That Julian is ultimately chastened for his curiosity implies that the psychological 

state of the living poet now, their claim to privacy and control of their own 

reputation is just as important as Shelley’s own gesture in the Preface towards a 

poetics that transcends the exemplariness of the individual poet-Subject. But the 

easiest explanation of Julian’s reticence is that he finally realises the coercive nature 

of his own position, of merely trying to theorise and utilise the reality of the 

Maniac’s suffering, trying to capture it in words that fail to describe this reality just 

as surely as the idealising gestures of ‘mute marble’.  

Maddalo’s philosophical position in the argument with Julian is that 

appealing to symbols of the human condition, such as the dreary bell tower of the 

madhouse he invites Julian to gaze upon, is itself is not a ‘wilful ill’, (211) as Julian 

would have it, but a way of drawing out human reality from its muteness. This is the 

same justification Maddalo gives for bestowing gifts upon the Maniac (‘busts books 

and urns for flowers’, 254), who is a stranger to him: 

 
 [Julian] I looked, and saw between us and the Sun 
 A building on an island; such a one 
 As age to age might add, for uses vile;     
 A windowless, deformed and dreary pile; 
 And on the top an open tower, where hung 
 A bell, which in the radiance swayed and swung. 
 We could just hear its hoarse and iron tongue. 
 The broad sun sunk behind it, and it tolled 
 In strong and black relief  
 […]  
  [Maddalo] ‘And such,’ – he cried, ‘is our mortality,            
 And this must be the emblem and the sign 
 Of what should be eternal and divine! – 
 And like that black and dreary bell, the soul, 
 Hung in a heaven-illumined tower, must toll 
 Our thoughts and our desires to meet below 
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 Round the rent heart and pray – as madmen do. (98-106, 120-26) 
 

Julian echoes the Preface’s characterization of Maddalo: ‘But it is his weakness to be 

proud […] His ambition preys upon itself’, when he says that ‘pride | Made my 

companion take the darker side’, (48-49). In doing this he implies that it is pride that 

needs the salve of symbols to bolster its removal from a human situation it also 

critiques.17 Julian says that he has another ‘faith’ (165) that replaces religion, that of 

the naturally existing ‘love, beauty and truth’ to be found in our ‘mind’, (174-75) and 

which he tries to convince himself is demonstrated (not symbolised) by the way 

Maddalo’s (here, infant) daughter’s play is so ‘innocent and free’ (167). But Julian 

does not seem able to convert Maddalo’s daughter into Hirsch’s ‘abstract principle’; 

he tries to set up a tension between argumentation, ‘as far as words go’ (195) and an 

embodied, raw reality of ‘love, beauty and truth’. This is, however, an unconvincing 

dichotomy, as he also wants his ‘systematic’ philosophy to be ‘refutation-tight’ (194) 

in its inability to adequately express the value of the “natural” innocence of 

Maddalo’s daughter, who exemplifies the integrity of the pre-linguistic subjectivity 

he wishes to defend. This tension between verbal and non-verbal expression is well 

expressed in the reticent wonder Julian feels at watching Maddalo’s daughter play, 

‘– oh speak not of her eyes! –’, (147) which also anticipates the failure of his 

‘systematic’ philosophy at the poem’s end.  

Shelley’s critique of symbols as empty externalisations of our own desires is 

similar to the critique to be found in Mont Blanc. But in Mont Blanc Shelley’s attitude 

to the emotional need behind this desire is more salutary; in Julian and Maddalo the 

lack of psychological depth offered by Maddalo’s symbol-making stresses more 

forcefully the importance of creating a poetics that is attentive to the sufferings of 

those who become alienated from their own language. Maddalo’s concept of a 

symbol creates a static emblem of the relationship between humanity and its world, 

which ultimately produces a reticent response from Julian and Maddalo when they 

watch the sunset and ‘hardly spoke’ (139). This is in contrast to Julian’s apostrophic 

exclamation of his involvement in the beauty of the sunset: 
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     Oh, 
 How beautiful is sunset, when the glow 
 Of Heaven descends upon a land like thee, 
 Thou paradise of exiles, Italy! 
 Thy mountains, seas and vineyards and the towers 
 Of cities they encircle! – it was ours 
 To stand on thee, beholding it. (54-60) 
 

The poem distinguishes between a passive reticence, which stands in awe of what is 

sees or hears, and the active phenomenology of reading created by the poem’s 

generation of multiple ways of reading Julian’s reticence. I argue ultimately that 

Julian’s reticence reveals he is shamed by realising the limitations of his own wish to 

reduce the Maniac to a schema. He is ashamed of having believed or desired this 

reduction to be possible, and this change of heart amounts to an acquiescence in 

Maddalo’s fatalist attitude about the possibility of accessing or valorising ‘the rent 

heart’ (126) of the human condition in any other way than through the temporary 

coherence of symbols. And yet the ending of Julian and Maddalo, where Julian 

consciously withholds his insights from the ‘cold world’, also sports a tinge of 

defiance of this fatalism, mirroring the way Byron’s Prometheus turns such failure 

into a triumph of the human will.  
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ii The Maniac’s resistance and Byron’s ‘Prometheus’  

 

 

It would make sense to say that Julian’s reticence dramatises the various problems in 

Shelley’s own desire to theorise The Poet, and that as such it might have an 

apotropaic function. What is more significant is that Julian’s reticence performatively 

creates and reinforces a poetics that convincingly accords with Byron’s view that we 

have a kind of power to resist our circumstances, as expressed in his Prometheus. 

Brewer believes that in trying to isolate an experience of pre-linguistic truth the 

Maniac renders himself “mad”, ‘in rejection of reality and all of the linguistic 

constructs that sane people use’.18 Here Brewer also mentions the underlying 

analogue of Byron’s Prometheus, which provides a way of reading the Maniac’s 

deliberate repudiation of straightforward communication. Byron describes his 

Promethean like this: 

 

Thou art a symbol and a sign 
To Mortals of their fate and force; 
Like thee, Man is in part divine, 
A troubled stream from a pure source; 
And Man in portions can foresee 
His own funereal destiny; 
His wretchedness, and his resistance, 
And his unallied existence: 
To which his Spirit may oppose 
Itself – and equal to all woes, 
And a firm will, and  a deep sense, 
Which even in torture can descry 
Its own concentered recompense, 
Triumphant where it dares defy, 
And making Death a Victory. 19   

 

Prometheus asserts that all we can hope to do is make our silenced suffering into a 

symbol of a triumph of the human will, in the knowledge that there is a silently 

suffering Subject that lies beneath what has been constructed by: 
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The ruling principle of Hate,  
Which for its pleasure doth create  
The things it may annihilate. 20   
 

 
The ending of Julian and Maddalo, and the intersubjective shame created by it, 

presents us with a dynamic symbol of this same resistance. This resistance is realised 

in the reader’s mind through their having to struggle with interpreting Julian’s 

reticence and the multiple explanations of the shame which this moment elicits. This 

sense of struggle creates a kind of symbol that captures the experience of alienated 

subjectivity by revealing the dialectical dynamism to be found in one moment of 

experience. 21 

  Julian ultimately appears to cede to Maddalo’s position that deluding 

ourselves into believing in a symbolic version of our own ‘wilful ill’ (211) makes 

temporary sense of our feelings of alienation, but does not salve or cure them. In 

requiring the reader to make the recursive motion of looking back through the poem 

to find a resolution to its meditations on the relation of life and philosophy, and life 

and poetry, the poem draws attention to the cognitive loops that form between 

external sensations and consciousness. Byron’s Prometheus counsels us to attempt 

to destabilise these loops if we want to resist the self-reinforcing mechanisms of the 

mind. Like the Prometheus of legend enduring the pain consequent upon providing 

enlightenment to humanity, Byron’s Prometheus tries to conflate willed self-

destruction with an obdurate resistance to entering the hermeneutic code; this is 

also what lies behind the Maniac’s assertions that words fail to describe his 

suffering. Yet the Maniac’s soliloquy is intended by Shelley to be communicative in 

another way. His struggle with the limits of language performs what it describes – a 

shame that is cathected in order to inspire the sympathetic involvement of those 
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who might witness (or read) it. But ironically, this fails to describe failure by 

succeeding in performing the very shame of failure. 

Byron’s poem seems in turn to be inspired by Goethe’s lyric Prometheus 

(1789), where the speaker asserts his own will in a challenge to the power of a Zeus 

figure who begrudges him any of his own creative power. Goethe’s Prometheus feels 

he has been ‘bewildered’ by Zeus into thinking all power flows from a beneficent and 

mysterious anthropomorphised being, and this belief is described as a childlike 

naivety where: 

 

I raised bewildered eyes 
Up to the sun, as if above there were 
An ear to hear my complaint, 
A heart like mine 
To take pity on the oppressed. 22  

 

Goethe’s Prometheus figure resents the attention shown to Zeus from those who 

are duped into attempting to listen to the voices of the sky rather than to their own 

hearts, and there is a similar feeling of resentment expressed in Julian and Maddalo: 

 

 And all the while the loud and gusty storm  
 Hissed through the window, and we stood behind  
 Stealing his accents from the envious wind. (295-97) 

 

These lines might imply that they found it hard to hear what the Maniac was saying, 

yet the fact that they are ‘stealing’ the Maniac’s accents from the ‘envious wind’ also 

suggests the presence of a concern that a madness which separates the mind from 

the heart is the Maniac’s natural state. Both possibilities mirror the same kind of 

passive aggression of Julian’s wanting to ‘cure’ the maniac, even if it is ‘with patience 

and kind care’; (229) and Julian’s reticence at the end of the poem can be read as a 

realisation of how manipulative this is. This also resonates with Byron’s Prometheus 

because there is a satisfaction here in being able to steal an entry into the human 
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 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Prometheus’, in The Collected Works, 12 vols, ed. by Christopher Middleton, 
trans. by Michael Hamburger, David Luke, Christopher Middleton, John Frederick Nims and Vernon Watkins 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), i, pp. 27-31 (p. 29), ll. 23-27. 
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heart from the power of Nature/God. But more in the spirit of Goethe’s Prometheus 

is the fact that the poem’s reticence dramatises the Maniac’s longing for a 

sympathetic gesture from his auditor that might exonerate the way his sufferings 

interfere with his ability to communicate directly to a contemporary audience. The 

lines from Julian and Maddalo that refer to the bell tower of the madhouse, ‘And 

this must be the emblem and the sign |Of what should be eternal and divine!’, (121-

20) explicitly allude to lines 45-46 of Byron’s Prometheus, (quoted above). The 

rhyming couplets risk lending a triteness to the sentiments, which in fact Julian 

himself is keen to tell us, as he ‘mars’ ‘the force of his expressions’ (131-32). This 

faint sense of bathos gives us an insight into Shelley’s choice of form here; the 

rhyming couplets encapsulate the very idea of a hermeneutic circle – they suggest 

closure, yet also a certain disposableness to conversational expression, as though 

the ictus of rhyme confirms that everything stated has already been paraphrased 

before, and could be paraphrased again by some pre-existing act of comprehension. 

Julian’s notion of theorising or systematising human grief into its own redemption is 

then parodied by the very form of this poem, in the immediacy of the transfer it 

facilitates between thought to the effect (and affect) of thought. The last couplet, ‘I 

urged and questioned still, she told me how | All happened – but the cold world 

shall not know’, with its half rhyme of ‘how’ and ‘know’, and pits the usability of 

knowledge against its possession and creates a conversational effect. The possible 

possession of knowledge is made tentative by the way the final emphasis given to 

‘know’ suggests that knowledge itself is limited when considered next to other forms 

of affective apprehension. 

Julian’s reticence actuates Maddalo’s pessimism as well as a notion of 

Byronic self-sufficiency that performatively communicates an alternative vision of 

humanity. This is similar to the way Alastor’s reticence performs the muteness of the 

Wordsworthian poet by presenting a deliberately unconvincing alternative poet-

figure in the episode of the veilèd maid. Julian’s reticence then intimates that we can 

choose the degree to which we align our sense of self with what is pre-given, which 

curiously combines essentialism with a proto-Marxist sense of identity being 

determined by socio-political horizons and repertoires. One passage from A Defence 
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of Poetry also makes the same distinction between fact and ‘eternal truth’ that Julian 

appears to make in the last section of Julian and Maddalo when he comes to the 

realisation that the ‘story’ of the maniac is ultimately banal. Julian seems to realise 

that his attempt to redeem the Maniac through giving his story a narrative 

coherence cannot approach the reality of human life: 

 

A poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth. There is this 
difference between a story and a poem, that a story is a catalogue of 
detached facts which have no other bond of connection than time, place, 
circumstance, cause and effect; the other is the creation of actions according 
to the unchangeable forms of human nature as existing in the mind of the 
creator, which is itself the image of all other minds. The one is partial, and 
applies only to a definite period of time, and a certain combination of events 
which can never again recur; the other is universal, and contains within itself 
the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the 
possible varieties of human nature. Time, which destroys the beauty and the 
use of the story of particular facts, stripped of the poetry which should invest 
them, augments that of poetry, and forever develops new and wonderful 
applications of the eternal truth which it contains.23 

 

Biographically based ‘stories’ cannot capture ‘the very image of life expressed in its 

eternal truth’ in the way a poem can; the reception of an untimely poetics is then 

always qualified by having to remain muted and reticent, not known to itself, yet 

commemoratively symbolic for the future reader. The integrity, the ‘embers’, and 

the ‘sparks’ (504) of humanity can then only be found in the collective ‘cloud of 

mind’ which ‘is discharging its collected lightning’.24 In order to create the ‘germ’ of 

universal feelings from the ‘varieties’ of human nature Julian and Maddalo creates a 

striated, layered reading practice, (which as Iser would have it, elicits the reader’s 

sense of their own placing in a social Gestalt), opening up the everyday repertoire of 

social categories by dramatising the traumas their immanence can inflict upon the 

individual consciousness. 

 

 

                                                           
23

 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Shelley’s Prose: Or, The Trumpet of a Prophecy, ed. by David Lee Clark, 3
rd

 edn (Fourth 
Estate: London, 1988), pp. 275-97 (p. 281). 
24

 ‘Preface to Prometheus Unbound’, p. 474. 
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iii The Maniac’s performance of shame 

 

 

Maddalo takes Julian to visit the Maniac because he wanted to show firstly ‘how 

vain’ are the Maniac’s ‘aspiring theories’ (201). Secondly, he wanted to demonstrate 

how detached from reality the Maniac had become after an initial period of 

optimism characterised by a faith in humanity similar to Julian’s: Maddalo says that 

the Maniac ‘argued in this sort, and he | Is now gone mad’ (197-98). The Maniac 

flaunts his self-disgust by idealising reticence: ‘That you had never seen me – never 

heard | My voice’ (420-21). He deliberately maintains, even courts the shamed-

induced reticence and resentment (‘poverty’ and ‘shame’ claim him ‘on the public 

way’, 371-72) that are consequent on his estrangement from the world and from his 

beloved. He says that, like Beatrice Cenci, this forced silence leaves him without any 

access to the pleasures of life:  

 

 To drag life on, which like a heavy chain  
 Lengthens behind with many a link of pain! –  
 And not to speak my grief. (302-04) 

 

For the Maniac all life becomes subsumed under one feeling of woe that does not 

‘dare | To give a human voice’ its despair, (304-05) and Julian recounts how he 

‘wrote, and thought | His words might move some heart that heeded not’ (286-87). 

The Maniac justifies this concerted resentment by describing an accompanying 

shame of having been deceived by his lover’s false affection. For the sake of his love 

he had ‘fixed a blot | Of falsehood on his mind which flourished not | But in light of 

all-beholding truth’, (529-31) which for him is equivalent to being deprived of his 

own humanity, as he can only ‘flourish’ within a shared concept of ‘truth’. For Julian, 

however, humanity can be extrapolated from what ‘degrades and crushes us’: 

 

    We are assured 
 Much may be conquered, much may be endured, 
 Of what degrades and crushes us. We know 
 That we have power over ourselves to do 
 And suffer – what, we know not till we try; 
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 But something nobler than to live and die – . (182-87) 
 

Yet this conception of human suffering can only be extrapolated by a reader who can 

firstly take seriously a communicative act that, in ‘blotting all things fair | And wise 

and good which time had written there’, (480-81) registers a serious wrong in 

society of which the act of self-sabotage is an expression. Secondly, such a 

presentation of human suffering would have to flagrantly perform the kind of shame 

the Maniac experiences from putting a great deal of emotional distance between 

himself and others. Thus, the poem offers a hermeneutic and philosophic 

productivity through dialectically dynamic reticence (rather than by simply creating a 

poetic productivity from philosophical aporias, which is how the ending has 

previously been read by critics). The poem’s twinning of reticence and the integrity 

of the suffering self draws upon a subjectivity that subtends language. Julian and 

Maddalo theorises a subjectivity that is created by the imbrication of language and 

interpersonal affective response, and mediated by the socio-historical modes that 

structure this relationship. 

The Maniac reprimands the woman who forsook him by claiming that his 

own self-hatred merely realises the concealed existence of her lack of respect for 

him – something which ‘flits athwart’ his ‘musings’ (430). He says that her verbal 

abuse of him, her ‘bare broad words’, is ‘searedst’ and ‘sealedst’ into his memory. 

He then insists that those who have wronged him should find fit punishment in 

observing him reinforce and perform his shame, tear ‘out | The nerves of manhood 

by their bleeding root’, (424-25) because ‘those who inflict must suffer, for they see 

| The work of their own hearts’ (482-83). The Maniac tells us that he actuates his 

suffering by pretending to deny it, asserting that his resentment will hide ‘under 

these words, like embers’ (504). He attempts to identify the insincerity of those who 

wronged him and to generate a sympathy for himself in the process. Yet the depth 

of his torment is reached when he claims he does not want an audience because the 

public nature of this gesture would risk upsetting his lost love. Julian himself 

perceives this as another play for sympathy, as his descriptions demonstrate a latent 

cynicism about the fact that the Maniac is ‘one who wrought from his own fervid 

heart | The eloquence of passion’ (283-84). The Maniac’s:  
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His lips were pressed against a folded leaf  
In hue too beautiful for health, and grief  
Smiled in their motions as they lay apart –  (280-82)  
 

 
These lines have an ironic tinge, suggesting that the Maniac exhibits the same kind of 

‘cold’ raillery as do Julian and Maddalo do at the beginning of the poem. The Maniac 

himself is perhaps amused at the irony inherent in his attempt to communicate by 

dramatising a failure of communication that parallels his failure to mimic the 

language and behaviour of those fully socialised. This repeats Byron’s concept of a 

performative Promethean reticence that critiques those who listen to the voices of a 

transcendental world rather than to their own suffocating soul. Similarly, the Maniac 

seems slyly confident that the viewer who wishes to truly appreciate his “madness” 

(rather than just listen, as Julian and Maddalo do) would apprehend the reality of his 

suffering better by feeling chastened by their own ‘coldness’, as is the Zeus figure in 

both Byron’s and Goethe’s ‘Prometheus’ poems. The reader is perhaps then 

intended to feel the same shame as does Julian when he realises he has failed to 

defend the Maniac against Maddalo. The Maniac’s courting of a shame and hurt-

induced reticence casts the reader as the ‘cold’ world who cannot provide a 

sufficiently human set of psychological and linguistic structures to accommodate a 

truthful articulation of one person’s life.  

The Maniac feels the only way to save himself from ‘sanctioning tyranny’ 

with his ‘silence’ and withdrawal from the world is to never stop flaunting his 

suffering: 

  

 If this sad writing thou shouldst ever see –                         
 My secret groans must be unheard by thee, 
 Thou wouldst weep tears bitter as blood to know 
 Thy lost friend's incommunicable woe  
 […] 
 Nor dream that I will join the vulgar cry, 
 Or with my silence sanction tyranny, 
 Or seek a moment's shelter from my pain 
 In any madness which the world calls gain, 
 Ambition or revenge or thoughts as stern 
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 As those which make me what I am, or turn 
 To avarice or misanthropy or lust ... 
 Heap on me soon O grave, thy welcome dust! (340-43, 362-69) 
 

Here resistance is represented as an obdurate silence that must persist in eschewing 

its audience, something Julian’s reticence would seem to mimic at the poem’s end. 

The Maniac might then be an example of those who are ‘morally dead’, from the 

Preface to Alastor, as he writes only for himself, intensely anticipating an audience to 

which he thinks he can never directly appeal because he ‘dare’ not ‘give a human 

voice’ to his ‘despair’ (304-05).25 By pretending to repudiate the need for it, the 

Maniac playfully appeals for pity to an audience he says he does not deserve, and 

who will not listen. Yet the need for an audience is actually obviated; the idea of an 

audience is theoretically invoked only in order to set in motion his own recuperative 

poetics of self-sabotage. This is a poetics that is deceptive to the extent that the 

‘fragments of most touching melody’ (220) seduce ‘those who on a sudden were 

beguiled | Into strange silence’ (226-27). Music temporarily provides a feint of 

“meaning”, which becomes “mad” when this fugitive sense-making lapses into 

silence. 

 When the Maniac says he has not ‘bought penitence’ with secret 

transgressive ‘pleasure’ he claims he is not creating a poetics of self-sabotage in 

order to ensure his entry into a current definition of “the human”. Rather, he asserts 

he has been deluded by such a definition: 

 

 I have not as some do, bought penitence 
 With pleasure, and a dark yet sweet offence, 
 For then, – if love and tenderness and truth                            
 Had overlived hope's momentary youth, 
 My creed should have redeemed me from repenting, 
 But loathèd scorn and outrage unrelenting, 
 Met love excited by far other seeming 
 Until the end was gained ... as one from dreaming 
 Of sweetest peace, I woke, and found my state 
 Such as it is. –  – (328-37) 
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 ‘Preface to Alastor; Or, the Spirit of Solitude’, in The Poems of Shelley, i, pp. 462-63 (p. 463). 
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The notion that a suppressed penitential shame has not been recouped in pleasure, 

rather trapped under his ‘words like embers’, (504) nevertheless suggests there is a 

certain pleasure of self-construction to be attained here. It is with this secret self-

recuperation that the reader is asked to sympathise, and then to use to create a new 

concept of the Subject. This sympathy begins with the reader recreating the 

Maniac’s suffering in their hearts and ends with a retro-active exoneration of the 

Maniac’s immersion in (not transcendence of) the shame and grief of his situation. 

Maddalo underplays his own generosity towards the Maniac, dubbing his gifts 

merely trifles for ‘happier hours’ (255), and in so doing implicitly suggests to Julian 

that the notion of ‘patience and kind care, | If music can thus move’ being used to 

‘cure’ (229-30) people is as much verbal chicanery as the religious creeds at which 

Julian scoffs. It is then Julian who is approaching a Byronic position of seeing the 

Maniac’s “madness” as a legitimate form of social resistance, by assuming he can be 

cured by bringing a sense of shared humanity to the forefront of his mind. The 

Maniac has already turned his own sufferings into both an intellectual problematic – 

the shame we feel when we allow others’ opinions to affect our own view of 

ourselves – and a reticent aesthetic: an affective and rhetorical energy that nullifies 

critique by asserting the presence of a suffering too deep to be understood by any 

timely audience. Because of this, Julian can only signal his comprehension of the 

Maniac’s soliloquy by being reticent, acknowledging the self-sufficiency of the poet 

whose meanings are only “mad” and fragmented because the ‘cold world’ is unable 

to generate an act of sympathetic critique. The cold world is unable to see his 

situation as speaking to the ‘text of every heart’.  

The Maniac’s strategy reflects Shelley’s anxiety regarding the presence in his 

own poetics of the bad faith he also explores in the figure of Beatrice Cenci – a bad 

faith of exonerating one’s suffering by attempting to generate a sympathetic reader 

who can circumvent the present historical moment. This is done in the hope that this 

might create a reader who can anticipate, or even actuate a set of situations more in 

line with his particular sensitivities. And it is important that Julian’s final reticence 

can also be read as including his shame of having realised that, in seeking to theorise 

the Maniac’s suffering, he has been deceived by the Maniac. This is a realisation that 
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arises for Julian because Maddalo’s daughter initially excludes him from being party 

to the Maniac’s story (and this parallels the way that Julian excludes the reader early 

on in the poem): 

 

 Something within that interval which bore 
 The stamp of why they parted, how they met:   
 Yet if thine agèd eyes disdain to wet 
 Those wrinkled cheeks with youth's remembered tears, 
 Ask me no more. (609-13) 
 

At the end of the Maniac’s soliloquy, we are also told that if we are not impressed by 

the magnitude of his suffering we are not human enough to comprehend his 

situation: 

 

 I think I never was impressed so much;  
 The man who were not, must have lacked a touch  
 Of human nature … (517-19) 

 

The reader is excluded from the Maniac’s secrets, as he mutters ‘some familiar 

name’, (515) the details of which Julian fails to describe. The reader is already 

excluded from accessing their own humanity here, defined as a sympathy that is not 

troubled by the false shame attendant on attempts to preserve one’s reputation. 

The unseen Julian and Maddalo can weep ‘without shame in his society’, (516) 

because being unobserved by the Maniac means they are not complicit in the world 

that judges him and rejects him with its ‘cold embraces’, (313) whilst the reader is 

consigned to a ‘cold world’ not fit to hear the essential truths of his story. Julian 

would have the reader feel ashamed of a voyeurism of which he himself is guilty. 

However, this could be valorised positively: Julian is taking Shelley’s own 

stance towards his own poetics by ensuring it remains productively radical in forcing 

its audience to transcend the “humanity” from which the reader is shut out. But this 

is a transcendence that is like Levinson’s conception of a ‘totalized’ Romanticism that 

is conscious of its own romanticising.26 This is a transcendence that makes a willed 
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return to, and an impersonation of one moment of suffering. The Maniac’s 

performance of his shame is positive to the extent that it provides the reader of this 

text with a heightened view of their own humanity, in having to respond to the 

Maniac’s presentation of his own shame, yet negative in that it is motivated by the 

desire to justify the private feelings that the utilitarian in Shelley would believe we 

have to bypass in the name of larger societal concerns. Strangely, the Maniac’s 

flagrant shame makes his “mad” poetics readable. It authenticates, or rather creates, 

through the reader’s actualising in their imagination (Iser’s theories show how our 

sympathetic responses are staged by a joint operation between the text and our 

own preconceptions) what in the text is muted and reticent – namely the trace of 

the very humanity from which the Maniac claims he is excluded. Shame, in Julian 

and Maddalo is the aura of history that ‘tempers’ ‘planetary music for mortal ears’.27 

The Maniac’s performance of the shame of having been deceived by his lover, and 

by the ‘cold world’ in general, trumps Julian’s ‘aspiring theories’ (201) and forces him 

into a reticence that creates a dynamic hermeneutic-affective experience for the 

reader. It trumps discursive representation by making a poetic gesture that is both 

an act of bad faith and an act of emancipation. Parodically performing his own 

shame and madness allows him to conflate and re-describe what he cannot evade – 

the shamed self that is created by the ‘cold world’ and his own freedom to transcend 

it. The Maniac chooses his own subjection, in much the same way as Beatrice Cenci 

forms a new identity based on a performance of “innocence” that also depends 

upon accepting the shame imposed upon her by the rape. 
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iv Julian’s reserve and three types of shame  

 

 

Julian lingers in Venice after his experience with the Maniac because something 

remains unresolved in his mind; he needs to make sense of the complex feelings the 

Maniac invoked in him and continues to fantasise about a theory of human 

sympathy that might cure him. This he describes in terms of a hidden commonality 

to be found within the ‘caverns’ of every mind and heart: 

 

    the chief 
 Attraction here, was that I sought relief 
 From the deep tenderness that maniac wrought 
 Within me – 'twas perhaps an idle thought – 
 But I imagined that if day by day 
 I watched him, and but seldom went away, 
 And studied all the beatings of his heart                                
 With zeal, as men study some stubborn art 
 For their own good, and could by patience find 
 An entrance to the caverns of his mind, 
 I might reclaim him from his dark estate.  
 […] 
 His dog was dead. His child had now become 
   A woman; such as it has been my doom 
   To meet with few, a wonder of this earth                          
    Where there is little of transcendent worth,  
    Like one of Shakespeare's women. (564-74, 588-92). 
 

The issue is the nature of the human reciprocity the poem’s concept of ‘the cold 

world’ excludes. The bluntness of the line ‘his dog was dead’ sports a touch of 

schadenfreude at Maddalo’s loss that adds a parodic irony to Maddalo’s supposed 

acceptance of all the most un-redemptive parts of the human condition. At this 

moment, the same question arises as is posed by the poem’s ending lines: the 

question of the ethical utility of using one isolated personal incident as a symbol or 

exemplary instance of a larger condition. Julian tries to trump this nihilistic, 

Maddalo-style symbol of the dead dog with another symbol: Maddalo’s now grown-

up daughter represents a self-transcending ethical imperative that can be expressed 

in poetry by creating dynamic symbols of articulate self-awareness: of a self 
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continually un-moored from symbolic fixity. The short line ‘his dog as was dead’ also 

does something the ending does not; it provides us with a putative perspective that 

might transcend the ‘cold world’ that would appraise the Maniac’s story through the 

snatched, bathetic narrative that Maddalo’s daughter’s reticent explanation offers to 

us. By imitating the curt, though jumbled style of the Maniac’s soliloquy, this line, 

and the rest of the passage it falls in, exhibits a kind of dead-pan humour, which also 

characterises the lines  ‘…I am mad, I fear’, (394) and ‘I live to shew | How much men 

bear and die not!’ (459-60). Julian might accuse us of being the ‘cold world’, but 

perhaps, with the help of Maddalo’s daughter, the joke is still on him. What Julian 

does not realise, but the dynamic reticence of the poem can teach us, is that being 

sympathetic to a figure like the Maniac, who combines historical malfunctioning with 

emancipatory rhetoric, can generate the ability to formulate critiques that are both 

incisive and contain the same ‘touch | Of human nature’ (518-19) that Julian 

considers to be the proper response to the Maniac’s soliloquy. 

The chastisement of Julian by Maddalo’s daughter in the poem’s final 

passage, when she tells him to ‘ask no more’ (613), suggests to the reader that there 

is a choice to be made between Julian’s (failed) attempted to jettison emotional 

reliance on figurative linguistic constructs, demonstrated by the way she counsels 

against attempting to reify another’s suffering, and the authentic naivety of an 

‘unforeseeing’ lack of Promethean foreknowledge, embodied by her younger self, 

when she was ‘Graceful without design and unforeseeing’ (146). Previously, Julian’s 

interest had seemed to center around an attempt to vouch for the depths of the 

Maniac’s distress. He conflates the Maniac’s reticence (and by implication, his own 

editing of what he hears for the reader) about the details of his life with a sense of 

unlimited potential for feeling, ‘ – and how much more | Might be his woe, we 

guessed not’ (533-34). The reticence of the ending then appears not only to describe 

Julian’s grudging accession to Maddalo’s assertion that theories are redundant in the 

face of the reality of human suffering. It also describes Julian’s realisation that he has 

all along been trying to articulate something of the integrity he sees in Maddalo’s 

daughter, without realising that her naivety is valuable precisely because it defies 

linguistic approximation. This he realises when faced with her adult respect for the 
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sanctity of privacy and individual experience. Maddalo’s daughter represents an 

absolute morality that gestures towards the importance of the way one’s 

circumstances are suffered by the individual Subject. Julian tries to take possession 

of the knowledge that her pseudo-absolute status conceals from him. But when he is 

apprised of the sparse details she is prepared to share about the Maniac’s life, the 

effect is not as he imagined, and her ‘transcendence’ (591) only foregrounds his 

shame of failing to articulate an apology for the Maniac’s life. But the concept of 

subjectivity-as-privacy which she impresses upon him is conceived in the poem as an 

absence that needs to be filled by the reader’s creation of a new kind of Subject 

through their sympathetic response. 

Now we are in a position to return once more to the multiple currents 

present in the poem’s conclusion. The first explanation for the breakdown of 

linguistic communication is that Julian realises how ‘cold’ he himself in fact has 

become in having desired to formulate a theory that would utilise an individual’s life 

for his own philosophic purposes. Julian’s reticence might suggest he is ashamed to 

have realised that, through the Maniac’s demonstration of the pointlessness of 

words, an attempt to theorise, rather than merely listen mutely, as Julian and 

Maddalo do, is to impose a specious and superficial coherence on one’s subject. 

However, this interpretive possibility tautens against another, as there is also the 

question of Julian’s own attitude to his failure: the possibility is also present that 

Julian might merely be reticent because he is ashamed for having failed to construct 

his theory, and that it is for this reason he denies the reader the same insight he has 

forced out of Maddalo’s daughter. Secondly then, Julian is perhaps reticent because 

he acknowledges the bathos of the bare ‘story’ line of a life compared to the theories 

that could relate the particular to the universal. From this perspective, the integrity 

behind the ‘text of every heart’ must not then be articulated for fear of allowing this 

human feeling to be appropriated or theorised by the ‘cold world’ which also ‘cered’ 

over the ‘memory’ (614) of this feeling by turning it into a finished ‘story’ that 

houses exemplary, not existential truths. However, there is a third level to all of this 

in that Julian’s reticence could also indicate Shelley’s anxiety about the same sort of 

confusion between a “natural’ and a performative presentation of oneself that his 
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presentations of Beatrice Cenci’s sophistry also indicts. Julian’s reticence could imply 

that he comes to a realisation of the folly of his initial approbation of the Maniac’s 

Byronic performance of his shame – the shame of having taken his bearings on the 

positive aspects of humanity from one who, as he sees it, set out to deceive him.  

From this perspective, Julian is condoning someone who knowingly elicits a 

future sympathetic reception for the text of his own suffering. Julian, strangely, has 

been ventriloquised by the Maniac. This being the case, from Shelley’s perspective 

the bad faith of performing one’s shame would have to be justified by the 

democratising possibilities of the end in view. All three of these possibilities (Julian’s 

shame of having believed a theory can capture human subjectivity, his shame of 

having failed to construct such a theory and his shame of being deceived by the 

Maniac) are simultaneously in play. The reader’s complex and cumulative sense that 

Julian is ashamed makes the Maniac’s point that the future of a poet’s meanings can 

become a phenomenology that retains a sense of the particular sufferings 

experienced by one person, rather than being indiscriminately open. The poem 

makes this redemptive gesture by engaging the reader’s interest in filling in the gaps 

in the text and developing their tensions and aporias. Shame, in limning a method of 

internal self-construction, protects us from a ‘cold world’ that is unable to transcend 

its own historicization. Despite Julian’s abandoning of his attempt to explain and 

excuse the depths of the Maniac’s plight, the fact that the Maniac’s shame seems to 

be mirrored in Julian is also a kind of redemption or exoneration offered to the 

Maniac by Shelley’s poem. Julian’s closing reticence becomes a symbol of how 

dynamic the self can become. This comes about through the realisation that we 

cannot capture the desire to transcend our circumstances in abstract ‘theories’ or 

straightforwardly factual narratives. Only a phenomenology of reticence, which fills 

in or exemplifies the abstract philosophical aspects of attempting to differentiate self 

from self-representation can capture a dissatisfaction with the limitations of our own 

historical conditioning. 

Shelley is also posing the question as to whether we can account for our 

poetic meanings now, or whether their true unfolding is necessarily deferred, in 

order to be unpacked by a future generation who critique the past, even from a 
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position of deep indebtedness to it. This question is not resolved by the poem 

despite the fact there is a kind of formal completeness to this disjointed narrative in 

the way that Julian’s reticence, and all the consequent interpretive labour created 

for the reader, itself provides a symbol of this epistemological instability. Ultimately 

the poem’s reticence actuates, performs, the kind of Byronic self-sufficiency Byron’s 

Prometheus describes. This also allows Julian’s reticence to sympathetically extend 

the Maniac’s thinking precisely by generating a hermeneutic anguish in the reader 

that mimics the Maniac’s grief. Julian then fails in his own goals but succeeds in 

proving Maddalo’s attitude correct: that allowing ourselves to be deceived by 

aesthetic symbols of human suffering is all the comfort there can be. Yet Julian and 

Maddalo also warns, like Byron’s Prometheus, that we must also not become totally 

seduced by these symbols to the extent that they appear merely explanatory and 

removed from the silent reality which subtends words, but should rather remain 

creatively involved in the construction of such moments of fluid self-identification. 

The shame that is made immanent in the text by the closing moment of reticence 

points to the poet’s dissociation from the ‘coldness’ of a historically contemporary 

audience. It also suggests ways into perceiving modes of subjectivity that are 

constructed by resisting and questioning the judgements of this audience. Julian 

finally realises that he can only attain comprehension of the Maniac’s internal life by 

sharing in a shame that dissociates the reader from the ‘cold world’. 

Ironically, the final lines of Julian and Maddalo are sympathetic to the 

Maniac’s pessimism in the way Julian fails to be. The narrative slippage between the 

presentation of both the Maniac’s and Julian’s shame critiques the appropriateness 

of this emotion as well as creates a phenomenology of reading that contains the 

‘embers’ (504) of an individual’s struggle with their circumstances. Howe is right to 

conclude that ‘symbol both pre-exists and survives the conflicting conclusion’ of this 

poem.28 Yet my reading demonstrates that in performing and mimicking the shame 

that the Maniac so blatantly presents to us, Julian’s reticence provides us with a new 

kind of symbol that can contain dialectical mental movements within it. Iser’s 

description of narratorial irony in The Act of Reading describes the ambivalence of 
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Julian’s reticence extremely well: ‘the two perspectives throw each other into 

distinct relief. The narrator’s irony demands an evaluation of what the character is 

after, while the ambiguities of the character subject the narrator’s perspective to an 

evaluation of its appropriateness’.29 Shame becomes an ‘aesthetic object’ which 

gathers hermeneutic momentum from the reader’s involvement in Julian’s reticence 

and provides a commentary for ‘the text of every heart’. This aesthetic object 

provides an affective commentary that resists linguistic articulation, as this would 

involve a dispersal of the peculiarly Romantic folding of reality and symbolic method 

that this text assumes. The poem’s reticence becomes an active symbol of the failure 

of the reader to stabilise one interpretation of the relations of the characters to each 

other, or of the various ramifications of both the Maniac’s and Julian’s shame.  

Like Beatrice’s false protestations of innocence, the hermeneutically dynamic 

shame present in Julian and Maddalo represents the ways in which the mind must 

protect, remain nostalgic about what it believes to be its own integral essence whilst 

also maintaining the belief there is no way to directly articulate or define this 

essence. It is the sense that the reader has to mine the Maniac’s story for an 

occluded biographically and historically specific background that allows them to 

imagine a world where the individual’s psychological need for reciprocity and accord, 

not just with other people but with their surrounding conceptual environment, is put 

at the heart of ethical thinking. The reader is asked to naturalise, to justify the 

Maniac’s own seemingly “mad”, exaggerated extrapolation of his own sorrows into a 

general view of the human condition. We are asked by the text to sympathise not 

with the shame itself, so much as its performance. But the ironic self-mockery with 

which the Maniac presents his suffering creates awareness of how we are 

manipulated into filling in the Subject position he is denied with our sympathy for 

him. We humanise, make manifest a space marked out by reticence as a site of 

potential constructive and communicative valency. Yet what is interesting about the 

ending’s reticence is that it both recoups a view of the Subject as born out of a 

resistance to theorisation, and performs (phenomenologically, not linguistically) the 

Maniac’s Byronic theory of resistance. Julian’s reticence does not allow us to ignore 
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the performative dimension of poetry’s meanings, as it overcomes the initial 

symbol/theory opposition set up by the poem. It does this by creating a dynamic 

dialectical symbol of philosophical self-revision from the phenomenology of shame 

that is created by the text’s hermeneutic interactions between characters, and 

between reader and character. These interactions challenge both Maddalo’s concept 

of static symbolism and the opposition between the ‘systematic’ philosophy and 

sympathetic feeling that is set up by the poem.  

Shelley’s use of reticence reveals two things in this poem. Firstly, his 

emphasis on a phenomenological performance of meaning demonstrates that we 

are both created by and help to create the circumstances that define us. Secondly, 

Shelley’s suggestion that Julian’s reticence (and the Maniac’s) is shame-induced 

provides the reader with a concrete, dialectically active symbol of the human 

capacity for self-definition. The performed shame of the Maniac, and the poem’s 

performance of his shame through reticence, creates a humanity saturated by the 

present and the locality of the ‘story’ of the Maniac. This shame makes sense of, 

naturalises the Maniac’s (and Julian’s) desire to transcend the world of human 

auditors because he had been left out of prevailing definitions of “the human” by the 

‘cold world’. But the ‘coldness’ of the ending, which like the coldness of the Maniac’s 

‘expressionless’ (292) expressions and the coldness of the self-mocking raillery of the 

poem’s beginning, both startles the reader into the shame of being denied access to 

“the human” and ultimately condones a generous kind of deception. The ‘cold world’ 

of the future reader must remain duped by pitying the madman’s shame, thus 

creating a new, as yet undefined, Subject position. But we as readers must accept 

that in creating such a Subject in response to an aesthetic text we allow ourselves to 

provide an illusory, but emotionally necessary coherence to our own historisization. 

The kind of sympathy that the Maniac requires is one that is elicited by someone 

who requires their “madness” to be justified, and seeks a corrective for, as they see 

it, a particular set of dehumanising political and personal situations. The performed 

nature of both Julian’s and the Maniac’s shame ultimately makes the point that, 

because the reader’s questioning of the appropriateness of this emotion continues 

to generate hermeneutic interest, it can be acceptable to console oneself with a 
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sympathy that has been elicited from another, even if this seems manipulative, or in 

bad faith. This is because it is a consoling thought that such sympathy might 

crystalise a theoretical corrective to desperate situations (such as Tasso’s), even if 

this comes at the expense of cathecting the bad faith of remaining immersed in the 

very suffering that psychologically motivates the desire for sympathy in the first 

place.  

The difference between a symbol and a theory which the poem initially sets 

up is shown to be a false dichotomy when the aim is creating a new type of “theory”; 

not Julian’s ‘systematic’ theory, but a phenomenological theory of poetry which 

carries the traces, the ‘embers’ of the personal disaffection of the poet. Subjectivity, 

described by the Maniac and enacted by Julian’s complex moment of reticence at 

the poem’s end, is actuated by the reader’s creation of an aesthetic object (shame), 

which in turn creates a self-sufficient hermeneutic loop that constructs a realm of 

private feeling. But the paradoxical claim is also made that this realm pre-exists the 

text in the minds of the future readers who might allow the Maniac’s story to 

become a symbolic commentary to the ‘text of every heart’. In Julian and Maddalo 

Shelley out-Byrons Byron, as both Julian and Maddalo demonstrate Shelley’s 

attempts to examine the merits of a self-sufficient Byronic poetics he can infuse with 

his own peculiar type of performative reticence. As my thesis at large argues, this 

reticence creates, from a process of communicative reserve, a subjectivity more 

phenomenological than essential, yet also facilitates acceptance of the illusory, yet 

psychologically satisfying, concept of a unified self. Maddalo then, rather than 

standing in for Byron here, provides a sense of Shelley’s awareness of his own 

creeping Byronic pessimism. In Maddalo’s view, Julian, in acceding to a pessimistic 

view of the ineluctable human desire to find comfort in symbols, would then become 

“mad” in being removed from society in exactly the same way as the Maniac. The 

way in which Julian and Maddalo can be resolved into a “reading” as such is to say 

that Julian’s reticence ultimately demonstrates his realisation that he can only 

communicate what impressed him so much about the Maniac’s engagement with 

‘what degrades and crushes us’ (184) by imitating the way the Maniac tricks his 
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auditors into sympathy with his plight, forcing them to wrestle with the complex 

interpretive phenomenologies produced by his shame.  

Precisely because Shelley does not locate the genesis of either the Maniac’s 

or Julian’s shame in any causal order of events that can be easily interpreted, 

criticised or justified, their shame appears to document the ‘text of every heart’. 

Julian and Maddalo makes the ‘idealisms’ of Prometheus Unbound convincing 

through their sensuous material embodiment, rather than through the creation of a 

poetics which attempts to indicate something of the metaphysical truths behind 

these ideals.30 What is then so clever about this poem’s conclusion is that Julian’s 

reticence implies that he realises that a theory of the Maniac’s ‘cure’, which would 

extrapolate a humanity inherent in ‘the text of every heart’, can only be convincing 

when materialised by a hermeneutic frisson such as provided by the poem’s final 

lines. A poetics that can fuse a theory and a critique of this theory into one 

emotionally charged moment is, however, in danger of over-anticipating the future 

of its own reception, which would make this poetry guilty of the same kind of bad 

faith as Beatrice Cenci. But in Julian and Maddalo, Shelley’s bad faith sports a 

knowingness that democratises by highlighting the ways in which we cling to a sense 

of self that we recoup from our struggles with the external situations to which we 

are necessarily subservient. 

The Maniac’s soliloquy is a kind of microcosm of Shelley’s own use of reticence 

to make his poet-figures paradigmatic of general human individual feelings of 

alienation, without losing a sense of their more abstract philosophical and political 

interest. The final section of this thesis explores how this same problematic is explored 

not through the multiplication of personae in one poem, but through an interaction 

between two poetic projects that were composed simultaneously, the suite of poems 

referred to as the ‘Jane Poems’, and Shelley’s unfinished poem, The Triumph of Life. I 

argue that Shelley’s thinking on the question of how (rather than why) we should go 

about transcending the ego, comes together most fully at this period of his life, and 

that this can be seen by drawing comparisons between these two projects. Making 

such comparison enables me to set out the nature of the dialectic of reticence and 
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impersonation which characterises all the works I have discussed. Shelley’s reticence 

ultimately expresses a dialectic between the drive to hypostatise the self through 

dissolving it in an external object, (the Jane poems) and an acceptance of the idea 

perhaps nothing of the self and its experiences can be meaningfully expressed in 

discursive representations (The Triumph of Life). 
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Part Three: The Dialectic of ‘Life’ – the 

‘apprehended’ and the ‘uncommunicated’ 
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Love, Lyric and ‘Life’: The ‘Jane’ Poems and The Triumph of Life 

 

i Eroticism and the hollowness of the “Lyric I” 

 

 

The final section of this thesis reads Shelley’s Jane poems and The Triumph of Life 

together, as both in different ways directly address the problematic I have been 

exploring in Shelley’s work and thought: that of the impossibility of (authentically) 

representing ourselves in one moment of experience. For Shelley, this is why we need 

to impersonate ourselves: attempting to see ourselves from another perspective, is, 

paradoxically, the only way we can appreciate the fleeting nature of the self. The 

works I examine here add a new aspect to this dialectic. Reticence in these works 

becomes more than a way of creating immanent critiques by allowing the reader to 

engage with multiple interpretive possibilities, it becomes a playful and knowing 

acknowledgement of the complex psychological state of trying to accept, but wanting 

to deny our implacable immersion within our historical and ideological moment. I shall 

examine how With a Guitar. To Jane, ‘The Serpent is Shut out from Paradise’, The 

Invitation, The Recollection, To Jane, and Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici, can be 

productively related to the fragment The Triumph of Life, which was composed in the 

same few months as these works and simultaneously with Lines Written in the Bay of 

Lerici. The first four of these poems were written early in 1822, and the last three 

were both written in the last few months of Shelley’s life, in the May, June and July of 

that same year.  

The Jane poems describe Shelley’s extra-marital flirtation with Jane Williams 

and The Triumph of Life presents a dream vision of a triumphal car that carries a 

personified ‘Life’ and which drags along behind it many of the great thinkers and 

political figures of history. Considered together these two projects enact a dialectic 

between ‘life’ as a function of the individual and ‘life’ as a metaphysical concept. 

These late pieces make explicit this tension in Shelley’s thought for the first time. They 

do so by addressing the question of what truths of “biographical” feeling can be 

approximated by poetic artifice. Because the reticence of the lyrics to Jane is defined 
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by a deliberately playful obscuring of these questions, I do not discuss here the 

biographical “facts” of Shelley’s relationship with Jane Williams, only the way the 

poems themselves seem to conceive of biographical truth as another kind of fiction. 

I have argued up until this point that Shelley was confident that the richness of 

meanings created by his reticent poetics could capture to some degree the 

‘apprehension of life’ we lose in the very living of it.1 The Triumph of Life and, to some 

extent, Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici, reveal the disintegration of this perspective. 

As I have demonstrated, the Visionary of Alastor and the speaker of Mont Blanc are 

brought into productive relationships with their own contingency with Nature; and in 

Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci and Julian and Maddalo the psychological utility of 

creating temporary identities through figuration is explored. But in The Triumph of 

Life, figuration seems to have the power to alienate us from these cherished, hard-

won moments of self-impersonation. The other lyrics that take Jane as their subject 

continue the thinking of Shelley’s previous poems, presenting what is perhaps his 

most direct defence of the way art can heighten reality by making psychological states 

explicit. In The Recollection and The Invitation particularly, the fiction that all of life 

flows from the person of Jane is indulged to such an extent that Jane comes to 

represent a pre-linguistic realm, a ‘thrilling silent life’ that comes metaphysically prior 

to the way the mind distinguishes one object from another through the selective and 

associative power of sense perception.2 These poems accord with the Lockean view of 

consciousness as generated by the continuity between sense experience and the ways 

in which such impressions are regularly activated by external phenomena. But they 

also take a rather ironic view of the notion that sensory stimulation is inseparable 

from the ideas it produces (for Locke, all sensory stimulation, including the idea of 

what produces sensations, is generated out of ideas themselves). When the presence 

of Jane is felt by the speaker he experiences a simultaneous medley of all the sensory 

phenomena that surround him at that moment. He aims to bring all these phenomena 

into service in explicating the bad faith of using the idea that Jane is the source of all 

life to heighten his experience of erotic attraction to her. 
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The Triumph of Life, as Earl J. Schulze remarks, mounts an ‘allegory against 

allegory’ in order to parody the very notion that poetic fictions can access a pre-

linguistic mode of experience; this appears to be attempted by the shade of 

Rousseau.3 In The Triumph of Life, Rousseau answers the dreamer’s rhetorical 

question, ‘Whose shape is that within the car? & why – ’ (178) – with the statement, 

‘… “Life”… ’ (180). However, the story he tells about his experience with the 

triumphal car of life still leaves the dreamer/speaker (and the reader) asking, at the 

point at which Shelley left off this fragment, ‘“Then, what is Life?”’ (544). It seems 

life cannot be defined because Rousseau attempts to conflate the trajectory of 

personal aesthetic ambition with the origins of life itself. He asks the ‘shape all light’ 

(352) which comes to him in his trance to ‘Shew whence I came, and where I am, 

and why – ’, (398) yet is answered only with the bathos of a repetition of the same 

vision of the triumphal procession that the dreamer had been given. Despite the 

differing approaches to the concept of subjectivity, part of my argument in this 

chapter is that both the Jane poems and The Triumph of Life can be read in ways 

which show that Shelley’s desire for self-transcendence is not purely in aid of 

creating a future for his own poems’ meanings. He also aims to cheat the process of 

the obliteration of the self by larger processes of life by blending his own agency 

with this very action of erasure. Paradoxically, this aim isolates the way the self 

might be recuperated from determination by its environment. The Triumph of Life 

speaks to the moment in A Defence of Poetry where Shelley writes that ‘Poetry is a 

sword of lightning, ever unsheathed, which consumes the scabbard that would 

contain it’.4 There is an anxiety here that methods of self-determination ushered in 

by the Promethean creator might have a de-humanising effect when they extend 

beyond the lived experience this process was created to correct or enrich. 

The suite of poems to Jane Williams, more explicitly than any other of 

Shelley’s works, flag their own strategies for creating a sense of emotive richness 

and textual depth by referencing an original (biographical and erotic) reality 

assumed to lie behind the texts. These poems do not hide their use of a classic lyric 
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procedure of simultaneously producing from a discursive process both a 

transcendental category – a realm ‘Where music and moonlight and feeling | Are 

one’,5 – and the interiority of the persona that suffers the unattainability of this 

realm.6 Intimating there is a “real” story of unrequited love and illicit relations 

between Jane Williams and Shelley, about which the poems are performatively 

reticent, these poems, particularly With a Guitar. To Jane, create an over-

determination of hermeneutic possibilities through linguistic under-determination. 

Shelley’s feelings towards Jane are described in a letter to John Gisbourne:  

 

Williams [Edwards Williams, Jane’s partner] is captain, and we drive along 
this delightful bay in the evening wind, under the summer moon until earth 
appears another world. Jane brings her guitar, and if the past and future 
could be obliterated, the present would content me so well that I could say 
with Faust to the passing moment “Remain thou, thou art so beautiful”.7  
 

The interest in capturing a timeless moment of bliss in these poems reflects the fact 

that Shelley was translating Goethe’s Faust at this time. Faust contains a dialectic 

similar to that created by reading the Jane poems and The Triumph of Life together. 

This is a dialectic between a drive for self-hypostatisation and an acceptance of the 

paradoxical dissolution of identity inherent in all attempts to view the world through 

the lens of one’s own personal desires. In Faust, the quest for one moment of pure 

overwhelming pleasure is presented in the same way the subjectivity of the speaker 

of the Jane poems is constructed: as one side of a dialectic. The other half of the 

dialectic of Faust contains an acknowledgment of how desire itself overcomes, 

falsifies such stasis because it attenuates the unachievable need to ‘apprehend’ the 

life we lose in living it. The Triumph of Life similarly dramatises the continually 

unsatisfiable human need to impose order onto ineffable experience. 

With a Guitar. To Jane poses the question as to whether the pre-linguistic 

aspect of a text can lead us towards a meaningful concept of subjectivity, or whether 
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the attempted lyric compression of the affective and the discursive into one sub-

textual space is a lifeless delusion which merely imitates, rather than partakes of 

reality. This poem ironises its own description of Jane/Miranda’s coldness towards 

Shelley/Ariel by suggesting there is an alternative logic at work – that there is a 

secret love affair between Jane/Miranda and Shelley/Ariel, emotional or otherwise, 

which the intended reader – the “real” Jane – is attempting consciously to deny. It 

also suggests that Jane’s/Miranda’s admittance of this “truth” would fill a gap in the 

self of Shelley/Ariel persona who has been hurt, not by Jane but by the narrowed 

societal and moral definitions of Love which Shelley critiques in Epipsychidion.8 In 

this poem a notion of general kinship that acknowledges the interdependence of 

one being on another defines Shelley’s conception of love: 

 

Or, that the name my heart lent to another 
 Could be a sister’s bond for her and thee, 
 Blending two beams of one eternity! 
 Yet were one lawful and the other true, 
 These names, though dear, could paint not, as is due, 
 How beyond refuge I am thine. Ah, me! 
 I am not thine: I am a part of thee. 
 

The erotic cast of his description of this ideal, yet socially orientated, love is not so 

much an end in itself, but rather, as in Samuel Lyndon Gladden’s account of Shelley’s 

engagement with eros, a way of ironising the extreme impropriety attached to 

expressing such a notion.9 I have not examined this poem partly for reasons of 

space, but also because its reticence here is more explicitly the subject of this poem 

than the other works I have examined. Epipsychidion critiques a reticence aligned 

with false modesty and prudishness, but my focus in this thesis is on explicating 
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Shelley’s reticence as a performative mode that creates critiques by destabilising 

certain positions assumed by the text. 

In With a Guitar. To Jane The ‘silent token | Of more than ever can be 

spoken’ is both the guitar, given as a gift from Shelley/Ariel to Jane/Miranda, and the 

lyric itself in its capacity of expressing the reality of occluded emotions.10 But the 

poem is also explicit about its own strategies of reticence, about the fact that this 

sense of occluded truth is only an illusion created by the poem. It is the suppressed 

idea of unrequited love about which the poem is reticent not the erotic intimations, 

as its euphemisms are far from reserved: 

 

 When you die, the silent Moon  
 In her interlunar swoon  
 Is not sadder in her cell  
 Than deserted Ariel. (23-26) 
 

 
 Ariel puts himself in the position of the female Subject here, ironically emptied by 

being defined by its absence from Jane’s presence. The ‘interlunar swoon’ is made 

analogous to orgasm, yet in being also a symbol of silence and sadness this 

connection is made erotic (rather than just euphemistic) by allowing Ariel to fill this 

suggestive, intimate sub-textual space, which he himself has created, with his own 

assertions of subjectivity. The speaker associates his own aroused body with the 

guitar, as both are slaves to Jane/Miranda’s favour: 

 

 Ariel to Miranda; – Take  
 This slave of music for the sake  
 Of him who is the slave of thee. (01-03)  

 

He puts his very identity into a system of exchange to be used and consumed by 

Jane/Miranda as she sees fit; subjectivity becomes a conspiracy that resists normal 

modes of expression by producing itself from a purported dearth of reciprocity that 

aims at sympathetic response. This is similar to the Maniac’s attempts to vouch for 
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the authenticity of his grief by addressing his utterances to a world that refuses to 

hear him.  

That the poem does acknowledge the existence of other Subject positions 

suggests that Shelley had Feminist sympathies, as expressed in A Defence of Poetry 

when he talks about an ‘error which confounded diversity with inequality of the 

powers of the two sexes’.11 But this poem’s presentation of an eviscerated 

subjectivity is legitimated not conceptually but formally, by the way the 

inappropriateness of the address to a married woman acts as a hermeneutic key that 

brings an aesthetic wholeness to the poem. Jane’s musicality, and Shelley’s own 

attraction to the spectacle of someone immersed in their own being, allegorises the 

issues regarding the poet-Subject that I have been drawing out of Shelley’s thought 

in this thesis. The poem poses questions regarding to what extent we own, control 

or inhabit our own creative gifts, and the extent to which they draw their dynamism 

from and are subjugated to powers that are immanent in the world around us. As in 

Mont Blanc’s critique of sublimity, we can use this sense of immanence to create an 

augmented sense of self that is reflected back to us and legitimated by appearing to 

be “natural”. Thus, as described by Rousseau in The Triumph of Life, we re-‘suffer’ 

(279) what we create in a similar manner to the way we might suffer ‘the deeds of 

others’ (281). The sexual desire the speakers of these poems express for the various 

‘Jane’ personae plays with these questions in a way that both asserts and deprecates 

its own virility. Casting her musicality as something integral to Jane’s being 

constitutes a bad faith that projects onto her a specious “naturalness” that facilitates 

the speaker’s desire to possess her. This can be seen in the way the speaker claims 

he is so moved by Jane because either there is a kind of pre-linguistic (but human) 

élan that her charisma ignites within him. Or, there might be a particular 

quintessence of human nature expressed by her musical ability, which both sexual 

desire and the language and rhetoric of verse only reifies.  

With a Guitar. To Jane can be read as an attempt not so much to eroticise a 

Platonic relationship but to erotise a relationship between materiality and the mind. 

This comes across in the way the guitar appears to have an intimate knowledge of 
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the secrets of the natural world, and its ‘Sweet oracles of wood and dells’, (63) that 

can only be accessed by those who ‘cannot question well | The spirit that inhabits it’ 

(80-81). This is erotic because the guitar can only access this knowledge through the 

speaker’s euphemistic ‘death’, – ‘O that such our death may be – ’ (54). But this is 

not “sex in the head”, as there is a conflation between an inarticulate material trace 

of nature’s impersonal, yet salutary, sensible presence in the guitar and the 

treatment of this material substrate by human hands. The idea of the materiality of 

sensation is eroticised. There is a parallel made between the idea of artisanal skill 

and the way the speaker, in his creation of the formal work of the poem, treats what 

is either a past or a suppressed relationship between himself and Jane/Miranda. The 

implication is that the sexual attraction between them is as natural as the 

‘murmuring of summer seas’ that the music of the guitar invokes: 

 

The murmuring of summer seas, 
 And pattering rain and breathing dew 
 And airs of evening; – and it knew 
 That seldom heard mysterious sound, 
 Which, driven on its diurnal round, 
 As it floats through boundless day 
 Our world enkindles on its way – 
 All this it knows, but will not tell 
 To those who cannot question well 
 The spirit that inhabits it: 
 It talks according to the wit 
 Of its companions, and no more 
 Is heard than has been felt before 
 By those who tempt it to betray 
 The secrets of an elder day. (72-86) 
 
 
The ruptured nature of the speaking Subject is used as a means of flirtation, as this 

hollowness can only be filled by Miranda’s secretly attending to Ariel through the 

auspices of the guitar. Yet this Subject can never be whole in the way the poem itself 

can; it is defined only by a kind of hermeneutic exchange value. It functions in the 

text as a kind of ‘secret’, the idea of which leads the reader into a pruriently 

biographical reading of the poem. This supposedly pre-existing “truth” assumes the 
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same existence of Shelley/Ariel’s infidelity that the guitar, or rather the ‘holiest’ tone 

which only Jane can induce from it (89), also symbolises. 

 It is an illusion created by the poem that, through the simultaneous appeal 

to her capacity of sympathetic response and her capacity to choose whether or not 

to respond, Jane/Miranda might be also be put in a Subject position here. 

Shelley/Ariel plays the one-sided game of the lyric poet; it is only himself whom he 

re-positions in this metonymical bond between the suffering body of the lover and 

the guitar. Unlike the Maniac of Julian and Maddalo, the speaker of this poem seems 

momentarily to be able to suspend his own awareness of his bad faith in order to 

create an erotic, or rather auto-erotic, poetics that monopolises all interpretive 

possibilities by making the guitar both the suffering lover’s body and the abstract 

idea of the secrecy of his illicit regard for Jane. Creating a reader who might be 

sympathetic towards Shelley/Ariel’s struggle to ground a subjectivity on his craven 

devotion to Jane/Miranda requires both the authenticity of this subjectivity to be 

readable, and the idea that what is read is a real (not fictive) suffering and thwarted 

identity that is accurately represented by the text. The absence of a linguistic 

manifestation of this reality then only registers as subjectivity or interiority through 

the very hollowness of the discursively generated concept of the Lyric I. The lyrics to 

Jane explicitly explore how a pure moment of bliss might be available to a poetic art 

that selects and heightens reality.  

In the last years of his life Shelley attempted to engender a new form of 

reading experience in his work, where the mind of the reader is opened to the way 

we gather and interpret sensory information so as to continuously relate it to our 

personal preoccupations and yearning for self-definition. In the same letter to John 

Gisbourne quoted above, Shelley also wrote: 

 

The ‘Epipsychidion’ I cannot look at, the persons on whom it celebrates was a 
cloud instead of a Juno; and poor vision starts from the centaur that was the 
offspring of his own embrace. If you are curious, however, to hear what I am 
and have been, it will tell you something thereof. It is an idealized history of 
my life and feelings. I think one is always in love with something or other; the 
error, and I confess it is not easy for spirits cased in flesh and blood to avoid 
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it, consists in seeking in a mortal image the likeness of what is perhaps 
eternal. 12   

 

When Shelley speaks about Epipsychidion here, his self-deprecating reservations 

about having his name attached to certain pieces of work takes on another form 

when he expresses disappointment with this poem because it failed to transcend a 

personal preoccupation with the phenomenon of love. Yet, in an earlier letter to his 

publisher, he had been keen for a select group of ‘esoteric’ readers to be able to 

navigate the same biographical component of this poem.13 Epipsychidion is an 

‘idealized history’, and this comment is consonant with the way the poem, though 

not as much as the Jane poems, creates strategies of reticence that flirtatiously refer 

the reader to a suppressed suffering that is authenticated by the very social 

inappropriateness of talking openly about erotic love.  

Susan Wolfson argues that the Jane poems’ ‘involvement with the “story”’14 

of Shelley’s love for Jane Williams erodes ‘their self-authorized aesthetics with 

urgencies of correspondence and response that take shape as a series of calculated 

performances’.15 Alternatively, I suggest that the playful reticence of these poems 

regarding the reality of the suppressed ‘story’ of the purported illicit relations 

between Jane and Shelley do create ‘calculated performances’, but ones which 

construct rather than erode a self-authorising aesthetic. Their aesthetic generates 

the very conditions for the creation of a Lyric I, not just the conditions for the poem 

to anticipate or facilitate its own reception. Michael O’Neill makes two perceptive 

remarks about the Jane poems in his accompanying matter to the MYR ‘Shelley VIII’ 

volume, writing firstly about With a Guitar. To Jane that ‘The poem draws an 

enchanted circle round performer, fit audience, and art itself. But this circle is never 

closed, remaining open to the hurts and yearnings of experience, an openness which 

finds formal expression in a variety of ways’. He also writes that these poems 
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 ‘To John Gisbourne, 18 June 1822’, in The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ii, pp. 434-37 (p. 434). 
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recognise that ‘their artistic symmetries and successes must be set against the 

experiential silences, isolation and imperfection which they set themselves less to 

redeem than to take on board’.16 Such stoic marshalling of effusive emotion is the 

trap into which these poems want their reader to fall, and be aware of it, in order to 

legitimate a lyric interiority that has no point of origination – that is created 

immanently by the poem. This inwardness is created by a hermeneutic circuitry 

formed between the Subject’s meta-remove from its own sensory perception and an 

anguished consciousness of this remove.17   

In ‘The Serpent is Shut out from Paradise’, the same view of the self emerges 

as sketched by the Byronic Maniac in Julian and Maddalo. There is a sense of radical 

interiority to be won from the deliberate creation of a hermeneutic circle between 

the suffering self and the very fact of its having been denied manifestation within 

accepted forms of discourse. In this poem the speaker laments that he must use his 

grief and alienation as a psychic salve that doubles for a human reciprocity he feels is 

lacking in his engagement with the world of human things at large: ‘yet I, | (So 

deeply is the arrow gone) | Should quickly perish if it were withdrawn’. 18 But it is the 

poem’s reticence regarding the relation of biographical feeling to a putative concept 

of subjectivity that allows the speaker to attain the critical remove necessary for 

allowing him to suggest that suffering stands as proxy for a general concept of 

humanity subtending the individual. Shelley’s Lyric I, which has to keep generating its 

own conditions of existence in order to survive the rupture of its identity that comes 

from being denied a liberty of expression, only leads more surely to the idea that a 

biographical self can emerge from the text as a performative aesthetic object. ‘The 
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 The first quotation comes from Michael O’Neill, ‘Splendour among Shadows: Shelley’s Artistry’, in MYR 
Manuscripts of the Younger Romantics: Shelley, gen. ed. by Donald H. Reiman (New York: Garland, 1985-97), 9 
vols, viii, Shelley's Fair Copy Poems in European and American Libraries, ed. by Donald H. Reiman and Michael 
O’Neill, pp. xi-xxvi (p. xxvi), and the second from the same volume, ‘Poems Given to Jane Williams’, pp. 351-3 (p. 
352). 
17

 Cian Duffy’s Essay, ‘Percy Shelley's ‘Unfinished Drama’ and the Problem of the Jane Williams Poems’, European 
Romantic Review, 26.5 (2015), 615-32 (p. 61), also attests to this kind of circularity, as in positing a new 
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inscribed upon the very poems from which they are supposed to originate’. 
18

 ‘The Serpent is shut out from Paradise’, in Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, pp. 475-76 (p. 476), ll. 22-24. This poem 
was sent not to Jane but to her partner Edward, along with the injunction to keep it private, which ironically 
alters the Petrarchan lyric convention of the speaker appealing to his love object for pity. The poem would have 
it that Edward is the recipient rather than Jane because the speaker laments his lack of purchase on a holistic 
sense of human sympathy and hopes to steal a portion of it by appealing to Edward for pity, because ‘These 
verses were too sad | To send to you, but that I know, | Happy yourself, you feel another’s woe’, ll. 54-56.  
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Serpent is Shut out from Paradise’ poses the question of whether such a deliberately 

constructed hermeneutic circle might be required to protect the self from too much 

philosophical scepticism. The self is a kind of general law of which we have no direct 

experience, yet which must, as Hume suggests in parts four and five of his Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding, be treated at some level as factual if we are to 

continue to anticipate and manoeuvre in the world.19 The speaker of The Invitation 

and The Recollection extends this logic by both lamenting the difficulty of arriving at 

a convincing concept of subjectivity and attempting to counter this situation by 

performatively cathecting sensory responses to his immediate surroundings.  

Lyric has been described as conflating story and style, and both The Invitation 

and The Recollection self-consciously engender such collapse by denying any sense 

of temporal or referential logic that we might use to examine the intertwining of 

biographical and imaginative life.20 The way this poem uses reticence is not ‘open’ in 

the manner O’Neill suggests, as it replaces a process of translating the ‘rawness’ of 

feelings, assumed to be present only because of the indication that there is a depth 

of feeling that is being suppressed, with a logic of self-disclosing fictionality such as 

described by Iser. Iser’s description of ‘the lyrical self’ complicates the emphasis on 

compression insisted on by certain theorists of lyric form by claiming that ‘the lyrical 

self can emerge only by breaking out of and thereby moving beyond the semantic 

topography established in the poem.’21 He calls this a ‘de-restriction’ of the very 

fictive determinacy created for the lyrical self by the processes of the text. And 

indeed, the self that is created in the Jane poems forecloses any causal relationship 

between biographical truth and poetic figuration, creating an aesthetic object that 
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 See David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. by Peter Millican (Oxford: Oxford 
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highlights the very failure of the Subject to stabilise itself midway between ontology 

and discourse. The ‘lyrical self’ can escape, or be ‘de-restricted’ from, its 

determination by ironically deconstructing the pre-existing stories and occurrences 

that the text also encourages us to envisage. It can then re-cast itself as a subjectivity 

that, like Iser’s aesthetic object, is constantly being altered in significance. This 

alteration occurs not simply as the reader reads, but as each moment of the richness 

(both erotic and hermeneutic) of the dialectical interplay between surface and depth 

is savoured. This is a highly self-reflexive version of the same dialectic I have been 

examining throughout this thesis; a dialectic between reticence and acts of 

impersonation that provide temporarily fulfilling, yet ultimately self-defeating self-

representations. 

The self-constitutive lyric mode of The Invitation and The Recollection cathect 

the speaker’s sensory experience of the world by locating the source of their clarity 

in ‘one fair form’ who represents Jane, because the speaker feels: 

 

 the centre of  
  The magic circle there  
  Was one fair form that filled with love  

The lifeless atmosphere. (The Recollection, 49-52) 
 

The theme of erotic attraction seems to be a way of purifying sense experience from 

external interpretive criteria. The poem cordons off an internal psychic space that is 

coincident with the lyric form, and where the speaker’s emotional needs expand to 

fill the whole field of internal vision. In The Invitation, Jane is enticed away by the 

speaker into the forest, even though the memory of her presence in this landscape is 

already immanent in the poem as a mnemonic trace from which the sentiments gain 

their urgency. As in Mont Blanc, the poem is characterised by images that negate the 

material world but imaginatively reconstitute it, such as the lines where impossible 

landscapes exist in a realm beyond normal temporal and physical bounds, such as: 

 

  The sand hills of the sea –  
  Where the melting hoar-frost wets  
  The daisy-star that never sets. (56-58) 
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Whereas in Mont Blanc Shelley attempts to see behind the workings of reality by 

posing a series of questions – the answers to which we are denied, even though the 

lyric form promises resolution – the Jane poems are reticent in a way that is more 

accepting of sublimity as a productive poetic mode.  

The Jane poems refer to the existence of an in-articulable, self-sufficient, pre-

linguistic realm that poetic language registers only through the magnitude of its 

failed approximations. Yet these claims are not made without a sense of irony, since 

these poems perform an apotheosis of the very irony inherent in the kind of 

attempts to manifest a pre-linguistic world of being in language that I have been 

examining in this project. Jane is called away from daily cares into a sylvan paradise 

where she is told the human heart can know itself:  

 

To the silent wilderness 
 Where the soul need not repress 
 Its music lest it should not find, 
 An echo in another’s mind, 
 While the touch of Nature’s art 
 Harmonizes heart to heart. –   

[…] 
Billows murmur at our feet 

 Where the earth and ocean meet, 
And all things seem only one 

 In the universal Sun. – (23-28, 66-69) 
 

It is suggested in the final lines that the feeling of magnanimousness the speaker is in 

receipt of does not pre-exist Jane’s presence in the landscape, only his perception of 

it, as it is only his projection of her presence into his reconstituted mental image of 

the world that lends the scene the secluded splendour of a ‘universal Sun’. This 

poem sketches a metaphysics of love that creates a kind of internal vision beyond 

time, causality and the very solidity of matter. Material life is presented as a jumble 

of sensory experiences that have not yet crystallised into material phenomena as we 

know them: ‘wind-flowers, and violets, | Which yet join not scene to hue’ (59-60). 

Thomas Frosch accounts for this by arguing that in these poems Shelley works hard 

to persuade himself there is nothing untoward about his expression of affection for 
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Jane.22 But there is an accompanying strand of philosophic seriousness here that 

admits that the figurative level of the poem is parasitic on literal sensory 

experience.23 An awareness of epistemological instability is forcibly occluded by a 

focus on the Lyric I’s boast to generate the ontological grounding of its own 

existence by mediating, then figuratively doubling in verse, the immediate physical 

realities the sensory faculties apprise.  

In The Recollection there is a correlation between how ‘thrilling’ (46) the life, 

and how intense the feeling of the individual human who perceives it. This is slightly 

different from the way an imaginary realm housing the collective potential for 

morally-relevant human love was expressed by Shelley in The Sensitive Plant (1820). 

Life flows over the sensitive plant with such force that there is no room for meaning 

to be wrested from this sensory overwhelming. The sensitive plant is: 

 

    drowned  
In an ocean of dream without a sound  

  Whose waves never mark, though they ever impress 
  The light sand which paves it – Consciousness.24 
 

Unlike the Platonic love-as-lack to be found in The Sensitive Plant, where the plant, in 

lacking a lover, must content himself with the phenomenon of love itself as idealised 

by the maiden who walks through its garden, the speaker of The Recollection and 

The Invitation does not attempt to embody a (productively) unattainable ideal. He 

personifies (in the figure of Jane) his very immersion in the material world that 

surrounds, but does not overcome him. The strangely synaesthetic images of 

soundlessness described in The Recollection function in a similar way to those of 

Mont Blanc. The ‘chain’ of ‘inviolate quietness’ undoes itself as a concrete metaphor 

in order to accrete a chain of assumptions to which the speaker wishes his reader to 

give credence – i.e. to the causal fallacy that it is the ‘fair form’ of Jane that sets the 
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‘thrilling’ life of the forest (not just the poem) in motion through a special kind of 

personal reciprocity with the speaker: 

 

the silence there  

By such a chain was bound  

  That even the busy woodpecker  

  Made stiller with her sound  

  The inviolate quietness. (33-37)  

 

As in Mont Blanc, the idea of a silence-as-absence-of-sound is invoked in order to 

stimulate an imaginative focus on one type of human life, as all ideas of movement 

are negated apart from the joint perambulation of the speaker and the object of his 

love.  

The spirit that ‘interfuses’ the forest moves with the speaker and his love as 

they walk, and as they pause beside some pools the forest becomes more perfectly 

reflected, miming or replicating itself. The agency for this doubling is transferred 

from the ‘fair form’ (51) of Jane to the ‘water’s love’ that ‘imaged the ‘fair forest’ 

(71-72). This transferral implies that it is the agency of the verse itself and not in fact 

the ‘fair form’ that has the power to bring out hidden relations between different 

aspects of the material universe: 

 

We paused beside the pools that lie 
Under the forest bough –  
Each seemed as ‘twere, a little sky 
Gulfed in a world below; 
[…] 
Like one beloved, the scene had lent 
To the dark water’s breast 
Its every leaf and lineament 
With more than truth exprest. (53-56, 77-80) 
 

The notion that something ‘more than truth’ is expressed in reflection relies upon 

the reader’s conflation of two ideas – firstly, the depth of the imaged pool and 

secondly, the depth of the feeling that can, we are told, only be expressed by the 

rarefication of a poetic art that corrects and idealises reality. But the poem actually 

draws attention to its own rhetorical agency by taking an alternative approach to this 
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conventional idealisation. The poem makes the reader aware they have created a 

sub-textual level of meaning by refusing to let language yield a true impression of 

the walk taken by Shelley and Jane (and Mary), upon which this poem is based; the 

reader is forced to sympathise with Shelley’s bad faith. The Jane poems create a lyric 

subjectivity by first positing the self as a rhetorical space, then filling it with the 

fiction of a suffering self that gains its traumatised integrity from the double 

movement of construction and reconstruction that a reticent poetics creates.  

Stuart Curran succinctly describes the way The Invitation and The Recollection 

create ‘pastoral as a mental state’ – ‘a timeless bower of psychic peace’, but one 

where ‘The land has been sold off to pay a debt to experience, and the pastoral has 

been reduced to a spot of time’.25 Curran reads the force of the mental selection of 

certain sense-experiences as an attempt on Shelley’s part to stem his cynicism 

regarding the epistemological disappointments of everyday life. But I argue that the 

speaker’s assertion of his own agency is balanced by an attempt to describe how our 

immediate physical surroundings have an immanent presence within the mind. 

Karen Weisman also questions Curran’s idea that the Jane poems attempt to capture 

one moment of pure bliss, suggesting instead that it is not the freezing of time that is 

desired by Shelley, only the full immersion within the creative possibilities of one 

particular moment. Weisman suggests that in The Invitation, Jane is ‘Fairer far than 

this fair day’ (02) because Shelley wants to take only ‘what this sweet hour yields’, 

(32) and for her this bespeaks the modest ambition of expressing a hope for a 

‘tangible day of happiness’. I argue that these poems make the act of lyric self-

construction ex nihilo tangible, though Weisman is correct that they rally ‘on behalf 

of the quotidian’, rather than describe a process of sublimation, as in Frosch’s 

account.26 Judith Chernaik would have it that in all Shelley’s late lyrics there is a 

‘quiet disappearance of apocalyptic hope, the ambition to change the world’.27 

Indeed, in one sense Shelley’s ambition appears to have shrunk to the proto-

existential idea that all we can change is ourselves, not our circumstances; but in 
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another sense he appears intent on expanding the mind until it can encompass the 

life of a ‘universal Sun’ (69).  

The Recollection ends with another disconcertingly selective set of sense 

perceptions, as the final lines confess to the speaker’s having deliberately omitted 

the fact that Mary Shelley went on the same walk with Jane and Shelley that inspired 

both poems:28 

 

 Until an envious wind crept by, 
 Like an unwelcome thought 
 Which from the mind’s too faithful eye 
 Blots one dear image out. – (81-84) 
 
 
For Weisman, this interruption of the truly personal and biographical at the end of 

The Recollection means that the poem ultimately describes a stepping out of the 

‘magic circle’ drawn by the poem ‘and back into the normative world’. Because this 

magic circle has been imposed onto the world to begin with, ‘stepping outside of it, 

then, would be tantamount to erasing it, not to going elsewhere’.29 But this magic 

circle moves with the figures described in the poem, as they, (like poetic language 

itself) endow with life whatever of the ‘lifeless’ atmosphere is in their close 

proximity. The point of this poem is less, as Weisman has it, that Shelley must 

fictionalise because he can never achieve any kind of real erotic bliss with Jane, and 

more that he gives his lyric speaker an imaginative perceptual acuity that risks 

interrupting the simultaneity of his absorption in and response to the world, even 

though he also tries to delay this eventuality as long as possible. But it is not just the 

knowing reticence about where the line between biographical truth and poetic 

artifice is being drawn that brings this into focus. The very idea of the biographical 

self is itself shown to be a fiction created by the poem’s imaginative miming of the 

external world. The poem’s Lyric I is a performative construction that is itself 

deliberately reticent about which of the various possible versions of reality available 

to subjectivity can be represented by the lyric form (rather than how they might be, 

which is the focus of Weisman’s reading). But this poem also shows that inductive 
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constructions of our perceptual reality can be emotionally satisfying experiences, 

even if we, like Shelley, generally agree with Hume that we can gain no certain 

knowledge in this way.  
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ii Pleasure versus process 

 

  

Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici is particularly important to my new way of reading 

the Jane poems and The Triumph of Life together. Most of the Jane poems were 

written in early in 1822, but To Jane, and Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici were 

written in the summer of that year, which was the last of Shelley’s life. Lines Written 

in the Bay of Lerici was also written in the same notebook as The Triumph of Life, and 

may have been composed whilst Shelley was writing the opening passages of that 

poem. Surprisingly, Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici begins to show the 

disintegration of the attempt made in the other Jane poems to cordon off the mind 

from the mutability of the world, pitting the internalised lyric ‘time which is our own’ 

against the motion of the ships that pass across the mind of the speaker like 

apparitions.30 This poem describes the moment the poet-lover loses the ability to 

shut out any perception of reality he cannot absorb into his ecstatic state – a state 

which relates all feelings and perceptions back to a proximity with his love object. 

The poem charts the replacing of this attitude with a calm acceptance that life 

ineluctably passages through our minds in the form of sense of experience, 

regardless of how we attempt to mediate it through other concepts we have 

constructed. But this shift feeds into my larger argument regarding Shelley’s 

strategies of reticence: that they create a dialectic which allows us to maintain a 

distance from our historicized modes of representation, but which also allows us to 

reduplicate them in a way that creates a nostalgia for a unified identity. The other 

Jane poems present the first side of this dialectic (knowing bad faith), and The 

Triumph of Life the second (acceptance that we can never fully be at one with our 

representations), with Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici providing a moment of 

transition between the two.  

Each of the lyric poems discussed here, with the exception of Lines Written in 

the Bay of Lerici, undisputedly take Jane as their subject. Lines Written in the Bay of 

Lerici and The Triumph of Life appear together in the same notebook, which, as G.M. 
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Matthews argues, suggests that they were written concurrently31. Yet Donald H. 

Reiman, responding to G.M. Matthew’s account of the importance of the 

burgeoning love affair between Jane and Shelley in Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici 

and The Triumph of Life, asserts that this biographical element is at worst unjustified 

by the manuscripts of these poems and at best irrelevant to these works’ underlying 

concern with the human acceptance of mutability.32 But whether or not the Lines 

Written in the Bay of Lerici references Jane as explicitly as some of these other late 

lyrics, this poem certainly takes as its subject a sense of personal loss that results in 

the cessation of the idea that we add something of our own mental volition to the 

work of sense impressions on the brain. Reading Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici as 

relating to Jane also corroborates the fact that the other lyrics I have discussed here 

conflate the personified life-giving force of ‘Jane’ with the basic cognitive processes 

of the mind of speaker. It is the trauma of the removal of such a conflation that this 

poem addresses. Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici bridges the shift of perspective 

that occurs between the other lyrics to Jane and The Triumph of Life by dramatising a 

passive acceptance of the way external sensations traverse the mind and influence 

emotional states: 

 

I dare not speak 
My thoughts; but thus disturbed and weak 
I sate and saw the vessels glide 
Over the ocean bright and wide, 
Like spirit-winged chariots seem 
O’er some serenest element 
To ministrations strange and far; 
As if to some Elysian star 
Sailed for drink to medicine 
Such sweet and bitter pain as mine. (35-44) 

 

The speaker of this poem, in contrast to the way the speakers of the other lyrics 

appear to lament the inadequacy of the human organs of sight, is quietly 

overwhelmed by the very clarity with which he is able to apprehend the passing 
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 See G.M. Matthews, ‘Shelley and Jane Williams’, Review of English Studies: A Quarterly Journal of English 
Literature and the English Language, 12.45 (1961), 40-48. 
32

 See Donald H. Reiman, ‘Shelley’s The Triumph of Life: The Biographical Problem’, PMLA: Publications of the 
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ships. However, this does more than register the passing of Jane’s presence from his 

life, as the mind already numbed by loss appears to deliberately enact a process of 

self-erasure that further suppresses the mind’s awareness of its own volitional 

capabilities. This is done as an attempt to cope with loss in a way that anticipates the 

preoccupation with obliteration to be found in The Triumph of Life. 

 In the lines ‘The past and future were forgot | As they had been, and would 

be, not. – ’, (31-32) Shelley reflects ironically upon his own attempt to generate an 

internal sense of poetic timelessness by becoming aware of the mind’s ordering and 

processing of sensory data. But the poem presents this ordering process as occurring 

through the auspices of obsessive sexual desire. The separating out of ‘not’ by a 

comma acknowledges the force of the negation previously employed by the 

speaker’s mind in its attempt to deny the existence of any other external sustenance 

than Jane’s presence. The poem laments the simple removal of this immediate 

presence and reflects on its ‘enchanting’ qualities in a way that is less overtly 

reticent than the other Jane poems: 

She left me, and I staid alone 
Thinking over every tone, 
Which though silent to the ear, 
The enchanted heart could hear 
Like notes which die when born, but still 
Haunt the echoes of the hill: 
And feeling ever – O too much – 
The soft vibrations of her touch 
As if her gentle hand even now 
Lightly trembled on my brow. (15-24) 

 

Here epiphanic poetic experience is described without giving the reader any way of 

entering into this experience. Unlike the other lyrics I have discussed, Lines Written 

in the Bay of Lerici opens up a distance between the mind and the objects of its 

apprehension, and this results in the movement of the ships appearing to fill in and 

to salve the dearth of emotional and mental strength created by Jane’s departure: 

 

  Like spirit-winged chariots sent  
[…]   
They sailed for drink to medicine  
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Such sweet and bitter pain as mine. (39, 43-44)  
 

Sight acts as a kind of epistemological salve here, recalling the moment in The 

Triumph of Life where the dreamer also wishes to forget his troubles and to leave his 

thoughts ‘untold’ (21). The dreamer opens his mind to the visions that unfold before 

him, although he expresses a less salutary emotional response to the passing of the 

allegorical car which, according to Rousseau, carries a personification of ‘ “Life” ’ 

(180). 

In Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici, that the ‘sweet warmth of day’ is 

‘scattered o’er the twinkling bay’ (49-50) enables the mind of the speaker to take in 

the visual breadth of the harbour rather than indulging in the fiction that all motion 

is negated by being causally related to the ‘chain’ of ‘inviolable quietness’ (The 

Recollection 34, 37) that emanates from Jane. Visual details are absorbed by the 

speaker only in order to feed what this poem calls a ‘delusive’ desire for epiphanic 

experience: 

 

And the fisher with his lamp 
And spear, about the low rocks damp 
Crept, and struck the fish which came 
To worship the delusive flame: 
Too happy, they whose pleasure sought 
Extinguishes all sense and thought 
Of the regret that pleasure [        ], 
Destroying life alone, not peace. (51-58) 

 

Matthews, in ‘Shelley and Jane Williams’, has ‘seeking’ rather than ‘destroying’ here. 

But Reiman, in ‘Shelley’s The Triumph of Life: The Biographical Problem’, and the 

editors of the Norton edition follow the poem’s first editor Richard Garnett in using 

‘destroying’, crossed out by Shelley in the same manuscript that contains the draft of 

The Triumph of Life. As Reiman explains, despite the fact that ‘destroying’ is crossed 

out, it is by no means clear that ‘seeking’ is meant to replace it.33 Matthews glosses 

the final lines thus: ‘They are enviably happy who, in exchanging mere placid 

existence (‘peace’) for active sensuous enjoyment (‘Life’), can remain blind to the 
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price they must pay for it (‘the spear)’.34 But if we take ‘destroying’ rather than 

‘seeking’, the lines read as something like –  ‘they are overly happy who consciously 

forget the sobering regrets that should accompany intense pleasure: synonymising 

‘life’ and ‘happiness’ destroys what ‘life’ could be by conflating it with speciously 

passive ‘peace”. I take the lines in this second sense because either way, they imply 

that either ‘life’ or ‘peace’ will be destroyed by seeking the other. The ambiguity of 

this textual crux captures the spirit of the way these lines, and the rest of the poem, 

make pleasure and placidity seem mutually exclusive. ‘Peace’ must also surely 

reference the specific, lifeless kind of happiness that the speaker experienced in the 

‘presence’ of the female spirit to which this poem is addressed, which made ‘weak 

and tame | All passions’ (28-29). Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici dramatises the 

very realisation that such a happiness, where one is absorbed in another’s presence, 

is illusory because it dampens other ‘passions’ and aspects of ‘life.’ 

These final lines critique the other Jane poems’ immersion in a project of 

self-construction that figuratively appropriates external life. This anticipates the 

critique that surfaces in The Triumph of Life when Rousseau’s desire to attain 

knowledge of the origins of his own soul is rewarded with the bathetic vision of the 

same triumphal car, the significance of which the dreamer (and the reader) also 

struggles to comprehend. These final lines of Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici also 

imply, however, that even being passively swept along by the goings on of quotidian 

human life is a poor psychological strategy for attempting to forget what we would 

leave ‘untold’ (21, The Triumph of Life). It still discloses an attempt to locate personal 

pleasure in the multitude of happenings that make up one individual life, rather than 

genuinely engaging with any larger concept of ‘life’ we can approximate in either a 

social or metaphysical sense. Opening oneself up to the motions of a life external to 

our own emotional needs, as both Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici and The Triumph 

of Life appear to suggest, requires the acceptance of personal regrets and the 

rejection of a specious sense of psychic ‘peace’ that misguidedly aims to ground a 

sense of self by becoming over-selective in its engagement with external sensory 

experience. This is demonstrated by the way that in Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici 
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subjectivisation is replaced by anthropomorphisation, as the boats are compared to 

‘spirit-winged chariots’ (39), and simile rather than the synecdochic tautness of the 

other poems acts as the main rhetorical structuring device. This switch also 

anticipates the simile that begins The Triumph of Life, ‘Swift as a spirit hastening to 

his task | Of Glory and of good, the Sun sprang forth’ (01-02). The Triumph of Life 

continues to twin visual acuity with perception itself, despite the fact that, as Paul De 

Man has famously argued in ‘Shelley Disfigured’, it also appears to imply that this is 

only superficially, that is to say figuratively, convincing.35  

As we have seen, the Jane poems communicate by leaving biographical 

details undefined, yet in The Triumph of Life the dreamer’s thoughts ‘must remain 

untold’ (21) for a different reason. The dreamer seems to want to suspend or forget 

his personal perspective and grasp a realm beyond the quotidian experience of life, 

beyond time and causality, where ‘the Deep | Was at my feet, and Heaven above my 

head’ (27-28). In The Triumph of Life we are asked to approximate a concept of the 

totality of ‘life’, yet the implicit question of what the nature of this ‘life’ might be is 

obscured by a foregrounding of the question of how poetry’s figurative capacities 

might (or might fail to) represent such an amorphous concept. As in Alastor, The 

Triumph of Life is reticent in that we are presented with what is presumably an 

allegorical fiction but are not provided with any perspective from which to interpret 

it – if the dreamer and Rousseau find the ‘cold glare’ (77) of the triumphal car 

stultifying, then the reader is pushed even further outside of an epistemologically 

secure system of meaning and referentiality. Unlike Julian and Maddalo, where 

Julian’s reticence and failure to create a philosophical system for interpreting the 

experience of one life creates an over-determination of hermeneutic possibilities, 

The Triumph of Life forecloses such speculative richness by insisting that meaning 

resolve into a philosophical axiom that defines ‘life’. Yet Rousseau’s and the 

dreamer’s failure to arrive at such a definition also draws attention to Rousseau’s 

attempt to create a kind of self-awareness that will be philosophically exemplary. In 

The Triumph of Life, Rousseau represents a critique of Shelley’s own desire to 

hypostatise the self in the Jane poems. Rousseau seems to be immersed in a self-

                                                           
35

 See Paul De Man, ‘Shelley Disfigured’ in Deconstruction and Criticism, ed. by Harold Bloom (London; New York: 
Continuum, 2004), pp. 32-61. 
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positing that has no external ‘object’ (243) to which to relate itself other than its 

own immediate self-knowledge: he says he was ‘overcome | By my own heart alone’ 

(240-41). Rousseau sketches a modified version of the self-cathexis presented in the 

Jane poems by opening up himself, ‘baring’ his ‘bosom’ (467) to the ‘cold glare’ (77) 

of an external reality that cannot be truly grasped by acts of self-impersonation. The 

poem presents the challenge of interpreting the allegorical procession, yet provides 

no framework from which to do so. This suggests that there is a choice to be made 

between attempting to posit a self we can never truly stabilise or reifying the very 

experience of the philosophical problem of disambiguating subjectivity from ‘life’. 

The pressing nature of this choice can only be expressed through the dialectic of 

reticence I have been exploring in Shelley’s work, which gestures towards a pre-

linguistic world of ‘life’ in order to pose the question of whether it is ultimately the 

experience of or the theorisation of ‘life’ that is more to be desired.  

 The Triumph of Life begins by anthropomorphising the sun, casting it as a 

spirit which, like the boats in Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici, performs a ministry 

that is in some way ‘good’ (231) for the human mind, even though it is set in motion 

by a more impersonal process. But the apparent certainty of the figurative collapse 

between action and the effects of action is later shaken when the speaker’s 

response to his vision of the triumphal car is to despair that ‘God made irreconcilable 

| Good and the means of good’: (230-31) 

 

   and I knew 
 
That I had felt the freshness of that dawn, 
Bathed in the same cold drew my brow and hair 
And sate as thus upon that slope of lawn 
 
Under the self same bough, and heard as there 
The birds, the fountains and the Ocean hold 
Sweet talk in music through the enamoured air, 
And then a Vision on my brain was rolled. … (33-40)  

 

The overwhelming simultaneity of the speaker’s last soporific look at reality and the 

bursting forth of the sun figure the type of vision the dreamer desires: one where 

the mind can apprehend itself in its relation to the material world. It is not explained 
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why this scene is already familiar to the speaker and why his thoughts must remain 

untold36. This reticence both questions the possibility of a causal apprehension of 

the self and affirms the poem’s use of the sun as a figure for Kant’s notion that there 

is an underlying sympathetic relation between the processes of the natural world 

and a human concept of morality.37  

The Triumph of Life, as well as taking much inspiration from Petrarch’s Trionfi 

and Dante’s Divina Comedia, from which The Triumph of Life borrows its terza rima 

metre, also considers an idea expressed by Lucretius in book four of De Rerum 

Natura. Lucretius notes here that because the diaphanous representations that are 

given off by atoms are acknowledged by our eyes to stand in for the thing itself, the 

apprehension of this fact can make us aware of the limits of our own perceptions. 

This is the case firstly because our sight is positional – our eyes allow us to judge the 

distance between ourselves and other material objects, and this limits our 

apprehension of these representations to that of certain visual and intentional 

perspectives. Secondly, in the passage in question Lucretius expresses dissatisfaction 

at his own notion of ‘sight’ when it is conceived as a generalised effect created by 

perceptual contact with the discrete filmy substances which atoms produce: 

 

Nor is it strange that we behold the thing 

But see not the images, whose touches bring 

That object to our eies, for soe we find 

Our bodies often struck with cold and wind, 

Yett doe not we each single part perceive 

Which to our sence those strong impressions give 

But it seems rather one whole body, whence 

Those blows proceed with outward violence.38 
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As I shall show, The Triumph of Life appears to suggest that when the limitations of 

our organs of sight are drawn attention to in this way, the very generality of the 

experience of sight, which should feel natural, comes to feel alien, imposed. By 

couching The Triumph of Life in these terms Shelley exhibits dissatisfaction with the 

self-immersion of the Jane poems. However, The Triumph of Life also shows that 

attempting to imagine oneself in the context of an over-arching metaphysical or 

social concept of ‘life’ has its own dilemmas. In attempting such a mental leap we 

abstract ourselves so much from the reality of our own individual experience that life 

passes by outside of us, like a flattened allegorical representation, leaving us asking 

petulantly, like the dreamer, ‘“Then, what is Life?”’ (544). 

The poem’s title collapses an oppositional movement of humanisation and 

dehumanisation; as in Petrarch’s Trionfi a description of the progress of the human 

soul from sensual distraction to spiritual fulfilment in God sits alongside an 

invocation of the triumphal chariots of ancient Rome, used to parade prisoners 

captured in martial conquest. (Petrarch uses a triumphal car allegorically in The 

Triumph of Love, where Love is unambiguously personified as a tyrannical child.) This 

doubled movement of humanisation and de-humanisation is carried on by The 

Triumph of Life at large and acts as an allegory for how we attempt to 

anthropomorphise the world in order to assuage our own desire for sympathetic 

communication. But The Triumph of Life also dramatises how we are faced with the 

impersonal and obliterating force of aging, and time passing, the spectacle of which 

‘rolls’ (40) over the mind and appears to deny it agency: 

 

So came a chariot on the silent storm 
Of its own rushing splendour, and a Shape 
So sate within as one whom years deform 
 
Beneath a dusky hood and double cape 
Crouching within the shadow of a tomb, 
And o’er what seemed the head a cloud like crape, 
 
Was bent, a dun and faint aethereal gloom 
Tempering the light. (86-93) 
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This passage describes a reduplicating or doubling, where one kind of light, ‘the 

gloom’ spread by ‘Life’ somewhat ameliorates the ‘cold glare’ (77) of the implacable, 

yet wayward progress of human history. But this gloom also renders it impossible to 

see the figure of Life clearly beneath its cape because perception is defeated by the 

perceptual parallax that is the dreamer’s (and Rousseau’s) simultaneous attempt to 

first personify, then read or interpret these interests from an external perspective. 

The differing qualities of light imply that vision, as in De Rerum Natura, has a kind 

material existence that hinders the assumption of meta-perspectives. Paul De Man is 

right to some extent that the poem dramatises a realisation that we cannot remove 

all obstacles from perception, because both the images of the sun bursting forth and 

the images of erasure collapse the act of perception and the means of perception. 

But the poem in fact does not present a conception of vision that is synonymous 

with perception per se. The ‘veil of light’ (32) that generates the speaker’s 

experience of deja-vu does not carry the adverbial sense of ‘unveiling’ or making 

clearer, it is a noun that casts vision as a kind of material force that dominates the 

represented scene more surely than the sun. 39 

In The Triumph of Life Shelley tries to break the hermeneutic circle of the 

Lyric I of the Jane poems and to accept the overwriting of the self by a larger 

processes of social and world-historical life. He puts this anxiety into the mouth of 

Rousseau, who relates his story in the hopes of either himself or the dreamer 

attaining an awareness of why they have ended up as part of the ‘deluded’ (184) 

who follow the triumphal procession. And it is Rousseau, whom the dreamer 

perceives as ‘an old root which grew | To strange distortion out of the hill side’, 

(182-83) who suggests that the triumphal pageant represents ‘“Life”’ (180). 

Rousseau is certain that the car represents life, yet he is uncertain how he arrived at 

such certainty. This is because he himself represents, in being a distorted form of 

himself, the unsatisfying conditions out of which life must grow. He knows but 
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cannot account for his knowledge because he is too immersed in the life we lose in 

the living of it:  

 

Whence I came, partly I seem to know, 
And how and by what paths I have been brought 
To this dread pass, methinks even thou mayst guess; 
Why this should be my mind can compass not –  (300-04) 

 

Rousseau is represented as desirous of the same kind of subjectivity as the speaker 

of the Jane poems, although this desire appears to be negated by the inevitable 

annihilation of identity and the failure of intellectual projects that aim at imposing 

one’s originality on the world.  

Rousseau puts his faith in self-knowledge so as to provide an analytical 

remove from the power struggles of ‘life’, defined as the social and political reality of 

one’s times: 

 

     their lore  
 Taught them not this –  to know themselves; their might  
 Could not repress the mutiny within. (211-12)  
 

 
But the knowledge that the poem, through Rousseau’s confession, appears to want 

to give us is that tempering one’s heart to its ‘object’, (243) which Rousseau 

confesses that he failed to do, means allowing oneself to be objectified or utilised by 

the human world in a way that does not reserve, or ‘disdain’ to posit the integrity of 

the individual self: 

 

 And if the spark with which Heaven lit my spirit 
Earth had with purer nutriment supplied 

 
 Corruption would not now thus much inherit 
 Of what was once Rousseau –  nor this disguise 
 Stain that within which still disdains to wear it. – 
  
 If I have been extinguished, yet there rise 
 A thousand beacons from the spark I bore. (201-07) 
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Nevertheless, as in Shelley’s critique of Beatrice Cenci, there is a risk that tempering 

one’s own passion to a limited concept of life and human nature that has a too 

narrowly political or personal exigency will diminish the self; one’s own words come 

to be a kind of alien object which, like ‘the deeds of others’, become an imposition: 

See the great bards of old who inly quelled 
 
The passions which they sung, as by their strain 
May well be known: their living melody 
Tempers its own contagion to the vein 
 
Of those who are infected with it—I 
Have suffered what I wrote, or viler pain!— 
 
And so my words were seeds of misery— 
Even as the deeds of others. (274-81) 
 
 

Here Shelley questions both his own commitment to transcending personal concerns 

and his desire to create a poetics that uses reticence to inseminate new meaning. 

This is because even these commitments may end up being tempered to pre-existing 

notions in a way that perpetuates inert assumptions rather than questioning them. 

The ‘living melody’ that describes the truth of human experience to be found in 

individual suffering fails to be translated into Rousseau’s ‘words’, and so appears 

only to describe the behaviour of others. Yet the poem maintains a hope similar to 

that of the Jane poems that a life lived in the transcendent realm of ‘melody’ is still 

possible.40 
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iii  Countering the ‘cold glare’ 

 

 

Rousseau and the dreamer’s thoughts continue to parallel one another; the dreamer 

also assumes that the meaning of the procession and of Rousseau’s presence in the 

scene will be unlocked by understanding it as a causal, temporal progression: 

‘“Whence camest thou & whither goest thou? | How did thy course begin,” I said, 

“and why?’ (296-97). Rousseau’s attempt to answer this question suggests that he 

was given the chance to attain personal redemption through a process of forgetting 

his individuality, but was landed in the midst of the mad dance that both precedes 

and follows the car of Life because he still clings to a desire to understand his 

individuality in causal terms. Rousseau’s journey began in a similar way to the 

dreamer’s, lying ‘Under a mountain, which from unknown time | Had yawned into a 

cavern high and deep’ (312-13). He was in need of ‘forgetting’ all pleasure and all 

pain, all hate and love’ (318-19). Like the dreamer, he appeals to the beauty of 

Nature, which allows him to forget his troubles to such an extent that he loses all 

sense of whether before that moment he had been happy or sad.  The vision with 

which he is provided is of a ‘shape all light’ made of the reflections of the sun upon 

the water: 

 

 
there stood 

 
Amid the sun, as he amid the blaze 
Of his own glory, on the vibrating 
Floor of the fountain, paved with flashing rays, 
 
A shape all light, which with one hand did fling 
Dew on the earth  
[…] 
As one enamoured is upborne in dream 
O'er lily-paven lakes mid silver mist 
To wondrous music, so this shape might seem 
 
Partly to tread the waves with feet which kist 
The dancing foam. (348-53, 367-71) 
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This personification of the sun asserts that we can grasp perception itself, rather 

than accepting that we, like the charioteers who have ‘their eyes banded’ (100), are 

blind to its ‘omnipresence’ (343). Rousseau’s act of personification appears to be the 

opposite of the forgetting he ostensibly desired; it is instead more similar to the way 

the speaker of the Jane poems attempts to capture an eidetic image of his own 

consciousness. That this female ‘shape’ treads the waves without breaking the 

mirror of the water recalls the description of the forest in The Recollection as 

manifesting as a ‘chain’ (33-34) of silence, where movement conceived as temporal 

activity is nullified by the mind’s hyper-awareness of its own power to contract all of 

life into ‘one fair form’ (51). Cian Duffy reads The Triumph of Life as a critique of 

Enlightenment individualism, taking Rousseau’s inability to partake in the dance as 

representative of the ‘failure’ of ‘imaginative’ responses to ‘the natural sublime’.41 In 

Duffy’s view Shelley is making a critique of a solipsism that ignores large political and 

moral goals and indulges in unproductive emotional excesses. But Shelley is 

addressing rather than critiquing this problem: Rousseau enacts a dialectic between 

self-transcendence and self-impersonation that Shelley saw as integral to his own 

poetics. 

When watching the womanly ‘shape all light’ move, Rousseau’s own motor 

reflexes are engaged in active play, despite the fact that he himself is only watching, 

not moving: 

 

And still her feet, no less than the sweet tune 
To which they moved, seemed as they moved, to blot 
The thoughts of him who gazed on them, and soon 
 
All that was seemed as if it had been not –  
As if the gazer's mind was strewn beneath 
Her feet like embers, and she, thought by thought, 
 

              Trampled its fires into the dust of death. (382-88) 
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Though this virtual movement would seem to demonstrate that Rousseau has in 

some way attained a timeless and self-reflexive apprehension of his own perceptual 

faculties, his thoughts nevertheless return to a desire to legitimate an identity that 

could be recouped from the logic of temporal progression: ‘Shew whence I came, 

and where I am, and why—| Pass not away upon the passing stream’” (398-99). The 

‘shape’ offers him nepenthe to drink; but the vision he then receives produces, from 

the reader’s perspective, not a forgetting, but a re-iteration of the same ‘cold bright 

car’ (434) that the dreamer sees. The car, with its ‘cold glare’, (77) seems to hinder 

comprehension by providing a reminder of the psychologically determined and 

material nature of vision and perception. Like Tilottama Rajan in her account of The 

Triumph of Life, I read this repetition as implying ‘the insufficiency of what was said: 

we repeat because there is still something more to be said’ –  this being that 

Rousseau could be rehabilitated by embracing the triumph of Life over the 

individual.42 But unlike Rajan, I do not think all constructive forces in this poem come 

from substitutive mechanisms. Rather than expounding the failure of figurative 

constructs to produce a stable meaning The Triumph of Life defines vision as 

material. Once again, we have a dialectic: Rousseau’s vision of the car seems to 

suggest a triumph of material life over mind, whereas the ‘shape all light’ offers the 

forgetting of the details of one’s own life in exchange for the possibility of a 

collective Subject – of the possibility that a collective mind will triumph over life.  

Once the nepenthe has been drunk by Rousseau the movements of ‘the 

shape’ become ‘dim’, which seems to allow him to isolate his own movements from 

the omnipresence of a larger mode of Being: 

 

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, 
 
More dimly than a day appearing dream, 
The ghost of a forgotten form of sleep. (424-28) 
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Rousseau is swept along by his vision of the car, baring ‘his bosom to the clime | Of 

that cold light, whose airs too soon deform’, (467-68) and to its rushing speed, ‘like 

bubbles on an eddying flood’ (458). He has a double vision of the dancing atomies, 

(motes of human dust), which, though they initially bring their own sense of motion 

to the movement of the car as they ‘dance | Within in a sunbeam’, (446-47) then 

transform into the less lively ‘anatomies’ (500) which laugh with an undead mirth 

‘from their dead eyes’ (502), ‘Forgetful of the chariot’s swift advance’ (450).  Here it 

seems as though the car is given motion by the ‘loud million’ (436) that surround it. 

This may throw some light upon why the charioteers are blinded, as the implication 

emerges that ‘Speed in the van and blindness in the rear’ (101) accurately describes 

the way the car is misdirected by human ambition, not Life – which as the dreamer 

suggests may have a prescience that transcends the materiality of human vision: 

 

 Nor then avail the beams that quench the Sun  
 Or that these banded eyes could pierce the sphere  
 Of all that is, has been, or will be done. (102-04) 

 

Weisman argues that in The Triumph of Life Shelley creates an ‘allegory against 

allegory’ because he ‘parodies his own formulation that “the great secret of morals 

is love, or a going out of our own nature”’.43 She argues this is because, in inheriting 

inertly allegorical literary traditions we bring specious logic and arbitrary associations 

into our conceptions of meaning, which are only liberating ‘because all are potential 

victims of the fiction-maker’s irresistible habits’.44 The Triumph of Life is indeed an 

exercise in the de-fictionalising of quotidian life, though this is accompanied by a 

sense that maintaining an immersion in the life of an individual and its sufferings is a 

necessary starting point for understanding the value of a life beyond the self: 

 

But follow thou, and from spectator turn 
 Actor or victim in this wretchedness 
 
 And what thou wouldst be taught I then may learn 
 From thee. (305-08) 
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Rousseau attempted to correct the ‘corruption’ (203) of his spirit by encouraging 

others to repeat his actions in the hope that they can do this whilst simultaneously 

maintaining a critical remove. For De Man the poem’s partial awareness of its own 

seductive processes culminates in the appearance of the ‘shape all light’, which acts 

as a figure for thought itself in being a ‘sign’ of ‘thought’s empire over thought’ 

(211). He writes that ‘For the initial violence of position can only be half erased, since 

the erasure is accomplished by a device of language that never ceases to partake of 

the very violence against which it is directed’.45 But Shelley does not want to forget 

the duplicity of meaning generation; he wants to accept its falsity and find ways of 

making this falsity emotionally productive. Like the other poems I have discussed in 

this project, psycho-philosophical problematics are parodically performed, not 

merely described. 

The repetition of the description of the car from the dreamer’s initial vision 

creates a sense of bathos, yet, as we have seen, the two descriptions are not quite 

the same.46 The process of relating his story ‘In words of hate and awe’ (475) –  the 

moment of poeticising – seems to have allowed Rousseau to create another ‘being 

within our being’: (A Defence of Poetry) an ontological, not a poetic category.47 This 

‘being’ is a kind of self-transcendence that allows him to partly give himself over to 

the imposing motion of life by ‘baring his bosom’ to its ‘coldness’, thereby adding a 

kind of human warmth of feeling to its impersonal processes. This is perhaps why 

Rousseau has fallen out of the dance, yet has not been completely annihilated like 

some of the other revellers. It is the very act of being drained of our objectless, 

unruly human passions that drives the triumphal car and allows it to transcend us, to 

move beyond our sight in the manner in which it does in the final (unfinished) 

passage. Sketched here is a way of coping with the impersonality of life conceived 

either as a totalization of human history or as our own (necessarily flawed) attempts 
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to ground ontological self-definition in epistemological struggle. Coping is made 

possible by approaching both possiblities as exhilarating opportunities for self-

construction, that the very emptiness of the Kantian Subject offers us through its 

approximation of ‘thought’s empire over thought’ (211). 

 The dreamer’s repeated question of what is left for a definition of life at the 

end of this fragment is also the question of why what ‘once was Rousseau’ (204) is 

left outside the dance. This is a question about what of subjectivity is left once we 

have given over all our agency to a process that surpasses us. The answer the poem 

gives us appears to be that reality will be somehow ameliorated if we approach our 

‘acting’ in the pageant of life, with its stream of figures thrown on a ‘false and fragile 

glass’ (247), in a way that is fully accepting of the implacability of its power over us. 

We are being urged to accept the way we are determined by the material processes 

of life so that, strangely, we can accept this in good grace when our lives become a 

performance which is no longer ‘cold’, (77) (as in not-prepared or “warmed up” for 

the magnitude of the experience). We would then not be relegated to the ‘cold 

world’ that in Julian and Maddalo represents a lack of awareness of our own 

historicization.48 This may involve creating an illusory sense of our own essential 

‘being’, though the point is that this might prove to be a necessary fabrication if we 

are to attain a position from which to challenge social realities that have come to be 

defined by false consciousness. But, as in Adonais and Prometheus Unbound, this 

bad faith of believing in an essential being may be psychologically necessary to the 

poet’s ambition to give a metaphysical and collective form of Love access to the 

material movement of both Life and the individual soul. This is because it facilitates 

figurative approximations of how the immanent and the transcendent combine in 

human experience, even if the direct apprehension of this whole process is not 

actually possible for one mind.  

The Triumph of Life explores what happens when we attempt to distance 

ourselves from our own desire for symbolic self-definition and the accompanying 

(delusive) sense of satisfaction. The poem stumbles and breaks off at the same point 
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as Lines Written in the Bay of Lerici, when the value of personal happiness in relation 

to larger concepts of life is being addressed: 

“Then, what is Life?” I said . . . the cripple cast 
His eye upon the car which now had rolled 
Onward, as if that look must be the last, 
 
And answered ... "Happy those for whom the fold 
Of ...  (544-48) 

 

Like the Jane poems, The Triumph of Life also sheds light on the anxiety sketched in 

A Defence of Poetry, where ‘Poetry is a sword of lightning, ever unsheathed, which 

consumes the scabbard that would contain it’.49 This expresses the anxiety that new 

methods of self-determination ushered in by a Promethean creator might actually 

have a de-humanising effect in allowing a thought process to extend beyond the 

lived experience this process was created in order to correct or enrich. The fear is 

that the desire to destabilise a sense of epistemological security can take on a 

discursive and philosophical momentum that obliterates the human Subject it is 

trying to redeem. In A Defence of Poetry it seems poets cannot attain knowledge of 

themselves or of the transfiguring power of the human love they wish to usher in, 

because they plumb the depths of a human nature ‘with a comprehensive and all-

penetrating spirit at which they are themselves perhaps most sincerely astonished, 

for it is less their own spirit than the spirit of the age’.50 This is an altered conception 

of the poet to that described earlier in the Preface to Laon and Cythna, where a 

poet’s work is defined by its subjective intensity, by its ability ‘to communicate to 

others the pleasure and the enthusiasm arising out of those images and feelings, in 

the vivid presence of which within his own mind, consists at once his inspiration and 

his reward’.51 The failure of the attempts made in The Triumph of Life to personify 

life registers the way the Subject continually struggles with the possibility of Subject-

lessness.  
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The Jane poems present the argument that to remain immersed in the 

particularity of the ego’s needs is justified: and the poet is our paradigm for this. The 

personal enthusiasms that the poet is best placed to communicate are 

representations of the kind of ontological and sentimental relations that are formed 

between one consciousness and the object of its desires and affections. Rousseau 

arrives at a similar conclusion: that impersonating oneself, and these cherished 

relations can be the way to stimulate further acts of creative self-awareness. The 

way Rousseau is presented, however, shows a lack of confidence on Shelley’s part 

that this process should become (morally) exemplary. The real interpretive mystery 

elicited by the reticence of this poem about the function of its own allegorical mode 

does not come from asking questions about the nature of the life that is being 

allegorised, but from the posing of the question: what of an individual life can be 

recouped, or made philosophically productive, from the failure of a totalizing 

philosophical act? The reticence of The Triumph of Life allows Shelley to extend the 

thinking of Julian and Maddalo regarding the way poetic symbols can contain traces 

of phenomenological involvement with lived life, rather than merely imposing 

meaning onto reality. But reticence also allows Shelley to sketch the hollowness of 

the type of Subject we would be left with if we saw the attempt to totalize our 

conception of ‘life’ as something to be recuperated solely from a detached, meta-

perspective.  

For Rousseau, life triumphs over his desire for apprehension of a personal 

auto-telic progression, providing him instead with a vision of how we are determined 

by life, and of the way our faculties are gradually taken from us and continually 

reconstituted by larger processes. The sudden aging of the dancers and Rousseau’s 

own loss of vision (‘the holes it vainly sought to hide| Were or had been eyes’ 187-

88) replaces a preoccupation with origins with a transfer between states: 

 

From every firmest limb and fairest face 
The strength and freshness fell like dust, and left 
The action and the shape without the grace 
 
Of life.  (520-23) 
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Even once the ‘grace’ of life as gone, biological desires (which also overwhelms the 

speaker of the Jane poems) still linger – and in this realisation Rousseau can now 

perhaps begin to accept being overwhelmed by something larger than his ‘own 

heart’: 

 

     which neither age  
   Nor tears nor infamy nor now the tomb  
   Could temper to its object. (241-43) 

 

This is perhaps because there can be no ‘object’ outside of his own enjoyment of 

‘suffering’ what he ‘wrote’ (279), only a dissipation of the mind and its creations in 

the continual movement of human history. It is not so much the point that life 

cannot be defined because we are immersed within it, but that any attempt to 

crystallise a summative image of it in its entirely must remain subject to a reticence 

that reminds us of the distance of such an image from the way in which life is 

experienced as a mode of temporal progression. The petulance of the dreamer’s 

final question, ‘“Then, what is Life?”’, (544) after Rousseau’s recitation of his tale, 

reads as an inability to see beyond the expectation that an allegorical mode of 

narration produces totalizing moments of clarity.   

  The dreamer and the figure of Rousseau both attempt to stand in for each 

other; the dreamer appeals to Rousseau’s experience to explain the vision before 

him, and Rousseau needs the dreamer to comprehend his story by living it himself. 

This is so because Shelley wants to theorise a way of understanding the psychology 

of the poet who must allow himself or herself to be defined, even created by larger 

metaphysical and social concepts. Despite its fragmentation, a consideration of the 

way The Triumph of Life is reticent about both what ‘life’ it is that is being 

allegorised, as well as what this allegorisation might achieve, expresses a degree of 

acceptance of our inability to feel continuous with our self-representations. This 

acceptance critiques the way the Jane poems linger on the false sense of unity that 

can be achieved by objectifying another in order to isolate our own Subject position. 

The ultimate significance of The Triumph of Life is to be found in the shade of 

Rousseau, who is guilty of the same bad faith as the speaker of the Jane poems; he 
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fails to see beyond himself, to ‘bare his bosom’ (467) to the ‘cold glare’ (77) of Life’s 

arbitrariness. The poem’s refusal of allegorical interpretation leads us to the idea 

that we have triumphed over life if we retain a reserve of subjective feeling that can 

allow us to ‘bare our bosoms’ to the coldness of the processes that overwhelm us; 

adding an element of human nature to Nature proper. But we must accept that this 

will always feel like something in reserve, as the totality of our existence cannot be 

apprehended through the way we historicize and represent ourselves. This is why 

The Triumph of Life says that dreamer of Dante’s Divina Comedia: 

 

returned to tell  
 In words of hate and awe the wondrous story  
 How all things are transfigured, except Love. (474-76)  

 

Love can only be described in a contradictory and unfitting language, because 

language itself maintains a reticence about the subjective experiences it tries to 

capture. 

The Triumph of Life is to some extent cumulative of the dialectic of reticence 

that I have identified in Shelley’s major works. Though I have argued that The 

Triumph of Life presents one side of a dialectic (The Triumph of Life sets the 

liberation of self-transcendence against the Jane poems’ development of a Lyric I 

that identifies with the persona of the suffering lover), the shade of Rousseau also 

replicates this same dialectic. Rousseau wrestles with a choice between being 

liberated by a self-impersonation that accepts what temporary identity it can grasp, 

or accepting the total erasure of the self. But The Triumph of Life makes a further 

point here. It asks us to ‘bare’ our ‘bosoms’ to the process of ‘life’ and history 

without explicitly offering any wisdom on what kinds of knowledge or experience 

this might produce. The poem challenges us to read the poem with this hopeful 

possibility in mind, despite the almost nihilistic reticence that characterises the 

description of the triumphal car of Life. We are challenged to read the poem as a 

kind of enlightenment, not, as Cian Duffy does, as a critique of the Enlightenment. 

We are challenged to feel energised, not enervated by a material understanding of 

history and subjectivity, and by an understanding of the self as both dynamic and 
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inessential. Yet giving something of ourselves to ‘life’ means expressing the kind of 

suffering Rousseau experiences in being unable to recoup a stable concept of the 

self from acts of self-impersonation. This acknowledgement of our necessary 

inauthenticity is precisely the only form of authenticity we can achieve. All we can do 

is hope that our acts of artistic self-expression can capture something of this 

suffering and shame: something of the way we ‘fall upon the thorns of life’, (54) as 

the Ode to the West Wind has it.52 Rousseau is, then, an emblem of Shelley’s peculiar 

use of bad faith. The poem as a whole presents us with a rather cynical view of the 

pointlessness of the individual’s struggle for self-definition. Yet it treats this idea with 

a reticence that, in performing this cynicism, generates an emancipatory momentum 

of self-transcendence which is the metaphysical action of authenticity, while the 

content of the ideas pulls us in another direction. The poem expresses a kind of 

cynicism which comes from the bad faith of desiring to feel that the self can be 

adequately captured in temporary self-representations. And it is the reader who 

must activate this sense of momentum, since the speaker/dreamer, unlike the other 

personae to whom Shelley gives their own agency, is a representation of a reader 

who has no power to interpret what he or she sees. The actual reader of Shelley’s 

text is invited to correct this situation. Like the other poems I have discussed The 

Triumph of Life performs, rather than describes, its own shame at being incomplete 

without the reader’s critical interventions. The reader must activate and make sense 

of the immanent critiques that are produced by internal ambiguities and omissions 

in the text. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

I have argued in this thesis that Shelley’s reticence creates an irresolvable moral 

dilemma between settling for a temporary identity or aspiring to something better. 

The works I have analysed play with the coherence of narrative voice and with the 

representative status of poetic discourse. Moments in Shelley’s poems where 

information is omitted and the coherence of narrative personae is destabilised 

create philosophical aporias regarding the self’s relationship to its environment and 

to history. They also create meta-personae that perform the Subject’s struggle to 

achieve self-definition. These features express Shelley’s philosophical interest in how 

we might psychologically negotiate the conflicting desires to attain a kind of ethical 

authenticity by transcending the self, and to create a unified identity. Shelley uses 

reticence to create a form of knowing bad faith that admits to nostalgia for those 

moments when we feel continuous with our self-representations. He thus 

acknowledges that we are determined by history and by our environment but that 

we can also never be satisfied until we have re-appropriated something of our 

subjective individuality. This philosophical dilemma is performed by the narrative 

and conceptual structures of Shelley’s poems. His reticent poetics provide the reader 

with a way to creatively engage with the fact that being conscious of our 

historicization creates trauma and dissatisfaction but also provides a chance to 

creatively re-posit ourselves. Though Shelley’s reticence has a largely destabilising 

effect, it also generates phenomenologies of reading that court the possibility of 

stasis, of formally complete, autonomous structures of meaning and feeling. As in 

Sartre’s phenomenology, the imagination and works of art reconstitute reality in a 

way that brings latent aspects of the relationship between world and consciousness 

to light.  

I have discovered that Shelley’s version of this Sartrean idea of reconstitution 

has its own peculiarly parodic aspect that seeks to provide ways of imagining 

renewed concepts of the self and of society by indicating what is missing from them. 

Shelley’s poems use reticence to performatively critique the social and metaphysical 
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conditions from which they spring; they do this by simultaneously dramatising these 

conditions and what is being occluded by them. Reticence facilitates a process of 

sceptical self-revision but also leaves space for a knowing re-performance of our 

historical moment. We can now see how the two kinds of reticence (linguistic and 

conceptual) I have been discussing are productively related: the general failure of 

words to adequately represent a pre-linguistic realm creates frissons of awareness of 

the kinds of psychological suffering perpetuated by the specific historical inadequacy 

of ‘cold and borrowed’ ideas and expressions.1 Shelley’s dialectic of reticence 

expresses a discontent with the limitations of our historical confines but also a 

commitment to using poetry to show that the psychological anguish of being aware 

of our historicization –  of the relativisation of historical processes by individual 

phenomena – is a general human condition. There is an additional dilemma that 

Shelley’s reticence expresses: there is a discursive continuum to our consciousness 

which forms an integral part of our historicization, but this continuum cannot 

describe pre-linguistic modes of experience. As an aspect of our historical condition, 

reticence is limiting, but in as much as it shows we are not confined to our self-

representations, it is liberating. 

Shelley uses strategies of reticence to parody instances where the social and 

discursive conditions are not conducive to the poet’s mental and emotional 

development. But his alternative poet-figures – the veilèd maid, Prometheus, 

Beatrice Cenci and the Maniac – are also parodied. This is because espousing them 

may also involve the kind of bad faith that seeks to freeze the development of self 

and society at one stage of its development. But the knowingness of these parodies 

nevertheless isolates the nature of the critiques Shelley wished to make. A knowing, 

playful poetics of bad faith encourages a generous attitude to the limitations of all 

ideological positions and Subject positions. In Prometheus Unbound, the need for 

this generosity can be felt especially strongly, as it describes how the self-positing 

work of the Promethean poet can be applicable to the whole human condition, even 

though the poet himself might want to linger on the details of his own emotional 

progress. Prometheus has the Phantasm of Jupiter recall the curse for him because 
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he wants to reify the idea of having transcended his bitterness. Yet as a parody of 

Jupiter, the repetition of the curse also re-inscribes the necessity of constant self-

critique and self-revision. The positing power of parody, which can make manifest 

that which cannot be articulated, also speaks to Shelley’s desire to use poetic 

figuration to gesture to a pre-linguistic realm of experience. Grasping reality in a 

reconstituted form is part of the social and moral utility of poetry he argues for in A 

Defence of Poetry when he claims that the solution to the fact that we ‘have more 

moral, political, and historical wisdom than we know how to reduce into practice’ is 

to allow the ‘creative faculty to imagine that which we know’ and to allow the ‘the 

generous impulse to act that which we imagine’.2 The force of these generous acts 

of parody comes from deliberately dallying with the kind of bad faith Paul De Man 

identified as characteristic of a Romantic poetic symbolism that unifies the Subject 

by providing an externalised mode of self-identification.3  

Following De Man’s ideas, critics have tended to see moments of instability 

and gaps in Shelley’s work as instances of psychological and ontological deprivation 

that are ultimately self-defeating. This has produced another strand of thought, 

particularly from Frances Ferguson and William Keach, which counters this idea with 

the argument that Shelley was explicitly engaged in forming a language-centric 

epistemology, so that moments of reticence come to signify the inevitability of our 

being defined by the representations we create for ourselves. My readings of Shelley 

have sought to further this stress on the reconstituting power of representation but 

also to argue that Shelley’s reticence attests to his interest in using language’s very 

inability to fully represent subjective experience as a creative opportunity for 

exploring the construction of the Subject. Shelley’s moments of poetic reconstitution 

do not act as substitutes for a desired unity or fulfilment that is still conceived as a 

constitutive lack or gap in the self. They create positive dialectical symbols of the 

struggle to achieve self-definition whilst acknowledging that the nature of our 

suffering and alienation is determined by an immersion in our historical moment. 

The mixture of bad faith and emancipation that characterises his reticence 
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elaborates Kant’s theory that the transcendental can be accessed through the 

immanent. Shelley’s reticence leads to the appreciation of a subjectivity that is torn 

between attempting to transcend its historicization and a nostalgic desire for 

immersion within it. His poems knowingly enact this double dynamic; registering 

moments of scepticism and critique but also re-solidifying positions after they have 

been questioned or transcended. This is why Shelley is so successful in using a 

reticent poetics to think through experiences of shame, as shame is also 

characterised by this double and parodic capacity of conceptually isolating the very 

sense of a shared humanity that the experience of it seems to deny. 

We can now see how analysing Shelley’s poems has further illuminated the 

key critical terms I outlined in my introduction. Shelley sees historicization as 

necessitating a miming of our historical contingency that can achieve critical distance 

from it but also facilitate its re-appropriation. Reticence jolts us into moments of re-

seeing ourselves and our historical determination. We see ourselves as part of the 

‘cold world’4 that has been ‘blunted by reiteration’.5 ‘Truth is imageless’, but it will 

always have a historicized profile: we know what we think “poetry”, “madness” and 

oppression look like.6 The point I am making about Shelley’s poetry is that the 

destabilisations and defamiliarisations created by moments of reticence provide a 

hermeneutic energy that can be used to re-posit or re-immerse ourselves in our 

historical self-representations and elicit momentarily self-unifying experiences that 

are conscious, though not unashamed, of their own bad faith. This is what is at stake 

when the Maniac flaunts his shame at failing to access his own humanity without a 

sympathetic gesture from another. Similarly, when Prometheus has his curse 

repeated by the Phantasm of Jupiter he re-emphases the conditions that 

exacerbated his sufferings just at the moment in which he has a chance to transcend 

his situation. Mont Blanc also shows that our historicization is to some extent 

dialectically open to revision. The mountain’s reticence acts as an opportunity for 

the speaker to arrest and redirect his desire to have the mountain symbolise the 
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power of the human will. The poem enacts a regrouping of the cognitive faculties 

that is attentive to the way the desire for fixed symbols stems from the need to feel 

integrated into one’s social and historical environment. This has implications for the 

reader also. Shelley’s readers are incited to engage in an intuitive process of re-

ordering their responses to his work, then filling in the moments of textual reticence 

with the workings of their own consciousness. This way, meaning never becomes 

fixed, as the ‘interstices’ between semantic association and semiotic significance 

continue to create ‘new delight’, never settling, always inviting transformative 

critique, forever craving ‘fresh food’.7 The reader of Shelley’s poems can also 

conceive of a transformed constitution of the Subject by making sympathetic 

comparisons between their own interpretive disorientation – created by strategic 

reticence and omission – and the emotional and epistemological disorientation 

experienced by his characters.  

Shelley created a poetics that anticipates both the way Sartre’s pour-soi longs 

to be en-soi and the bad faith this would entail. I have argued Shelley finds an ethical 

productivity to bad faith that Sartre would not have condoned. His work retains a 

philosophic knowingness about how satisfying and self-determining self-

representations can feel, whilst also capturing the moral energy of self-revision. This 

excess of knowing is thematised by the bad faith of Beatrice Cenci when she seeks to 

fix the terms of her own reception in the world. By creating such a morally 

ambiguous character, Shelley makes an appeal to the reader’s judgement that also 

alerts them to the possibility of bias and distortion in their own position. Yet the 

reader can help Shelley’s various personae manifest an alienated subjectivity that 

responds to, and protests the impossibility of its own articulation. Sometimes, this 

interaction with the text involves the reader sympathising with a character’s bad 

faith (with the way Beatrice, the Maniac and the speaker of the Jane poems flaunt 

their shame), but this response helps both poem and character to utilise the critical 

force of making parodic appropriations of pre-existing paradigms of subjectivity. 

Shelley’s bad faith also marks a tension between the desire to use poetry’s ability to 

create new associations between affect and language and the fear (demonstrated 

                                                           
7
 ‘A Defence of Poetry’, p. 283. 



 
267 

 

most forcefully in The Cenci and the Jane poems) that conceiving of the poet’s power 

to affect others in this way might be manipulative or narrow. I have also shown that 

Shelley’s poetry (particularly Alastor and Mont Blanc) plays with the irony that 

sometimes the current operative ideas about reticence or silence themselves 

become oppressive, as their poetic manifestation is often pressed into the service of 

a rhetoric of the “natural” that obscures any serious discussion of what “the natural” 

might refer to when it comes to talking about persons (particularly regarding the 

psychology of the poet). But Shelley was also conscious of the power of reticence to 

naturalise ideological constructs through the creation of hermeneutic circles that 

rely on what is unspoken to cohere. This is the distinctive nature of Shelley’s bad 

faith. There is a psychological realism at the core of this kind of poetics that militates 

against the proto-Marxist concern that such an attitude might too easily condone 

the immanence of the ideological positions it tries to escape.  

Shelley’s impersonation addresses in practice his idea that poetry allows us to 

‘imagine that which we know’. His acts of impersonation facilitate productive self-

critique but also enable us to see the ways in which his alternative poet-personae 

are indebted to the structures of feeling they wish to transcend. The way in which 

Alastor critiques an unproductive, Wordsworthian poetics of reticence, whilst also 

presenting an ironised corrective to it in the figure of the veilèd maid, demonstrates 

the anguished doubleness of Shelley’s attempts at self-construction. But it is the very 

provisionality that reticence gives to the positions represented in Shelley’s poems 

that enable the poet-Subject’s psychology to be nostalgic for a unified identity it also 

rebuffs. Shelley’s poems permit such a nostalgia whilst maintaining a sense of 

dissatisfaction with the historical modes of representation available for describing it. 

My examination of the Jane poems alongside The Triumph of Life has revealed this 

aspect of Shelley’s thought. Both poetic projects, in different ways, play with the 

paradox that the poetic moments which most successfully stage self-erasure also 

assert the absence of a Subject position that might account for the authenticity of 

the intention to rebuff the narrow limits of selfhood. There is, then, an element of 

defiance in Shelley’s nostalgia. The grasping of new Subject positions, even ones that 

might reconstitute that which has been transcended, speaks to Shelley’s 
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philosophical interest in retrieving a concept of human agency from the forces of 

Nature and of history. His reticence expresses a deeply pragmatic sense of the 

ubiquity of ideology, of the psychological necessity of coming to terms with its 

influence upon us, and of believing we have a self-positing power that can use 

linguistic expression and philosophical analysis to re-appropriate ourselves, even as 

we are appropriated by history and society. 

Reticence simultaneously encourages critiques of our immersion in historical 

forms and parodic re-statements of them. This ‘reduplication’ or redoubling is a kind 

of bad faith that, paradoxically, makes us more engaged with both the limits and the 

virtues of our own positions.8 The Maniac’s flaunting of his shame in Julian and 

Maddalo presents an example of a knowing bad faith that allows the Subject to feel 

momentarily self-unified but also to remain intersubjectively open to revision by 

external forces. Shelley’s exploration of psychologies of shame address the very idea 

of intersubjectivity: twinning reticence with shame provides the reader with critical 

angles on the characters described whilst involving them in suggesting possible 

correctives. The possibility that readers might be able to stabilise a text that prides 

itself on the philosophic interest of its own dialectical instability also risks bad faith. 

Yet a truly resolved or stabilising reading of Shelley’s work is never truly possible 

because his work is so committed to revealing its own performativity. Shelley’s 

poems demonstrate his anguished interest in determining what an authentic 

attitude towards self-representation and self-construction might be. His interest in 

shame, suffering and madness become ways of attempting to capture certain 

moments in which these moral dramas of consciousness are played out. He uses 

reticence to demonstrate how and why the Subject might experience moments of 

fracture and self-division. But there is an intense irony in the fact that the 

phenomenologies of shame that Shelley’s texts produce have the same double-

edged quality as the moral dilemmas around authenticity that characterise his whole 

project of reticence. Shame is a marker of authenticity in as much as it attests to the 

unfinished nature of the self, but once this shame itself becomes a knowingly 
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performed identity it also colludes in a project of bad faith that seeks to stabilise the 

self. An excess of knowingness then requires further creative acts of self-revision. 

My thesis shows how Marjorie Levinson’s Marxist New-historicism might be 

extended to produce a more historicized and psychologically attentive form of Iser’s 

reader response theory, by seeing the text as a historical phenomenon that 

demonstrates a subjectivity in process. Seeing how the internal dynamics of texts 

can yield perspectives on how attempts to totalize one’s life are conceived of 

internally, psychologically, also generates a mode of New-historicism that can be 

updated for “the affective turn”. This combination of frameworks can develop a 

relationship with the structural and stylistic aspects of a text without either 

obscuring historical reality or falling into the deconstructive trap of viewing the text 

as a mere function of a discursive philosophy it can neither escape nor truly 

articulate. The readings of Shelley’s work presented here have also demonstrated 

how Iser’s work points the way towards understanding the textually-induced forms 

of self-organising affect that Shelley’s reticence produces. My thesis also extends 

Iser’s thinking about how fictional texts with a built-in reticence create modes of 

non-linguistic comprehension: Iser himself has not explicitly explored the relation of 

occluded Subject positions to textual negation. My project reveals a Shelley who is 

acutely aware of, even dramatises, the double-edged nature of his own struggles to 

achieve authentic self-representation. His critique of the historical limitations of self-

representation is intertwined with his project of expressing a constitutional reticence 

consequent on our attempts to access a pre-linguistic dimension to our experience. 

A reticent poetics that guides its reader into filling in the same gaps that it itself 

creates generates a hermeneutic dynamism that parodies instances where there is 

no language available to emergent subjectivities. This is what lies behind Shelley 

having allowed his poet-figures to flaunt their own self-alienation and shame and his 

having given them the agency to alter the discourses of the poems through which 

they are created. The dynamic and provisional nature of the self is what drives 

Shelley’s poetic creativity.  Meaning that is continually unmoored from its linguistic 

and social casing can be ‘vitally’, playfully re-fused with pre-existing representative 
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modes without necessarily collapsing into inert or hegemonic forms of thinking.9 

Shelley’s reticence demonstrates that attempts to capture the self in one of its 

temporary formulations can remain both seductive and generative, but ultimately 

disenchanting.  
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