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ABSTRACT
Many critics, from Arnold to Eliot to the present,
have attacked Shelley for fuzzy thinking and vague,
diffusive writing.

A thorough scrutiny of Shelley's

thinking on the subject of epistemology shows that he was
a much more "tough-minded" thinker—and a more precise
poet—than many critics have realized.
Shelley's early mind-philosophy was a rigid,
mechanical, extremely rational and deterministic empiricism,
as shown in his writings, mainly prose, up to Queen Mab.
He was influenced primarily by Locke, Hartley, and Godwin,
as well as the materialist French philosophes.
In the years 1813-1815, however, his early position
received a dialectical challenge, first from Berkeley's
idealist critique of Locke; then from Hume's and Drummond's
skeptical analysis of empiricism.

In Alastor (1815) Shelley

discovered a structural similarity in the mind-philosophies
of Locke and Plato.

In the very center of each system

there was a "gap" between the perceived and the basic
reality which caused perception.

But in each system there

was also an opening toward a "bridge" across this gap:

in

Locke, the concept of "reflection," the mind's perception
of its own operations; in Plato, the concept of noesis or
•

•

•
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intuition, the power of the mind to rise directly to the
highest level of knowledge, knowledge of the ultimate
reality, the Forms.

In Mont Blanc (1816) Shelley developed

these ideas into a theory of the Imagination which he was
to bring to fruition and more full and explicit statement
in Prometheus Unbound and A Defense of Poetry.
Shelley's theory of Imagination was an independent
and coherent piece of philosophical thinking and a major
contribution to aesthetic theory.

It was similar in nature

and importance to ideas on the same problem of other
thinkers of the Romantic Period, most notably Kant,
Wordsworth, and Coleridge.

It even anticipated, as did

the others, important modern ideas in epistemology and
psychology.

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Thought can with difficulty visit the intricate
and winding chambers which it inhabits. It is
like a river whose rapid and perpetual stream
flows outward? like one in dread who speeds
through the recesses of some haunted pile, and
dares not look behind. The caverns of the mind
are obscure and shadowy . . . .
-Shelley
"Who knows therefore whence comes this creation?
Only that god who sees in highest heaven: he
only knows whence comes this universe# and
whether it was made or uncreated. He only knows,
or perhaps he knows not." In the last verse of
this poem we have the beginning of philosophical
inquiry: the poet of the Vedas saw that for the
progress of the mind man requires doubt and
faith.
-Rig Veda, X, 129,
translation and comment
by Juan Mascaro
This country of Wales is excessively grand; rocks
piled on each other to tremendous heights, rivers
formed into cataracts by their projections, and
valleys clothed with woods, present an appearance
of enchantment—but why do they enchant, why is
it more affecting than a plain, it cannot be
innate, is it acquired?—Thus does knowledge lose
all the pleasure which involuntarily arises, by
attempting to arrest the fleeting Phantom as it
passes—vain almost like the chemists' aether it
evaporates under our observation; it flies from
all but the slaves of passion and sickly sensi
bility who will not analyze a feeling.
-Shelley

1
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Dreamlike the blending also of the whole
Harmonious landscape: all along the shore
The boundary lost—the line invisible
That parts the image from reality.
-Wordsworth
We are on that verge where words abandon us, and
what wonder if we grow dizzy to look down the
dark abyss of how little we know.
-Shelley, On Life
He who speaks does not know;
He who knows does not speak.
-Tao Te Ching
Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be
silent.
-Wittgenstein
The deep truth is imageless ....
-Shelley, Prometheus Unbound
i.

Commonly Accepted Views of Shelley

It has become almost a standard article of the
critical canon that Shelley was an impractical idealist
detached from reality and living in a world of fanciful
dreams.

He has frequently been attacked as having in his

career adhered to two divergent, even contradictory
philosophies that were always getting in each other's way.
First, he was a violent, "atheistical" adherent of
Holbachian and Godwinian materialism and necessitarianism.
Then, sometime in 1817 or 1818, a radical change occurred.
Perhaps his reading of Berkeley, or of Berkeley through the
medium of Sir William Drummond, occasioned the change.
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Perhaps his renewed interest in Plato was the cause, or his
permanent departure from England.

He now became a subjec

tive idealist, of either the Platonic (or Neoplatonic) or
Berkeleyan variety.

His innate love of liberty asserted

itself and he abjured determinism for at least a limited
form of free will; and he became more conventionally
religious.

This, roughly, has been the popular view of

Shelley.
Those who dislike Shelley generally argue that he
never really sorted out these two opposing systems in his
own mind or in his work.

Therefore, his work remains a

curious hodgepodge, always pulling in at least two more or
less contradictory directions.
Those who admire the poet try to defend him by
simply dividing his career into halves, then finding that
each half has its own coherence within the framework of
its respective system.

Or they take refuge, as does Sir

Herbert Read, in simply denying "philosophical" content
altogether.
That these two views of Shelley are both products
of a failure to understand his development is the argument
of this study.

Both views are oversimplifications, and

both patronize the poet.

Neither does justice to his

intelligence, independence, and coherence as a thinker, to

4
his stature as a poet, or to his complexity as a human
being.
ii.

The Importance of Shelley's Theory of the Mind
as an Aid to Understanding His Achievement
It is the contention of this study that the

development of Shelley's thought can be most fruitfully
studied in terms of his theory of the human mind and its
working.

For him, metaphysical problems are interesting

only insofar as they affect human behavior.
is based on knowledge.

But behavior

One point of contact between Godwin

and Plato, in Shelley, is the belief of both that correct
action will follow upon correct knowledge.

(Shelley

himself became less sanguine about this as time went on,
but he never gave up his belief that knowledge is at least
a necessary condition, if not an efficient cause, of
beneficial action.)
edge?

But what is the possibility of knowl

How does the mind relate to external reality?

there any external reality?
or spiritual?

Is

What is its nature, material

Is reality, rather, internal?

mind resolve these questions?

How can the

The last of these questions

leads back to the first, and these two are presupposed by
all the others.

It is absolutely necessary to determine

how the mind works, to determine what the relation is
between that which is in the mind and that which is
outside, existing independently (if, indeed, anything is).
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Shelley realized the fundamental priority of this
question, and his attempts to answer it are central in his
intellectual development.

He did not always keep it in

the forefront of his mind, but even when he was dealing
with seemingly unrelated issues such as political reform,
the question was always looming in the background, its
various tentative answers functioning as postulates to any
other form of inquiry.
It is necessary, then, to determine the process by
which Shelley sifted these various answers, the process by
which he progressed from one tentative solution to another.
Certainly there were great changes in Shelley's views on
metaphysical and epistemological questions.

But the

changes have too frequently been seen in terms of an
extreme polarization with no middle ground.

The basis for

this study is that there was such a middle ground, and the
poet's progress across it should receive more careful and
logical analysis than it has previously received.

Carlos

Baker, in fact, in reviewing Joseph Barren's Shelley and
the Thought of His Time (New Haven, 1947), called for just
such an analysis:

"He might then have been able to

demonstrate the internal logical progression which took
place in Shelley's thought between 1813-1819" (MLN, LXIII
[1948], 572; italics added).

A. M. D. Hughes, reviewing
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the same book agreed, calling the matter "a subject not
as yet too well explored" (MLR, XLIII [1948], 533).
Too often, however, it has been taken for granted
that Shelley's intellectual development proceeded by steps
which were sudden, violent, purely emotional, and thus
basically inexplicable.

I don't mean to deny that emotion

played a great role in Shelley's thought-processes? I do
mean to deny that the role of emotion precludes a concomi
tant element of thought; and I further mean to deny that
emotion is by definition incoherent, inexplicable, or even
illogical.

I know of no established psychological or

epistemological principle which says that emotion and
reason cannot frequently lead to the same conclusion.
The analysis of Shelley's intellectual development,
then, must proceed by showing what the steps were, either
rational or emotional or both, by which Shelley went from
one position to another; it must further show how and why
he took these steps.

For Shelley, ideas were both a source

of excitement in themselves, and a ground for action.

When

ideas ceased to be exciting, when they ceased to support
action, then they had to be discarded to make way for new
and more promising ideas.

This is not to say that at each

stage of the development the new ideas had to be more
optimistic or idealistic.

Part of Shelley's maturing
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process was learning that ideas which seemed most attractive
in themselves were often most barren of practical applica
tions.

He toughened his vision and became more aware of the

need to take factual reality into consideration.

It is this

process of growing awareness, of development, that this study
sets out to analyze.
I hope that this study of Shelley's intellectual
development, as outlined in the following paragraphs, will
help to explain "the internal logical progression which
took place in Shelley's thought" between 1813-1818; again
with the reservation that emotion may play a large part in
a process of "logical progression.11

I further hope that

the following benefits will follow from a better under
standing of the poet's intellectual development:

(1) a

better reading of some of his works, most notably The
Daemon of the World, Alastor, and Mont Blanc? (2) new
insights into the general working of Shelley's imagery and
other matters of technique and method? (3) new insights
into his theory of poetry.

In what sense, e.g., may

poetry be said to be a form of knowledge?

While detailed

comment on the Defense and on the later poetry is not
within the range of this study, much is implied about them,
and I hope that these implications will contribute to the
usefulness of the study.
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iii.

The Specific Approach of This Study

This study, then, defines the problem of Shelley's
intellectual development in terms of the poet's theory of
the mind and knowledge.

In regard to the matter of

Shelley's sources and how he used them, this study argues
that Shelley was at once an eclectic and a very original
mind.

Thus it is not profitable to see him as an adherent

of any one particular philosophical system at any one
particular time in his career.

Perhaps he didn't even have

a system of his own, though I think he was always striving
for one.

But there is a certain coherence in his work.

First, he continually focuses his attentions on certain
basic philosophical problems, most notably on the problem
of the human mind and human knowledge.

Second, he develops

an attitude of experimental skepticism in dealing with
these problems.

This skepticism provides the core of

coherence beneath the changes in his views.

Sources in

this study are seen as providing a kind of framework within
which these changes occur.
Chapter II covers the period 1809-1812.

I argue

that most of the incoherence in Shelley's thought occurs
here, at the beginning of his career, rather than in his
mature work.

Too many critics have accepted the early work

—especially Queen Mab with its mechanistic materialism,

9
self-proclaimed atheism, Godwinian associationist neces
sitarianism—at face value as Shelley's basic position.
His later intellectual development has then usually been
seen in the context of this basic position and as a
deviation from it.

(See, e.g., Graham Hough, The Romantic

Poets, 2d ed. [London, 1947], pp. 128, 131.)

Taken at face

value, the philosophical framework of Mab is, though
obviously full of flaws, clear and easy to explicate? that
it is so may explain why critics often, despite their
hostility to it, establish it as basic.

I argue that even

while writing Queen Mab, Shelley is beginning to become
aware of its deficiencies.
Chapter III (1813-1815) examines the changes made
in the Queen Mab text as it was rewritten in The Daemon of
the World.

A study of these changes and of the poems,

letters, and prose (especially A Refutation of Deism) of
1813-1815 reveals a turning away from materialism, deter
minism, and associationism toward a more flexible and
idealistic position in metaphysics, epistemology, and
morals.
Shelley's first consideration of idealistic
solutions, in Alastor (1815), is the subject of Chapter IV.
Critics have debated the real applicability of the stated
theme (in the preface) to the poem itself.

They have
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polarized this question too:
the poem, or it does not.
any middle ground.

either the preface explains

They seem unwilling to allow

I believe that the ambiguity of the

poem results not from the poet's having first written a
poem and then forced an extraneous moral upon it (cf. Baker,
Shelley's Major Poetry, pp. 41-47 ff.), but rather from a
genuine conflict in his own mind regarding the relationship
between reality and ideality.
The poem is a critique of the mind's tendency to
place too much faith in its own creations (ideals), but
Shelley is unsure of the alternatives:
offers only inferior solutions.

material reality

(This theme of the

destructive potential of unbalanced idealism carries
through Prince Athanase and Julian and Maddalo and several
of the minor poems, and finally to The Triumph of Life.)
The poet's skepticism is growing.
Chapter V (1816) studies the crux or climax of the
development of Shelley's thought, the 1816 poems, especially
Mont Blanc.

At the very moment of deepest skeptical

despair, he begins to see a way out.

First he must

resolve to accept the conclusions to which his skepticism
has logically led him.

The entire empirical tradition,

i.e., Berkeley's and Hume's criticisms of Locke, thoroughly
absorbed into his system by now (cf. Essay on Life), has
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completed his disillusionment in materialistic epistemology,
but he has found no sound ground for discarding his common
sense reluctance to accept Berkeleyan idealism.

For,

despite the often-remarked Berkeleyan quality of On Life,
this essay bears the stamp of Hume's criticism of Berkeley.
It seems, in fact, that philosophy, using reason, simply
cannot resolve these problems.

Empiricism's turning of

reason against rationalism has been only too successful.
Shelley has reached the great turning point in his
development.

All of these problems come together in Mont

Blanc, explaining the enormous complexity, tension, and
excitement of that poem.

Shelley finds that the logical

end-position of empiricism is just as unsatisfactory as
that of the rationalism which empiricism has replaced.
upon deeper thought he sees a possible resolution.

But

He sees

that Locke is not as mechanically empirical as he pretended
to be; Locke's system allows much room for active, nonempirical functions of the mind.

And Hume, that greatest

of skeptics, allows immense powers to the imagination.

Now

Shelley notices how structurally similar Lockean-Humean
empiricism is to Platonism.

In both systems there is a gap

between the percipient being and his perceptions on the one
hand, and the ultimate cause of those perceptions on the
other.

That is, man can never—directly, at least—know
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the ultimate reality.

The gap is—in this life, at any

rate—basically unbridgeable; but the mind is so constituted
as to allow occasional glimpses across it—Locke's reflec
tion, Hume's imagination, Plato's noesis or intuition.
From his skepticism Shelley develops a synthesis of
empiricism and Platonism, a synthesis which provides the
coherence for the remainder of his career.

He places

increased reliance on the nonrational cognitive powers of
the mind.

He, like most of the other Romantics, begins to

probe what we now call the subconscious.

He begins to

think seriously in a new vein about knowledge, language,
and poetry.

He achieves an acceptance of uncertainty—

despite his own desperate emotional longing for certainty—
not unlike Coleridge's "suspension of disbelief" or Keats'
"Negative Capability."

He, in other words, develops a

rich, subtle, flexible concept of the human Imagination.
His new position allows a greater role for activity,
creativity, and freedom in individual behavior, thus
fitting better his own experience of life and his charac
teristic views of society, politics, morals, and religion.
The seeds of the Defense have been planted.

He chooses

poetry over philosophy as his life work.
Chapter VI attempts to sketch a broader application,
to Shelley's works as a whole, of the conclusions reached
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in the extremely detailed reading of Mont Blanc in Chapter
V.

The study radiates both backward and forward from Mont

Blanc to analyze briefly some significant recurring images,
particularly "veil" images, which develop the more pessi
mistic side of Shelley's position, and "gleam" images,
which develop the more hopeful side, i.e., the potential of
the Imagination.

This chapter concludes the study by

summarizing the growth of Shelley's new position of inde
pendent synthesis into a fully integrated mature world-view
in 1817, as he begins The Revolt of Islam.

Having cast

off realism (in the sense of materialism), he becomes
more of a common sense realist in his increasing willingness
to face facts.

He moves ever farther from the naive

materialist-determinist optimism of Queen Mab.
But if the word "realism" is ambiguous, "idealism"
is even more so.

I attempt to discriminate the ambiguities

of the word "idealism" as a philosophical position and as
an emotional attitude to life.

Shelley, I argue, realized

better than some of his critics the distinction between
thinking ideals real and knowing them ideal.

His dissatis

faction with reality increased only his awareness of the
need for ideals? it did not increase his confidence that
they soon would be realized in this world.

For him ideals

are a paradigm at which reality can aim, by which it can be
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measured; but they are, by definition, unreachable—in this
sphere of existence, anyway.
may be called an idealist:

In this sense, then, Shelley

a Shelleyan idealist.

Just as

he was not a strict Godwinian at the beginning, so he was
not a strict Berkeleyan—or even Platonist—at the end.

By

end I mean of course not the end of his career but the end
of his formative development.

By 1817, as he is writing

The Revolt of Islam, Shelley has reached intellectual
maturity.

He has reached a-position which will suffer the

strains of doubts and revisions but which will undergo no
major changes for the brief remainder of his lifetime.

CHAPTER II
THE YOUNG RATIONALIST
Shelley's views of cosmology, of religion, of
history, of politics, of morals, and of poetry were all
determined by his theories of knowledge and of the opera
tions of the human mind.

Now obviously, in that any man's

views of anything are based^ on what he knows about that
thing and what he thinks about it, all views are ultimately
attributable to a theory of knowledge.

But in the cases of

most men, even of intellectuals, such theories remain
unspoken and for the most part unrecognized and undeveloped.
Shelley's uniqueness lies in his extremely high degree of
conscious awareness of his epistemological theories and of
their influence in determining what he thought of all other
matters.

To an unusually high degree Shelley's theory of

knowledge determined not only how he thought about problems,
but actually what he thought.
i.

"Necessity" and Association of Ideas as an
Example of Shelley's Early Rationalism
As an example let me take a concept I will deal with.

at much greater length later on in this study (throughout
it, in fact):

Shelley's famous theory of Necessity.

Much

foolishness has entered print on this topic because of
15

16
critics* failures to realize that Necessity was for Shelley
first of all a principle governing mental operations.

This

principle comes out of the empirical knowledge of Locke,
Hartley, and Hume, as transmitted to Shelley both directly
and through the medium of Godwin.^
In attempting to destroy what he believed was
Descartes' theory of innate ideas, Locke argued total
empiricism.

All knowledge consists of ideas? ideas come

from two sources, external sense perception and reflection,
or internal perception, i.6., the mind's awareness of its
own operations in processing the data it receives.

Raw

ideas become "knowledge" in the conventional sense, i.e.,
systematized, by virtue of their being processed by these
mental operations:

comparison, contrast, abstraction,

inference from cause to effect, etc.

The result (i.e.,

systemization) is that the mind perceives the "agreement"
or "disagreement" of the ideas in question.

Ideas that

agree cohere into a system? ideas that disagree must be
rejected, or the ideas which they disagree with must be
rejected (i.e., the system thrown out and a new one

1. John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understand
ing (1690)? David Hartley, Observations on Man, His Frame,
His Duty, and His Expectations (2 vols., 1749)? David Hume,
A Treatise of Human Nature (3 vols., 1739-40) and An
Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748)? William
Godwin, An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 1st ed.
(1793), especially Book IV, Ch. v, "Of Free Will and
Necessity."
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started).

The mind is active in processing the ideas, but

passive in reaching conclusions, i.e., it must accept the
logical result of the processing, which is the perception
of agreement or disagreement.

It is this orthodox Lockean

empiricism transmitted through Hartley and Godwin but
without the destructive analyses of Berkeley, Hume, and
2
Drummond that Shelley argues in The Necessity of Atheism
and in other 1810-1812 comments on these matters.
"Necessity" in Locke, and even more so in Hartley
and Godwin, arises from the mind's passivity in reaching
conclusions.

The nature of the mind is such that it must

accept the conclusions its associating processes lead it
to.

Given the same pattern of ideas under the same set of

circumstances, two men will reach the same conclusion,
which will impress itself with equal inevitability on both
of them.

In view of some of the strange theories of

Shelley's "necessitarianism" which have been promulgated,
it might be wise to observe that Shelley at this point
early in his career considers necessity as a law of thought,
an inherent principle of the very reasoning process itself.

2. George Berkeley, The Principles of Human Knowl
edge (1710) and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous
(1713); Sir William Drummond, Academical Questions (1805).
For Hume's influence on Shelley's theory of Necessity, see
below, pp. 21-22, 36-37, and 42-46. (I do not mean to
suggest that Shelley had not read Hume by this time, only
that he did not understand all of the implications of
Hume's total skepticism.)

18
He does not, at this point, however much he may later,
personify or deify Necessity as a cosmological or histor
ical force.

Indeed, a perusal of Godwin's chapter "Of Free

Will and Necessity" reveals a similar situation.

Free Will

is not obviated by a Calvinistic God nor by a semidivine
impersonal Force, but by the defining limits of Reason
itself.

Necessity is not pictured as a history-guiding

bringer of inevitable anarchic Utopia, but as a principle
governing the "association" of ideas in the individual mind.
*

It is this concept of Necessity that Shelley starts
with.

From here he develops various other applications of

Necessity ("Soul of Nature," "Mother of the World," etc.),
proceeding along analogical lines of reason:

the governance

of the universe is like the governance of human thought, etc.
ii.

Further Analysis of Shelley's Early Rational
Empiricism and Associationism; Causality;
Materialism; Ethics

This concept suggests the outline of Shelley's
3
earliest serious view on the problem of knowledge. This
view, of the 1810-1812 period, provides the starting point
for the development of Shelley's theory of the mind.

It is

a view which is rigidly rational, rational being defined

3. It is in the fall of 1810 that Shelley begins
to shed his Gothicism and becomes interested in social,
political, and philosophical problems in a serious way.
See, e.g., Cameron, The Young Shelley, pp. 42-48.
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not in terras of continental rationalism but in terms of
empiricism.

That is, this theory does not allow the mind

(Reason) any active or creative role in gaining knowledge;
it is only the passive receptor and processor of ideas
which it perceives; but# still, within these limits Reason
is all-powerful and its rule over the mind is absolute.
Hartley and Godwin go beyond Locke primarily in their
increased insistence on this rigidity of mental process.
That Shelley is following them very closely here is indi
cated by his Necessity of Atheism (Feb. 1811) and Letter to
Lord Ellenborough (June 1812).
In the former of these, echoing Locke, he describes
"the nature of Belief" as follows:
When a proposition is offered to the mind, it
perceives the agreement or disagreement of the
ideas of which it is composed. A perception of
their agreement is termed belief; many obstacles
frequently prevent this perception from being
immediate; these the mind attempts to remove in
order that the perception may be distinct. The
mind is active in the investigation in order to
perfect the state of perception, which is passive;
the investigation being confused with the percep
tion has induced many falsely to imagine that the
mind is active in belief, that belief is an act of
volition, in consequence of which it may be regu
lated by the mind; pursuing, continuing this
mistake they have attached a degree of criminality
to disbelief, of which in its nature it is
incapable; it is equally so of merit. (Prose,
pp. 37-38)
Furthermore, "We can only command voluntary actions; belief
is not an act of volition—the mind is even passive . . .
as belief is a passion of the mind, no degree of criminality
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can be attached to disbelief" (Prose, p. 39).

He continues

the same strains in his Irish pamphlets of Feb. 1812 (e.g.,
Prose, pp. 44-45) and reaches eloquent heights 4 in the
Letter to Lord Ellenborough:
Belief and disbelief are utterly distinct from
and unconnected with volition. They are the appre
hension of the agreement or disagreement of the
ideas which compose any proposition. Belief is an
involuntary operation of the mind, and, like other
passions, its intensity is purely proportionate to
the degrees of excitement. Volition is essential
to merit or demerit. How then can merit or demerit
be attached to what is distinct from that faculty
of the mind whose presence is essential to their
being? (Prose, pp. 74—75)
As for the origin of these "ideas" (going back to
Necessity):

"The senses are the source of all knowledge to

the mind . . . . "

Though Shelley is here analyzing the

4. The greater force of the Letter is proportionate
to the seriousness of the two works. The Necessity Shelley
offered as something only slightly beyond a ;joke, a debater's
technique (cf. his letters to Hogg revelling in their twit
ting of one Wedgewood, a clergyman whom they engaged in
theological debate by mail, Letters #30, 36, 40). He is not
arguing that there is no God; he is challenging those who
believe there is a God to produce an adequate proof. His
conclusion ("Q. E. D.") is not that there is no God, but
that "Every reflecting mind must allow that there is no
proof of the existence of a Deity." I do not mean to sug
gest, however, that Shelley uses any reasoning he believes
to be false. His method of arguing is wholly consistent
with his principles at the time, even though in his letters
to Hogg (Letters, I, 35, 39, 44-46) he reveals himself to
be searching for the very proofs (of a deist variety) which
in the Necessity he says have not yet been found.
In the 1812 Letter Shelley's purpose is much more
passionate: the defense of Daniel Isaac Eaton, a publisher
convicted for publishing Paine's Age of Reason. Despite
his passionate conviction, however, Shelley continues to
argue systematically and objectively, and consistently with
his own beliefs.
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three "degrees of excitement," his statement of the first
"degree" clearly indicates his acceptance of Locke's
empiricism;

the first degree is that of sense impressions

or direct, external perceptions.

The second "degree" is

the mind's "own experience derived from these sources," or
"Reason" as he calls it a few lines later.

This must be

Locke's secondary source of knowledge, "reflection" or
internal perception, the mind's observation of its own
operations on the data provided by "these sources," i.e.,
impressions.

(The third "degree," Testimony, is simply

someone else's communication to us of what he claims to be
his experience.)
Such a strong belief in an empirical and associationist theory of knowledge implies a strong faith in
causality, and this Shelley has.

It is interesting to note

that although he is attacking arguments for the existence
of God, in approaching the various causal arguments he does
not attempt to undermine the idea of causation itself.

He

has been reading Hume as early as 1810-1811, as we know
from Hogg (and in this case there seems no reason to
distrust Hogg's testimony),

but in the Necessity there is

5. Especially since it is supported by the
presence in the Necessity of a near-quotation from Hume:
"We can only infer from effects causes exactly adequate to
those effects." (Prose, p. 380) The idea, almost the
exact wording, is common in Hume: cf. Inquiry, Ch. IX?
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, passim., etc.
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no evidence of awareness of Hume's destructive analyses of
cause.

In fact, here and in the letters to Hogg arguing

for the existence of God—a deist's God (see above, Ch. II,
Sec. ii, n. 4)—Shelley argues from a standard Lockean
position of rigid causality, completely in harmony with his
notions of Necessity as governor of thought as well as of
all other happenings in the universe.
Another implication of Shelley's adherence to
Locke's empirical theory of knowledge is his acceptance of
the ontological foundations with which Locke supported his
epistemology^—and again the implication holds true.

This

ontology is materialistic (though in Locke not necessarily
exclusively so).

In Locke's theory of knowledge all that

man knows is based on his perceptions.

But perceptions,

even what I have called "external" perceptions, actually
occur in the perceiving apparatus itself; that is, in the
human being.

What the mind knows is the impressions made

on the brain by messages carried to it by the nerves from
the senses.

The causes of these impressions are the

physically existing material objects of the universe which
come into the range of the senses.

Exactly how this

causal connection is made was never explained by Locke,
6. I say "with which he supported" instead of "on
which he built" because I believe that Locke arrived at his
theory of knowledge first (in reaction to Descartes,
primarily) and then derived the rest of his metaphysical
system.
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and this lack was the weakest point in his whole system, a
weakness vigorously criticized by later philosophers,
notably Berkeley, Hume, and their follower, Sir William
Drummond.

Locke tried to get around his lack of knowledge

of neural processes and of the physical bases for the
physiology of perception by means of his "qualities"
argument.
What we actually perceive in receiving sense
impressions, Locke argued, are the "qualities" of the
object at hand.

Thus when we perceive an object, we

actually perceive its color, shape, size, weight, hardness,
etc.

Each of these qualities makes a simple impression,

and their aggregate gives the impression of the object
itself.

There is an aggregate because the qualities

"inhere" in the actually existing object, or substance.
The realm of physically existing objects Locke called the
"substratum" because it provides a ground or base for the
qualities to inhere in.
sources as diverse as Lucretius, Godwin, and the
French philosophes, most notably Helvetius and Holbach, all
served along with Locke to confirm Shelley in his materi
alism.

Lucretius, like Shelley's other sources, combined

radicalism and materialism in a manner most attractive to
Shelley, who uses an inscription from Lucretius for an
epigraph to Queen Mab to salute Lucretius for his attacks
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on religious superstition? but in the text of Mab, he makes
it clear that it is not only these attacks that he admires

7

Lucretius for.

He echoes the Latin poet's atomistic

materialism throughout the poem, perhaps most notably at
II, 211-24:
There's not one atom of yon earth
But once was living man . . . .
Lucretius was not Shelley's only mentor in materi
alism.

Godwin avoids strictly ontological topics in

Political Justice; although he claims to be an idealist
(cf. his reasons for rejecting Hartley's rigidly mechanical
explanation of associationism, Book IV, Ch. vii), the
general drift of his empiricism, his radicalism, and his
pleasure-pain ethical system, as well as some of his
physical analogies describing Necessity, is not incon
sistent with materialism.

That Shelley, at least, thinks

of Godwin as a materialist is clear from his saying he
does not think he differs from Godwin when he gives his
most explicit statement of his materialism, in a letter to
Godwin himself, July 29, 1812:
Immateriality seems to me nothing but a simple
denial of the presence of matter, of the presence
7. Cf.
on Life: "This
and superficial
De Rerum Natura
least for Canto
p. 281)

his remark a few years later in his Essay
materialism is a seducing system to young
minds." (Prose, p. 173) Cameron calls
the "ultimate model" for Queen Mab, or at
VI, the "Necessity" Canto.(Young Shelley,
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of all the forms of being with which our senses
are acquainted, and it surely is somewhat incon
sistent to assign real existence to what is a mere
negation of all that actual world to which our
senses introduce us. I have read Berkeley, and
the perusal of his arguments tended more than
anything to convince me that immaterialism and
other words of general usage deriving all their
force from mere predicates in non were invented
by the pride of philosophers to conceal their
g
ignorance even from themselves. (Letters I, 316)
Helv£tius and Holbach, whom Shelley read in
1811-1812, provide further support for Shelley's empirical
materialism.

Cameron, in fact, argues that Holbach, not

Godwin, is the "main ideological influence" on the
"Necessity" section of Queen Mab (Young Shelley, p. 281
and p. 430, n. 69).

Holbach and Helvetius are derivative

from Locke, diverging only in the increased certainty and
thoroughness of their materialism, and in their atheism.
The final area of Shelley's thinking which was
closely linked to and shaped by his empirical theory of
mind was his acceptance of Godwin's ethical system.

This

was a system that was rigidly rational, empirical, and
governed by Necessity.

For Godwin, morality was based on

hedonism, a balance of pleasure over pain.

But as in

Bentham's system (being developed at about the same time),

8. Cf. Ross G. Woodman's comment: "Shelley . . .
considered himself a materialist, and without giving it
much thought, tended to identify Godwin's philosophy with
that of the philosophes." (The Apocalyptic Vision in the
Poetry of Shelley [Toronto, 1964], p. 6)
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this balance was determined not selfishly but on the basis
of benevolent utility, i.e., the greatest good for the
greatest number.

The moral value of any object, action, or

idea lay in its usefulness in effecting a maximum amount of
pleasure, with a minimum concomitant of pain, for the
maximum number of people.

The calculations of such use

fulness (what Bentham was to call the "hedonistic calculus,"
though Godwin never developed his system so complexly nor
quantitatively) were made by man's rational mind, limited
only by the degree of knowledge and experience of the
person in question.

Godwin seemed to discount personal

interest, prejudice, emotion, etc. in his system—see for
example his notorious example of F^nelon and the chamber
maid (Political Justice, Book II, Ch. ii).
Godwin was consistently empirical in his reasonings
on morality.

In the first edition of Political Justice,

Chapter iii of Book I was titled "The Moral Characters of
Men Originate in Their Perceptions"; in the second edition
Godwin enlarged this section and divided it into two
chapters, "The Characters of Men Originate in Their
g
External Circumstances" and "The Voluntary Actions of Men
9. "Voluntary" does not imply a contravention of
Necessity; voluntary actions he defines as those done with
foresight, with a view toward their consequences; involun
tary actions are those done inadvertently, instinctively,
or unawares. In neither case can man act otherwise than he
does. (Priestley ed., vol. I, pp. 56-57; cf. also Book IV,
Ch. vii, viii, and ix)
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Originate in Their Opinions."

In these sections he argues

that all of the mind's materials are derived from experi
ence and not from any innate or prenatal influences, and
that these materials (ideas or "opinions") are processed
purely by the reason which alone determines action.
In moral questions, then, the mind operates in
exactly the same way as it does in any other matter.

Its

materials are empirically derived, its operations mechan
ical, and its conclusions passive.

The whole process of

thought, and the resulting action, is governed by Necessity:
Men always act upon their apprehensions of preferableness. There are few errors of which they are
guilty, which may not be resolved into a narrow
and inadequate view of the alternative presented
for their choice. Present pleasure may appear
more certain and eligible than distant good. But
they never choose evil as apprehended to be evil.
Wherever a clear and unanswerable notion of any
subject is presented to their view, a correspondent
action or course of actions inevitably follows.
(Political Justice, Book I, Ch. viii fPriestley ed.,
I, 108-09], italics added)
Shelley expresses very similar sentiments to Miss
Hitchener, Nov. 23, 1811:

"I say Passion is referable to

reason, but I mean the great, aspiring Passions of dis
interested friendship, Philanthropy.—It is necessary that
reason should disinterestedly determine, the passion of the
virtuous will then energetically put its decrees in
execution"(Letters, I, 188).
Shelley's belief in the primacy of empirical Reason
in moral matters is further indicated by his heavy emphasis
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on education as leading to social and political reform:
"... conversation and reading are the principal and
chief methods of awaking the mind to knowledge and good
ness" (Prose, p. 54).

Earlier to Hogg (Jan. 12, 1811) he

expressed it thus, adding his belief in the uniformity of
Reason in man:

"... as the stuff which soul is made of

must be in every one the same, would not an extended system
of rational and moral unprejudiced education render each
individual capable of experiencing that degree of happiness
to which each ought to aspire, more for others than self"
(Letters, I, 45).
This, then, has been a sketch of Shelley's views at
the beginning of his career.

It is the argument of this

study that from these beginnings Shelley's development as a
poet and a thinker was steady, coherent, and logical,
always in the same general direction though not always at
the same speed.
The development away from these beginnings started
very early in Shelley's mature career.

As soon as he had

absorbed and tried to articulate these early beliefs, he
began to doubt them.
reasons:

He found them unsatisfactory for two

first because of their conflicts with his own

emotional needs in terms of his very personality and of the
events of his life; second because of the intellectual
inadequacy of the beliefs themselves.
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iii.

The Beginnings of Shelley's Loss of Faith
in Rationalism; Queen Mab as the Final
Product of His Early Period

Shelley's faith in his ideas is indicated by his
attempts to put them into practice in 1811-1812.

It is

interesting to note that he does little imaginative writing
during this time.

After he sheds his Gothicism in late

1810, Shelley's major writings until Queen Mab are in
prose? what poetry he does write is mostly subordinated to
other pragmatic and didactic purposes, either by virtue of
its own directness and preachiness or by virtue of its
being used for extraneous purposes as in the case of the
lost "Poetical Essay on the Existing State of Things,"
written to raise money for Peter Finnerty (Jones, Letters,
I, 42, n. 4).
Shelley's main efforts, however, are the Necessity,
the two Irish pamphlets, and the Letter to Lord Ellenborough. In directing his arguments in these works purely
to his readers' reason, Shelley is consistent with his own
rational empirical theories, as here stated by Godwin in
summarizing his own arguments on the primacy of reason in
moral matters:
Sound reasoning and truth, when adequately communi
cated, must always be victorious over error: Sound
reasoning and truth are capable of being so communi
cated: Truth is omnipotent: The vices and moral
weaknesses of Man are not invincible: Man is per
fectible, or in other words susceptible of perpetual
improvement. (Political Justice, Priestley ed., I,
86)
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Disillusionment began early for Shelley, however,
as a result of the reactions his efforts received.

He was

puzzled, for instance, at the vehement hostility with which
his Atheism pamphlet was received.

He had thought of

himself as entering the lists of honest debate, albeit with
a grain of mischief, and had expected to be received and
answered in the same spirit.

At his expulsion hearing he

demanded rebuttal, not threats.

His father's reaction was

almost exactly the same as that of Oxford itself, and to
this Shelley reacted the same way:

first with hurt, then

indignation, and finally outrage.
Shelley's faith in the rational and intellectual
approach to problems was further undermined by his recep
tion in Ireland.

Though he "reduced [his ideas] into the

simplest language" (Letters, I, 243) which he "vulgarized
... in order to reduce the remarks it contains to the
taste and comprehension of the Irish peasantry who have
been too long brutalized by vice and ignorance" (I, 258),
he still found that he made little impression on the
faction-ridden Irish liberals and none at all on the
general populace.

On March 18, preparing to leave Dublin,

he added, "It is indescribably painful to contemplate
beings capable of soaring to the heights of science which
Newton and Locke attained without attempting to awaken them
from a state of lethargy so opposite .... But I submit"
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(I, 276-77). Shelley's second Irish expedition (March 1813)
provides an illuminating contrast:

no pamphlets, no

speeches, no political action at all, just some sight
seeing and an attempt to recover some poetic MSS. from
his Dublin publisher.
His disillusionment with the power of rational
argument is still more evident in the Letter to Lord
Ellenborough (July 1812):
I have not addressed this letter to you with the
hopes of convincing you that you have acted wrong.
The most unprincipled and barbarous of men are not
unprepared with sophisms to prove that they would
have acted in no other manner, and to show that
vice is virtue. But I raise my solitary voice to
express my disapprobation . . .
(Prose, p. 80)
Added to these blows against his faith in the power
of Reason were other personal problems that weakened his
faith in human rationality.

These included his memory of

the perfidy (as he saw it) of Harriet Grove and the Grove
and Shelley families in breaking off the affair between
Shelley and Harriet; the failure of Elizabeth Shelley to
respond to the attentions of Hogg and Hogg's subsequent
irrational "romantic" behavior; the "persecution" of
Harriet Westbook and the storm brought on by his "rescuing"
her through their elopement; Hogg's attempt to seduce
Harriet; the horrors of Elizabeth Hitchener's presence in
Shelley's household; etc.

Events of this type were to

continue to plague Shelley throughout his life.

Although
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they continued to have the same undermining effect on his
belief in the fact of man's being rational, they did not
shake his faith in the possibility of man's being rational.
The most notable and most ironic of these later blows was
Godwin's attack on Shelley's elopement with Mary in 1814
and his subsequent venality.
written to Miss Hitchener:

In January 1812 Shelley had

"Here is an addition to that

daily load of dissapointment [sic] which weighs upon the
mind and checks the passionateness of hope, I will however
cling to those who are deservedly now the landing places of
my expectancy, and when they fail Human Nature will be to
me an unweeded garden, and the face of the earth hold no
monster so heartless and unnatural as man" (I, 238).
Apropos of Miss Hitchener and Godwin, Shelley's words were
ironically prophetic.
Finally, there was the moderating influence of the
Godwin of 1812 (as opposed to the Godwin of the 1793
Political Justice).

In the second and third editions,

Godwin had moderated some of his more extreme views and in
general tried to make his message more palatable.

(He

changed Fenelon's servant from female to male, for instance,
and diluted many of his animadversions on family relation
ships.)

In 1798 Godwin made an entry in his Journal which

helps explain why he turned from writing cold, dry,
rational treatises such as Political Justice to novels
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which, though perhaps stiff and artificial by modern
standards, are greatly humanized in comparison with
Political Justice;

Godwin notes that he wants to write a

" . . . 'First Principles of Morals' ... to correct
certain errors in the earlier part of my 'Political
Justice,'" those errors being his failure to give " . . .
a proper attention to the empire of feeling."

He goes on

to say that Reason never moves men to action, it only
analyzes, evaluates, and points the direction.
move "the voluntary actions of men."

Feelings

He was especially

anxious to clarify these points because he thought they did
not weaken any of the "... conclusions for the sake of
which the book on 'Political Justice' was written."'^
Shelley, of course, knew of some of these modifications
from his reading of Godwin's Enquirer, as well as St. Leon
and Godwin's other novels, but the changes must certainly
have been brought home to him more forcefully when he
became personally acquainted with Godwin—by letter Jan. 3,
1812, in person Oct. 4, 1812.
The cumulative effect of these various personal
factors is not immediately seen in Shelley's overt philos
ophizing? their effect is rather to change his basic mode
of approach from direct rational argument to imaginative

10. C. Kegan Paul, William Godwin: His Friends
and Contemporaries, (Boston, 1876), I, 294-95.
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appeal—though the ideas being conveyed remain basically
the same. Thus he turns, probably in late summer of
11
1812,
to the writing of Queen Mab, trying to change
himself from a pamphleteer to a poet.

(I for one cannot

take too seriously his statement that he is turning to
poetry because "... a Poem is safe, the iron-souled
Attorney general would scarcely dare to attack 'genus
irritabile vatum'" [Letters, I, 324].)

But the result is a

curious hybrid, a highly imaginative, impassioned and
"enthusiastic" poem presenting in grossly didactic manner
a set of beliefs that tend to disregard the effects of
emotion and imagination on thought processes.

For the

ideas of Queen Mab are still those views, rigid and
derivative, of Shelley's early period.
The poem's view of the human mind is thoroughly
empirical and rational.

Not only the ideas but the very

text, in toto, of The Necessity of Atheism is imported into
the poem as a footnote to VII, 13, "There is no God."
Much of the Letter to Lord Ellenborough appears in the note
to VII, 135-36, "I will beget a Son, etc."

In his note on

vegetarianism (to VIII, 211-12), Shelley says he expects

11. There has been much controversy regarding the
dating of Queen Mab, most of it occasioned by Mrs. Shelley's
remark in her note to the poem that "Shelley was eighteen
when he wrote Queen Mab." (Poems, p. 835) Cameron's
resolution of this controversy seems most sensible to me:
Shelley and His Circle, IV, 487, n. 2.
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" . . . a physician . . . with the genius of Locke" to
trace all bodily and mental derangements to our unnatural
habits, as clearly as that philosopher has traced all
knowledge to sensation."

The mind of a new-born man is a

tabula rasa;
the babe
In the dim newness of its being feels
The impulses of sublunary things,
And all is wonder to unpractised sense.
(VI, 152-55)
No part of man's character or behavior is determined by
"human nature," but rather "by his experience, this experi
ence including most importantly education and the influence
of political institutions:
Man's evil nature, that apology
Which kings who rule, and cowards who crouch,
set up
For their unnumbered crimes, sheds not the blood
Which desolates the discord-wasted land.
From kings, and priests, and statesmen, war arose.
Kings, priests, and statesmen, blast the human
flower
Even in its tender bud; their influence darts
Like subtle poison through the bloodless veins
Of desolate society.
(IV, 76-80 and 104-06)
Shelley attacks "kings, priests, and statesmen" not
as individuals but as institutions—he can even show some
sympathy for the miseries which a king's position brings on
him (III, 22-78).it is, of course, difficult for Shelley

12. Cf. his remarks a few years later on the
character of Princess Charlotte (Prose, p. 165).
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to censure such men as individuals, however "evil" they
are, for they, like all men, are under the rule of
Necessity.
The concept of Necessity is greatly expanded in the
poem. It is now the arbiter of all events that happen in
the universe, from the most cosmic to the most trivial,
from the cataclysmic to the inexorably gradual.

But its

added ontological functions do not change the way it
operates in the mental sphere.

Man's actions are still

determined by his reason, his reason operates within the
framework of his knowledge according to associative laws
(primarily cause and effect), and his knowledge comes
entirely from his sense experience.

In his footnote to

VI, 198 ("NecessityI thou mother of the world!11), however,
Shelley gives a more explicit and detailed account of this
matter than he has given anywhere else.
The note is mostly a slightly condensed paraphrase
of Chapter VIII, "Of Liberty and Necessity," of Hume's
13
Inquiry, with some modification through Godwin.

The

argument is based on an absolutely rigid notion of
causality.

(At this point, I think, Shelley has still

failed to follow Hume's analysis of cause to its logical

13. See Frank B. Evans, "Shelley, Godwin, Hume,
and The Doctrine of Necessity," SP, XXXVII (1940), 632-40,
for a discrimination of the two influences in detail. I
discuss the matter more fully in the next chapter.
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end in total skepticism.

See below, III,Sec,ii.)

Every

thing that happens in the universe, and in the mind of man,
is part of "an immense and uninterrupted chain of causes
and effects," causes "which, operating under the name of
motives, make it impossible that any thought of his mind,
or any action of his life, should be otherwise than it is."
Such a theory allows Shelley confidently to say that "the
human mind . . . [is] a legitimate object of science," and
that "The precise character and motives of any man on any
m

occasion being given, the moral philosopher [Shelley
himself?] could predict his actions with as much certainty
as the natural philosopher could predict the effects of the
mixture of any particular chemical substances."
So the confidently rational moral philosopher, the
theoretician of mental processes.

But Shelley himself has

already begun to express doubts on the subject.

Perhaps

the human mind is more complicated:
What I mean by this, is an habitual analysis of our
own thoughts; it is this habit, acquired by length
of solitary labour, never then to be shaken off
which induces gloom, which deprives the being thus
affected of any anticipation or retrospection of
happiness and leaves him eagerly in pursuit of
virtue, yet (apparent paradox!) pursuing it without
the weakest stimulus. It is this then against
which I intend to caution you, this is the tree
which it is dangerous to eat, but which I have fed
upon to satiety .... How racking it is to the
soul, when enquiring into its own operations, to
find reason tainted by feeling, to see the mind
when analysed exhibit a picture of irreconcileable
inconsistencies .... (to Elizabeth Hitchener,
June 20, 1811; Letters, I, 109)
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The actual writing and reperusal of Queen Mab now
makes Shelley conscious of these difficulties as well as
other weaknesses in his philosophy, weaknesses which up to
this point have affected him only at an emotional or sub
conscious level, changing his manner but not his matter.
This new awareness leads him to start rewriting Queen Mab
and to start rethinking his whole philosophy.

For the next

three or four years his work has a searching, tentative
quality that fills it with tension and ambiguity and makes
it interesting and exciting in itself and extremely
important to the understanding of his development.

It is

only at the end of this period that he finally knows he is
to be a poet rather than a professional philosopher.

The

journey from prosaic reasoning to poetic imagining, the
first step of which he tried to take with Queen Mab, is not
completed until the writing of Mont Blanc in 1816.

CHAPTER III
NOT-SO-METHODICAL DOUBT:
THE FAILURE OF QUEEN MAB
i.

Excessive Allegory in Queen Mab

Queen Mab was (except for "The Voyage," a poem of
298 lines, dated summer 1812; see Cameron, The Esdaile
Notebook, pp. 232-34) Shelley's first extended imaginative
composition since "The Wandering Jew" and "Fragments of
Margaret Nicholson," the last flashes of his adolescent
Gothicism in 1810.

The imaginative quality of Mab is

rather limited, however.

The poem's didactic purpose is

always painfully obvious, and its visionary elements are
so clearly mere machinery that the poem frequently reads
as a versified sermon.

Shelley has not yet found a truly

imaginative, i.e., symbolic or mythic, mode, as he is to
do soon.
The most obvious imaginative element is the alle
gory, which, ironically enough, provides the chief obstacle
to the imaginative success of the poem.

Shelley casts his

ideas in allegorical form because now he feels that he must
appeal to more than men's reason alone; he wants to reach
their emotions and imagination as well.
39

But a mechanical
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allegory is the only way in which he is yet able to do
this—thus the creaking of joints and occasional contra
dictions in the poem as the allegory becomes on the one
hand merely a clumsy vehicle, a kind of excessively literal
translation, for the preaching he wants to get done; or on
the other hand an imaginative exercise having interest in
its own right and leaving behind the didactic meaning.

At

very few points in this allegorical poem is the "meaning"
actually dissolved in the language and "plot," as it would
be in a poem written in a truly symbolic or mythic mode.
(See the letter to Byron, quoted below.)
Shelley realized these problems even before he
finished writing the poem (not later than Feb. 19, 1813—
see Letters, I, 354).

His modest and self-critical

references to it sound very much like his slighting remarks
about his early minor poems (Jan. 26, 1812, and Jan. 2,
1813? I, 239 and 348).

Writing on Feb. 7, 1813,he seems to

be proud of the substance of the poem, though he fully
realizes it will be "very unpopular" because of its
"infidelity or cosmopolicy."

He believes that it contains

"innumerable faults," so, "Like all egotists I shall
console myself with what I may call if I please the
suffrages of the chosen few who can think and feel, or
those friends whose personal partialities may blind them to
all defects" (I, 352-53).

A month later:
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I send you [Hookham] my Poem. To your remarks
on its defects I shall listen and derive improve
ment ... in spite of its various errors, I am
determined to give it to the world ... my future
literary worth [may?] erase the memory of its
deficiencies.
I expect no success.-Let only 250 copies be printed.
(I, 361)
He seems to know what the basic problem is:

"I shall take

that opportunity [i.e., the notes to Mab] which I judge to
be a safe one of propagating my principles, which I decline
to do syllogistically in a poem.
think very stupid" (I, 350).

A poem very didactic is I

But hiding the "message" away

in the notes does not remove from the poem itself its
burden of excessive didacticism:

"The didactic is in blank

heroic verse, and the descriptive in blank lyrical measure"
(I, 352).

This distinction is generally though not

scrupulously observed; after the first two Cantos the
proportion of "didactic" to "descriptive" is about ten to
one.
Shelley makes the point still more precisely in a
letter to Byron some four years later.

Laon and Cythna is

"in the style and for the same object as Queen Mab," but it
is superior in that its theme is "interwoven with a story
of human passion, and composed with more attention to the'
refinement and accuracy of language, and the connexion of
its parts" (I, 557).
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In attempting to rewrite Queen Mab, Shelley
realized that it had defects more integrally damaging than
its aesthetic weaknesses:

a series of basic flaws in the

philosophy which the poem labored so hard to convey.

Now

in some poems philosophical weaknesses are irrelevant to
the poem's merit; but in a poem so obviously and totally
didactic as Queen Mab, weaknesses in the philosophy are
fatal.
ii.

The Problem of Necessity and Causation in
Queen Mab; Hume1s Attack on Causation

The first of these philosophical dilemmas that
faced Shelley was one that lay at the very heart of his
system:

his founding of Necessity upon causation.

In his

1811 Necessity pamphlet Shelley's remarks on causality were
limited to the observation that "We can only infer from
effects causes exactly adequate to those effects" (Prose,
p. 38)—an idea frequently reiterated by Hume, but a
commonplace of 18th century philosophical dialogue.
Only a year later, however, we find Shelley echoing
more radical comments on cause such as those of Hume's
dialectical analysis of causation in his Inquiry Concerning
Human Understanding;

"We have no other idea of cause and

effect, but that which arises from necessary connection ..
(Proposals for an Association of Philanthropists [2nd Irish
pamphlet], Prose, p. 67).

Here the reference is fairly
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casual—Shelley is speculating on the causes of the French
Revolution.

And his use of the idea this early (Feb. 1812)

does not necessarily indicate a close reading of Hume—in
fact his first acquaintance with the idea was probably in
Political Justice.

And Hume's ultimate point, of course,

is that this "necessary connection" exists only in the
mind, and is produced by "custom."
As time goes on Shelley becomes more aware of the
radically destructive implications of this idea.

In the

Necessity note to Queen Mab'he says, "We know 'nothing more
of causation than the constant conjunction of objects and
the consequent inference of one from another1" (Poems,
p. 810).

But though the words are Hume's, the argument is

still Godwinian:

Shelley is arguing in favor of Necessity.

Godwin, though strongly influenced by Hume, does not share
the Scottish philosopher's ironic skepticism.

Godwin's

absolutist mind turns this quality of Hume into dogmatism.
He follows Hume's radical empiricism:
is the result of perception.

"All human knowledge

We know nothing of any

substance but by experience" (Political Justice, Priestley
ed., I, 365).

He continues, following Hume's argument that

we never experience cause:
The only solid ground of reasoning, has been from
experience. The argument which has induced mankind,
to conceive of the universe as governed by certain
laws, and to entertain the idea of necessary connec
tion between successive events has been, an observed
similarity in the order of succession.
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. . . all that, strictly speaking, we know of the
material universe, is this succession of events
.... But the principle or virtue by which one
event is conjoined to another we never see.
No experiments we are able to make, no reasonings
we are able to deduce, can ever instruct us in the
principle of causation .... (ibid., 365-65, 367?
and III, 169-70)
And yet, though in following Hume he has specifically
stated that we have no way of knowing it, he blithely goes
on to insist that there is^ "necessary connection" between
events in the material universe and in the moral world.
The only ground he gives for believing so is "Association
of ideas."

But Association of ideas itself is merely a

projection of cause and effect onto thought-processes and
is itself learned only from experience and only as
"constant conjunction" but never as necessary conjunction.
This latter line of reasoning is where Godwin (and Shelley—
at this point) does not follow Hume.

His dogmatic assertion

of "Necessity" as a metaphysical and epistemological
principle is exactly what the ironically skeptical Hume
ends up destroying:
If we examine the operations of body and the pro
duction of effects from their causes, we shall
find that all our faculties can never carry us
further in our knowledge of this relation than
barely to observe that particular objects are
constantly conjoined together, and that the mind
is carried, by a customary transition, from the
appearance of the one to the belief of the other.
But though this conclusion concerning human
ignorance be the result of the strictest scrutiny
of the subject, men still entertain a strong
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propensity to believe that they penetrate further
into the powers of nature and perceive something
like a necessary connection between the cause and
the effect [which is exactly what I argue Godwin
does]. (Inquiry, "Of Liberty and Necessity,11
p. 101, Hume's italics)
The following sentences, the second of them being the one
misquoted by Shelley in the Necessity note to Mab (without
acknowledgement as noted above), seem to put Hume at one
with Godwin:
When, again, they turn their reflections toward the
operations of their own minds and feel no such con
nection of motive and the action, they are thence
apt to suppose that there is a difference between
the effects which result from material force and
those which arise from thought and intelligence.
But being once convinced that we know nothing
further of causation of any kind than merely the
constant conjunction of objects and the consequent
inference of the mind from one to another, and
finding that these two circumstances are univer
sally allowed to have place in voluntary actions,
we may be more easily led to own the same necessity
common to all causes. (ibid., pp. 101-02)
Hume, like Godwin and Shelley, is trying to show that
causation works the same in the mental and moral sphere as
in the physical.. The essential difference is that Godwin
and Shelley (at this time) believe in Necessity as a
hypostatized metaphysical entity, while Hume doesn't.
sums up his celebrated scrutiny of the theory of the
uniformity of nature thus:
Our idea, therefore, of necessity and causation
arises entirely from the uniformity observable
in the operations of nature, where similar
objects are constantly conjoined together, and
the mind is determined by custom to infer the
one from the appearance of the other. These

He
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two circumstances form the whole of that necessity
which we ascribe to matter. Beyond the constant
conjunction of similar objects and the consequent
inference from one to the other, we have no notion
of any necessity of connection. (ibid., p. 92)
Hume's ultimate conclusion seems to be that post hoc, ergo
propter hoc is not a fallacy at all; post hoc, on the basis
of experience, is all we can ever know, and propter hoc is
simply another phrase for the same thing, a phrase men have
created out of their desire to understand the world by
seeing it in a pattern of relationships.
As I have said several times, at the time of the
writing of the Queen Mab notes (perhaps written as early as
1811 [Cameron, Young Shelley, p. 437], but prepared for the
poem Feb.-May 1813), Shelley, despite some direct use of
Hume, was adhering to Godwin's version of these ideas."'"
But Shelley did continue to read Hume, and I believe that
the full implications of Hume's argument worked their way
ever deeper into his consciousness.

For one thing, as I

have argued in the previous chapter, Shelley's personal life
and emotions had weakened his faith in the rule of reason
and had made him much more receptive to the arguments of
that eminently rational subverter of reason, Hume.

Thus by

the time of the Refutation of Deism (I find Cameron's
arguments [Young Shelley, p. 442] for "the latter months of

1. See Evans1 article mentioned above, Ch. II,
Sec. iii, n. 13, for a slightly different treatment of
this matter.
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1813" very convincing), we find Shelley having his Eusebes
reply to Theosophus1 argument that "Everything which begins
to exist must have a cause; every combination, conspiring
to an end, implies intelligence" (Prose/ p. 130), with
these words:
Hume has shown to the satisfaction of all philos
ophers that the only idea which we can form of
causation is derivable from the constant conjunc
tion of objects and the consequent inference of
one from the other. We denominate that phenomenon
the cause of another which we observe with the
fewest exceptions to precede its occurrence.
(Prose, p. 136)
Notable is the absence of any reference to Necessity or to
necessary connection as well as the presence of a more
skeptical and inductive empiricism—11 . . . which we
observe with the fewest exceptions . . . . " — t h a n in
Shelley's previous remarks on cause.
I think it indisputable that in the Refutation
Eusebes is the voice of Shelley himself—not, as Jones
argues ("Shelley's On Life," PMLA, LXII [1947], 781),
because Shelley is becoming a fideistic Christian, but
because he is following Hume in disguising his radically
skeptical attack on deism as a fideistic defense of the
conventional faith.

This is not to say, however, that

Theosophus is a straw man.
rather than reciprocal.

Shelley's argument is cumulative

Theosophus presents the first half

of the argument, a savage moral critique of Christianity.
That this argument is unanswerable is indicated by Eusebes'
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counterattack:

he does not refute Theosophus' critique but

instead attacks Theosophus' own position, deism.
Shelley completes his skeptical argument:

Thus

after first

demolishing Christianity, he goes on to demolish any belief
2

m God at all —at least any such belief based on Reason—
though he puts his arguments into a mouth (Eusebes) which
professes to abhor them.
The main force of Eusebes' argument is Hume's
skeptical turning of Reason upon itself, albeit in a thin
disguise of Christian piety*.

At the very beginning of the

dialogue Eusebes accuses Theosophus of "audacious skepti
cism," but it is he, Eusebes, who is amazed at " . . . the
pride of the human understanding . . . the pride of
reason ..."

(Prose, p. 119).

After hearing Theosophus'

argument Eusebes makes a deal with him:

2. This is the course Shelley, in his "There is no
God" note to Mab (Poems, p. 818), had recommended to Sir
William Drummond for his own dialogue, Ch. Ill of Academical
Questions: "Sir W. seems to consider the atheism to which
it leadsas a sufficient presumption of the falsehood of the
system of gravitation; but surely it is more consistent with
the good faith of philosophy to admit a deduction from the
facts than an hypothesis incapable of proof, although it
might militate with the obstinate preconceptions of the mob.
Had this author, instead of inveighing against the guilt and
absurdity of atheism, demonstrated its falsehood, his con
duct would have been more suited to the modesty of the
skeptic and the toleration of the philosopher." Sir W.
could well have been a model for Theosophus.
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If I succeed in convincing you that reason conducts
to conclusions destructive of morality, happiness,
and the hope of futurity, and inconsistent with the
very existence of human society, I trust that you
will no longer confide in a director so dangerous
and faithless. (ibid., p. 128)
After his own thorough attack on the deist's causal "proof"
of God, summed up in the passage quoted above, Eusebes
concludes:

"Thus, from the principles of that reason to

which you so rashly appealed as the ultimate arbiter of our
dispute, have I shown that the popular arguments in favor
of the being of a God are totally destitute of color"
(Prose, p. 127, italics added).

In Shelley as in Hume,

Reason has destroyed itself.
iii.

The Problem of Materialism in Queen Mab;
Berkeley's and Hume's Attacks on Locke

A corollary belief of Queen Mab that suffered along
with causation and reason was materialism.

Shelley had

read Berkeley as early as Dec. 1811-Jan. 1812, at the
instigation of Southey, but this initial reading did not
impress him favorably, as we know from his letter of
July 29, 1812 (quoted above, Ch. II, Sec. ii).

But by the

time of Queen Mab he had become acquainted with Sir William
Drummond's Academical Questions.

Now whether one takes

Sir William as a Berkeleyan idealist—the traditional view;
see G. S. Brett, "Shelley's Relation to Berkeley and
Drummond," Studies in English by Members of the University
College Toronto (Toronto, 1931)—or as a Humean skeptic—
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the view of C. E. Pulos, The Deep Truth (Lincoln, Nebraska,
1962), pp. 25-33—there is no doubt that he was a strong
critic of materialism.

Though Shelley had read Drummond, he
q
was still not convinced of the falsity of materialism:
his only reference to Drummond in Mab is unfavorable (see
above, Ch. Ill, Sec. ii, n. 2).

Shortly after Queen Mab,

however, Shelley's opinion is changing:

in the Refutation

of Deism he refers favorably to Drummond (Prose, p. 136,
n. 70).

My argument has been that Shelley, upon seeing his

views worked up formally in Queen Mab, was impelled to
criticize those views thoroughly and to recognize their
weaknesses.

After Mab, Shelley is more favorably disposed

toward "immaterialism" than he was in July 1812.
Berkeley's attack on Locke's materialism focused on
Locke's failure to explain just how it is that physical
objects cause perception.

Locke had argued in favor of the

actual physical existence of matter "out there," i.e.,
independent of man and of his cognizance or perception of
it.

Matter itself had what he called primary qualities?

that is, qualities that inhere in matter itself, independ
ently of any perception? for example, mass, atomic structure,
3. Mab is in fact, of course, a poem which pro
pounds a thoroughly materialist world view. The only
element in it that seems to be at odds with materialism is
the panpsychism of passages like IV, 139-53, but the view
there seems to be only that matter is alive, not that its
existence is spiritual rather than physical. In other
words, Shelley is in harmony with Lucretius.

51
extension in space.

Then there were the secondary qualities

of matter, such as weight, color, heat or cold, taste.

But

these were said to be qualities or properties "of" matter
only by convention, because they were actually properties
of the perception process itself.
color.

Take the example of

Color is not an inherent property of an object.

the dark it can be said to have no color.
light sources it has different color.

In

Under different

The physical locus

of color itself is actually in the perception process,
i.e., in the retina of the eye.

What the brain "sees" when

it sees an object (its size, shape, color, etc.) is a
nervous impulse transmitted from a stimulus pattern on the
retina.

Locke never gets this physiological about the

matter, but I believe this is a more precise account of
what he means when he says secondary qualities are " . . .
such qualities which in truth are nothing in the objects
themselves, but powers to produce various sensations in us
by their primary qualities" (Essay, Book 2, Ch. 8, Sec. 10;
Fraser ed., I, 170).
What Berkeley tries to do is show that Locke's
system leaves an unbridgeable gap between objects (sub
stratum—see above, Ch. II, Sec. ii) and perception.

He

minimizes Locke's distinction between primary and secondary
qualities; all qualities are really secondary in Locke's
sense, since our knowledge of them is all based in our
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perception of them.

We have no way of knowing that any

qualities exist in objects themselves—Locke merely
asserted this.

And ultimately, since all we know is quali

ties, we have no way of knowing that objects exist at all.
Maybe only qualities themselves exist.

Perception is all.

Esse est percipi.
The whole force of Berkeley's argument is to move
man from faith in physical objects to faith in God.

For,

according to his interpretation of Lockean empirical
ontology, belief in the existence of matter was simply an
article of faith since there could be no rational proof of
it.

The only way of avoiding the solipsism this view

seemed to lead to was to postulate God as ground for per
ception in place of Locke's substratum.

Since God was

already present in Locke's system, Berkeley applied the
principle of Ockham's razor and discarded the material
substratum as a superfluous hypothesis.
Within the framework of Lockean empirical ontology
Berkeley's negative critique of Locke is absolutely
unanswerable.

In other words, what Berkeley does (until he

introduces God) is to push Locke's views to their logical
but absurd conclusions.

Drummond argues this way too,4 but

4. Academical Questions, pp. 33-47, attack on sub
stratum; pp. 49-87, attack on primary-secondary qualities
distinction. See especially p. 56: "I perceive, colours
as distinctly, as I feel solidity; but the colours, which I
perceive, and the solidity, which I feel, must exist as
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again it is Hume whose influence is most significant.

Hume

agrees almost completely with Berkeley's attack on Locke
until the Bishop begins to develop his own argument to
replace Locke's.

Here Hume demurs; his use of Ockham's

razor is much more stringent.

Why# he asks, provide any

ground whatsoever for qualities?

If simple faith is Locke's

only source of belief in a substratum, so it is for Berke
ley's belief in God, who is really nothing more than an
hypothesized spiritual substratum dragged in from tradition
to replace Locke's material substratum.

Shelley has written

God off by this time anyway, so he is particularly open to
this line of reasoning; his main interest is in the ontological status of objects, Locke's substratum:
I have examined Hume's reasonings with respect
to the non-existence of external things, and, I
confess, they appear to me to follow from the
doctrines of Locke. What am I to think of a
doctrine that conducts to such a conclusion?
{to Hogg, Nov. 26, 1813; Letters, I, 380)
Quite a change from the letter to Godwin of July 29, 18121
(See above, Ch. II, Sec. ii.)

C. E. Pulos suggests that

Shelley later "... answers his own question in the
essay On Life, which records his rejection not only of
French but also of common-sense materialism" (The Deep
Truth, p. 49).

This turn towards idealism will be the

subject of the next chapter.
sensations in my own mind, when they are there felt and
perceived, and not as qualities in external things."
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iv.

The Problem of Morals in Queen Mab;
the Contradictions in Determinism

There is one further area of Shelley's belief which
must be considered first, however.

His growing skepticism

affected the position on morals he had taken in Queen Mab,
further supporting the other reasons he had for doubting
the poem's aesthetic and philosophical merit.
was that of Godwin:

This position

a rigidly associationist rationalism,

which argues that volition plays no role in belief or even
in decision-making; that all of man's behavior is completely
determined by influences, i.e., by the ways in which the
cirexamstances of his life determine his patterns of asso
ciation.

Godwin pays little attention to elements of

passion, emotion, and feeling in determining these patterns;
he believes them to be purely rational.
Shelley—follow

Thus he—and

Plato in the belief that to know good is

to do good; that is, knowing good necessarily leads to
doing good.
But ignorance caused by inadequate education,
faulty social institutions, etc. may preclude the knowledge
of good and thus prevent good from being done and allow
evil instead.

For this evil the doer, under the given

conditions, is obviously not responsible since it is
"necessary" for him to act so; neither, however, is the
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evil a necessary part of the scheme of things (as it would
be for a Great-Chain-Of Being optimist; cf. A. 0. Lovejoy,
The Great Chain of Being [Cambridge, Mass., 1936], Ch. VII
especially), since the conditions which render it "neces
sary" are themselves open to change through education and
other reforms.

Evil thus is a contingent product of man's

own limits or failures (but these not ineluctable), as is
clearly emphasized in Volney's Ruines, a prime model for
Queen Mab.

In other words, evil is the fortuitous product

of friction in the working of the (mechanical) universe.
Shelley's attempt to follow and dramatize this line
of reasoning in Queen Mab begins to lead him in an inev
itable circle.

For, though man is not morally responsible

for evil, he is factually responsible in that he creates
the institutions and conditions that lead to evil.

It is

almost impossible to refrain from seeing this factual
responsibility as a moral one; in fact, Shelley's reverence
for Godwin seems the strongest cause for his attempt so to
refrain.

But, as Sir William Drummond puts it, "The

necessarian has been often asked, how can he pretend to
applaud virtue, and to censure vice, while he acknowledged
both to be inevitable" (Academical Questions, p. 348).
Even Shelley cannot do the impossible, and a strong note of
moral condemnation does in fact appear in Mab in his
comments on kings, magistrates, priests, and capitalists as
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the foremost upholders of the corrupt institutions that
produce and maintain the conditions which lead to evil.
But if even one man is morally responsible, then the
universality of Godwin's system is violated and all men
can be seen as morally responsible.
This is, it seems to me, a basic and inevitable
weakness of an ethic built on an empirical atomisticassociationist theory of ideas, a constituent contradiction
that cannot be escaped by any sort of "exception-proves-therule" plea.

The failure of his epistemology to provide an

adequate foundation for ethical beliefs and moral actions
combines with the previously discussed weaknesses in his
mind philosophy; together these weaknesses (as well as the
personal doubts mentioned in the previous chapter) and his
recognition of its aesthetic weakness lead Shelley to try to
rewrite Queen Mab, as he searches for a more satisfactory
philosophy.
v.

Mab Rewritten:

The Daemon of the World

These self-critical analyses which I have tried to
reconstruct occupied Shelley's mind for a period of two
years, from the early summer of 1813 to the late summer of
1815.

This was, of course, a time of great personal

upheaval for Shelley:

financial troubles, both his and

Godwin's; the passage of his 21st birthday (Aug. 4, 1813)
without any financial settlement being made by his father;
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the progressive disintegration of his relationship with
Harriet; his meeting and falling in love with Mary, and
their elopement? his hiding from officials when threatened
with imprisonment for debt; the death of his and Mary's
first child, Mar. 6, 1815.
time:

He wrote little during this

the Refutation of Deism, the fragmentary tale

The Assassins, a few short poems.

But by June of 1815 his

financial position improved greatly with the settling of his
grandfather's will.

Harriet seemed less a problem, and his

"marriage" to Mary was sound.
It is during this time, I believe, that he begins to
rework Queen Mab into The Daemon of the World.

In a letter

of August 1815 (Letters, I, 429) he mentions to Hogg that he
has started reading Lucan's Pharsalia, apparently for the
first time.

More significantly, on Sept. 22 he writes,

again to Hogg, "I have been engaged lately in the commence
ment of several literary plans, which if my present temper
of mind endures I shall probably complete in the winter."
He goes on to say, "I have also read the 4 first books of
Lucan's Pharsalia

..."

(ibid., p. 432).

One of these

"literary plans" must be the rewriting of Queen Mab, the
epigraph to which becomes a passage from the Pharsalia,
Book V.5
5. This conjectural dating of Aug.-Oct. 1815 for
the revision of Queen Mab into The Daemon of the World is
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One of his reasons for changing the epigraph may be
his changing philosophy, for the original epigraph to Mab
was from Lucretius, that most scientific and materialistic
of philosophic poets.

The passage was from the invocation

to Book IV of De Rerum Natura, an audaciously self-confident
passage wherein Lucretius declares that he is

11

...

blazing a trail through pathless tracts of the Muses'
Pierian realm, where no foot has ever trod before" (R. E.
Latham trans., Penguin ed., [Harmondsworth, 1951], p. 130).
Shelley obviously shared in"this prophetic confidence when
he wrote Queen Mab, and he expected to join Lucretius in
receiving a " . . . reward for teaching on these lofty
topics, for struggling to loose men's minds from the tight
knots of superstition" (ibid.).

This confidence was

further indicated by the other two original epigraphs,
Voltaire's ringing "Ecrasez l'infctme!" and Archimedes'
"Give me a place to stand, and I will move the world."
The rational and materialist Frenchman and the scientific
supported by H. Buxton Forman's comments on Shelley's manu
script revisions in a printed copy of Mab which Forman
obtained; see Forman's The Shelley Library: An Essay in
Bibliography, Shelley Society Publications, Fourth Series,
No. 1 (London: Reeves and Turner, 1886), p. 42; and by
Cameron (though he takes it as late as Dec. 1815) in editing
these same revisions from the same copy of Mab, now in the
Carl H. Pforzheimer Library? Shelley and His Circle, IV,
487-568, pp. 496-502 dealing specifically with dating.
(Cameron conjectures an intermediate state of revision which
he entitles "The Queen of the Universe." This does not
affect my argument.)

59
Greek are appropriate companions with the atomistic Roman as
mentors to the writer of Queen Mab.
But not so to the poem's reviser, the Shelley of
late 1815.

This is a more skeptical, less dogmatic prophet

than the ingenuous world-saver of 1812-1813; a prophet who
takes as his motto the relatively skeptical passage from
Lucan where the Delphic prophetess is not permitted to
reveal as much as she knows ("Nec tantum prodere vati,/
Quantum scire licet").

Her vision is much like that shown

to Ianthe by the Daemon of the World, in that all time comes
to her in a single mass ("Venit aetas omnis in unam/
Congeriem"), but this is not a matter of confident joy (as
in Lucretius):

So many ages press upon her tormented breast

("miserumque premunt tot saecula pectus").
Most of the changes Shelley made in the poem,
before he gave up the project of rewriting it, are very
much in tune with the changes in the epigraphs.

The most

rhetorical and effusive passages are notably toned down?
there is less exhortation? there is an attempt to tighten
the focus and to make the imagery of the poem more concrete.
The general force of these changes is to make the poem more
a poem, an imaginative appeal, and less an essay in verse.
Several of the passages containing materialistic,
necessarian, and rigidly rationalistic ideas are excised or
thoroughly revised.

Mab's confident introduction of

herself, for instance:
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"I am the Fairy Mab: to me 'tis given
The wonders of the human world to keep:
The secrets of the immeasurable past,
In the unfailing consciences of men.
Those stern, unflattering chroniclers, I find:
The future, from the causes which arise
In each event, I gather: not the sting
Which retributive memory implants
In the hard bosom of the selfish man;
Nor that ecstatic and exulting throb
Which virtue's votary feels when he sums up
The thoughts and actions of a well-spent day,
Are unforeseen, unregistered by me:
And it is yet permitted me, to rend
The veil of mortal frailty, that the spirit.
Clothed in its changeless purity, may know
How soonest to accomplish the great end
For which it hath its.being, and may taste
That peace, which in the end all life will share."
(I, 167-85)
This whole passage is absent from The Daemon.®

The exhor

tation of the Fairy to Ianthe to "Learn to make others
6. Professor McNiece, in reading an early draft of
this chapter, queried whether it is " . . . not relevant
that it's a fragment?" I don't think it is relevant, since
all of the changes I'm referring to are in Cantos I, II,
VIII, and IX, all of which, it seems to me, are thoroughly
reworked by Shelley and can stand (especially Cantos I and
II as published in the 1816 Alastor volume) as full and
complete "revisions" of those sections of Mab.
A case can be made, in fact, that The Daemon is not
a fragment at all. Cameron argues that his hypothesized
"The Queen of the Universe" was to be "a poem in two parts
only" (Shelley and His Circle, IV, 510), the two parts
being the two parts of The Daemon, Part I the revision of
Cantos I and II of Mab, and Part II the revision of Cantos
VIII and IX. When read this way, The Daemon makes sense and
does have unity and coherence in its contrasting visions of
past (Part I) and future (Part II). The only discrepancy is
the mention of the "present" in The Daemon, line 317, but
one could argue that either (1) this is just an oversight on
Shelley's part, since this word is carried over from Mab, or
(2) the present is indeed portrayed along with the past in
Part I, especially in the horrific passage of lines 254-85,
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happy" with its reference to "the will/ of changeless Nature"
(II, 55-67) does not appear in the revision. A very lengthy
passage of section II (83-251) dealing with "the great chain
of Nature," Lucretian atomism, and Necessity ("the minutest
throb/ . . . / Is fixed and indispensable/ As the majestic
laws/ That rule yon rolling orbs") is replaced with a much
shorter passage of extremely concrete, albeit rather Gothic
images of human misery and exploitation (Daemon, 11. 253-86).
In place of the deterministic, empirical mindphilosophy of Queen Mab, the Daemon places a new emphasis
on the creative power of the human mind.

The Daemon says

to Ianthe, for instance, that because of her purity and
love of freedom
thou has earned a mighty boon,
The truths which wisest poets see
Dimly, thy mind may make its own,
Rewarding its own majesty,
Entranced in some diviner mood
Of self-oblivious solitude.
(Daemon, 84-89)
The reader of the poem is urged to conjure up his vision of
the Daemon's temple through his "imagination" rather than
his "fancy" (Daemon, 206; Mab, II, 19), a distinction that
with its strange foreshadowing of The Triumyh of Life.
That The Daemon is a complete poem is further
supported by the fact that Shelley used the intermediate
material of Mab, (Cantos III-VII) in various other ways
(see Cameron^ Ibid., pp. 488, 499, 501, 503, 508, 510),
suggesting that he no longer planned to use this material
in his revision of Mab. The subtitle "A Fragment" in the
1816 Daemon, then, means it's a fragment because it is
Part I only, without Part II.
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may seem merely verbal until we notice some new lines
expanding on the idea:
The elements of all that human thought
Can frame of lovely or sublime, did join
To rear the fabric of the fane, nor ought
Of earth may image forth its majesty.
(Daemon, 217-20)
Perhaps the most significant, though subtle, example of
this change occurs in the revision of the last few lines of
Mab, VIII, where a reference to matter disappears and the
word "each" (i.e., each man) is changed to "mind," greatly
altering the philosophic force of the passage:
Whilst mind unfettered o'er the earth extends
Its all-subduing energies, and wields
The sceptre of a vast dominion there.
(Daemon, 465-67)
This emphasis on the creative power of mind seems to
me to indicate a turning away from the Lockean materialism
and necessarianism of the Queen Mab period.

Shelley is now

less ill-disposed towards Berkeley than he was in his letter
of July 29, 1812 (Letters, I, 316, quoted above, Ch. II,
Sec. ii); the doubts expressed in his letter of Nov. 26,
1813 (I, 380; above, Ch. Ill, Sec. iii) have ripened;
perhaps they have been harvested too, if his Essay on Love
and Essay on Life date from this same period (as I believe
7
they do).
Berkeleyan:

In the Essay on Life Shelley is at his most
"I confess that I am one of those who am

7. More of those "literary plans" mentioned in the
letter of Sept. 22, 1815?
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unable to refuse my assent to the conclusions of those
philosophers who assert that nothing exists but as it is
perceived" (Prose/ p. 173).
This tendency to idealism, however, is moderated by
the skeptical influence of Hume and Drummond, the latter
mentioned by name in the Essay as the author of "the most
clear and vigorous statement of the intellectual system,"
the former echoed by many paraphrases and near quotes (see
Clark's assiduous and sometimes misleading footnotes. Prose,
*

pp. 172-75).

So that even as he is swinging from one

extreme (materialism) to the other (idealism), the check
of skepticism is operating.

This check, I believe, is the

key to his abandonment of The Daemon of the World.

Even

after his revisions the poem remains too abstract, too
rhetorical, too didactic and confident and philosophically
muddled.

The sections of Mab revised (I, II, VIII, IX) have

been reduced from 1012 to 623 lines in the Oxford text of
The Daemon; further revision, Shelley must feel, would
tend toward the disappearance of the poem altogether.

So

Shelley drops the project and turns to another of his
"literary plans," Alastor, a poem which marks a new direc
tion in Shelley's thinking.
By the fall of 1815 Shelley has rejected the over
simplified, excessively rigid epistemology of his early
period, 1811-1814.

His initial superficial skepticism
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regarding religion has developed into a full-blown, wideranging skepticism under the mentorship of Hume and
Drummond.

Kant said that Hume awakened him from his

dogmatic slumbers.

Shelley's early period was hardly a

time of slumbers, but it was a time of dogmatism—of a
tendency to adopt enthusiastically and unquestioningly the
philosophical views that seemed most congenial—as, for
example, the materialism of Holbach seemed congenial to
Shelley's own attack on religion.

As C. E. Pulos has so

strongly argued, Shelley's study of Hume and Drummond led
him to subject these early enthusiastic views to close
skeptical scrutiny.

Where Pulos goes wrong, I think, is in

his belief that this negative skepticism remained the
dominant strain in Shelley's philosophical outlook.

Just

as Kant saw that the great value of Hume's destructive
assault of reason against reason was to clear the way for a
fresh start in philosophy, so Shelley's reaction to Hume's
and Drummond's influence was to try to construct on the
ruins of his old views a coherent and comprehensive new
view of life and art.

It is this attempt that the

following chapters will deal with.

CHAPTER IV
ALASTOR: AN ESSAY INTO IDEALISM
i.

Temptation to Excessive Idealism
as a Theme in Alastor

An idealistic emphasis on the mind's creativity was
one of the most striking changes in the revision of Queen
Mab, but Shelley's skeptical mentors influenced him to
resist this tendency even as it was developing in him.
Thus his first poetic essay towards an idealistic solution
is an abortive one; that is, the positive and negative
implications of his turn towards idealism advance together
in Alastor, thus giving to the poem its complexity and
tension—and perhaps also its confusion and lack of clarity.
For this poem proposes, skeptically scrutinizes, and then
if not rejects at least strongly modifies idealism as a
viable epistemology.
Thus a strong motif in Alastor is Shelley's
critique of his own proposed idealistic solutions to the
dilemmas his skepticism has led him into.3"

I do not wish

1. As Albert Gerard puts it in his article
"Alastor, or the Spirit of Solipsism," PQ, XXXIII (1954),
164-77, "Most students, obediently following Mary Shelley's
clue, have searched it for some single-minded ex cathedra
statement about life or poetry, whereas it is a sort of
cathartic poem, in which Shelley embodied the dramatic
wrestling of his saner self against the temptation of
extreme idealism .... Shelley tried ... to push .
65
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to reduce the poem to the kind of didactic allegory that
Queen Mab represented and that Shelley was trying to
transcend.

In any good poem of some length there are

likely to be several motifs interwoven in a complex pattern
of (more or less) harmonious tension; the critic may focus
on any one of these main motifs as dominant as long as this
focus does not distort any of the others or their complex
totality which is the poem itself.
Shelley creates for us in Alastor a Poet-hero who
is a subjective idealist, a"young man whose sensitive and
introspective nature combines with external circumstances
("His cold fireside and alienated home," 1. 76) to put him
in a position of relying entirely on his own perceptions
and ideas for knowledge.

His search for knowledge leads

him on journeys that are both internal and external:

the

"secret caves" of 11. 87-94 seem symbolic of his journeys
into the recesses of his own mind:
the secret caves
Rugged and dark, winding among the springs
Of fire and poison, inaccessible
To avarice or pride, their starry domes
Of diamond and of gold expand above
Numberless and immeasurable halls,
Frequent with crystal column, and clear shrines
Of pearl, and thrones radiant with chrysolite.

the idealistic attitude to the limit of its own logic, to
work out the opposite aspirations of his own mind, and so
to settle the issue and lay the foundations of his own later
attitude towards the great themes that ever swayed his
thought and his poetry." (p. 165)
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At the same time, he does not neglect "that scene of ampler
majesty/ than gems or gold, the varying roof of heaven/ and
the green earth . . . " (11. 95-97).

His almost narcis

sistic pursuit of knowledge seems to culminate in a moon-lit
vision in a ruined temple where he
ever gazed
And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw
The thrilling secrets of the birth of time.
(125-28)
But even this vision fails to satisfy him.

To

*

understand fully his failure to be satisfied we may turn to
the poem's preface, starting at the very beginning:
The poem entitled Alastor may be considered as
allegorical of one of the most interesting situa
tions of the human mind. It represents a youth of
uncorrupted feelings and adventurous genius led
forth by an imagination inflamed and purified
through familiarity with all that is excellent and
majestic, to the contemplation of the universe.
He drinks deep of the fountains of knowledge, and
is still insatiate. The magnificence and beauty
of the external world sinks profoundly into the
frame of his conceptions, and affords to their
modifications a variety not to be exhausted.2
So long as it is possible for his desires to point
towards objects thus infinite and unmeasured, he
is joyous, and tranquil, and self-possessed. But
the period arrives when these objects cease to
suffice.
He continues to travel, to search, even after seeing "the
thrilling secrets of the birth of time."

2. The "frame of his conceptions" is his mind,
symbolically represented by the "secret caves"? the lush
appointments of these caves are the "modifications" and
"variety" of his mental experience.
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What has happened, I believe, is that this intuitive
vision has been a point of contact with the collective
unconscious of his race (human).

His knowledge-experiences

previously have been external, with nature, or internal,
reflexive.
himself.

There has been no mediation except through

He has had no contact with his fellow-man (with

the exception of the trivial relationship of 11. 79-81:
"he has bought/ With his sweet voice and eyes, from savage
men,/ His rest and food.11)

But when he directs his studies

to the ruins and temples it is human contact that he is
looking for, communication with the men that built these
fading glories.

He tries to "read" the symbology of the

ruins, the "mute thoughts" of dead men, the "memorials/ Of
the world's youth," "speechless shapes," concentrating
until illumination comes in a burst of insight very much
like that described by the mathematician Poincare in his
discussion of creative scientific thinking.

Perhaps the

discovery of the Rosetta Stone, or Michael Ventris' solving
of Linear-B would be good analogies for the vision of our
Poet as
meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw
The thrilling secrets of the birth of time.
The "birth of time" here means, I think, the birth of
recorded time; that is, the human invention of history
through the creation of lasting artifacts (ruins, etc.)
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and more specifically, the creation of language (the images,
perhaps even pictographs or letters on the ruins).

This

contact with the human past (call it just that if my
previous reference to "collective unconscious" seems
farfetched, though I, at least, feel Jungian reverberations
in the passage) plants in the Poet an awareness of his own
lack of human relationships.

Ironically, he has cultivated

such abstract and idealistic habits of thinking that he
fails to see immediate human contact available to him in the
person of the Arabian maid who has provided sustenance for
him during his archeological endeavors.

And so, as

mentioned above, he continues his travels.
But where does he travel?

With the need for a

human relationship planted in his mind, he travels even
farther from any possibility of real, practical human
contact, into the "loneliest dell" of the vale of Cashmire—
deepest within his inmost self in terms of the psychological
symbolism of the poem.

It is here that he has another

vision, the central event of the poem and the crux of most
of the criticism that the poem has received.
ii.

Temptations to Excessive Idealism
in Shelley's Own Experience"

3
The critical controversy has centered on the
3. The most thorough negative commentary on the
poem is Raymond D. Havens, "Shelley's Alastor," PMLA, XLV
(1930), 1098-1115; the controversy is well summarized by
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question of whether the poem's title and preface (its
second paragraph, especially) are an accurate description of
what actually happens in the poem itself? this question in
turn subdivides itself into three more questions:

what is

the nature of the vision itself; what is the Poet-hero's
response to it (i.e., exactly what is he looking for after
he has the vision); and what sort of judgment or evaluation
of the whole experience does Shelley lead us to.
The confusion stems from a remark by Peacock in his
Memoirs of Shelley.

Shelley was, he says, " . . . at a

loss for a title, and I proposed that which he adopted:
Alastor, or the Spirit of Solitude.

The Greek word Alastor

is an evil genius .... The poem treated the spirit of
solitude as a spirit of evil.

I mention the true meaning of

the word because many have supposed Alastor to be the name
of the hero" (Works of Thomas Love Peacock, Halliford ed.,
VIII, 100, quoted by Baker, p. 45).

Baker, following

Havens, assumes (unwarrantedly) this remark to imply that
not only the word Alastor but the whole concept of solitude
as "evil" was an afterthought, an attempt by Shelley to
force an extraneous moral on his own poem.

As Baker puts

it, Shelley wrote the second paragraph of the preface in

Baker, pp. 41-47. Among these many articles, I will later
be referring to Arthur E. DuBois, "Alastor: The Spirit of
Solitude," JEGP, XXXV (1936), 530-45; and Evan K. Gibson,
"Alastor: A Reinterpretation," PMLA, LXXII (1947), 1022-55.
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" . . . an ex post facto attempt . . . to moralize his song
and to justify Peacock's nomenclature" (p. 45).

Or in

Stovall's even more straightforward paraphrase of Mrs.
Campbell, "Shelley, in his preface, misinterprets his own
poem" (Stovall, p. 150, n. 21; see Campbell, pp. 188-89).
Several critics have found this judgment unacceptable, but
none has really rebutted it.

H. L. Hoffman, for instance,

the author of the most extended critique of the poem—
An Odyssey of the Soul: Shelley's Alastor, (New York, 1933)—
says almost pleadingly,

11

... we must not abandon the

attempt to discover minute connections between [the poem]
and the preface, for the preface makes us aware that a
meaning was intended" (p. 3).

I believe that the "meaning"

outlined in the preface was more than "intended," that it
was in fact embodied in the poem itself.
That the theme of the poem (as stated in the
preface) was not an afterthought is indicated by the fact
that Shelley had the idea of the dangers of solitude in mind
as early as 1811.

Shelley had early noted in himself two

allied tendencies that he combined in the Alastor-Poet;
a tendency towards dwelling too much with himself and his
own ideas and a consequent lack of contact with reality;
and a tendency towards excessive idealization of women.
These coalesced most meaningfully for Shelley not within
himself but in Hogg, though with himself as a kind of agent.
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The situation was an attempted love affair engi
neered by Shelley between Hogg and Shelley's sister,
Elizabeth.

(Apparently Shelley's disillusionment as a

result of his failed relationship with Harriet Grove did
not discourage him from urging such unrealistic relation
ships on others.)

Evidently in an effort to cement his

friendship with Hogg he had described the person, character,
and talents of Elizabeth in such glowing terms that Hogg
became infatuated with the creature of his—or rather of
Shelley's—imagination.

Shelley must then have demonstrated

in conversation and private correspondence such descriptive
and rhetorical powers as only later appear in his poetry,
for the degree of Hogg's infatuation soon became so intense
that Shelley realized the great distance between the
imagined Elizabeth and the real one and tried to back off.
It is these latter attempts that are interesting for our
purposes, since it is in the letters trying to cool Hogg's
ardor that Shelley develops ideas very much like those
expressed in the Alastor preface (and, I argue, in the
poem).
Even while still encouraging the affair Shelley was
bewailing his own semi-enforced solitude (the time is only
six weeks after their expulsion from Oxford, a near vacuum
in Shelley's social and intellectual life):

Solitude is most horrible; in despite of the
a<f>-i\aUTia [lack of self-love] which perhaps vanity
has a great share in, but certainly not with my
own good will I cannot endure the horror the evil
which comes to self in solitude .... What
strange being I am, how inconsistent, in spite of
all my bo[a]sted hatred of self—this moment
thinking I could so far overcome Natures law as
to exist in complete seclusion, the next shrinking
from a moment of solitude, starting from my own
company as it were that of a fiend, seeking any
thing rather than a continued communion with self—
Unravel this mystery—but no. I tell you to find
the clue which even the bewildered explorer of the
cavern cannot reach. (To Hogg, May 8, 1811,
Letters, I, 77-78; an almost perfect gloss on
Alastor, as we shall note later)
Perhaps Shelley began to think that a product of
this solitude was his (and Hogg's) idealized picture of
Elizabeth Shelley.

At any rate, the following month

Shelley is actively discouraging Hogg's interest—the
discouraging is, unfortunately, not done with an eye
towards grammar:
Surely a man under violent passion is not a judge
of the merits of it's object—particularly when
these merits are principally founded on two poems,
confessedly not the subjects of universal approbation, founded on the testimony of a brother
ardently prejudiced. He, THEN the sport of
unreflecting sensation^* alive to enthusiasm the
most irrational, he than whom the gale that blows
was not more variable, in anything but friendship;
on the testimony of whom, who seized on some
detached noble sentiments, & then ascribed to her
whose they were, perfection, divinity, all the
properties which the wildest religious ascribes
to the god whom he adores. Had I then, been sacrifising at the altar of the Indian Camdeo, the god

4. A strange charge, since Hogg at this time had
not yet laid eyes on ElizabethI
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of mystic love; and are you become an unreflecting
votary at it's shrine—consider—consider. (June
20, 1811, ibid., pp. 111-12)
In this passage Shelley accepts some of the blame for Hogg's
unreal vision of Elizabeth; shortly before, he attributed it
more directly to Hogg's own mental processes (though
perhaps at this time Shelley was not very clearly distin
guishing Hogg's mental and emotional life from his own)
as his letter of June 2 reveals:
You loved a being, an idea in your own mind which
had no real existence. tYou concreted this abstract
of perfection, you annexed this fictitious quality
to the idea presented by a name, the being whom
that name signified was by no means worthy of this.—
This truth unless you are determinedly blind, unless
you are resolved causelessly & selfishly to seek
destruction you must see. Plain, is it not plain?
You loved a being. The being whom you loved is not
what she was, consequently as love appertains to
mind & not body she exists no longer; [?I fear]
regret when you find that she never existed but in
your mind .... (ibid., p. 95—again very similar
to Alastor)
On June 16 he suggests that Hogg's problem is that
he is one "... who muses at a distance on the abstract
idea of perfection" and then (perhaps again confusing his
own and Hogg's feelings) goes on to lament the miseries of
solitude:

5. Perhaps Hogg himself realized this, since in
publishing Shelley's letter to him of June 2, quoted
immediately below, he changed all the "you's" to "I's,"
thus projecting back on to Shelley what Shelley had first
projected on himi
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The ideas here rise in solitude, they pass thro' a
mind as solitary; unheeded gloomy retrospection
introduces them; anticipation even gloomier bids
them depart to make way for others; these roll on,
still, still will they urge their course, 'till
Death closes all!—Wherefore should we linger,
unhappiness dissapointment enthusiasm & subsequent
apathy follow our steps, wd. it not be a general
good to all human beings that I should make haste
away. (ibid., pp. 103-04)
(The suggestion of suicide implicit here may be an attempt
to anticipate any such ideas in the "despairing lover"
himself (Hogg), and also an over-dramatic feeling of guilt
on Shelley's part for initiating the whole affair.)
Now, I do not wish to argue that Hogg is the
"prototype" for the Poet-hero of Alastor.

Enough candidates

for that position have already been proposed, including
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron's Childe Harold, Shelley him
self, Wordsworth's "Solitary," the narrator of the poem
g
itself, Imlac from Johnson's Rasselas, and Ginotti from
6. In his article "Rasselas and Alastor: A Study in
Transmutation," SI?, XL (1943), 58-78, Cameron points out the
similarities between a vision imagined by Rasselas in
solitude in his Happy Valley and our Poet's vision. Rasselas
"feigned to himself an orphan virgin" being robbed. "So
strongly was the image impressed on his mind, that he
started up in the maid's defense" and actually chased the
plunderer "till the foot of the mountain stopped his
course" (Rasselas, quoted and italicized by Cameron, p. 71;
he develops the parallels in great detail).
He also compares Imlac's speech on the madness of
the astronomer to the first paragraph of the preface to
Alastor; in both, problems come from turning too much inward
upon one's own mind and dwelling too much on its creations,
"one of the dangers of solitude" (Rasselas, quoted p. 62).
He goes on to comment that Shelley complicates this
by "the typically Shelleyan conception of linking this
process of a concentration upon the images of the mind

7f>
Shelley's own St. Irvyne.

Rather than choose any one of

these as "prototype" or throw them all out in favor of Hogg,
I would suggest that Shelley saw in all of them, especially
himself and Hogg, common elements of morbid solitude and
solipsistic idealism that coalesced into the figure of the
Poet-hero in Alastor.

The case of Hogg is most pertinent

simply because in it these elements are focused on a "Being
whom he loves," a female figure who serves to crystallize
and embody the solipsism that solitude and an idealistic
cast of thinking can lead to.

Besides the biographical

warnings about solitude there were several literary antici
pations of this theme in Shelley's early work, including
his romance St. Irvyne and several of his "Esdaile" poems,
"Dark Spirit of the desart rude," "Death-spurning rocks!"
and especially "The Solitary," in which we even get the
image of solitude "in some Indian grove."
iii.

The Nature of the Poet-hero's Vision
and Its Tragic Effect upon Him

This, then, brings us back to the question of the
vision the Poet-hero has in the poem.

The Poet has been

meditating on abstract truths and on the beauties of the
universe.

"But the period arrives when these objects cease

to suffice."

That period is when he sees "The thrilling

produced by solitude to the Platonic search for the
ideal ... 11 (ibid.), of which more in the next chapter.
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secrets of the birth of time"; that is, when he becomes
aware of the human element outside of himself in the world.
"His mind is at length suddenly awakened and thirsts for
intercourse with an intelligence similar to itself."

But

because of his lack of contact with human reality (that is,
because of his solitude and his idealistic mode of think
ing) he misses the opportunity for such intercourse with
the Arabian maid.

Instead he retires into himself (the

loneliest dell ... in the vale of Cashmire") and, as the
preface puts it in a key sentence, "images to himself the
Being whom he loves."

Note the similarity of the language

as well as idea to the letter to Hogg of June 2, 1811:
"You loved a being, an idea in your mind [i.e., "image"]
7
which had no real existence."
Shelley explains this process of "imaging" in the
preface and embodies it in the poem:
His mind is at length suddenly awakened and thirsts
for intercourse with an intelligence similar to it
self. He images to himself the Being whom he loves.
Conversant with speculations of the sublimest and
most perfect natures, the vision in which he
embodies his own imaginations unites all of wonder
ful, or wise, or beautiful, which the poet, the
philosopher or the lover could depicture. The
intellectual faculties, the imagination, the func
tions of sense, have their respective requisitions
on the sympathy of corresponding powers in other
human beings. The Poet is represented as uniting
these requisitions, and attaching them to a single
image.
7. By the time of Alastor, Shelley had experienced
several instances of his own idealization and subsequent
disillusionment with women: Harriet Grove, Harriet
Westbrook, Elizabeth Hitchener, and perhaps even Mary.
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The paragraph then concludes its summary of the poem:
He seeks in vain for a prototype of his conception.
Blasted by his disappointment, he descends to an
untimely grave.
Shelley explains this process in similar fashion in his
"Essay on Love," probably written at about the same time:
We are born into the world, and there is something
within us which, from the instant that we live,
more and more thirsts after its likeness ....
We dimly see within our intellectual nature a
miniature as it were of our entire self, yet
deprived of all that we condemn or despise, the
ideal prototype of every thing excellent or lovely
that we are capable of conceiving as belonging to
the nature of man. (Prose, p. 170)
The Poet-hero's vision seems quite clearly and exactly to be
this "miniature," which Shelley calls a moment later in the
essay "a soul within our soul," (which he was later to call
"epipsyche").

For the vision is of "a veiled maid" whose

"voice was like the voice of his own soul/ Heard in the calm
of thought" (151-54).

She exactly fulfills the criteria of

the preface's three triads:

(1) wise, philosopher, intel

lectual faculties; (2) wonderful, poet, imagination; and
(3) beautiful, lover, functions of sense; as follows:
1) Knowledge and truth and virtue were her theme,
And lofty hopes of divine liberty,
Thoughts most dear to him, 2) 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.
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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. 3) Sudden she rose,
As if her heart impatiently endured
Its bursting burthen: at the sound he turned,
And saw by the warm light of their own life
Her glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil
Of woven wind, her outspread arms now bare,
Her dark locks floating in the breath of night,
Her beamy bending eyes, her parted lips
Outstretched, and pale, and quivering eagerly.
(158-80)
This vision, for all her appetizing sensuality, is clearly a
dream-figure; in the Poet's dream his longing for "inter
course with an intelligence"similar to [him]self," a longing
prompted by his seeing "the thrilling secrets of the birth
of time," this longing effects the coalescence in the Poet's
mind, perhaps just below the conscious level (thus able to
be revealed only in a dream), of the idealized qualities he
would ascribe to humanity, qualities projected out of his
own subjectivity (the only real locus for experience) on to
"a single image" of "the Being whom he loves," a being who
dissolves and disappears in response to his outspread arms
as he wakes up.
What happens next, that is, the Poet's response to
his vision, is crucial, for it is (what I consider to be) a
misunderstanding on this point that leads several critics to
argue that the preface does not explain or even describe
the poem as it actually exists (see above, Sec. ii).

The

problem hinges on the word "prototype" in the preface,
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though actually the real trouble is the article "a" in front
of prototype.

That is, some critics have read the word

"prototype" as a manifestation or embodiment of the vision,
a real physically existing girl who actually has these
g
qualities.
If one assumes Shelley to mean this by "proto
type" then of course the preface does fail to explain the
poem, since the Poet does not seek any such real girl in the
528 lines of the poem that come after the vision.

If

Shelley had meant the Poet to do so (even if only in the
intention of the preface as opposed to the text of the
poem), he would, I think, have said "copy" or "embodiment"
of the vision, rather than "prototype."
Other critics, on the other hand, have taken "proto
type" to mean some kind of origin or source of the vision
itself; that is, some concept or experience (again perhaps
of a real girl) which stimulated the Poet to have such a
g
vision.
But again there is no evidence of this in the
8. Baker, p. 54; Marcel Kessel, "The Poet in
Shelley's Alastor; A Criticism," PMLA, LI (1936), 302-10
(p. 304); Frederick L. Jones, "The Inconsistency of
Shelley's Alastor," ELH, XIII (1946), 291-99, says "The
Poet does not seek a prototype, but the vision itself.
Indeed, he is no more interested in mortal women . . . than
he was in the Arab maiden . . . . " (p. 297)
9. Hoffman, pp. 26-32; Havens, p. 1102. Havens
seems terribly confused on this point, and he has unfortu
nately influenced later critics, most notably Jones and
Baker. Compare these three sentences by Havens: "In spite
of the preface, the solitary does not seek for a prototype
of his conception .... There is no suggestion that he
regards [the veiled maid] as an abstraction, a Platonic
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poem.

The fact of the matter is, I think, that Shelley

really meant "the" prototype rather than "a" prototype.
What the Poet actually seeks is not a copy, from either
before or after the fact of the vision itself, but rather
the original, the vision itself.
Here, in fact, is the OED definition of "prototype":
"The first or primary type of anything; the original (thing
or person) of which another is a copy, imitation, repre
sentation, or derivative, or to which it conforms or is
required to conform; a pattern, model, standard, exemplar,
archetype."

As I have said, there is no evidence in either

the poem or the preface to suggest any other "original" of
which the Poet's vision is a "copy, imitation, representa
tion, or derivative."

The definition's word "archetype,"

in fact, is helpful in emphasizing the idealistic, almost
Platonic nature of the vision.
The vision has been created by the Poet himself;
"sent [by] the spirit of sweet human love"1® means that he
himself became aware of his need for love:

the "spirit"

lives in him by virtue of his very nature as a human being
and is in a very real sense his own spirit and not some kind
ideal of the loved one, or as anything other than his mate
. ... He [does not] return to his own people and find a
prototype of the veiled maid." (pp. 1102-03)
10.

The spirit of sweet human love has sent
A vision to the sleep of him who spurned
Her choicest gifts.
(11. 203-04)
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of outside agency, an abstraction allegorized.

The poem is

a mythic allegory of mental experiences, not a mechanical
allegory of cosmological manipulations.

That the "spirit"

in question is not an outside agency, some kind of quasidivinity, is indicated by the fact that the words "spirit of
sweet human love" are not capitalized"1'1 as is Shelley's wont
when dealing with such allegorical figures (cf. Hymn to
Intellectual Beauty, e.g.).

While this merely accidental

evidence is not at all conclusive, the vision is so
obviously a projection of the Poet's own epipsyche that one
wonders why so many critics have concluded that Shelley
meant us to see it as sent by an outside agency—unless
perhaps the words of the preface are again the source of the
difficulty:

let me give the second (and last) paragraph of

the preface:
The picture is not barren of instruction to
actual men. The Poet's self-centered seclusion
was avenged by the furies of an irresistible
passion pursuing him to speedy ruin. But that
Power which strikes the luminaries of the world
with sudden darkness and extinction, by awakening
them to too exquisite a perception of its influ
ences, dooms to a slow and poisonous decay those
meaner spirits that dare to abjure its dominion.
Their destiny is more abject and inglorious as
their delinquency is more contemptible and per
nicious. They who, deluded by no generous error,
instigated by no sacred thirst of doubtful knowl
edge, duped by no illustrious superstition,
loving nothing on this earth, and cherishing no
hopes beyond, yet keep aloof from sympathies with
11. At least not in the Oxford text.
know, no MS. copy of the poem exists.

As far as I
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their kind, rejoicing neither in human joy nor
mourning with human grief; these, and such as they,
have their apportioned curse. They languish,
because none feel with them their common nature.
They are morally dead.
They are neither friends,
nor lovers, nor fathers, nor citizens of the world,
nor benefactors of their country. Among those who
attempt to exist without human sympathy, the pure
and tender-hearted perish through the intensity
and passion of their search after its communities,
when the vacancy of their spirit suddenly makes
itself felt. All else, selfish, blind, and torpid,
are those unforeseeing multitudes who constitute,
together with their own, the lasting misery and
loneliness of the world. Those who love not their
fellow-beings live unfruitful lives, and prepare
for their old age a miserable grave.
The "irresistible passion" is the Poet's desire to
achieve human contact, to fulfill his love-need? it is,
then, his pursuit of his vision.

The "furies" are the

consequences of his own actions, i.e., the actual events of
his quest and his reactions to them.

The "Power" of the

third sentence is, admittedly, an allegorized abstraction;
perhaps "love" would be the best identification for it.

But

love is a human need—or perhaps more precisely, a human
feeling which attempts to satisfy a human need.

Its locus

is inside each man, not in an objective, external world.
Note that no such deus ex machina as this "Power" appears
in the poem.
Surely it is too literal of some critics to assume
that Shelley's preface postulates such a being.

Using the

ninth sentence as a gloss on the third, one may restate the
argument as follows:

when the pure and tender-hearted (the
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luminaries of the world) who have attempted to exist without
human sympathy suddenly feel the vacancy of their spirit
(the "spirit of sweet human love"), that Power (human
sympathy, love) awakens them to too exquisite a perception
of its influences and impels them to so intense and pas
sionate a search after its communities that they perish.
Surely it is also too literal to demand that an
"alastor" (avenging fury) appear as a character in the poem.
What happens is that the Poet seeks the "prototype," i.e.,
the original vision itself," in solitude (just as he has
derived it in solitude), and is punished by his own mental
anguish, which Shelley in his title personifies as a mythic
"alastor."

What must be realized is that this alastor

12
(regardless of Peacock's remarks about it)
is itself a
force in the Poet's own mental world and as such is, just
like the vision, the Poet's own "creation."

Even when the

vision is "with" him he is alone; throughout the poem he
dwells with the Spirit of Solitude, a Spirit whose haunting
he can never escape since its residence is within his mind.
The Poet's "crime"—his "generous error," to use the words
of the preface—is his solitude, his self-centered seclu
sion, his attempt to exist without human sympathy; and his
12. I entirely accept Peacock * s version of the
naming of the poem; I do not accept Baker's argument that
" . . . the Greek word did not fit the idea Shelley had
worked out; but it had a sufficient connection with his
main theme so that he seized upon it." (p. 45)
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punishment is the same:

the punishment not only fits the

crime, it is the crime:

continued solitude and lack of

human community, with this difference only, that he is now
aware of the lack—he is awakened "to too exquisite a per
ception of its influences."
The situation of the Poet, then, is tragic, and
there seems to have been in some critics a curious obtuseness to this tragic element in the poem, as if its hero has
to be either a saint or a villain.

Campbell, Havens, Baker,

and others have argued that the preface condemns the Poet
while the poem glorifies him.

But the preface does not

"condemn" the Poet; it merely points out the fact—and it is
a fact in the world of the poem—that he is guilty of
hamartia, a mistaken judgment, however well-intended
("deluded by [a] generous error").

The poem glorifies him

only in the sense that any tragedy glorifies its hero, by
its commitment to him and his human worth despite his error
and its consequences, his downfall.
iv.

The Poet-hero's Excessive Idealism
as a Form of Solipsiim

What is of primary interest in this study is the
element that makes the poem a "picture . . . not barren of
13
instruction to actual men,11
the reasons that lead the Poet

13. I would argue that the poem had this kind of
value to Shelley himself, even if to no other "actual men."
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to make his error in the first place, the exact nature of
that error, and the reasons for his persistence in it even
after he starts becoming aware of its effects on him.
To put the matter (perhaps too) bluntly, the Poet's
problem is that he is a Berkeleyan, but without Berkeley's
God.

The poem is (in part at least) Shelley's attempt to

exorcise his own temptation to move toward subjective
idealism as a resolution of his dissatisfaction with
Lockean metaphysics and epistemology (as discussed in
Chapter III above).

He achieves this exorcism by projecting

his own incipient idealism on to the Poet-hero of Alastor
and then working out its implications dramatically in the
poem. (This is not to say that the Poet "is" Shelley any
more than he "is" Hogg.)

Shelley makes the Poet's error a

"generous" one and the Poet himself a noble young man
because he has to make his own temptation towards that
error dramatically credible.
The clue to what is happening philosophically in the
poem is, I think, the phrase "thirst of doubtful knowledge"
in the preface.

It is only natural, I would suggest, for

one whose belief in something is shattered, to seek a new
belief as a replacement.

Shelley felt something of this in

himself; when his belief in Lockean materialism was
destroyed, he felt impelled to adopt the idealism of
Berkeley.

But his skeptical mentors Hume and Drummond had
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already trained their guns on Berkeley's philosophy, showing
Shelley that Berkeley had only replaced one dogma, Locke's
unprovable "substratum," with another, his own unprovable
postulate of an infinite mind, God, as the source of ideas
(cf. Pulos, pp. 48-54).

The Alastor-Poet lacks what

Berkeley lacked, a Humean skepticism that allows one to
suspend all dogmas, to accept, tentatively at least, ideas
that have no known sources at all.

This skepticism is very

much like Keats' concept of "negative capability":

"when

man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts,
without any irritable reaching after fact and reason . . . "
(letter to George and Tom Keats, Dec. 21-27, 1817).
Shelley had this ability to suspend judgment, to
remain in uncertainty—in a word, to maintain a skeptical
disinterest—but it was not easy for him.

And his difficulty

in doing so becomes in his Poet a "sacred thirst of doubtful
knowledge," a desire to push for ultimate answers, a desire
which coupled with Berkeleyan idealism (pruned of its
underlying assumption, God) becomes solipsism, a view which
locates knowledge in the private sensibility of the knower.
What the Poet, "nurtured .... By solemn vision,
and bright silver dream," lacks, Shelley, as narrator of the
poem, has, that is, skepticism, acceptance of the fact that
some answers are inaccessible (at least for now).

The

narrator calls the world "unfathomable" and admits that he
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has never been admitted to Nature's "inmost sanctuary";
his attitude is one of watchful waiting.

Not so the Poet:

not satisfied with philosophical studies, he leaves his
"cold fireside and alienated home/ To seek strange truths in
undiscovered lands."

(As I argued above, I think these

"undiscovered lands" are the depths of his own conscious
ness.

Maybe "sensibility"—or just plain "mind" or "psyche"

—would be a better word here; I want a word that includes
all mental experience, conscious and subconscious.)

And

after having his climactic vision, the Poet assumes its
reality (i.e., its independent existence, as opposed to its
psychological truth, its reality as a phenomenon in his
mental experience), and
He eagerly pursues
Beyond the realms of dream that fleeting shade;
He overleaps the bounds.
(205-07)
That is, he takes the appearance of the visionary maid not
as a sign to begin looking for genuine human contact; he
instead seeks "that fleeting shade," the prototype or
original, the vision itself.

He is, like Mahmud in Hellas,

in " . . . that state of mind in which ideas may be supposed
to assume the force of sensation through the confusion of
thought with the objects of thought, and the excess of
passion animating the creations of imagination."
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Though the vision is
Lost, lost, for ever lost,
In the wide pathless desert of dim sleep.
(209-10)
the Poet is
driven
By the bright shadow of that lovely dream,
that is, by the impression which the dream-experience has
left on his memory.

Shelley later frequently uses this

"shadow" image for a different purpose, to show the "real"
as representation of the ideal.

Laon describes Cythna:

she did seem
Beside me, gathering beauty as she grew,
Like the bright shade of some immortal dream
Which walks, when tempest sleeps, the wave of
life's dark dream.
(Revolt, 870-73)
Prometheus calls Asia
thou light of life,
Shadow of beauty unbeheld.
(Ill, iii, 6-7)
And, most explicitly, in Epipsychidion Shelley points to
Emilia:
See where she stands! a mortal shape indued
With love and life and light and deity,
And motion which may change but cannot die;
An image of some bright Eternity;
A shadow of some golden dream.
14
(112-16)
The Poet-hero of Alastor is, unfortunately, unable to find
this kind of "shadow"; he is, in fact, not even inclined to
14. My thanks to Peter Butter, Shelley's Idols of
the Cave (Edinburgh, 1954), p. 21, for noting these
parallels, though he uses them to make a slightly different
point.
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look for one, so intent is he on recapturing the original.
In Platonic terms, he is guilty of attempting to leap
directly to the highest form itself, without climbing the
ladder of abstraction from form-manifest-in-objects on up;
he is, in other words, in love with Love itself, without
having first been in love with a human being.

This, of

course, explains the appropriateness of the poem's epigraph
quotation from St. Augustine, a passage that "greatly
impressed Shelley" (see Wasserman, p. 17, n. 36).

In

nominalistic terms he is simply guilty of reifying an
abstraction, a typically solipsistic error.

Hoffman

(pp. 140-41) analyzes the Poet's vision in just this way,
calling it "a phantom which his own mind created," and he
pertinently quotes Sir William Drummond (Academical Ques
tions, pp. 166-67) on the dangers of reifying abstractions
such as essences and substances.
Just as the Poet ignored the Arab maid earlier, so
he now ignores those few human beings he has contact with,
Who ministered with human charity
His human wants,
(255-56)
those beings including some
youthful maidens, taught
By nature, [who] would interpret half the woe
That wasted him, would call him with false names
Brother, and friend, would press his pallid hand
At parting, and watch, dim through tears, the path
Of his departure from their father's door.
(266-71)
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All but the Poet are aware of the need for human
community—note Shelley's careful if somewhat obvious
control of diction:

here, "human charity, human wants";

earlier, "the spirit of sweet human love"; in the preface,
"human joy, human grief, human sympathy [and] its commun
ities, love [of] fellow-beings."

The names which the

"youthful maidens" apply to the Poet are not "false" in the
sense of deceitful, hypocritical, or insincere; they are,
rather, erroneous.

They express accurately how these girls

feel about the Poet, but not how he feels about them.

The

girls "interpret half [his] woe" because they understand
what his basic problem is, a need for love, but not the
specific stimulus of the problem nor the solution the Poet
is pursuing, i.e., his vision.
Many critics have failed to do justice to this
poem, or at least to the relationship between the poem and
the preface, because they have failed to see how Shelley
offers alternate paths for the Poet-hero.

That is, they

have taken Shelley's description in the preface of two
classes of human beings and treated it as exhaustive, with
everyone falling into one of these two classes.
The first of these is "the luminaries of the world"
who have "too exquisite a perception of [love's] influences"
and are struck "with sudden darkness and extinction."

The

second class is "those meaner spirits that dare to abjure
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[love's] dominion."

Those in the first class are "deluded

by [a] generous error, instigated by [a] sacred thirst of
doubtful knowledge, duped by [an] illustrious superstition";
they are "pure and tender-hearted" and they "perish through
the intensity and passion of their search after [human
sympathy's] communities, when the vacancy of their spirit
suddenly makes itself felt."

Those of the second class are

not so deluded, instigated, and duped; "their destiny is
more abject and inglorious as their delinquency is more
contemptible and pernicious."

They are "selfish, blind, and

torpid . . . unforeseeing multitudes who constitute . . .
the lasting misery and loneliness of the world."

Now after

mentioning the first class Shelley says "All else" are
members of the second class.

But he is talking not about

all other human beings, rather about all the rest of "those
15
who attempt to exist without human sympathy."

In other

words, he is talking about two groups of people who fail to
achieve love, one group from selfishness, the other from a
noble error; the latter being therefore less culpable than
the former, though not totally exempt from blame.
The preface, then, it seems to me, clearly implies
at least one other class of human beings, those who do not
15. DuBois (p. 533, n. 8) misreads "All else, self
ish ..." as a third class, not seeing that this is the
second class again. He goes on "Everyone, then, lives in
solitude, and the Poet, faithful to his Vision, but chooses
the best mode of enduring it," which I find a bad reading.

93
"attempt to exist without human sympathy" but who rather are
aware of the need for it and seek to find it in the real
world.

Examples include Laon and Cythna, Prometheus and

Asia, Shelley (or at least his "persona") and Emilia in
Epipsychidion,

and perhaps Shelley and Mary themselves in

the latter half of 1815, as prefigurers of Laon and Cythna.
The poem Alastor, however, interests itself not in the kind
of people who try to make love real by manifesting its
ideals in the real world, but rather in a man who fails to
do this.
v.

The Poet-hero's Journey in Search of
His Vision

So the Poet-hero again, as he did before his vision,
spurns or at least overlooks the real opportunities for
human contact which offer themselves, and turns inward.
Contemplating a flying swan at home in nature, he feels his
own contrasting alienation.

Only by reuniting himself with

his epipsyche (vision), he thinks, can he overcome this
alienation.

Failing to realize that the vision is the

product of his own mind, and still intent on finding it to
have some objective existence, he turns to seeking it in
another realm:

the vision had its origin in sleep, so he

will look for it in the realm of sleep—or of death.

16. Shelley's later disillusionment (Letter to
John Gisborne, June 18, 1822) in no way weakens the point
here.
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Startled by his own thoughts he looked around.
There was no fair fiend near him, not a sight
Or sound of awe but in his own deep mind.
(296-98)
Ironically, of course, it is only in "his own deep mind"
that he can find his "fair fiend"; but he instead jumps into
a small boat and gives himself up to the winds and waves
As if their genii were the ministers
Appointed to conduct him to the light
Of those beloved eyes,
(330-32)
to conduct him, that is, through the portals of death.
"Sleep and death/ Shall not'divide us long!" says the Poet
to his "Vision and Love."
But his death-wish is not so immediately granted.
He is carried across the Caspian Sea and into a cavern.
This cavern seems to represent a sort of proto-death, the
Poet's farewell to the external, objective world.

He is

achieving his goal of withdrawing so deeply into the
recesses of his own being that he is no longer alive to the
outside world. The laws of nature seem almost to be sus17
pended
as his boat is carried u£ a whirlpool and over its
bank into "a placid stream,/ Beneath a woven grove" (400-01).
The metaphysical value of "woven" is indicated in the next
17. That Shelley likes to use this kind of radical
ly reversed image is beautifully evidenced by the fantastic
time-reverse descent into the subconscious in the "enchanted
boat" lyric in Prometheus Unbound, where Asia envisions a
journey "Through Death and Birth, to a diviner day," to a
place "Peopled by shapes too bright to see." (Shapes like
our Poet's epipsychal vision?)
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two lines:
The ghastly torrent mingles its far roar,
With the breeze murmuring in the musical woods.
(402-03)
That is, the despair of his failed quest for objective
knowledge is now giving way to a languorous solipsism.
Shelley immediately reinforces this idea with a reference to
what I take to be narcissi:
yellow flowers [which]
Forever gaze on their own drooping eyes,
Reflected in the crystal calm.

.(406-08)

This image is quite similar to that of lines 200-02:
His wan eyes
Gaze on the empty scene as vacantly
As ocean's moon looks on the moon in heaven.
The two images are so similar, in fact, that I take the
19
first as an intentional prefiguration of the second.

For

this earlier image contains another radical inversion, an
almost shocking violation of expectations in what would
18. This image is analyzed extensively and compared
to the Poet's vision itself by Donald L. Maddox, pp. 95-96
of his "Shelley's Alastor and the Legacy of Rousseau," SIR,
IX (1970), 82-98. This article, which I had not seen when I
wrote the above, reinforces my argument, though its emphasis
is slightly different.
19. If I am right in this, I may have part at least
of an answer to those critics who charge Shelley with a
vague, diffusive use of repetition. Far from being vague
and diffusive, Shelley's use of repetition is a means of
tightening and unifying his poem, giving to it that density
of texture which most modern critics seem so unwilling to
find in Shelley.
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otherwise be a very conventional image of the moon gazing
on her own reflection:

here we have the reflection gazing

on the "real" object (much as the Poet's vision is to gaze
at him at lines 489-92).

Metaphoric equivalence thus makes

the Poet seem less real than the reality around him—a sort
of reverse solipsism; at least he feels less real without
20
the consoling strength of his vision.

This prefiguring image reinforces the narcissistic
quality of the second image, of the flowers gazing at their
own reflection, just as the" Poet is gazing at (or at least
looking for) his own reflection, his epipsychal vision.
The flowers' gazing has previously been "marred"
only by the positive forces of nature (bird, wind, grass)
and the negative force of the limits of solipsism itself
("their own decay").

The nature images may suggest a sort

of objective reality as a possible alternative to solipsism.
20. I might "prefigure" some of my own later argu
ment here by noting that Shelley anticipates many of
Sartre's ideas about needing the "other" to know oneself—
our Poet's failure to find the "other" being his failure
adequately to know himself. As Butter puts it in reference
to Prometheus Unbound, IV, 483-87: "There is a profound
psychological truth in Shelley's use of the mirror image.
He wrote later in A Defense of Poetry 'Neither the eye nor
the mind can see itself, unless reflected upon that which
it resembles.' This is only partially appropriate to the
eye, which indeed does not see itself directly, but does
not particularly resemble the piece of glass in which it is
mirrored; it is true of the mind. We come to know our own
minds not mainly, if at all, by introspection, but by
acting and especially by having relations with other people
.... The only thing in which it can see itself reflected
is another mind." (p. 12)
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(Some of the critics, most notably Bryan Cooper, "Shelley's
Alastor: The Quest for a Vision," KSJ, XIX [1970], 63-76,
and Wasserman, have argued that the Poet's error is his
rejection not only of human contact but also of nature
itself.)

The latter phrase, however, is, it seems to me, a

subtle but emphatic criticism on Shelley's part of his
hero1s decision to surrender to solipsistic despair and his
death wish—the strong impulse of line 415, which I take to
be both his impulse to find his vision and his impulse to
die, these having been united by the Poet himself at lines
366-69.
The Poet's boat follows the stream more deeply into
the forest, a forest reminiscent of Spenser's Wood of Error,
perhaps meant by Shelley to symbolize the difficulties of
attaining knowledge, especially our Poet's difficulties and
indeed failures.

The "woven leaves/ Make net-work of the

dark blue light of day" (445-46), much as the phenomenal
world seems to screen the mysterious source of knowledge
behind it all21—if indeed there is one!

The inmost glen

entices the Poet "To some more lovely mystery" by means of
"A soul-dissolving odour" (453-54).

It is in this glen,

guarded by Silence and Twilight, that the many reflection
images of the poem culminate in the poem's climax:

21. Another favorite image of Shelley's—cf.
"Sonnet: Lift Not the Painted Veil," etc.
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the Poet sees his own reflection, and this seeing precipi
tates a distinction between external and internal modes of
knowledge, between nature and his vision:
A Spirit seemed
To stand beside him—clothed in no bright robes
Of shadowy silver or enshrining light
Borrowed from aught the visible world affords
Of grace, or majesty, or mystery;—
But, undulating woods, and silent well,
And leaping rivulet, and evening gloom
Now deepening the dark shades, for speech assuming,
Held commune with him, as if he and it
Were all that was.
(479-88)
This Spirit is nature,2 2 or'external reality, here carefully
contrasted by Shelley with the "bright silver dream" (67)
on which the Poet nurtured himself, and which in turn cul
minated in his vision of light, his perception of which is
called "the bright shadow of that lovely dream" (233).

The

Spirit of nature is not clothed in "borrowed" light, but
the vision, which now also finally makes another appearance,
by implication is so clothed; that is, it is the Poet's own
creation based on his projections from "the visible world."
As before, the vision is the product of his own deepest
thought processes:

22. Wasserman's argument (Shelley, p. 32) that
"This is not any Spirit of Nature but the unrealizable
presence of the mind1s vision investing all that one
experiences ..." seems to me simply obfuscation, for
reasons which I hope my own argument makes clear.
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when his regard
Was raised by intense yensiveness, . . . two eyes,
Two starry eyes, hung in the gloom of thought,
And seemed with their serene and azure smiles
To beckon him.
(488-92, italics added)
Perhaps we could call his vision a projection of his sub
conscious need for an ideal being with whom to establish
human contact—his need for love, in other words.

Shelley

reinforces the epipsychal idea by calling this image "the
light/ That shone within his [the Poet's] soul" (492-93).
Earlier he had by metonymy galled the vision "the light/ Of
those beloved eyes" (331-32).23
vi. . Digression on the Poem's Allegory
Before following the Poet's pursuit of his visionary
maiden to its ultimate destination, I would like to analyze
further this crucial part of the poem.

As Gibson (pp. 1036-

45) and Butter (pp. 46-55) have suggested, there seems to be
an allegory of life and death going on in the latter half of
the poem.

In a sense the Poet gives himself up to death by

casting out on a rough sea in a tiny, fragile, leaking boat.
But, through the spatial reversal pointed out above (Sec. v,
especially n. 17), he does not die but journeys backward
23. "In The Triumph of Life Rousseau's vision of
'a shape all lighF1 is essentially the same experience
[i.e., the same as that of our Poet's vision and the same
as the narrator's imagining of a "Being" in Epipsychidion,
190-96], though thrust farther back towards birth and less
closely connected with the search for ordinary human love."
(Butter, p. 9)
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towards birth instead.

After cruising U£ a stream to a cove

he leaves his boat and walks ever farther into the forest to
the "glen" mentioned above.

Here he finds a "well" and a

"Sweet brook that from the secret springs/ Of that dark
fountain rose" (457; 478-79).

It is in this fountain that

he has his climactic vision of his own reflection and the
Spirit of nature.

He himself allegorizes the stream:

'0 stream!
Whose source is inacessibly profound,
Whither do thy mysterious waters tend?
Thou imagest my life.1

(502-05)

That birth and death are as one, recurrent points in a lifecycle of which we know only the part conventionally called
"life," is a common idea in Shelley.

Compare, for instance,

the famous passage in Adonais:
Dust to the dust! but the pure spirit shall flow
Back to the burning fountain whence it came,
A portion of the Eternal ....
(338-40)
Of the portion beyond "life" Shelley is profoundly hopeful,
but skeptically undogmatic.

Throughout Alastor, in fact,

the Poet's yearning for an existence beyond "life" in which
to find his dream-maiden is clearly only a hope of his, not
a belief of Shelley's. But the essential point here is that
the Poet has journeyed to death and now finds death and
birth imaged together in the stream.
Further details of the allegory—from the brook's
proceeding "like childhood laughing" (499), to maturity
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"in tranquil wanderings" (500), to old age:

"a gradual

change . . . / Yet ghastly" (532-33), to death;

the stream,

now a "broad river," falls "into that immeasurable void/
Scattering its waters to the passing winds" (567-70)—need
not be argued, since Gibson and Butter have already covered
this ground.

What is interesting to us here are the mental

or epistemological elements of this allegory.

For it is

not merely the course and on-goingness of the stream that
makes the Poet take it as an image of his own life, it is
also its ability to reflect things, an ability which the
Poet takes as a metaphor for his own human process of
perception.

Reflection has already been described as a

"pensive" process (409); the "well,"
Dark, gleaming, and of most translucent wave,
Images all the woven boughs above,
And each depending leaf, and every speck
Of azure sky, darting between their chasms;
. . . [and also] some inconstant star . . . ,
Or painted bird . . . ,
Or gorgeous insect ....
(458-68)
Again, the stream is described as
Reflecting every herb and drooping bud
That overhung its quietness.
(501-02)
The Poet himself, as I have mentioned, participates in this
process, too:
His eyes beheld
Their own wan light through the reflected lines
Of his thin hair, distinct in the dark depth
Of that still fountain; as the human heart
Gazing in dreams over the gloomy grave,
Sees its own treacherous likeness there.
(469-74)
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It is in this vein that the Poet says to the stream
"Thou imagest my life."

He goes on to specify this

statement:
"Thy darksome stillness,
Thy dazzling waves, thy loud and hollow gulfs,
Thy searchless fountain, and invisible course
Have each their type in me: and the wide sky,
And measureless ocean may declare as soon
What oozy cavern or what wandering cloud
Contains thy waters, as the universe
Tell where these living thoughts reside,
when stretched
Upon thy flowers my bloodless limbs shall waste
I' the passing wind."
(505-14)
m

The implied language of the metaphor here is Lockean (except
for the more precise Lockean meaning of reflection; see
below).

Phenomena are impressed on the mind just as they

are reflected on the water; these are Locke's "impressions."
*

Impressions, as they sink into the mind, become mixed with
other impressions and become "ideas"—or "thoughts," to use
Shelley's word—which in the metaphor are equivalent to the
Poet's mind.
What is disturbing to the Poet here—and to Shelley,
I think—is the ontological status of these "thoughts."
24. Italics added. I cannot help recalling another
fine "epistemological" poem, Marvell's Garden:
The mind, that ocean where each kind
Does straight its own resemblance find.
Perhaps its next few lines presage Shelley's own attempts to
escape his epistemological dilemmas:
Yet it creates, transcending these,
For other worlds and other seas,
Annihilating all that's made
To a green thought in a green shade.

103
What is their source?

Since all we know are reflections,

what can we know of the things that cause them?

How do we

know if they are true and accurate representations of the
real objects, or if indeed there are any real objects?
Where do thoughts go after the thinking mechanism is gone?
Or is the thinking mechanism itself only a hypostatization
of the mere stream of thoughts themselves, !i la Hume?
Reality—or better, the question of reality—
confronts the Poet in a series of nature images, the most
striking of which seems to prefigure Roquentin's famous
chestnut tree in Sartre's Nausea;
nought but gnarled roots of ancient pines
Branchless and blasted, clenched with grasping
roots
The unwilling soil,
(530-32)
It is not the brutal, factitious reality of nature that
bothers our Poet, however; it is rather the question
whether this brutal factitiousness is reality, whether
there is any reality at all beyond the confines of his own,
his human mind.

His withdrawal even further into himself

is symbolized by his rapid aging; he becomes even more
separated from nature as his hair becomes "thin and white,"
his eyes "stony."

Not for him is the metaphysical, albeit

almost mystical, resolution of Marvell's Garden with its
"green thought in a green shade"; rather, from him
Bright flowers departed, and the beautiful shade
of the green groves . . . .

(537-38)
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(The transference in the word "departed" here seems partic
ularly effective, indicating the intensity of the Poet's
isolation.)
He sees experience as a chaotic welter of elements,
just as Shelley himself is to do later in Mont Blanc (as we
shall see in the next chapter):
On every side now rose
Rocks, which, in unimaginable forms,
Lifted their black and barren pinnacles
In the light of evening, and, its precipice
Obscuring the ravine, disclosed above,
Mid tippling stones, bl^ck gulfs and yawning caves.
Whose windings gave ten thousand various tongues
To the loud stream.
(543-50)
The stream (mind), that is, is filled with—one might even
say, is made up of—the multitudinous impressions
("tongues") that come to it; but whence they come remains
the problem—"black gulfs and yawning caves."
vii.

The Final Stages of the Poet's Journey

But the Poet presses on in his quest, even knowing
its futility and its inevitable leading of him to death.
He traverses a pass and suddenly achieves a height that
enables him to look out over a vast panorama
25
Beneath the wan stars and descending moon,
a panorama of

25.
powers (?).

His own declining life energy and intellectual
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Islanded seas, blue mountains, mighty streams,
Dim tracts and vast, robed in the lustrous gloom
Of leaden-coloured even, and fiery hills
Mingling their flames with twilight, on the verge
Of the remote horizon.
(554-59)
That the Poet's more immediate surroundings are a
representation of his own mind seems clear from Shelley's
placing them in opposition to this panoramic scene just
described:
The near scene,
In naked and severe simplicity,
Made contrast with the universe.
(559-61)
On first reading, this sentence might seem to have the
imprecision of diction which hostile critics are so quick to
accuse Shelley of:
universe"?

Is not the "near scene" a part of "the

If so, then how do they stand in contrast?

But

a more careful reading, taking into account the symbolic
function of the image, reveals it to be very precise.

The

"universe" here, as in the opening of Mont Blanc, is the
world of external reality (whatever that may be) as source
of impressions; the "near scene" is the mind of the
individual as perceiver of these impressions.
The main feature of this "near scene" is a lone
pine which functions as an Aeolian harp, vibrating with
"each inconstant blast" of the wind (note how the sound
imagery here remains consistent with that of lines 548-50),
and contributing its note of sound to the larger body of
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sounds.

This, it seems to me, symbolizes Locke's process

of "reflection," the very small but metaphysically inter
esting portion of mental activity that is not merely the
passive reception of impressions from outside.

Locke

explains what he means by reflection as follows:
The mind receiving the ideas mentioned in the fore
going chapters from without, when it turns its view
inward upon itself, and observes its own actions
about those ideas it has, takes from thence other
ideas, which are as capable to be the objects of
its contemplation as any of those it received from
foreign things. (Essay Concerning Human Under
standing, Bkf 2, Ch. 6, Sec 1; Fraser ed., I, 159)
As the mind makes its own contribution to the totality of
mental experience, then, so the pine mingles "its solemn
song" with "the howl/ The thunder and the hiss of homeless
streams."

This small note of positive mental activity does

not console the Poet, however (as I believe it will Shelley
himself in Mont Blanc); his death is announced by the fact
26
that his stream —now a "broad river"—
Foaming and hurrying o'er its rugged path,
[Falls] into that immeasurable void
Scattering its waters to the passing winds.
(568-70)
His individual stream of life, stream of knowledge, flows
back into its "universal" source.

26. To combine the ideas of this stream as "life"
and as "mind" I would like to call it the "stream of con
sciousness," were it not that this term has taken on a
rather more specialized meaning in modern criticism.
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For all practical purposes the poem ends here,
though Shelley goes on with 101 lines describing the Poet's
death and 49 lamenting it.
Gothicism lingers on.)

(Some of Shelley's adolescent

In the process, the merging of the

Poet's individuality with the universe takes on the quality
of a nature-myth, much like that of Narcissus, as Hoffman
has noted (p. 54).

This myth-making centers itself in one

long, ambiguous, and syntactically difficult sentence,
lines 588-601; the Poet has withdrawn into "one silent
nook" near the waterfall:
One step,
One human step alone, has ever broken
The stillness of its solitude:—one voice
Alone inspired its echoes; even that voice
Which hither came, floating among the winds,
And led the loveliest among human forms
To make their wild haunts the depository
Of all the grace and beauty that endued
Its motions, render up its majesty,
Scatter its music on the unfeeling storm,
And to the damp leaves and blue cavern mould,
Nurses of rainbow flowers and branching moss,
Commit the colours of that varying cheek,
That snowy breast, those dark and drooping eyes.
Once the syntax of the latter part of the sentence is
straightened out (I, at least, needed to straighten it out
in order to understand it) by seeing the parallel infini
tives after the verb "led":

"led the loveliest of human

forms to make . . . , [to] render . . . , [to] scatter
. . . , and [to] commit . . . to the damp leaves . . . "
—once this is done the ambiguity still remains as to who
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is doing all of this—who is "leading" whom, in other words.
There is only "one human step, one voice."

Are we to

assume that the Poet's own voice leads him on?

I think not.

There are two human agencies here, though in another sense
there is only one:

the Poet and his vision.

The ambiguity

is intense and quite functional throughout the sentence:
the "voice," the "loveliest of human forms," the antecedent
of every "it," except the first two, in the sentence, each
one of these can be equally well the Poet or his vision.
But since the vision is only the Poet's epipsychal projec
tion of himself, Shelley is correct in saying there is only
"one human step, one voice," etc.; the ambiguity is precise.
The Poet dies in "solitude" (line 590) just as he has lived.
The "alastor" has taken its vengeance.

The Poet, "pure and

tender-hearted" though he may be, has brought about his own
downfall through a classic hamartia, a "generous error,"
His idealistic solipsism has killed him.

And Shelley in the

preface has not "misinterpreted his own poem."
viii.

Conclusion

One last issue remains unresolved, however:

the

question of what the Poet will find on the other side of
death.

Whether death will free him from the spirit's

haunting and unite him to his vision, Shelley does not
tell us.

I would think not, for there is really no reason

to assume that the vision will have any more reality after
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the Poet's death than before.

Gibson puts it thus:

Shelley also wishes to drive home the thought that
such a hope of expecting to find one's ideals beyond
this life is without any certain foundation. It is
as if nature stretched out a vast allegory for the
Poet to observe to show the futility of his quest.
Behold our life! What do we know of it, rising we
know not whence and ending we know not whither?
And so he presents these images of all that we know
of our existence, beginning and ending with hollow
caves giving forth a thousand confused voices. We
must capture what we can of our ideals in this
world. The future is unknown.
(p. 1040)
Nor is there any reason to assume, in terms of the poem, the
preface, or anything else of Shelley's, that the Poet should
be rewarded for failing to find a proper vehicle for the
expression of his love, such a proper vehicle as an inspired
individual love-affair with a real woman (Shelley and Mary,
Laon and Cythna, e.g.) leading to a generalized love for
humanity which in turn could find expression in social
action, reform politics, or poetry aimed at regenerating
man's moral imagination.
That Shelley himself was able to do this, both in
his poetry and, perhaps less successfully, in his life,
shows how futile it is to press very hard the identification
of Alastor's Poet-hero with Shelley himself.

The theme of

the destructive results of unrestricted idealism or
solipsism is carried over from Alastor to several other of
Shelley's poems, most notably Prince Athanase, Julian and
Maddalo, and The Triumph of Life.

The more positive side
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of this problem, its resolution in Shelley's own thought and
life, is indicated by the good sense of his own remark to
Miss Hitchener as early as 1811:
You say that equality is unattainable, so will I
observe is perfection; yet they both symbolize in
their nature, they both demand that an unremitting
tendency towards themselves should be made, & the
nearer society approaches towards this point the
happier it will be. (Letters, I, 125; July 25,
1811)
Baker, who in general seems to me badly to misinterpret
Alastor, comes close to the mark by calling Shelley's essay
A Discourse on the Manners of the Ancient Greeks Relative to
the Subject of Love "the best commentary on his poem"
(p. 59).

He refers to the passage in which Shelley argues

that man is a social being who needs love, and the relation
ship between the ideal and a real manifestation of it works
thus:
This object [i.e., the object of love] or its arche
type forever exists in the mind which selects among
those who resemble it that which most resembles it
["it," in Alastor, is the Poet's vision] and
instinctively fills up the interstices of the
imperfect image .... (Prose, p. 220)
Or, as James Ramsey Ullman puts it in his Mad Shelley
(Princeton, 1930), Shelley
knew that the highest destiny, as the highest happi
ness, of man lay not in fulfillment but in endless
progression toward fulfillment. It is a woful
error to assume that, in his yearning for the
unattainable, he became incapable of appreciating
those approximations to perfection which are
vouchsafed to men .... (p. 104)

Ill
It is failure to "fill up the interstices," to "appreciate
the approximations," that leads the Poet to his doom.

{That

Shelley himself resolved to avoid this fate is indicated by
the concluding lines of his Hymn to Intellectual Beauty and
by lines 76-83 and 96-100 of Mont Blanc.

I deal with this

in the next chapter.)
Shelley himself, on the other hand, is like his
characters who are able to do this, such characters as Laon
and Cythna, or even the "Lady" of The Revolt of Islam's
first Canto, lines 508-12. -Upon waking from a dream she
does not remain in solitude, but rather goes
to the "vast and peopled city" to engage in "holy
warfare." This is precisely the opposite to what
the poet in Alastor did on waking from his dream;
he did "keep the path of the sea-shore," seeking
in solitude and self-pity to recover his vision
and doing no service to mankind. (Butter, pp. 26-27)
Alastor, as I see it, is Shelley's rejection of these
solipsistic and irresponsible tendencies which he sees as
implicit in Berkeleyan idealism.

Albert Gerard expresses

this excellently in concluding his article (p. 177):
Alastor, then contains a forceful, though implicit,
repudiation of the immaterialism for which Shelley
has so often been rebuked .... Though Shelley
shared the Plotinian assumption that matter is a
degraded form of being, he knew, like every English
man, that
This world is the nurse of all we know,
This world is the mother of all we feel
("On Death," 13-14).
Poetry has, therefore, a definite moral function,
which is to bridge the gap between the harmony of
the ideal and the chaos of sensuous life, to ensure,
as he was later to express it in the Defense of
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Poetry, "the interpenetration of a diviner nature
through our own." It is not the business of poetry
to destroy or to deny the realities of matter and
of life, but rather to transmute "every form moving
within the radiance of its presence . . . to an
incarnation of the spirit which it breathes." The
function of the poet is not to seek for his own
personal happiness in the exstasis of death, but—
as Shelley put it in a poem written in the same
period as Alastor—to unite
the hopes of what shall be
With the fears and the love for that which we see.
("On Death," 29-31)
Joseph Raben

27

poses and answers the question in

these words:
How, then, can one pursue an imaginative ideal
without abandoning social responsibility? The
ideal solution would be to retain this moral
superiority [cf. the preface] without exiling
oneself from human intercourse. That reconcil
iation of opposites could be achieved only by
an act of imagination, i.e., an artistic crea
tion. (p. 280)
Shelley is beginning in 1815 to realize that this kind of
imaginative creation, grounded in the facts and problems of
reality, is his metier.

Continued struggle with these

issues, continued striving toward his destiny, mark the few
but climactic poems of 1816.

27. "Coleridge as the Prototype of the Poet in
Shelley's Alastor," RES, n.s., XVII (1966), 272-92, an
article offering many fine insights in the course of
building an implausible and unnecessary argument.

CHAPTER V
THE LANDSCAPE OP THE MIND
If Alastor shows us a poet who dies from an
inability to get his idealism into focus, the two important
poems of 1816,* Hymn to Intellectual Beauty and Mont Blanc,
give us a poet, Shelley himself, who is trying to locate,
understand, and focus his own idealism so as to go on
living.

It is my contention that in these two poems Shelley

attempts to use Plato as a "mediator" between the extremes
of Lockean materialism and Berkeleyan idealism, and that
Plato's more objective idealism helps Shelley to pull
together the disparate threads of his philosophical thinking

1. Mrs. Campbell expresses well the crucial (in
its most literal sense) importance of the year: "The year
1816 was the most momentous in Shelley's life, and all the
experiences, tragic and happy, that it heaped upon him
tended to the same end—to mature him into that most strange
and striking personality who during four brief years dwelt
and sang 'by the tideless, dolorous midland sea.1 Though
he wrote almost nothing [!], his powers were immensely
stimulated by travel [both the Hymn and Mont Blanc were
written in Switzerland], friendship with Byron, and later
with Leigh Hunt, and by the general trend of his reading.
It was during this year that he studied Prometheus Bound,
while Spenser's Faerie Queene and a History of the French
Revolution prepared the way for The Revolt of IslamT"
Olwen Ward Campbell, Shelley and the Unromantics (London,
1924), p. 140. I might add that he was also reading Locke
and Plato.
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into a "system of his own, a system which I will tentatively
call "skeptical idealism."

Shelley, I think, would have

embraced enthusiastically Blake's dictum:

"I must Create a

System or be enslav'd by another Man's."
i.

Hymn to Intellectual Beauty

The Spirit of Intellectual Beauty as it is pre
sented in the Hymn is, it seems to me, parallel to the
Poet's vision in Alastor; at the same time its visitation is
a paradigm of the manifestation of Plato's "Forms" in the
so-called real world.

Commenting on the influence of

Wordsworth on Shelley, H. W. Piper says (The Active
Universe, p. 167) concerning the transition from Queen Mab
to Alastor, "The only elements which were wholly new to
Shelley were the living Presence of Beauty and the Vision
(Prospectus in Preface to The Excursion, 11. 42, 98 [Piper's
note]), which were destined to lead him on to Plato."
While not wishing to agree with Piper's inference that it
was only Wordsworth's influence which led Shelley towards
Plato, I do believe that Wordsworth was instrumental in
this change of direction in Shelley's interest.

That

Shelley's interest did so change in 1815-1816 (perhaps
"revive" would be a better word, since, as Hogg points out,
Shelley was reading Plato at Oxford as early as 1810) is
such a cliche of Shelley's intellectual biography that I
need not try to demonstrate it here.

Taking Shelley's
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renewed interest in Plato as a given fact, I am more inter
ested in the significance of this interest, and in delin
eating the details of Shelley's assimilation of Plato—and
in avoiding such oversimplified judgments as are frequently
made that Shelley is a "Platonist," as if he were a mere
disciple.
First, though, I must deal with reservations or
different interpretations offered by two critics whom I
respect very much, on the question of "Platonism" in the
»

Hymn.

Joseph Warren Beach (The Concept of Nature in

Nineteenth-Century English Poetry) identifies the "Power"
in the Hymn as the spirit of Nature (from the Cambridge
Platonists Cudworth and More), the active principle
(Wordsworth), the same "'Universal Spirit' . . . which
[Shelley] had celebrated in Queen Mab" (p. 245).
enticing, this reading is not very convincing.

While

There is no

evidence, for instance, (that I know of) that Shelley read
Cudworth or More.

(Neither is listed in Jones' nearly

exhaustive list of Shelley's reading, Letters, II,
Appendix VIII.)

This reading, furthermore, blurs the

distinction between the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty and
the Spirit of Nature, much as some critics, misreading
Alastor, have blurred the distinction between the Poet's
vision and the Spirit (nature) that appears to him at
11. 479-88 of that poem.

(My later discussion of the
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Demiurge and the Highest Good in Plato's Timaeus will
further clarify this distinction in the Hymn; see below,
Sec. ix.) The ablest exponent of Shelley's skepticism, on
the other hand, C. E. Pulos, has tried to debunk the whole
notion of Platonism in Shelley's work.

He argues that the

Hymn is non-Platonic in that Shelley proposes no ladder
or ascending chain from natural objects to Ideal Beauty
itself (pp. 78-83).

But I feel that Pulos is misconstruing

Shelley's basic symbolic method, the manner in which he
allegorizes and personifies" (or spiritualizes) Intellectual
Beauty.

Shelley is not writing an essay to explain the

Love-Beauty philosophy of Plato—he was to do that later by
actually translating Plato's own "essay" on the subject, the
Symposium.

He is rather giving a direct account of a direct

experience, his own personal, unmediated vision of Intel
lectual Beauty, an intuition whose excellence lies in his
being so blessed that he was allowed to experience it
without the mediation of the "ladder."

But the "ladder" is

still implicit in the poem (I think); we are merely taken
directly to the top step.

(We will shortly see Pulos going

similarly overboard in his attempt to replace the idealistic
Shelley with a skeptical Shelley in his critique of the
Essay on Life.)
In the Symposium Plato describes the ascending
ladder of Perfect Beauty (and Perfect Love).

Starting at
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the sensuous level, man perceives and loves, with his
senses, a physically beautiful object (ideally and prac
tically a woman).

Then as he perceives the woman's moral

and intellectual beauty, he loves her on those planes.
Recall here that Shelley in Alastor, both preface and poem,
has already developed the idea of uniting various "levels"
of beauty in the Poet's vision, combining "the functions of
sense, the imagination, the intellectual faculties."
Next our hypothetical lover begins to realize the
kinship between his beloved's beauty and the other beauty
in the world, ascending the same scale of physical, moral,
and intellectual beauties (and their corresponding loves)
until he reaches the highest step. Perfect Love, in the
contemplation of Ideal Beauty, subsuming but not leaving
behind the "lower" steps.

This highest Beauty becomes

"Intellectual" for Shelley because as a "Form" its ontological status is transcendent (though at the same time
immanent in the world through its "visitations") and
essentially intellectual.
I realize the last sentence may sound like questionbegging—it's called "intellectual" because it is intel
lectual—but as far as I know philosophy has not worked out
an adequate language to discuss Plato's ontology.

The

"forms" do not "exist" in the sense that so-called "real"
objects in the physical world exist—i.e., their reality is
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not physical.

Yet at the same time they are not mental in

the sense that reality is mental in Berkeley's ontology,
where things exist "in the mind," first of the individual
and then more fundamentally "in the mind" of God.

Ideal

Beauty is not a thought in the mind of God for Plato—indeed
there is no God for Plato, except perhaps for the Highest
Good which, as a Form itself, seems more like a thought than
a thinker.

And in fact the Highest Good does not "have"

attributes so much as it is attributes, as Plato's various
"scales" merge into unity at the top, the Highest Good
combining the highest goodness, highest beauty, highest
love, highest truth, etc., in a manner which perhaps may be
likened to the participation of Three Divine Persons in One
God in orthodox trinitarian Christianity.
The mechanics of the forms1 "visitation" or "mani
festation" or "participation" in the real world of flux
(again, I think philosophy has not settled on its terms for
this process) is explained by Plato insofar as he is willing
or able to do so in various dialogues, most explicitly the
Phaedo, Republic, and Timaeus, and again I think it's
common enough knowledge that I need not repeat it here.
What's more to the point is Shelley's (I'll freely commit
the "fallacy" of calling the Hymn's speaker "Shelley," for
want of a better name) feeling about these visits.

The

Hymn seems to be free of the probing, dynamic conflicts
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that make Mont Blanc so difficult and exciting a poem.
The poet seems to have complete confidence in the
Power of Intellectual Beauty and in his conception of it.
His conflict arises from his questioning its temporal and
quantitative variability:

its "inconstant wing . . .

inconstant glance . . . pass[ing] away and leav[ing] our
state . . . . "
But Shelley knows that this inconstancy lies only
in the Spirit's manifestations in this sublunary world of
man and nature.

The Principle itself, as one of Plato's

highest Ideals or Forms, is eternal and unchanging.
alone can remove "Doubt, chance, and mutability."

It

In this

respect it is quite similar to Shelley's earlier conception
of "Necessity"; and it can succeed where the "vain
endeavour[s]" of "sage or poet" and of religion, as implied
by the phrases "uttered charm" and "the names of Demon,
Ghost, and Heaven,"

2

fail.

In the first three stanzas, then, Shelley draws
brilliantly on the images of nature to illuminate the
2. This passage in Shelley's rough draft read
"Ghost & God and Heaven," then became the commonly accepted
reading as quoted, then was emended back to "God & ghost and
Heaven" by Shelley himself, an emendation which has never
got into a printed text of Shelley's work. See Stuart
Curran "Shelley's Emendations to the Hymn to Intellectual
Beauty," ELN, VII (June 1970), 270-73. Judith Chernaik
argues that the received reading, as first printed in The
Examiner for Jan. 19, 1817, is "doubtless a case of discreet
censorship by Leigh Hunt." "Textual Emendations for Three
Poems by Shelley," KSJ, XIX (1970), 41-48, p. 47.
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Platonic concept of Ideal Beauty lending its glow to our
"real" world of things.

Beauty's aethereal transience is

captured in images of wind, of music, and above all, of
light:

Moonbeams, starlight, sunlight, daylight, moonlight.
In the fourth stanza Shelley combines his aesthetic

approach to love with the need for reform.

He speculates

that if the Power of Beauty would keep "firm state within
[man's] heart," then man could aspire to that Perfect Love
which would in turn bring about the perfect world Shelley
hoped for (and visualized, in Act IV of Prometheus Unbound).
It is here that the Shelley of the Hymn differs most signif
icantly from the Poet-hero of Alastor, who was unable to see
his own vision of Beauty as anything more than a private
vision, and who in turn was unable to see the necessity of
projecting his own Ideal Love into the real, the social
world.

It is as if he tried to leap directly to the top

step of the Platonic ladder without traversing (and sub
suming, as mentioned above) all of its steps.

Thus his

narcissistic irresponsibility and resultant despair.
Once Shelley establishes the necessity of Ideal
Beauty's inspiration and the nature of its visits in the
first three stanzas of the Hymn, he then changes the tone
abruptly in the fourth stanza.

For, if the Spirit of

Beauty will not help man, all is lost.

To show this he

switches his imagery to darkness at the end of this stanza.
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Life is "a dark reality."

For it to have any meaning, death

must be a journey to Plato's World of Ideals, where man can
join the illuminating Spirit of Beauty.

Indeed, I should

rather say "rejoin," for it is from this ideal spiritual
("intellectual" as Shelley uses the word) world that we are
born.

This doctrine is the source of "life's unquiet

dream" at the end of the Hymn's third stanza.

Shelley very

likely picked this image up from Wordsworth and his great
Ode: Intimations of Immortality . . . , especially the
memorable line "Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting."
Only Intellectual Beauty can prevent this forgetting, by
nourishing the "dying flame" of human thought.
The doubts at the end of Stanza IV lead him in V to
recall the Gothic quests of his younger days, quests very
similar to those of the narrator in Alastor (lines 23-37).
But unlike that poet, whose Gothic questionings were
answered with "Enough from incommunicable dream,/ And
twilight phantasms, and deep noon-day thought," Shelley was
unsuccessful in his quest.

Gothicism provided no answers,

but the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty did:
When musing deeply on the lot
Of life, at that sweet time when winds are wooing
All vital things that wake to bring
News of birds and blossoming,—
Sudden, thy shadow fell on me;
I shrieked, and clasped my hands in ecstasyI
(55-60)
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Again I must contrast this passage to the situation of the
Poet-hero (not the narrator) of Alastor.

The effect of

that Poet's vision was to intensify his feeling of aliena
tion from nature (and from his fellow beings).

Shelley, on

the other hand, has his vision at a time when he is feeling
very much in harmony with nature—when, as it were, his own
thoughts and the processes of nature (winds, growing, birds'
songs) actually harmonize in music.
Having described (or personified) the Spirit,
Shelley now brings it into relation with himself, reaching
the climax of the poem (perhaps a bit preciously, but
certainly strategically) in the Spirit's direct and vivid
visit to himself.

He returns to his images of light, winds,

and fleeting sounds.
most impressive here.

It is the structure, however, that is
The placing of the climax at the end

of Stanza V produces an almost symphonic arrangement of
introduction, exposition, climax, and ensuing calm, almost
with a coda:

a logical formal structure sometimes lacking

in Shelley's poetry.
Proceeding from his climactic vision he tells us of
his dedication to his "goddess."

Then in the sixth stanza

he relates the vision to a broader view of life, as he
relates this poem to his whole view of poetry.

He has

dedicated himself to Beauty in a truly Platonic sense:
calls up "phantoms," that is, he tries to find images

he
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powerful enough to be worthy of Ideal Beauty, embodying it
well enough to be, as it were, windows into Eternity.

If he

can succeed, with the help of that "awful Loveliness" which
is the Spirit itself, he can inspire men through contempla
tion of Beauty to Love, and thence to justice and harmony
and a better world.

(The harmony, I might add, we have seen

throughout the poem in its pattern of both color and sound
images, and in the very sounds of the poem itself.)
It is this social, humanitarian element in Shelley's
devotion to Intellectual Beauty that shows he is not a mere
aesthete.

It also rescues him from the solipsism of the

Alastor-Poet, who was never able to project his feelings
about Beauty and love beyond the limits of his own epipsyche.
The Hymn closes on a note of ecstatic calm.

After

the climax of his vision, the poet fully recognizes the
permanence of the Spirit itself, as opposed to its occa
sional manifestations in this world.

He wishes to remain

infused with the Spirit, the Spirit which can help him
transcend his mortal limits and reach a higher, more direct
appreciation of the Ideal, in and above both nature and man.
The ascent to the final Step of the ladder, the rising to
Perfect Love, is accomplished and ends the poem, as the poet
affirms that at the moment of his vision the Spirit's
"spells did bind" him "to fear himself, and love all human
kind."
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What we have here, I think, is a glimmering of
Shelley's emerging solution to his own philosophical
dilemmas as he projected them into the poem Alastor.

His

own skepticism, combined with his passion to believe, is
leading him to search for some compromise, some mediator
between solipsism or cynicism on the one hand and shallow,
dogmatic belief on the other.

He wishes to find some way of

maintaining his own instinctive idealism without setting
himself up for a drastic, destructive reversal such as comes
to several of his "heroes":* the Poet of Alastor, Prince
Athanase, the maniac of Julian and Maddalo, the Rousseau of
The Triumph of Life.
gives us the clue.

The "aesthetic" element in the Hymn

Shelley is beginning to develop a rather

complex theory of the Imagination as a more flexible source
of knowledge, as opposed to his own, earlier, stringently
empirical theory of reason.

But in order to do so he must

once again come to grips with his empirical mentors, Locke
and Hume.
ii.

Review of the Development of Shelley's
Ideas on Epistemology

Before going on to deal with what I consider to be
Shelley's most purely "epistemological" poem, Mont Blanc,
however, I would like to pause and review his "speculations
on epistemology" up to the time of his composing that poem.
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I have so far sketched a picture of Shelley as an
enthusiastic but ever more skeptical eclectic, starting
first as a rational materialist influenced by Holbach,
Locke, and Godwin (1810-1813); then subjecting his own
rationalism and materialism to critiques influenced by
Berkeley, Hume, and Drummond (1813-1815); and now (1816)
turning to Plato and Locke again in an attempt to reevaluate
all the metaphysical and epistemological speculations that
he has gone through, in an attempt to build a coherent
synthesis which will satisfy his own ever-thirsting, evercritical mind.

Throughout all these periods—except perhaps

the very early, almost evangelical enthusiasm—one note
remains constant:

his firmly critical seriousness.

By

this I mean the profound importance which he placed upon his
task of seeking truth; his deep emotional need for it; and
yet at the same time his refusal to be ultimately satisfied
with partial or inadequate answers or answers adopted on
mere faith which stops inquiry.
My selection of epigraphs to the present study has
indicated my own feeling about Shelley's passionate per
plexity on this subject.

From the very early third epigraph

(July 1811) to the section headed "Difficulty of Analysing
the Human Mind"—whence the first epigraph (Speculations on
Metaphysics (1815)—to The Triumph of Life (1822), Shelley
reiterates the difficulty and the importance of trying to
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understand thought and mind.

In his "The Vision Theme in

Shelley's Alastor and Related Works," SP, XLIV (1947),
108-25, Frederick L. Jones argues that Adonais, Stanza
xxxix, the "Lift Not" sonnet, and many other passages in
Shelley add a new note to the tradition of "visions,"
"... namely, that life by its very nature makes it
virtually impossible to know and to hold steadily to the
truth" (pp. 119-20).

Shelley gives frequent warnings in

poems like Alastor and Prince Athanase and Julian and
Maddalo and The Triumph of Life, warnings especially such as
that in Julian and Maddalo, 11. 180-210, of the dangers of
seeking too high, an unattainable perfection, something
beyond reality.

Such seeking Shelley sees as leading to

cynicism or solipsism on the one hand, and to credulity and
dogmatism on the other, though again I must say that he
himself was very strongly impelled to exactly such seeking;
and it is perhaps the very strength of this impulse that
made him so effective a presenter of its dangers.

This all

ties in, of course, with his skepticism and his belief that
only briefly and rarely can we ever hope to penetrate the
epistemological veil to the reality behind it—a belief
which, as we have seen, he expresses in the Hymn to
Intellectual Beauty, and even more forcefully in Mont Blanc.

127
iii. Preliminary to Reading Mont Blanc:
Shelley's Method of Intellectual Imagery
Mont Blanc's opening lines plunge us ferociously
into the maelstrom of epistemological speculation.

The

first thing we might note about this poem, in contrast to
the Hymn, is its foundation in a concrete physical scene.
Yet I am arguing that this is the "most epistemological"
of Shelley's poems; how can this be?

The very method of

imagery and "progressive revelation" (as Wasserman has
called it) in the poem goes-a long way towards suggesting
how Shelley goes about resolving his entire philosophical
dilemma; for in this poem he uses a two-directional system
of metaphor as his imagery mediates between the empirical
and the intellectual, between the real and the ideal.

The

imagery constantly modulates its direction from inner-toouter to outer-to-inner, as the mental is used to image the
physical at one moment, and the physical to image the
mental at another—or both at the same time!

This unique

and complex modulation of imagery, plus the deep mental and
emotional conflicts Shelley feels about the pulls his
various philosophical ideas exert on him, combine to give
the poem its difficulty, complexity, and tension.
Let me explain this idea of "modulation" just a bit
further.

Poets' use of physical phenomena to suggest,

embody, symbolize mental, emotional, and spiritual phenomena
is nothing new—it's the very stuff and nature of poetry.
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But operating in the reverse direction is relatively more
rare, though of course not unheard of, especially in the
very best poets.

Shakespeare and Dante, for instance,

frequently make use of "reversed" imagery in which mental or
spiritual phenomena are used to suggest, evoke, characterize
physical phenomena.

One example that comes to my mind is

when Hamlet asks the Ghost to tell him the secret of the
murder so
That I with wings as swift
As meditation or the thoughts of love,
May sweep to my revenge.
(I, v, 39-31, italics added)
Here Hamlet images the physical phenomenon of the actual
speed with which he will perform the physical act of revenge,
3
in mental terms.
Shelley himself, then, is not really unique in using
this sort of imagery.

He is, I think, unique (at least up

until his own time) in using it systematically, intention
ally, and with self-awareness.

He gives the best definition

of it—let us call it "intellectual imagery"—that I know
of, in the preface to Prometheus Unbound:
The imagery which I have employed will be found, in
many instances, to have been drawn from the opera
tions of the human mind, or from those external
actions by which they are expressed, {italics added)

3. I find a beautiful Hamletian irony in this
"mental" metaphor: it is the very slowness of "meditation
[and] the thoughts of love" that prevents Hamlet from
speeding to his revenge as he promises here.
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Mont Blanc, then, is structured on an analogy
between the sublime spectacle of the mountain itself and
its surroundings on the one hand, and the operations of the
human mind on the other.

But it is a two-way analogy,

modulating back and forth between an inner-to-outer and an
outer-to-inner direction.
There is one last preliminary matter I must mention
before starting my "reading" of the poem, one more reason
for the dynamic complexity and difficulty of this poem, and
that is Shelley's own sense of being almost overwhelmed by
the sheer physical spectacle of the scene he is describing:
The poem entitled Mont Blanc . . . was composed
under the immediate impression of the deep and
powerful feelings excited by the objects which
it attempts to describe; and, as an undisciplined
overflowing of the soul, rests its claim to
approbation on an attempt to imitate the untam
able wildness and inaccessible solemnity from
which those feelings sprang.4
It is my opinion that, as the mental or intellectual element
enters the poem as a metaphoric expansion of the physical
description and then achieves parallel {or better, inter
twined) status as a co-theme, Shelley's "feelings" become as
"deep and powerful" about this as about the scene itself;
and that what he is "imitating" is the "untamable wildness
and inaccessible solemnity" not only of the physical

4. History of a Six Weeks' Tour, and Letters from
Switzerland, as quoted by Mrs. Shelley in her note to the
poem; Hutchinson ed., p. 536.
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mountain but also of the mysterious and inaccessible source
itself of human thought and feeling.
iv.

The Opening Section of Mont Blanc

Shelley boldly begins with the mental rather than
the physical half of his basic analogy.
The everlasting universe of things
Plows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves,
Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom—
Now lending splendor, 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,
Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves.
(1-11)
Here, it seems to me, what he is doing is rejecting the most
radical, Humean form of empiricism, where all knowledge
comes from sense impressions, and turning back instead
towards the more moderate Lockean view, wherein the mind has
two sources of knowledge:

external perceptions from sense

impression (the "universe of things"); and internal,
perceptions of the mind's own operations (the "source of
human thought" which is like "a feeble brook").
There are several things to sort out here.

First

is the syntax, with Shelley's usual cavalier use of pronouns,
in this case "it" and "its"; and the complexity and nearredundancy of water images.

The basic metaphor here, it

seems to me, is that of the mind itself as a river—or I
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should say rather the channel of a river.

The contents

(water) of the river are, first, the sense impressions of
existent phenomena in the "outer" world:

the "universe of

things" which "rolls its rapid waves," that is, flows
rapidly through the mind; and, second, but very important as
we shall soon see, the "tribute of waters" from the "secret
springs" of the "source of human thought."

The "source of

human thought,11 to be imaged ultimately in and by Mont Blanc
itself, is, on the metaphysical level, the very power of
thought itself—in Platonic*terms, the Highest Good, by
whose "light" knowledge gains its power to know; on the more
immediate level it is the mind itself.
Initially this seems strange:

I have said the mind

is a channel, and now I'm saying it is a separate source of
water contributing to the contents (waters) of the channel.
But the curiously reflexive character of what Locke calls
"reflection" is the key here.

Though I have already quoted

one passage on this subject from Locke (above, Ch. IV,
Sec. vii), reflection is so crucial here that I would like
to bring it freshly to mind by quoting another passage:
Secondly, the other fountain [besides sensation]
from'which experience furnisheth the understanding
with ideas is,—the perception of the operations of
our own mind within us, as it is employed about the
ideas which it has got;—which operations, when the
soul comes to reflect on and consider, do furnish
the understanding with another set of ideas, which
could not be had from things without. (Essay, Bk. 2,
Ch. 1, Sec. 4; Eraser ed., I, 123)
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Now I can be more precise:

the channel is the mind, as the

receiver and processor of experience in the form of percep
tions both inner and outer.

(It is only through perceptions

that experience enters the mind and becomes knowledge, for
Locke; but perceptions are not restricted to sensations,
though of course sensations provide by far the greater
percentage of perceptions.
tions of reflection.)

There are also the inner percep

The main stream of waters pouring

into the river's channel, then, is the stream of sensations
and their resultant perceptions:

external.

But "The source of human thought its tribute brings/
Of waters"—the mind makes its own contribution to knowledge
through the process of reflection and its resultant percep
tions:

internal.

This "source" brings its "tribute of

waters" from "secret springs."

I am almost irresistibly

tempted to argue that Shelley very specifically and inten
tionally had in mind the very passage from Locke just
quoted, with its "fountain" image, "fountain" in Locke's
time—and in Shelley's—still having as its primary meaning
natural fountain or spring—i.e., "source."

In fact, I

would even go so far as to suggest that the echo in
5. See OED entry for "fountain." Of the 34
Concordance entries under "fountain," (literal, as opposed
to figurative) for instance, at least 9 clearly mean a
source or spring rather than a mere pool or artificial
fountain. In Rosalind and Helen, for a more specific
example, that which Shelley calls a "spring" at line 106
he calls a "fountain" at line 112.
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Shelley's mind of this image from Locke as he (Shelley)
looked over the Ravine of Arve in 1816 suggested to him the
analogy between the mind and knowledge on the one hand and
the physical scene on the other:

the landscape of the mind,

as I have chosen to call it—a two-way, modulating analogy,
as I have argued above.
Shelley goes on to characterize further the contri
bution of reflection to the total knowledge-process.

The

"source" brings its waters with "a sound but half its own."
This is to me the most difficult part of these first eleven
lines.

What I think is happening here is that Shelley is

allowing his two mind-metaphors—the "channel" and the
"spring"—to merge.

The contribution of reflection is "but

half" (i.e., one half in importance, but much less than one
half in quantitative proportion) of the total mind-process.
With this understood, the next lines become clearer:

the

"tribute of waters" now becomes like a "feeble brook"
feeding into the mind's main channel which is flooded with
sense impressions.

In line six, however, the focus of the

analogy has changed from the actual streams and waters to
the sounds they make.

Thus lines nine and ten present a

whole new set of images, sound images now, for the strength
of sense impressions as opposed to the "feebleness" of
reflection, these images being the "waterfalls" and the
contending "woods and winds."

The mind itself makes only a
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small—but extremely important—contribution among the
welter of experience.
Shelley ultimately pulls the whole analogy back
together in lines ten and eleven with a very neat syntac
tical trick quite similar to that by which he resolved a
similar ambiguity in Alastor, 11. 588-601, discussed above,
Ch. IV, Sec. vii.
variant, "its."

Here the key word is again "it"—and its

The ambiguity through the first nine-and-

one-half lines has been (for me, at least) in the antecedent
of all these "its":

is it the "mind" (line two) or the

"source" (line five), or sometimes one and sometimes the
other?

As all the water images are pulled together in "a

vast river" we see that the question was unnecessary and
that the ambiguity is functional:

the "mind" and the

"source" are ultimately one and the same; they have merely
been imaged differently.

The "its" of line eleven is then

reiterating the initial "channel" image:

the combined

waters of external (the "everlasting universe of things")
and internal (the "tribute" of the "source of human
thought") experiences flow through the channel, the human
mind itself.
Ernest Tuveson in his fine book The Imagination as
a Means of Grace: Locke and the Aesthetics of Romanticism
(Berkeley, 1960) analyzes Locke's definition of reflection
(quoted above) and criticizes Ernst Cassirer's
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shortsightedness in saying that reflection is merely
internal sensation and as such purely passive.^

He says

The looking-glass analogy does not apply to the
"considering" the mind does [in reflection]. The
mind, in contemplating the ideas it/receives, acts
like the Baconian observer .... When we study a
photograph, or a reflection in a mirror, noting
details and comparing one image with another, we
are not passive; but Locke visualizes the under
standing as behaving in this way—as a living
power, reflecting upon the continuum of experi
ences, arriving at combinations which present a
fairly reliable correspondence to external reality.
It possesses, too, the essential test for a living
thing: it can refuse to consider [which, Tuveson
has just pointed out, it can not do in the case of
sensation in Locke's epistemology; cf. Essay, 2, 1,
25]. Thus did Locke bring the mind within the
natural order while preserving its integrity,
vitality, and self-awareness. {pp. 18-19)
The reason I have belabored this point at such great
length is that (1) I feel the opening passage of Mont Blanc
is somewhat obscure, and (2) I want to emphasize as strongly
as I can the importance of Locke1s reflection as an inde
pendent and active contribution made by the mind itself to
knowledge.

The reason, further, for this emphasis is that I

think this independent and active element in the mind is the
opening Shelley saw and took as a way of resolving his own
epistemological dilemma.

It is the key to his theory of

the Imagination.

6. Cassirer, The Platonic Renaissance in England,
trans. J. P. Pettegrove (Austin, 1953), p. 63. (Tuveson's
note to p. 18 of his book.)
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v.

Dialectical Tension Between Materialist,
""idealist, and Skeptical Empiricism in
the Poem's Second Section:
Knowledge "Gap"

The "channel" image which I have been arguing is,
though implicit, the central metaphor of the poem's first
section, Shelley articulates more clearly at the very onset
of the second section, apostrophizing it as "Thou, Ravine of
Arve."

Throughout this long and syntactically astonishing

section—37 lines, one sentence!—Shelley very carefully,
and even at the risk of some awkwardness, maintains a
*

distinction between the channel—the "Ravine of Arve"—and
the river—just plain "Arve," the "vast river" of line 10.
This river represents the mind's contents, i.e., thought or
knowledge, combining inner experience (reflection) and outer
experience (sensation).
The mind Shelley is talking about here is, of
course, no tabula rasa, since it is only at the very instant
of commencing experience, i.e., birth, that the mind is so
blank.

7
By the time one is Shelley's age (very nearly 24)

one has undergone enough experiences—all mind-altering to
some degree—for one's mind to have acquired its own form
or "landscape."

(As with the "channel," this "landscape"

image is my word, not Shelley's? my way of making explicit
7. Insofar as Shelley is talking about any one
specific human mind here, it is certainly his own. And he
did say somewhere that he lived more in 20 years than most
men did in 60.
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a central metaphor that I see as implicit in this poem as
well as in other of Shelley's writings.)

In the metaphor at

hand, the Ravine has been formed and influenced by the
course of the River flowing through it.

This mind, like all

the others beyond infancy or idiocy, is complex and unique:
"many-coloured, many-voiced," with its own "pines, and
crags, and caverns," and with its own particular new experi
ences flowing into it:

"Fast cloud-shadows and sunbeams."

The landscape of the mind is an "awful scene":
the older sense of the word:
complexity and uniqueness.

"awful" in

awe-inspiring, because of its

Also because of its power:

Power in likeness of the Arve comes down
From the ice-gulfs that gird his secret throne.
(16-17)
It seems to me that Shelley is here picking up the image of
lines 4-6 of "the source of human thought" bringing its
"tribute of waters."

That is, the "Power" here is the

power of the human mind itself to think:

to receive, store,

process, manipulate, combine, evaluate, use, and act upon
its perceptions, both inner and outer, imaged as the Ravine
controlling and directing the waters roaring through it.
This Power is mysterious ("secret"), its origin and cause
unknown, its operation marvelous though only partially
understood, its direction and goal uncertain.

Behind it

there seems to lie some greater, even more mysterious
ultimate source of the power of thought,, whence flows the
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individual power of thought in the individual human being.
I emphasize the word "seems":

Shelley is maintaining a

tentative, skeptical stance on this issue.

He eschews

dogmatism, preferring a speculative doubt that may lead to
conclusions and may not.
The suggestion I get from the passage is that "the
ice-gulfs that gird his secret throne" look ahead to Mont
Blanc itself, the throne being the Mont's inaccessible peak
and also the source of the "Power."

The problem, the real

crux of trying to understand the poem, is what exactly does
Mont Blanc itself represent?

Metaphysically it seems to be

the source of being; epistemologically it is the source of
thought and knowledge? but this doesn't tell us what that
source is.
Whatever this mysterious Power or source of thought
is, its manifestation in real human experience is illumina
tion.

It comes

Bursting through these dark mountains like the flame
Of lightning through the tempest.
(18-19)
Now we get to the first of the two main verbs of the
first half of the enormous sentence that forms section II of
the poem, "dost lie," the other being "art pervaded" in
line 32 (along with "art" of line 33).

The main break

between the two "halves" comes after the concluding apos
trophe "Dizzy Ravine I" in line 34; the main focus of the
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sentence changes there from the Ravine to the poet himself.
Were this long sentence to be broken into parts, this is
where the break would logically come.
The next twelve lines are a series of three nomina
tive absolutes, "Thy giant brood . . . clinging," "Thine
earthly rainbows stretched . . . , " "Thy caverns echoing. .
. ."

(I hope all this syntactical analysis is not too

boring or elementary to the reader; even as well as I know
this poem, I still find it difficult to construe.

Shelley

here demands perhaps more than is possible from his
readers.)

These pines of line 20 are—like the woods,

waterfalls, and winds of lines 8-10, like the pines, crags,
etc. of lines 14-15—the external experiences the percep
tions of which (along with the internal experiences of
reflection) form the contents of the mind.

Experiences are

of various kinds, some of transient phenomena (the "chainless winds"), some of more permanent things (the pines as
"children of elder time").

Phenomena of either kind are

perceived through the senses, and Shelley manages subtly in
five lines to evoke four of the five senses in his images:
the sight of the pines, the feel of the winds, the "odours"
of the trees, and the sounds ("harmony") of the blowing
trees.

Also in this image of the interaction of the pines

and the winds he picks up, expands, and specifies the
"woods and winds contend[ing]" of line 10.

An "undisciplined
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overflowing of the soul"?

No more than Kubla Khan is a

8

fragment.

The precise relationship within the central metaphor
between the external phenomena (pines, crags, etc.) and the
mind (Ravine) is perhaps also obscure here because again
Shelley only implies the actual operation of the image—for
a good reason.

The key to the metaphor is reflection, but

now merely in its literal or physical sense.

That is, the

entrance of the various phenomena or external experiences
into the mind, the transmutation of these external experi
ences into what I have been calling the "contents" of the
mind through perception, this process Shelley images in the
transmuting of the phenomena by reflection in the River—
the River in my reading being the contents of the mind (as
opposed to the mind itself, the Ravine).

The "good reason"

for Shelley's not making this metaphoric device explicit is,
I think, that to do so would be to create a conflict with
the other, more specific Lockean meaning of "reflection."
So, although this metaphor of perception does not tell us
(nor does it try) about the exact nature or process of

8. The recent publication of Judith Chernaik's
researches into Shelley's manuscripts confirms my skepticism
on this point. See her reproduction of the MS. draft of
lines 63-90 of the poem (Bodleian MS Shelley adds. e. 16,
pp. 7-8), plate II of her The Lyrics of Shelley (Cleveland
and London, 1972), for an indication of how thoroughly
Shelley worked and reworked the poem; also her transcription
of the entire draft, pp. 288-93 of her book.
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perception, it does at least clarify and make precise the
relationship between external phenomena and the mind in the
terms of the poem's central metaphor.
The next main image is of the Ravine dropping off
sharply, making a waterfall in the Arve, a waterfall whose
spray makes rainbows across the Ravine/River.
addresses the Ravine:

Shelley

"thou dost lie" (1. 19) with

Thine early rainbows stretched across the sweep
Of the aethereal waterfall . . . .
(25-26)
*

The rainbows, it seems to me, are the mind's own contribu
tions again, internal experience of Locke's reflection.
They are "earthly" because they are produced in the actual,
"earthly" human mind itself.

Like the other phenomena in

the scene—pines, winds, crags, etc.—they are part of the
total field of experience and perception, but different
because coming from within, imaged by Shelley in their
being, unlike the other separately existing phenomena,
produced by the river itself.

The rainbows (internal expe

rience) enter the River (mind's contents) just as the crags,
pines, etc. (external experience) do:
the River itself.

by being reflected in

I hope this makes the reflexive character

of this image clear.
But why is the waterfall "aethereal"?

At first I

thought this was an instance of Shelley's being guilty of
his hostile critics' charges of vague, loosely emotive
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diction, even of emotive and metrical padding.

Upon deeper

thought, however, I have concluded that, while the word may
not be precisely the right word, it does represent a precise
(but very complex) thought.

Perhaps "transcendental" would

have been a more precise, though maybe also more awkward,
word.

For what I think Shelley is trying to convey here is

that the external experiences—as opposed to the "earthly"
internal experiences—are caused by phenomena in the
"outside" or physical world.

But we don't know what the

m

ontological status of this world is, nor do we know how we
perceive it.

Shelley is again confronting the "gap" which

Berkeley (and his successors Hume and Drummond) pointed out
between objects and perceptions in Locke's epistemology
(discussed above, Ch. Ill, Sec. iii).

Thus, although the

external sense experiences are also "earthly" in their
manifestation as perceptions in the mind, they are transcen
dental or "aethereal" in their mysterious origin in the real
world, the metaphysical basis of which is what is in ques
tion here.
I think this interpretation is supported by the next
few lines, for the waterfall forms a "veil" which "Robes
some unsculptured image."

Now, the word "veil" is one of

the most frequent and pregnant words in Shelley's imagery.
(The Concordance lists 92 occurrences of all forms of the
word in Shelley's poems.)

The classic locus of the image is
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the Sonnet: Lift Not the Painted Veil, wherein the veil is
identified as that "which those who live/ Call Life."

We

even have in that poem the image of the twin Destinies, Fear
and Hope, who "weave [the veil, I believe, from]/ Their
shadows, o'er the chasm, sightless and drear" (italics
added).

This, at least, is how the line reads in Mrs.

Shelley's 1839 edition.

But in its first appearance, in the

Posthumous Poems of 1824, it reads "weave/ The shadows,
which the world calls substance, there" (italics added
again).
Let's take the 1839 version first.

If I am right in

reading the "weaving" as the weaving of the "veil" from the
"shadows," then we have an image of a "veil . . .o'er the
chasm," i.e., an image very similar to that of the
"aethereal waterfall" making a "veil" across the Ravine of
Arve.

(Where the Ravine drops off must be a "chasm.")

The

"chasm" in the Sonnet is, I believe, the very "gap" between
perceptions and "reality" that is at the center of Shelley's
(and our) epistemological dilemma.

On the surface of the

veil are the "shadows" (inescapable echoes of Plato and his
famous cave begin to resonate here) or phenomena (in its
most literal or "phenomenological" sense) of things in the
"real" world.

Behind the veil is the maddeningly elusive

transcendent truth about the nature and source of "reality."
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The 1824 version supports this reading.

In it the

"shadows" are identified as that "which the world [John
Locke?] calls substance" (italics added).

The word "sub

stance" calls to mind Locke's "substratum" (and perhaps
ultimately Aristotle's "substance") and all the interminable
debates and disputations about it from Locke to Berkeley to
Hume to Drummond—to Shelley.

Men in the world—like Locke,

e.g.—see only "shadows," i.e., phenomena, perceptions,
events in the brain, but they "call" these "substance,"
i.e., they hypothesize something "out there" which causes or
produces these perceptions.

But as Berkeley, Hume, and

Drummond point out in their progressively more stringent
critiques of Locke, we have no way of knowing what is "out
there," or even if anything is out there at all.
To return to 11. 25-27 of Mont Blanc:

I am arguing

that the "unsculptured image" that is "robed" by the "veil"
is that same elusive ultimate reality that is behind the
veil in the Sonnet.

Why "unsculptured"?

Because it is raw,

brute, unknown reality, untouched by human hand, eye, or
even mind.

It may seem to be a part of the mind's contents

(the River in our central metaphor), but actually it is
obscured ("robed") by those very contents since they are by
definition only phenomena and not the essential realities
themselves.
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vi.

Restatement of My Thesis

Before I go on to the obscure and seemingly syntac
tically unconnected image of the next couple of lines, I
would like to back off for a moment from this close reading
and restate my thesis more firmly, abstractly, and clearly.
The dialectical development of Shelley's thought on
metaphysical and epistemological matters is crystallized in
this poem, so that we may envision the poem's structure as
a kind of Hegelian dialectic.

The thesis is the complex of

materialism, empiricism, associationism, and determinism
Shelley imbibed from Locke, Hartley, Holbach, and Godwin,
the beliefs of his Queen Mab years (see Ch. II above).

The

antithesis is the critique of this view from the idealistic
position of Berkeley and the skeptical position of Hume and
Drummond.

To this we should add Shelley's constitutional

love of liberty and belief in human creativity.

These

factors combine to lead Shelley to a view of the mind as
more active in the knowledge process than he was able to
believe it was in his early rational-empirical-determinist
phase (see Ch. Ill above).
Two more or less new ideas now impel Shelley toward
synthesis, toward a view or "system" (Blake's word) of his
own which will resolve his dilemmas.
been analyzing at some length:

One of these I have

Locke's idea of "reflection,"

the active contribution of the mind itself to the knowledge
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process.

The other I have only hinted at:

Shelley's

renewed emphasis on Plato, and his realization that Platonic
epistemology is, though idealist rather than materialist,
structurally very similar to Lockean epistemology, in that
both systems have an unbridgeable "gap" at the very heart
of their explanation of knowledge.

The "gap" in Locke's

system I have discussed at great length; now for Plato's.
What I want to suggest is that the obscurity at the
heart of Plato's idealist theory of being, the nature of
the "Forms'" "participation" or manifestation of themselves
in the "real" world of "imitations" (phenomena) produces a
parallel obscurity or "gap" in his theory of knowledge.

It

is Shelley's deepening awareness of how Plato attempted to
bridge this gap, and how this attempt found analogues in
certain remarks of Locke and Hume and in ideas of
Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley himself, that Shelley's
answer—and ours—is to be found.
vii.

A Platonic Perspective on the
Poem's Second Section

I would like, therefore, to examine again the image
Of the aethereal waterfall, whose veil
Robes some unsculptured image,
(26-27)
but this time from a Platonic perspective.

A glance back

at the "Lift Not" Sonnet will help here too.
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As I suggested above, the imagery of the Sonnet,
especially the word "shadows," strongly suggests a Platonic
element, since time and time again in his writings Plato
argues that our perceptions of the so-called real physical
world are only a screen or obstacle (veil) to our perceiving
more deeply the true reality (the ideal) that lies behind
appearances.

In his most famous presentation of this idea

in the Allegory of the Cave (Republic, VII, 514A-521B; I'm
using Cornford's translation [Oxford, 1941], pp. 227-35),
Plato even uses the image of "Shadows" for phenomenal knowl
edge.

If we slightly revise the mechanical details of

Plato's central metaphor of the Cave, I think the precise
relationship to Shelley's Sonnet will become clear.
Let us assume that Plato's Cave-men, instead of
looking at the wall of a cave, are looking at a translucent
screen or veil.

Behind this veil are the so-called "real"

objects, and still farther behind is a light.

The light

projects "shadows" or silhouettes of the objects on the
back of the veil.
as reality.

These shadows are what men see and take

Now, instead of turning their heads backward

to see the "real" objects (as in the original metaphor), the
men need only to lift the veil to see back to the "real"
objects casting the shadows.

I hope the reader will agree

that this "translation" of the "vehicle" of Plato's metaphor
makes no change in its "tenor."
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Now, the people who are still looking at the shadows,
whether on the wall of the Cave or on our veil, are taking
mere appearances for reality.
knowledge eikasia.

Plato calls this level of

The people who turn their heads (in the

original metaphor) or lift the veil (in our "Shelleyan"
metaphor) see the so-called "real" objects.
knowledge Plato calls pistis.

This level of

He seems to assume that a

simple awareness of the difference between mere appearances
(which he calls "images, shadows, reflections" [Cornford
trans., p. 224])and the phenomena ("real" objects, or
"actual things" as Cornford translates) themselves, and a
resolve to keep the mind trained steadily on the "real"
objects will suffice to prevent man from being deluded by
"shadows."
But the real difficulty with Plato is that, unlike
Locke, he is not satisfied with reaching the "real" objects
in the physical world.

For these objects, although "real"

or "actual," are not real enough.
change, decay, limits.

They are subject to

Although Plato is not questioning

their actual existence (as do Berkeley and Hume), he is
looking for a transcendent reality (ideal) behind their
Heraclitan flux.
This transcendent reality Plato locates in the world
of "Forms," the ideal universal essences that make "things"
what they are.

The difficulty here is that the Forms are
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by definition transcendent and thus unreachable by the
senses.

They are only suggested by the "actual things" in

the so-called real world.

In fact, Plato indicates, for

people who can't see beyond the "actual things," who stop
knowledge at the level of pistis, the "actual things" are
actually a screen or obstacle—or veil, if I may say so—to
attaining higher knowledge of true reality, the Forms.
This, then, brings us back to Shelley's "unsculptured image," for what I am arguing is that, seen from this
perspective, the "image" (an unfortunate word choice in
view of Plato's downgrading of images) represents the
transcendent ideal behind the "veil" of phenomenal reality,
i.e., the Forms.

(I will try to support this reading below

by showing how it leads into the obscure image of the next
two-and-one-half lines.)
The image is "unsculptured" from both the Lockean
and the Platonic perspective, because in both cases reality
is beyond the reach—or at least beyond the influence—of
man.

In the Lockean view substantial reality is "out

there," and though it can be manipulated, it cannot be
fundamentally changed (conservation of matter, conservation
of energy).

Besides, even the manipulations man thinks he

does are ultimately uncertain, since his perceptions of them
are as limited as his perceptions of the simple objects
themselves.

In the Platonic view, on the other hand, true
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reality lies in some heaven-like realm of pure intelligence,
the world of Forms.

(Plato sensibly enough refrains from

ever specifying "where" the Forms are, or even what the
nature of their existence is.

See epigraph from

Wittgenstein.)
Now, in order to avoid being charged with grossly
oversimplifying Plato, I would like to digress a bit more to
refine and explain further this parallel I believe Shelley
saw between Plato's epistemology and Locke's.

First I must

deal with Plato's four levels of knowledge.
Plato explains the four levels with the analogy of
a "Line" divided in four unequal but proportionate parts,
which Cornford calls A, B, C, and D (in ascending order),
such that
A _ C _ A + B
B
D
C + D
We have already discussed the first two levels, eikasia and
pistis, A and B in the Line analogy.

In Plato's system

there is really very little difference between these two,
because both deal with the realm of "actual things," things
in the visible world.

In the Cave allegory, for instance,

when the "prisoners" are freed from their neck-chains and
allowed to look back at the "real" objects causing the
shadows which they have previously taken for reality—when
they proceed from eikasia to pistis, in other words—they
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are actually looking only at "various artificial objects"
(Cornford trans., p„ 228).

They are still chained to their

places in the Cave, where "[the mind] looks towards that
twilight world of things that come into existence and pass
away, [where] its sight is dim and it has only opinions and
beliefs which shift to and fro, and now it seems like a
thing that has no intelligence" (p. 219).

"Real" objects,

in other words, have only slightly more "reality" for Plato
than

11 shadows."

The truly significant division in the "line" which
Plato uses to image his four levels of knowledge is the
division between the "visible world" and the "intelligible
world" (between A + B and C + D in the Line analogy).

In

this latter, higher world, the mind proceeds on a level of
activity pretty much freed from the corruption of the flux.
This higher world of knowledge is divided into two levels,
too.

The lower of these {C in the analogy) is called

dianoia, or mathematical knowledge.
This level, while approaching the purity and
abstraction of the very highest level, is still somewhat
corrupt, first because, although it doesn't need to use any
actual objects, it does at least imagine or visualize actual
figures (e.g., triangles, etc.) in its processes; and second,
because "the mind, in studying [mathematics], is compelled
to employ assumptions, and because it cannot rise above
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these, does not travel upwards to a first principle"
(p. 225).

What I think Plato means by this last remark is

that mathematics is limited by its postulates, which are in
fact "synthetic"—i.e., mutually agreed upon as "conven
tions"—and yet are sometimes thought to contain some truth
about the "real" world.

Math, in other words, operates only

within the limits of its own arbitrary rules; change the
rules, and you change math—non-Euclidean geometry, e.g.
There is no ultimate principle to which math leads? if it
leads anywhere outside itself, it is only downward, towards
the so-called "real" world, and for Plato this can only
detract from its excellence as thought.
In fact, for our purposes I think we are safe in
disregarding this level of knowledge altogether as a mere
propaedeutic to the very highest level of knowledge, that of
the Forms themselves.

Cornford conveys this nicely by

translating dianoia as "thinking,11 and the highest level,
noesis, as "intelligence."
I am not going to go into detail concerning noesis
now.

At this point in my argument I want merely to

emphasize Plato's crucial distinction between that which he
calls "visible" on the one hand, and that which he calls
"intelligible" on the other.

The realm of the "intelligible"

is the Ideal realm of Forms.

It is quite beyond perception;

it is eternal, universal, and unchanging.

It is, in fact,
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I am arguing, the realm of "the strange sleep" which
suddenly appears in line 27 of Mont Blanc, attached to
"some unsculptured image" by a semicolon:
. . . image? the strange sleep
Which when the voices of the desert fail
Wraps all in its own deep eternity.
(27-29)
I argued above that the "unsculptured image" is a symbol of
Plato's transcendent reality, the Forms.

The syntactical

relationship, then, between the "image" and the "strange
sleep" is one of apposition.
because it is death-like:

The sleep is "strange"

a state of being or awareness

where the happenings of the physical world are suspended,
when the mind or soul exists independently without body,
where it becomes a pure intelligence and is able to have
pure, im-mediate knowledge of the Forms themselves.
Plato, in having Socrates scoff at the fear of death
in the Phaedo, argues that, although one can approach this
state of pure intelligence in this life through inspiration,
meditation, years of special education, this state can
really be achieved only in death, where the soul is literally
freed from the body.

Now Shelley knew the Phaedo very well

as early as 1810; he even translated it later (James A.
Notopoulos, The Platonism of Shelley [New York, 19693,
pp. 514-15).

The "sleep" then is death.

The opening lines

of section III of Mont Blanc suggest that I am correct in
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this reading:
Some [Plato?] say that gleams of a remoter world
Visit the soul in sleep,—that death is slumber,
And that its shapes [Forms?] the busy thoughts
outnumber
Of those who wake and live.
(49-52)
The "remoter world" is, I am arguing, Plato's realm of the
"intelligible," the Ideal world of Forms.
Coming back to the "strange sleep" of line 27, we
find this reading supported by the characterization Shelley
gives of the "sleep"—one

-

Which when the voices of the desert fail
Wraps all in its own deep eternity.
The "desert" is, of course, the wild landscape on which
Shelley is looking; it is the field of "external experience"
in the "mental landscape"; its "voices are the sounds—
winds, moving trees, etc.—which by synecdoche represent
the experiences themselves.

When these voices "fail"—

i.e., when the physical world is no longer relevant (when
it is left behind by death, e.g.)—then the "strange
sleep . . . Wraps all in its own deep eternity"—i.e., the
transcendent, eternal world of the Forms becomes the direct,
im-mediate source of all knowledge.
I believe this reading will be supported by a look
at the way this cluster of images was laid out in the
draft of the poem in Shelley's own hand (as transcribed by
Chernaik, Lyrics, p. 289):
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. . . whose veil
Robes sortie unsculptured image and the sleep
The sudden pause which does inhabit thee
Which when the voices of the desart fail
And its hues wane, doth blend them all & steep
Their tumult in its own eternity . . . .
(1) When an "and" goes out and becomes a semicolon, the
relationship is one of apposition.

(2) "The sudden pause"

here stands in apposition with "the sleep."

Shelley first

wrote, instead of "the sudden pause," "the momentary death."
The change was probably made for the sake of rhythm {"momen
tary" having its now obsolete meaning of "instantaneous" or
"sudden"—see OED—but also having too many syllables); it
indicates the nature of the "pause" and thus of the
"sleep":

death.

The whole line was finally dropped for

its redundancy and lack of helpfulness in characterizing
the "sleep."

(3) The "voices" were originally not alone,

but were supported by "hues," this too being dropped for
its redundancy.

(4) The phrase "doth blend them all &

steep/ Their tumult" was dropped for its wordiness and
imprecision.

The final version, though obscure, is really

no less obscure than the draft version, and its economy and
concentration make it much better poetry.
What I have been trying to establish in this
analysis of the cluster of images (waterfall, rainbow, veil,
unsculptured image, strange sleep) in 11. 25-29 is that the
passage reads equally well from a Lockean and a Platonic
perspective, and furthermore that this is intentional on
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Shelley's part.

I believe that in the attempt to work out

dialectically his epistemological dilemmas in writing this
poem he saw a central structural parallel in the two main
epistemologies he knew, Locke's and Plato's, and that at
the center of this parallel he saw a "gap" between experi
ence and knowledge that had somehow to be bridged in order
to silence the skeptical criticism of Berkeley, Hume, and
Drummond.
The ontological gap in Locke is between perceptions—events in the human brain—and substratum—the real,
existing objects in the physical world; in Plato it is
between the "imitations"—the so-called "real" objects in
the physical world—and the Real—the transcendent. Ideal
Forms.

The epistemological gap in both is between the

known and the unknown but posited cause of the knowing of
the known:

in Locke, again between perceptions (known) and

substratum (unknown cause); in Plato, again between the
"real" (known) and the Real (unknown).

It is Shelley's

bridging of this gap that we are searching for.
viii.

Shelley Focuses on His Own Mind:
The Mind's Activity

Shelley brings us back down from these sublime
heights of metaphysical speculation to a more mundane
reality, however, by the third of the series of nominative
absolutes that comprise 11. 20-31:
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Thy caverns echoing to the Arve's commotion,
A loud, lone sound no other sound can tame.
The simplicity is deceptive, however, for when seen from the
"landscape-of-the-mind" point of view even this straight
forward image becomes complex.

If Shelley is maintaining

his central metaphor, as I believe the next few lines
clearly indicate he is, "Thy [the Ravine's] caverns" may be
the deeper, subconscious recesses of the mind, which "echo"
to the "commotion" of the conscious happenings in the mind,
the conglomerate of perceptions, or the "everlasting
universe of things Flow[ing] through the mind," to return to
the poem's opening lines.
The "commotion" becomes "A loud, lone sound no other
sound can tame" because the "stream of consciousness" (see
my reservations about this phrase above, Ch. IV, Sec. vii,
n. 26) is, at least from the skeptical empirical point of
view, all that the mind knows.

The sound is "lone" because

each human being is locked into his own consciousness, again
knowing only it, and, in the extreme analysis, not really
knowing if anything exists at all beyond the limits of his
own consciousness.
The next couple of lines, then, merely pick up the
reference I mentioned back to the poem's opening image.
They also contain the second main verb(s) of section II's
first half:
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Thou art pervaded with that ceaseless motion,
Thou art the path of that unresting sound—
Dizzy Ravine!
(32-34)
The word "Dizzy" is of course a classic example of trans
ferred epithet:

it is not the Ravine that is dizzy, it is

the poet, who is dizzy from the spectacle and the specula
tions which it provokes.
We have now reached what I called above the "main
break" in thought in section II of the poem.

From specu

lating on the Ravine and the River as metaphors for the mind
and its contents, Shelley now turns the focus directly on
his own mind:
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.
(34-40)
The problem here is the word "passively."
own mind as operating "passively."

The poet sees his

This seems to hark back

to the strict empiricism and determinism (Necessitarianism)
of the Queen Mab period, where Shelley asserts the passivity
of the mind and its processes, especially in matters of
belief (see above, Ch. II).
epistemological problem.

Here is the crux of Shelley's

If, as Locke believed, the mind

can contribute anything to knowledge (through the process of
reflection), it must have some—however little—freedom and
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creative power of its own, thereby contradicting the abso
lute power of Necessity.
To be logically consistent, therefore, the Neces
sitarian has to fall back on the most rigid empiricism, and
regard the mind merely as a receptor of perceptions, con
tributing nothing.

Shelley, I have been arguing, was

emotionally and philosophically unsuited to accept this
belief, though he was intellectually drawn to it in his
early years.

But even in Queen Mab, though he denies voli

tion in matters of belief, he implies, by the very manner of
this denial, the existence of volition.

This is a position

difficult to reconcile with determinist Necessitarianism.
And yet we still have that word "passively."

It

seems almost as if we are back to the "thesis" of the poem's
dialectic, the early, rigid empiricism where the mind only
"receives fast influencings."

In fact, though, we are

approaching the synthesis, which doesn't receive its fullest
statement until the last three lines of the poem.

For here

Shelley limits the word "passively" by "now," which follows;
it is only now, while awed by the grandeur of the spectacle
(and the speculations), that his mind becomes overwhelmed by
experience and lapses into passivity.
That this process is not really passive in the
strictest sense is indicated by the next lines, which have
the mind
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Holding an unremitting interchange
With the clear universe of things around.
What we have here is something like Wordsworth's "wise
passiveness," where the poet (i.e., the mind), although
primarily a receiver of impressions, not only "receives11 but
also "renders" the materials of experience as his mind
performs its operations on them in a process which recipro
cates between active and passive:

"Now renders and [now]

receives fast influencings."
What Shelley as speaker of the poem is doing here,
of course, "musfing] on [his] own separate fantasy, [his]
own, [his] human mind," is exactly what Locke calls
reflection:
the perception of the operations of our own mind
within us, as it is employed about the ideas which
it has got;—which operations, when the soul comes
to reflect on and consider, do furnish the under
standing with another set of ideas, which could not
be had from things without. (Essay, Bk. 2, Ch. 1,
Sec. 4)
The Ravine is not only a passive receiver of the downpouring flood, influenced and formed by the flow of the
waters.

It is that, but it is also a channeler, a director

of those very waters, and as such it is both influenced and
influencing:
unremitting

It "renders and receives"; it holds "an
interchange" with the "universe of things."

9. Much improved from the "unremitted" of the
draft, in that the present participle is more active than
the past.
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This last phrase directly echoes the very first line
of the poem.

But now that the poet has progressed this far

in his attempt at a dialectical resolution of his epistemological dilemma, he has gone beyond the limited empiricism
and the obscurity or confusion of the opening lines:

now

that he is beginning to make a breakthrough, the "universe
of things" becomes "clear."
The word in these lines that looks ahead to the
following lines and introduces the train of thought that
leads to synthesis is the word "fantasy."

For I think this

word suggests a capacity of the mind beyond the rigidly
rational and mechanical processing of perceptions which
constitutes the process of "thought" in strict empiricism.
Through the gateway of Locke's "reflection," it suggests a
capacity for extra-rational, transcendent, creative thought
as described in the poem's next eight lines.

This capacity,

though not named until the poem's penultimate line
("imaginings"), is the Imagination.
ix.

Locke's "Reflection" and Plato's "Noesis" As
"Bridges" Across the Knowledge "Gap":
The Imagination and Creativity
Just as I have argued that Shelley saw Locke's and

Plato's metaphysics and epistemologies as parallel in
structure (though different in content), particularly in
their parallel "gap" between the known and the unknown cause
of the knowing of the known, so now I want to argue that he
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saw in both of them a similar solution, a "bridge" across
that gap.
It is interesting to note that both Locke and Plato,
when talking of the thinking/knowing faculty in its fullest
sense, use the word "soul" rather than "mind."

Locke, for

instance, in the passage about reflection quoted twice
already in this chapter, talks of it as a process where
"the soul comes to reflect on and consider . . . the opera
tions of our own mind" (italics added).

The "mind" seems to

be the mechanical perception-receiver and-processor of the
empiricists.

But when reflection, with its implied freedom

and creativity, is added to the "mind" we now have the total
thinking/knowing faculty, the soul.
Locke tends to shy away from this line of thought
whenever it comes up in the Essay.

Perhaps he was afraid

it would lead him towards idealism or even mysticism and
away from the careful, sensible empirical rationalism he was
striving for.

Plato, on the other hand, suffered from no

such reservations.

Throughout the Line and Cave sections of

the Republic he uses the word soul (^ux^) when he means the
thinking/knowing faculty in its fullest sense, and mind
(vous) when he means simply "intelligence" or the ratiocinative, calculating part of the mind."^

This in a sense is

10. In fact, when I supplied the antecedent "mind"
in the passage I quoted from the Republic on p. 151, I was
translating the Greek i|>uxn.
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what X was trying to get at above when I praised Cornford
for translating dianoia as "thinkingand noesis as
"intelligence" (though even "intelligence" seems to me too
limited a term for noesis-—I would prefer a word like
"intuition").

Without getting too rigidly bound to one way

of interpreting the varying terminology, then—since Plato
himself keeps his argument and his terminology fairly fluid
when he enters such a highly speculative area—I would like
to suggest that vous comprises the first three levels of
knowledge, up to and including dianoia, but that in order to
talk of knowledge in its fullest sense, one must include the
level of noesis.

When this is added, we are then talking

not merely of voGs but of

.

But what then is noesis?

Plato never defines it

strictly as a power or faculty of the mind.

He first defines

it by its subject-matter:
"Understand then," said [Socrates], "that by the other
section of the intelligible [i.e., the highest part
of the "Line"] I mean that which the reason [Aoyos]
itself lays hold of by the power of dialectics, treat
ing its assumptions not as absolute beginnings but
literally as hypotheses, underpinnings, footings,
and springboards so to speak, to enable it to rise
to that which requires no assumption and is the

11. Stenzel, Handbuch, 118, translates 510E-511E
"& ouk
&AAws xis fiiavofa"
as "das er nur mit dem
Verstande (Siavofoc) sieht." Shorey (Loeb Library Republic,
v. II, p. 112, note c) is surely wrong in calling this
reading "mistaken." Stenzel's reading nicely suggests a
Kantian distinction between dianoia and noesis as Verstande
and Vernunft.
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starting-point of all, and after attaining to that
again taking hold of the first dependencies from it#
so to proceed downward to the conclusion, making no
use whatever of any object of sense but only of pure
ideas moving on through ideas to ideas and ending
with ideas." (511B-C, Shorey trans., pp. 113-115)
After a comment by Glaucon, Socrates goes on to say:
"Now, answering to these four sections [of the
Line, as defined], assume these four affections
[ira0nyaTa] occurring in the soul [£v T^j Yuxnl :
intellection or reason for the highest [vonaiv
Viev £tti
&va)T<£Tw] . . . . " {511D, ibid.)
Noesis, in other words, is that "affection" or capacity of
the "soul" which is able to proceed directly to "first
principles" through pure dialectics, without the mediation
of "real" objects or images.

A "first principle" is "that

which requires no assumption and is the starting point of
all (iva yexpx tou &vufro0eTou etti rfiv toG iravxos apxrjv itov)."
In the realm of ontology, then, "first principles" are the
Forms, and insofar as knowledge is knowledge of existence,
it is knowledge of the Forms.

Direct, im-mediate knowledge

of "first principles," of the Forms, this is hoesis.
What I am suggesting is that, just as Shelley saw in
Locke's "reflection" a source of knowledge that is independ
ent of external experience and thus, potentially at least,
free and creative, so he saw in Plato's noesis a similar
knowledge-source with the same free and creative potential;
and in both he found his "bridge" across the knowledge-gap"
in the two philosophies.

We are on the verge of synthesis.
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But, as I said above, Shelley's statement of this
synthesis does not come until the last three lines of the
poem.

What he does in the remainder of section II is play

around with some of the possibilities of this experiencetranscending capacity of the mind, which I shall begin now
to call Imagination.

The tone of this passage (11. 41-48)

is considerably lighter, more speculative and playful than
the rest of the poem up to this point.

The key to the

passage is, I think, the word "fantasy" back at line 36.
This word looks ahead to the passage in question, setting up
the lighter tone, suggesting the playfully creative freedom
of the Imagination, the faculty of the mind that can trans
cend the limits of empirical experience.
The mind is now seen as
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!
The mind, that is—or the "soul," to use Plato's term—when
12
it rises to operate on the level of noesis, floats
on
"wandering wings" (a "Platonic" image, cf., e.g., Phaedo,
81C-D, 109E, 114B-C) above the "darkness" of the Ravine,
i.e., above or beyond the limits of empirical experience.
12. I hope the reader will forgive, here and a few
lines below, my "reversal" of Shelley's synecdoche.
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It seems as if, in expanding upon the clich£ "flight of
fancy" (i.e., "fantasy"), Shelley is dropping his original
metaphor in order to accommodate his now more sophisticated
theory of the mind.

The Ravine still represents the mind,

but it is more spiritualized now; or perhaps I should say it
is the "Ideal" mind, as opposed to the "physical" mind.

The

physical Ravine still lies below, containing and directing
its contents of empirical experience, but the Ravine's
spirit (this is the only way I can make sense of these lines)
"float[sJ above" the Ravine itself and "rest[s]M where it
("thou," the Ravine, i.e., the mind) is "no unbidden guest,"
i.e., "In the still cave of the witch Poesy."
I believe that Shelley is here anticipating his
later "Platonic" theory of poetry, as explained in the
preface to Prometheus Unbound and in A Defence of Poetry.
The very finest poetry is composed in a state of transcend
ence of physical, empirical reality.

It penetrates toward

the Ideal, toward Plato's Forms—toward "beautiful idealisms
of moral excellence" as Shelley calls them in the preface to
Prometheus Unbound, giving a fine definition of the "first
principles" which can be reached only through the highest
dialectic, or noesis, in the Republic.
This reading is supported by the next few lines of
Mont Blanc, for what the mind (soul) is doing in the "cave
of the witch Poesy" is
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Seeking among the shadows that pass by
Ghosts of all things that are,
seeking, that is, among the "shadows" of phenomenal reality—
which shadows we- have seen before, in Plato's "Cave" and on
Shelley's "veil"—"Ghosts," transcendent essences, or
Ideals, or Forms, of all existing things.

At the same time,

however, the mind is also attempting the other part of the
poet's task (as explained in Stanza vi of the Hymn):

to

find in images—"shades, phantoms, shadows, images"—a
description of the mind and_ of both the scene and the Ideal
reality behind it, so that this knowledge can be conveyed to
other minds in poetry.

(Remember that for Shelley Plato is

one of the world's finest poets.)
The reflexive character of the poem—mind looking at
mind—becomes clearer now, for the Form the mind seems most
to be looking for is its own—-"some shade of thee," the
Ravine.

But achieving this kind of knowledge is not easy.

(Plato's philosopher-kings had to undergo years of prepara
tion, including 10 years of mathematical studies, before
even beginning to engage in the highest moral dialectic.)
Perhaps the most we can hope for—in this existence, at
least—is a glimpse of the Ideal:
phantom, some faint image."

"some shade . . . , some

It seems as if Shelley's

skepticism is reasserting itself here.

But the situation is

really quite similar to that of the Hymn to Intellectual
Beauty with its "inconstant visits," its "ghosts" and
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"phantoms" and "shadows."

The Ideal is there, but can be

reached (experienced through intuition) only rarely and with
difficulty.
Difficulty is what I have with the last line-and-ahalf, for we suddenly have an unattached "breast," a "they"
with Shelley's characteristically vague antecedent, and an
ambiguous "recalls."

Here is my tentative reading:

the

"breast" must be Shelley's, since no other human (or animal)
agency is present in the poem.

But it is still Shelley as a

kind of "everyman," a typical human mind engaging in
."reflection."

The antecedent of "they" is "Ghosts," i.e.,

the Ideals or Forms.

"Recalls" means not "calls back away

from" but "remembers."
Plato's Meno.

The gloss on the passage, then, is

The mind (Shelley, like the Greeks, is, I

believe, here locating the "soul" in the chest, not in the
head) "recalls" the Forms which "fled" its consciousness at
birth; among them is itself—Plato's explanation of the soul
in Phaedo makes the soul itself very much like a Form—and
this is the point to which Shelley's highest dialectic, his
meditation or noesis, has brought him in the poem:

the

point where he can say to his mind, "Thou art there!"

The

poem's second section ends on a note of ecstatic revela
tion or discovery—or "re-cognition," to underscore the echo
of Meno—much like that of the Hymn.
that poetry is created.

It is in this state
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x.

The Poem's Argument Restated
in Metaphysical Terms
in Section III

In section III of the poem Shelley turns his atten
tions from strictly epistemological matters to more meta
physical ones.

One might say that, from speculating on

knowledge itself, he turns to speculating on what it is that
knowledge is knowledge of.

Throughout this section, though—

as indeed throughout the poem—he continues to maintain a
tone of speculation, not of dogmatism.

In fact, it is a

major part of my argument throughout this study that, as he
becomes more mature, Shelley becomes continuously more
flexible and speculative in dealing with philosophical (and
political) matters.
The imagery of this section's opening lines seems
Platonic, as is that of the end of section II.

Shelley is

continuing to speculate on ways in which the mind can escape
from the limits of sense experience and get into a state of
more direct cognition of reality.

Perhaps ("Some say . . .")

sleep is such a state, sleep and its "sister" death.

That

sleep and death may be gateways to a higher reality is an
idea Shelley has already suggested in Alastor (11. 209-22),
and I have already discussed the idea in looking ahead to
this passage of Mont Blanc in my attempt to explain the
enigmatic "strange sleep" of 1. 27.

That the "shapes"
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(Forms?) of sleep and/or death "the busy thoughts outnumber/
Of those who wake and live" suggests the Ideal world of
Forms, where intelligence (noesis) has direct, im-mediate
knowledge of all the Forms, i.e., of all reality, and not
merely of the small segment of physical reality which one
comes into contact with in this "busy" world.

I can't help

recalling again Marvell's (Platonic?) Garden in which
Mean while the Mind, from pleasure less,
Withdraws into its happiness:
The Mind, that Ocean where each kind
Does straight its own resemblance find;
Yet it creates, transcending these,
Far other Worlds, and other Seas;
Annihilating all that1s made
To a green Thought in a green Shade.
Shelley's "outnumbering," at any rate, is good dream
psychology; the idea has been used by many artists, most
notably Joyce in Finnegan's Wake.
I must emphasize again that Shelley prefixes these
lines with "Some say . . . . "

He himself is not sure.

It

may be that life, rather than death, is a "sleep," and
dreams may be misleading.

Or the dreams, even in the

"sleep" of life (cf. Wordsworth's "our birth is but a sleep
and a forgetting"), may be clues to reality.
For an answer Shelley looks "on high."

I suggested

above that Mont Blanc itself symbolizes the source of
thought because it symbolizes the source of reality—what
ever that may be.

As he looks "on high," Shelley wonders

Has some unknown omnipotence unfurled
The veil of life and death?

13
(53-54)

What, that is, is the source of all this phenomenal reality
that seems to stand between us and the true reality?

He

goes on
or do I lie
In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep
Spread far around and inaccessibly
Its circles?
(54-57)
This, while somewhat redundant in its use of sleep and dream
imagery, I take as a feeler*towards Berkeleyan idealism:
what if all phenomenal reality is merely a dream and every
thing exists merely "in the mind"?

The complexity of his

speculations seems to overwhelm him:
14
For the very spirit fails,
Driven like a homeless cloud from steep to steep
That vanishes among the viewless galesI
(57-59)

13. I am tempted to argue for James Thomson's con
jecture "upfurled" here because of its suggestion that the
"veil" is being drawn back to reveal to Shelley the secrets
behind it? but the fact that any element of such revelation
in the passage is so tentative and uncertain suggests to me
that "unfurled" is right. Also the MS. draft (unknown to
Thomson?) contains no evidence for "upfurled." E. B.
Murray's argument, "Mont Blanc's Unfurled Veil," KSJ, XVIII
(1969), 39-48, seems to me conclusive in establishing
"unfurled" as correct, though I wish he hadn't taken it to
the length of arguing that Shelley never literally "sees"
Mont Blanc in the poem—a position which, despite his
references to Shelley's letters, I find absurd.
14. Shelley originally wrote "for the very mind is
faint/ with aspiration." (Chernaik, Lyrics, p. 290)
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But at this very moment, as if to rescue him from his poten
tial despair at the difficulty of his questions and from the
solipsism implicit in a shift to Berkeleyanism,
Far, far above, piercing the infinite sky,
Mont Blanc appears.
(60-61)
"Undisciplined" as the poem is supposed to be, this
sudden introduction of the peak itself, after 60 lines, is a
stroke of structural genius.

After roaming woods and

caverns and ravines, and the realm of his own mind, now, now
when he needs it most, Sheliey sees Mont Blanc.

The reader

can almost see the glorious, jutting peak suddenly revealed
by the parting clouds of mist.
The peak is "still, snowy, and serene."
remote, undisturbed by man's speculations.

It is cold,

And yet it is so

brutally there, like Roquentin's chestnut tree.

Shelley

develops this note of the harsh, sheer, factitious be-ing
of phenomenal reality by going on to describe Mont Blanc1s
"subject mountains" and "their unearthly forms."

It is a

wild and deserted scene,
A desert peopled by the storms alone,
Ghastly, scarred, and riven.
(67, 71)
It is a scene of chaos, suggesting, I think, the chaos of
phenomenal experience.
But Mont Blanc itself seems somehow to rise above
this chaos, suggesting again, perhaps, the (Ideal) source
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of all this phenomenal reality.

But what is it?

Shelley

poses a few fanciful questions (11. 71-74), but
None can reply—all seems eternal now.
(75)
And yet
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;
Thou hast a voice, great Mountain ....
(76-80)
In order to explain what I think is going on in these lines,
I must look ahead to section IV.
xi.

The Relationship Between the Ideal
and the Real in Section IV

Shelley opens section IV with a view of the flux of
phenomenal reality that is positively Heraclitan (11. 84-95).
All worldly things, animate and inanimate alike, are subject
to cycles of birth and death, swelling and subsiding.
"Power," alone,
dwells apart in its tranquillity,
Remote, serene, and inaccessible.
(96-97)
If the quality of this description were not enough to
identify this "power" with Mont Blanc, "still, snowy, and
serene" as we have seen it above, we have the opening lines
of section V:
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)
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Mont Blanc, then, is (i.e., symbolizes) the remote, eternal,
unchanging, transcendent source of being:
other words.

the Ideal, in

This Ideal is, I think, a. more complex and

sophisticated version of what Shelley called in Queen Mab
the Spirit of Nature.

But in that poem the Spirit of Nature

was identified with Necessity.

Is that identification

present here, and if so, what are its implications?

To

answer these questions will be to complete our argument.
Very early in the poem we had an image of "the
source of human thought" which "from secret springs . . .
its tribute brings of waters."

In section II we get a clue

as to the identity of this "source":
Power in likeness of the Arve comes down
From the ice-gulfs that gird his secret throne.
(16-17)
This "Power" is, I am arguing, the source of human
thought."

As the "source" sends "its tribute" down from

the mountain-top, so the "Power" manifests itself ("comes
down") in the realm of human thought ("in likeness of the
Arve"—remember that we have identified the River as the
contents of the mind).

The Power's "throne" is "secret,"

just as the source originates in "secret springs."

Later

we have seen that this "Power"
dwells apart in its tranquillity,
Remote, serene, and inaccessible,
and that "the power is there" in Mont Blanc.

Finally, as

Shelley addresses the Mont in the peroration of the poem,
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we discover that
The secret Strength of things
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome
Of Heaven is as a law, inhabits theei
(139-41)
This, it seems to me, is about as good a definition of
Necessity as one could ask for.

The method by which it

"governs thought" and "is as a law" to nature is imaged in
a glacier in section IV.
It is this image that gives a more specific and
detailed account of how the."source of human thought its
tribute brings," of how "Power in likeness of the Arve
comes down."

Though it is remote, destructive, and inexor

able, though it shows "scorn of mortal power" (103), though
it brings "a flood of ruin" (107), though, in fact, Shelley
describes its horror for fully 20 lines (100-120), we see
finally that its melting waters form "rushing torrents"
which have a "restless gleam" and
Which from those secret chasms in tumult welling
Meet in the vale, and [form] one majestic River,
The breath and blbod of distant lands.
(122-24)
The River, from the point of view of epistemology, we have
identified as the contents of the mind.

But from the

ontological point of view it is the phenomenal reality that
provokes the perceptions that form those contents—it is
"things," in other words:

"the everlasting universe of

things" that "flows through the mind."

The "Power" that is
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symbolized in Mont Blanc is both the source of thought and
the source of being ("the secret Strength of things").
Shelley continuously emphasizes how "secret," how
"inaccessible" this Power is.

On the one hand, he is trying

to keep his argument suggestive rather than dogmatic.

On

the other hand, even in Queen Mab, though personifying
Necessity for poetic reasons, Shelley emphasized that his
Deity—for that is what Necessity is for him—is ultimately
remote and inaccessible:

it is not anthropomorphic (as is

the Christian God—and nearly all others), not accessible to
man; it is remote and unconcerned, doing its work inexorably
and eternally.
Shelley's circumspection regarding this Power, in
fact, is very much like Plato's own reticence regarding his
source of being and of knowledge, his "Highest Good" of the
Republic, Books VI and VII.

Plato, like Shelley, maintains

a poetic and suggestive, rather than prosaic and dogmatic,
stance in the passage where Socrates through dialectic leads
Glaucon to a description of the Highest Good.

Plato has

Socrates conduct the entire passage by the metaphor of the
Sun and its light representing the Good and knowledge.
Along in this passage comes a startling metaphor (based on
obsolete physics) which gives one of Plato's very rare clues
as to the exact relationship between the Ideal (i.e., the
Highest Good, as we learn here that it is) and phenomenal

177
reality.

He has been arguing that, as the Sun is the source

of light and therefore is the cause of vision and can be
seen by vision, so the Good is the source of intelligibility
and therefore is the cause of knowledge and can be known by
knowledge.

Finally he adds

But I want to follow up our analogy still further.
You will agree that the Sun not only makes the
things we see visible, but also brings them into
existence and gives them growth and nourishment?
yet he is not the same thing as existence.-*-5 And
so with the objects of knowledge [i.e., the Forms]:
these derive from the Good not only their power of
being known, but their very being and reality; and
Goodness is not the same thing as being, but even
beyond being, surpassing it in dignity and power.
(p. 220)
Now the last link I want to forge in completing the
chain of my argument is this.

I believe that the "Power"

vested in Mont Blanc is Necessity as I have been arguing,
but a much more complex and sophisticated version of Neces
sity than that of the Queen Mab period.

I believe that this

greater complexity and sophistication comes from Shelley's
discovery and analysis of the similarities between Locke and

15. "The ambiguity of genesis can hardly be repro
duced. The Sun gives things their genesis (generation,
birth), but is not itself genesis (becoming, the existence
in time of things which begin and cease to exist, as
opposed to the real being of eternal things in the intel
ligible world)." (Cornford's note, Republic, p. 220) In
setting up the analogy, Plato has Socrates say, "It was the
Sun, then, that I meant when I spoke of that offspring which
the Good has created in the visible world, to stand there in
the same relation to vision and visible things as that which
the Good itself bears in the intelligible world to intel
ligence and to intelligible objects" (p. 219).

178
Plato, similarities X have been arguing throughout this
chapter.

The final similarity is that Necessity, as a

permanent, unchanging, abstract principle behind "reality,"
which at the same time manifests itself in reality, is just
like Plato's "Ideal" or "Highest Good.11'''®

For the Ideal, in

Plato, is, like Necessity, the ultimate source of being and
of knowledge; it too is remote and inaccessible.

(The

"mightier world of sleep" which sends "gleams of a remoter
world"—and which, I have argued above, is Plato's world of
Ideals—does its work "inaccessibly.")
Both the Ideal and Necessity operate on two levels.
Each in itself is pure, abstract, eternal, unchanging,
unearthly, non-physical.

This fact is symbolized in the

poem by Mont Blanc's being so "secret, remote, inaccessible,
serene."
world.

But each also manifests itself in the "real"

This is symbolized by the Mont's sending down its

influences in the ice and waters of the glacier and river.

16. Cameron, in fact, in arguing Holbach's influ
ence on Queen Mab, (Young Shelley, p. 430, n. 69) cites the
following remarkable note from Systeme de la Nature: "This
was the decided opinion of Plato, who says, 'Matter and
necessity are the same thing; this necessity is the mother
of the world.'" The System of Nature, tr. by H. D. Robinson
(Boston, 1889), p. 33, n. 1. That Shelley read this note we
know from his using its concluding phrase almost verbatim in
Mab ("Necessityl thou mother of the world!" VI, 198). I do
not recall Plato's ever saying this, but if he did he was
talking about the work of Necessity in the phenomenal world.
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Plato in his Timaeus gives his own clearest account
of this distinction by positing the Highest Good (Reason,
Nous, as he calls it there) as the principle of order and
intelligibility, on the one hand—very much analogous to
Shelley's "serene Power" of Mont Blanc; and Necessity as the
principle of chaotic, phenomenal reality on the other—
Shelley's "subject mountains" and "glaciers."

But these two

principles tend to merge in the "person" of the "Demiurge,"
as in "creation" intelligibility is impressed on the chaos
of "reality."

It is this Demiurge (6eyioupyos), by the way,

that I think, as representing Shelley's new, more subtle
conception of Necessity/Ideal, becomes the "Demogorgon" of
Prometheus Unbound.
The "real" world, the world of experience, is a
harsh, chaotic place, as Shelley shows us in the imagery of
11. 62-75 and 100-120.

It seems hostile to man in that its

shifting, deceptive chaos forms a "veil" which hides the
true reality, the Ideal, beyond.

And yet, paradoxically, it

is beneficent in that it gives us clues, "gleams" as Shelley
calls them, to that very reality.

As he says in section IV,

after mentioning how remote and inaccessible is the Power
dwelling apart in its tranquillity:
And this, the naked countenance of earth,
On which I gaze, even these primaeval mountains
Teach the adverting mind.
(98-100, Shelley's italics)
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Even these, the "subject mountains" of line 62, even the
destructive glaciers which he describes in the following
lines, even these brutally "real" phenomena can lead the
mind toward a deeper, truer knowledge of a deeper, truer
reality.
xii.

Climax of the Poem; Peroration
and Conclusion

Now I can finally return to the passage concluding
section III, lines 76-83.

The reason why upon reaching this

passage I diverged from my straightforward, line-by-line
reading is that I find this passage to be the climax of the
poem.

In building up to this climax I could follow Shelley's

own progression in the poem; but to analyze the climax I
found it more effective to project ahead and take all of his
later elaborations into account.

Only in this way could I

17
fully and coherently explicate the climactic passage.
After his questions about the chaos of experience
(11. 71-74), Shelley says,
None can reply—all seems eternal now.
(75)
But then,
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.
17. There is also a textual problem which I think
I can deal with better now.
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The "wilderness" (nature, phenomenal reality), that is,
"teaches awful doubt," painful uncertainty and skeptical
despair, to him who sees in it only the chaos, only the
phenomenal reality.

But to him who realizes that the

"mysterious tongue" of the wilderness is really the "voice"
of the "great Mountain"—that, in other words, nature or
phenomenal reality is merely a projection or manifestation
of the Ideal—to him nature teaches a "faith so mild" (that
18
is, so undogmatic) that he may be reconciled
with the
seeming chaos and destruction in the natural world.
Necessity, then, seems to bring destruction to those
who try to oppose it or who fail to understand it—

18. "But for such faith" is the textual problem I
mentioned above (n. 17). Shelley wrote "In such a faith" in
the MS. draft, after much struggle. (See Chernaik, Lyrics,
p. 291, n. to 1. 80 [1. 79 of printed text].) Then, "to the
confusion of critics" (Chernaik, ibid.), he changed to the
present reading. I think those critics (since Rossetti) who
use the MS. version as a gloss on the 1817 and following
printed version are right. "But" means "only," "for" means
"because of, on account of" (OED, entry under "for," meaning
21b). The intermediate stages of the draft suggest this was
Shelley's intention. None of the interpretations that try
to explain "But for" as a concessive or exceptive phrase
make sense, especially Bloom's (Visionary Company, p. 310;
Shelley's Mythmaking, p. 32). John Kinnaird, e.g., in his
article trying to "definitively" end this controversy
("'But for such faith': A Controversial Phrase in Shelley's
'Mont Blanc,'" N&Q, n.s., XV (1968), 332-34) proposes an
impossibly complicated reading based on such peculiar
statements as, "Now clearly it is the 'serene' faith that
inspires the hope of reconciliation with nature," and, "the
same faith, by the very intensity of its serene aspiration
. . . , makes it impossible for the mind fully to reconcile
itself with nature . . . . " (ibid., p. 332, Kinnaird's
italics)
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destruction which is imaged in the "subject mountains" and
"glaciers" in the poem.

But by studying nature, by putting

himself into harmony with Necessity, man can draw from it
his "breath and blood" in the "distant [in time] lands"
(1. 124) where it will bring about a hoped-for better world.
Through his visionary Imagination he can take a longer view
than is afforded him by a rigidly rationalistic empirical
perspective in which he is limited to his own immediate
experience.

Herein lies the possibility of freedom for man:

he is free to accept or reject the place of Necessity in the
world:

to accept it and ally himself with it for the

benefit and progress of mankind, or to reject it and remain
in ignorance, superstition, and oppression.

Shelley's

"faith," while no longer naively optimistic, remains.
Thou 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.
(80-83)
The "wise, and great, and good" must be those who have the
19
"adverting
mind" of line 100; those, that is, who have
19. Godwin uses this curious word in defining "con
sciousness" (Political Justice, Book IV, Ch.' vii; Priestley
ed., I, 404): "By the consciousness which accompanies any
thought, there seems to be something implied distinct from
the thought itself. Consciousness is a sort of supplemen
tary reflection, by which the mind not only has the thought,
but adverts to its own situation, and observes that it has
it." If Shelley's use of the word echoes Godwin, my argu
ment for the importance of Locke's "reflection" in the
development of Shelley's idea of Imagination becomes
stronger. (I first noticed this passage as quoted by
Woodman, Apocalyptic Vision, p. 6.)
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Imagination, who through meditation or noesis can think
beyond the veil to the "gleams of a remoter world."

This is

the "faith so mild" that the wilderness teaches, that Mont
Blanc teaches, that Necessity teaches.

And how different is

this "faith," intuitive and mysterious, from the mechani
cally reasoned, determined "belief" of Shelley's Necessity
of Atheism and Queen Mab days.
dogmatic, faith.

For it is imaginative, not

It is the faith of the "wise, and great,

and good," a faith which enables them to "deeply feel" the
"voice of the "great Mountain," and to "interpret" it and
"make it felt."
This last idea seems to bring us back to the Hymn to
Intellectual Beauty.

For the "wise, and great, and good"

who "feel" and "interpret" and "make felt" the "voice" of
Necessity, the ."voice" of the Highest Good, must be the
poets, those "unacknowledged legislators of the world" who,
by interpreting and making felt that voice, help "to repeal/
Large codes of fraud and woe," just as Shelley himself at
the end of the Hymn, under his hope that the spirit of Beauty
would "free/ this world from its dark slavery," vowed "to
fear himself, and love all human kind."
The poem's last section adds another perspective,
completing the identification of Necessity and the Ideal.
For, above the seeming chaos of experience, above the
working of Necessity in the sublunary world,
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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)
The mountain, that is, is the remote and austere force of
Necessity itself, as a cosmic principle.

It is also the

source of the existence of phenomena—the "power of many
sights, and many sounds."

As such it is Plato's Ideal, the

Highest Good, which gives to phenomena "their very being
and reality" (see passage from Republic quoted above,
Sec. xi). In 11. 130-39 Sh.elley again emphasizes how
remote this all is from the experience of man.
beholds" what goes on there "silently."

"None

And yet, through

his Imagination, through his own power of thought to pro
ject beyond experience, Shelley affirms that it is there.
This passage will not bear a Berkeleyan reading, for the
very point of the passage is that this is not perceived by
man, yet it is real.

It is, in fact, the very source of

reality.
Then Shelley says to the mountain,
The secret strength of things
Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome
Of Heaven is as a law, inhabits Thee!
(139-41)
At first reading these lines may seem like a return to the
deterministic epistemology of the Necessity of Atheism. But
the deeper perspective of Locke's empiricism combined with
Platonism, the perspective that this chapter has developed,
helps us to see deeper meaning in these lines.

Necessity,
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indeed, "governs" thought, but not in the rigidly mechanical
way it did in Queen Mab.

As Plato says, the Ideal not only

gives things existence, it gives thera "their power of being
known," just as the sun gives to visible objects their
visibility.

Thus the Ideal "governs thought" by making

thought or knowledge correspond to the degree in which the
Ideal manifests itself in the "real," in "things" or
phenomena, the perceptions of which form our knowledge.

The

"secret Strength of things," then, is the force which gives
things their reality and intelligibility.

It is the force

of the "Forms," and ultimately the force of their source,
the Highest Good.
But without a percipient intelligence striving to
understand the way in which the Ideal manifests itself in
reality—without, in other words, man's mind struggling
upward through its four levels of knowledge from "shadows"
to "actual things" to the "Forms"—the deeper reality would
have no meaning.

The deeper reality has meaning only

because man's Imagination can bridge the "gap" between the
perceived and the real.

This, at least, is what I think the

poem's last three.lines mean.
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind's imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy?
(142-44)
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What would the "power" and all its phenomenal manifestations
be if "Silence and solitude [the transcendent] were vacancy
[nonexistent, meaningless]" to the creative power of the
Imagination, the power of the human mind which does pene
trate beyond experience to the reality behind it.
The synthesis is complete.

Shelley is a poet.

CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
i.

Summary

In this study we have seen the development of
Shelley's theory of the mind.

His initial view, based on

his early reading of Locke, Hartley, Godwin, Lucretius, and
Holbach, was extremely rigid and mechanical.

This view

started from an uncritical acceptance of Locke's materi
alism and based all knowledge on a theory of perception in
which sense impressions of material objects and physical
events are all that man knows.

Man's mind processes these

impressions through laws of association which are deter
mined by "Necessity."

The mind cannot go beyond sense

impressions, nor can it exercise volition in any way.

And

yet, since Necessity is a benevolent, rational force for
universal progress, this absence of freedom is not a
problem for man.

And since the material world (Locke's

substratum) is "out there," there is no problem of meta
physical skepticism.

Such was Shelley's view in 1810-1812

(Ch. II).
By 1813, however, several factors combined to make
this view unsatisfactory.

Shelley's own innate love of
187
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liberty and his creativity made him question a view so
deterministic.

His experience in the real world made him

question whether rational laws of association of ideas
really govern man's mind.

He saw severe ethical contradic

tions in his determinist theory.

And he learned of

Berkeley's radically empiricist criticisms of Locke's
materialism.

He tried to rewrite Queen Mab to accommodate

these changes in his philosophy, but he gave this project
up because he had not found a new view to act as a satis
factory replacement for his* old one (Ch. Ill).
He then flirted with Berkeleyan idealism, but to
subscribe to Berkeley's view without subscribing tb
Berkeley's God would lead to hopeless solipsism.

He had,

furthermore, been reading more deeply into Hume and had
seen where Berkeley's view, shorn of its God, leads:
beyond solipsism, to nescience.

even

He achieved a catharsis of

his tendency to Berkeleyanism in writing Alastor.

What I

argued in Ch. IV is not that the Poet-hero's error is in
valuing his vision over the phenomenal world rather than
the other way around.

His error is rather that he fails to

strike any kind of a balance between the internal and the
external worlds, between phenomena and desperately soughtfor noumena—or should I say noumenon, since his quest
focuses on one object, his vision.

He projects his

epipsychal vision out of "his own imaginations11 of all the
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"requisitions" of human excellence (preface to Alastor) in
the form of "a miniature as it were of [his] entire self,
. . . the ideal prototype of every thing excellent or
lovely that [he is] capable of conceiving as belonging to
the nature of man" (Essay on Love/ Prose/ p. 170).

He

then ascribes to this vision a noumenal reality but fails
to understand that, in this world, at least, noumena are
not directly apprehensible but, like Plato's Forms, can be
"reached" only by extrapolation from phenomena, and even
then only "in the mind."

I't is his insistence on trying to

reach the noumenal level directly, and his inevitable
failure to be able to do so, that leads to his despair and
death.
Such a balance between the noumenal and the
phenomenal, between the ideal and the "real," is what
Shelley searched for in the 1816 poems (Ch. V).

He saw a

structural similarity in the ontological and epistemological systems of Locke and Plato.

In Locke's system the

mind knows (experiences) perceptions, but it does not know
(because it does not experience) the physical objects them
selves (substratum), which are the ontological and epistemological cause of the perceptions.

In Plato's system the

mind knows (experiences) the physical objects (phenomena),
which are "imitations" of the Forms, but it does not know
(initially, at least—again, because it does not experience)
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the Forms themselves, which are the ontological and epistemological cause of the objects.

Yet in both systems the

percipient mind of man reaches out for these deeper
realities, and the very fact that we can posit and discuss
them suggests that we have at least a certain kind of
"knowledge" about them.
In both systems there is an opening to a "bridge"
across this "gap."

In Locke it is merely a hint:

his idea

of "reflection,11 the mind's power to observe and learn from
its own operations.

This idea allows at least an opening

to a bit of activity and creativity on the part of man's
mind itself.

This opening is much larger in Plato:

his

four-level theory of knowledge with its highest level of
noesis or intuition which allows man to approach direct
knowledge of the Forms themselves, a knowledge which in the
Meno and Phaedo Plato argued man has in the fore- and
after-life.
Shelley used these hints, these openings, to build
his own idea of the Imagination, the creative power of the
mind to project beyond the limits of its own direct sense
experience.
ii.

Shelley's Theory of the Mind

The view of the mind that Shelley developed through
this long process of thinking, questioning, and writing, I
have called "skeptical idealism."

Perhaps "Shelleyanism"
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would be an even better name for it, for again I would like
to call to mind Blake's remark "I must Create a System or
be enslav'd by another Man's."

I think that Shelley felt

this need, the need to develop a way of dealing with these
philosophical questions that was sound and rigorous and at
the same time congenial to his own personality and goals.
Thus his ultimate "system" is not that of Locke or Godwin,
or Berkeley, or Hume, or Plato—or of anyone else.

He

absorbs and uses elements from all of these thinkers and
many more, but his final answers are his own.

His "system"

is his own.
In many ways Shelley's situation was similar to
Kant's.

Like Kant, he rose to the challenge of Hume's

almost nihilistic skepticism.

Like Kant, he wanted to

salvage some active synthesizing power, some possibility of
transcending the phenomenal "reality" of sense experience
to a more permanent, noumenal reality beyond.
p. 64 and p. 163, n. 11.)

(See above,

He managed to do this by

developing an epistemology that was tentative, probing,
flexible, tolerant, and hopeful but not dogmatic.
Shelley achieved, independent of Kant,1 an
1. We have records of Shelley ordering books by
Kant as early as 1812, when he asked Hookham to get him
several books, noting that "Kant is translated into Latin
by some Englishman" (Dec. 17, 1812; Letters, I, 341) and as
late as 1821, when he asks Horace Smith to get him "the
French translation of Kant" (Sept. 14, 1821; 11,350). There
is no evidence of his having actually read Kant until quite
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epistemology which is more intuitive and immediate, less
cumbersome, theoretical and structured, in a word more
imaginative, than Kant's.

It is never worked out in a

rationalistic or systematized way and is probably the
better for it.

It unfolds progressively and dialectically

in the concrete symbolism of his poetry, and despite its
skepticism it provides the core of his beliefs:

his

humanism, his idealism, his reformism, his tolerance, his
imaginativeness, his human sympathy and human love, his
visionary aesthetics.

As we begin to understand his

beliefs about the human mind and the status of knowledge,
so we can better understand his poetry and perhaps
ultimately share his vision.
iii.

Some Characteristic Image Clusters

An image-pattern that recurs frequently in
Shelley's poetry embodying what I have called the "knowl
edge gap" is the "veil-gleam" cluster.

As early as 1812

late, though. "Hogg observed in the poet's London lodgings
[in 1813] a Latin edition of Kant which Shelley had spent
considerable pains to secure and which he seemed totally to
neglect." White, Shelley, I, 277. Mary's Journal entry
for Sept. 1, 1821, says "Shelley reads KantT11 This is
curious; if Shelley had a copy of Kant on the 1st, why did
he order a copy on the 14th? (Shelley did ridicule Kant in
Peter Bell the Third, but the ridicule is of such a general
nature that it gives no evidence of direct knowledge. In
fact, his comment that "with amaze/I found Sir William
Drummond had" read Kant (11. 531-2) may indicate that he
knew Kant from Sir William's summary and refutation of
Kant's ideas in Academical Questions.)

193
Shelley was using this cluster in his poetry to convey his
thoughts and feelings about the relationship of sublunary
reality and transcendent ideality.

He describes the sea,

indistinct and dim,
Spangled with dizzying sunbeams,
Boundless, untrod by human step,
Like the vague blisses of a midnight dream
Or Death's immeasurable main,
Whose lovely islands gleam at intervals
Upon the Spirit's visioned solitude
Thro' Earth's wide woven and many-colour'd veil.
("The Voyage," 11. 55-62;
Esdaile Notebook, pp. 99-100)
Here Shelley speculates, as. he is to do so often in his
later works (Alastor, Mont Blanc, Adonais, e.g.), on
whether it is only in death that man's mind (the "Spirit"
in the passage) will be able to penetrate "Earth's wide
woven and many colour'd veil"—the veil "which those who
live/ Call Life"—and reach those "lovely islands" which
now only "gleam at intervals/ Upon the Spirit's visioned
solitude."
The Poet of Alastor, in his "visioned solitude,"
answers this question, which he poses very specifically to
himself at 11. 211-19, in the affirmative and goes to his
death.

Shelley himself, however, finds sufficient consola

tion and hope in those gleams.

In the Hymn to Intellectual

Beauty, for instance, the gleams which here come "at
intervals" become the "inconstant visits" of the Spirit of
Beauty—inconstant, but enough for him in his "visioned
bowers" to "hope that thou [the Spirit] wouldst free/
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this world from its dark slavery" and to "dedicate [his]
powers/ to Thee and Thine" (Hymn/ 11. 65/ 69-70, 61-62).
He, in other words, dedicates himself as a poet to the task
of using his Imagination to bridge the knowledge gap and to
inspire in others a similar sense of hope and love.

In

Mont Blanc, too (as mentioned above, Ch. V, passim.),
"gleams" appear as clues to the existence of something on
the other side of the "veil."
The implications of this image cluster are not
always so hopeful, though.

It was with great difficulty

that Shelley maintained his skeptical suspension of belief,
his "negative capability"; he was frequently tempted by the
"sacred thirst of doubtful knowledge" that troubled his
Alastor-poet, and he projected this into his poems.

Prince

Athanase, for instance—though the unfinished nature of his
story makes it hard to reach any firm conclusions—suffers
from "an adamantine veil/ Between his heart and mind"
(11. 87-88), a veil which seems to be his internalization
of his own epistemological dilemmas.

He cannot bear to

remain in doubts and uncertainties, and so enters a decline
like that of the Alastor-poet.
The "Painted Veil" Sonnet takes this pessimistic
view still farther.

And in Adonais the "wide woven and

many-colour'd veil" of Earth (from "The Voyage") becomes—
as in the Sonnet—"Life," which, "like a dome of
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many-coloured glass,/ Stains the white radiance of
Eternity" {11. 462-63).
This line of thought culminates in The Triumph of
Life.

In that poem, the veil, which in Adonais became the

"dome of many-coloured glass," now becomes a conflicting
source of light which drowns out, as it were, the gleams of
hope.

For the sun in the poem seems to represent the realm

of the transcendent, the ideal, the eternal—"the white
radiance of Eternity," in other words.

But

a cold glare, intenser than the noon,
But icy cold, obscured with blinding light
The sun, as he the stars.
(11. 77-79)
I think we need to take Wordsworth's Intimations Ode as a
gloss on this passage.

In that poem Wordsworth asks,

Whither has fled the visionary gleam?
(1. 57)
The answer is that it fades "into the light of common day"
(1. 77).

"Earth" and "Life" have their triumph there, too,

as they wear the individual down to an imitator.

Just so

are men worn down by "Life" in Shelley's poem.
But not all men.

As Wordsworth finds some hope,

some light—"the fountain light of all our day,/ . . . a
master light of all our seeing" (152-53)—in the power of
Memory and the Imagination, by which power we "Can in a
moment travel thither" to "that immortal sea/ Which brought
us hither" (164-66)? so Shelley finds "the sacred few who
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could not tame/ Their spirits to the conqueror," Life (12829).

These, though they "Pled back like eagles to their

native noon,"

at least did not do so until "they had

touched the world with living flame" (130-31)—a flame,
perhaps, which strips away the "film of familiarity ["the
light of common day"?] which obscures from us the wonder of
our being," in Coleridge's terms.

It is the flame of

"Poetry [which] lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of
the world, and makes familiar objects be as if they were
not familiar" (Defense, Prose, p. 282).

It is the light of

the Imagination.
iv.

Analogues in Some of Shelley's Contemporaries;
Some General Remarks on "Romantic"
Theories of Imagination
The cornerstone of Shelley's theory of the mind, is,

of course, his concept of the Imagination.

Imagination is

the name Shelley, like the other Romantics, gave to that
part of the mind which makes a creative contribution to the
knowledge process, as opposed to that part of the mind
which is merely a sensor, or receiver and recorder of
impressions.

The radical empiricists, Locke, Berkeley,

Hume, Hartley, and Drummond, presented a view of the mind
as little or nothing more than just that, a receiver and
recorder.

Locke, for instance—the most moderate of the

2. "Back to the burning fountain whence they came
. . . "? (Adonais, 1. 341)
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five—said
It seems probable to me, that the simple ideas we
receive from sensation and reflection are the
boundaries of our thought; beyond which the mind,
whatever efforts it would make, is not able to
advance one jot; nor can it make any discoveries,
when it would pry into the nature and hidden
causes of those ideas.3 (Essay, Bk. 2, Ch. 23,
Sec. 29; Fraser ed., I, 4151
But there are several factors involved in percep
tion that the empiricists never explain.
is selection.

The first of these

The empiricists talk as if impressions just

"come" into the mind.

They, seem to have no awareness of

the concept that in a percept-field the perceiving agent
has to select those elements of the field that it wishes to
focus its consciousness or attention on.

As Aldous Huxley

points out in The Doors of Perception, in even the simplest
percept-field there is a tremendous amount of data available
to the consciousness of the perceiver.

The mind of the

perceiver must exercise volition in selecting from among
those data.^

This power of volition is the Imagination.

3. It was to this kind of passage that I was refer
ring above (Ch. V, p. 162) when I said Locke wanted to avoid
getting "mystical." I reiterate here that the idea of
Locke's reflection developing into a full concept of the
Imagination is only barely implicit in Locke; it is part of
Shelley's creative contribution to have developed this
connection.
4. "In perception properly so-called, as an
explicit awareness [Gewahren], I am turned towards the
object, to the paper, for instance, I apprehend it as
being this here and now. The apprehension is a singling
out, every object having a background in experience.
Around and about the paper lie books, pencils, ink-well, and
I
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This lack of an explanation for the mind's power of
selection applies as well to thinking as to simple perceiv
ing.

When the mind, that is, is confronting not an external

percept-field but rather its own contents (Hume's "ideas"),
it has an even larger store of data to deal with.

Now the

empiricists did have a theory of "association of ideas" to
explain this process, but this explanation was entirely too
mechanical and passive to be satisfactory.

It was, again,

a case of "something happening" in the mind, or, perhaps I
should say better, something happening to the mind, rather
than a case of the mind doing something.
A second activity of the mind that the empiricists
fail to give an adequate account of is its power of combin
ing the elements of a percept-field into a unified pattern,
assemblage, or gestalt.

Since the advent of phenomenology

and gestalt psychology we have known that perception is
not a mere impression of an aggregate of discrete objects;
"a" perception is, rather, a field or pattern of
so forth, and these in a certain sense are also perceived,
perceptually there, in the field of intuition; but whilst I
was turned towards the paper there was no turning in their
direction, not any apprehending of them, not even in a
secondary sense. They appeared and yet were not singled
out, were not posited on their own account. Every percep
tion of a thing has such a zone of background intuitions or
background awareness, of intuiting already includes the
state of being turned towards, and this also is a conscious
experience, or more briefly a consciousness of all indeed
that in point of fact lies in the co-perceived objective
background. Edmund Husserl, Ideas—General Introduction to
Pure Phenomenology (London, 1969), pp. lUb-Ob.
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relationships which has much the same kind of unity as a
painting, say, or a poem as Coleridge defines it.

This

combining power, the power to reduce "multeity into unity,"
in Coleridge's terms,is the Imagination.
One of the cardinal tenets of the empiricists was
that there are no innate ideas, that all the contents of
the mind were derived from experience.

Kant tried to get

around this by establishing his "categories," not so much
as innate "ideas," as rather a priori capacities of the
mind for organizing the data it receives.

The "categories,"

in fact, Kant argued, are necessary preconditions to any
experience at all.

Kant's categories, then, provide a

kind of pre-gestalt account of the mind's synthesizing
ability.
Now, one of the categories is none other than
Locke's substratum (substance).

What I am trying to

suggest here is that the "bridge" across the knowledge
"gap" that Shelley found in the Imagination has its
analogue in Kant's theory of the mind.

I would further

like to suggest that Kant's categories, which he at first
called "forms of our sensibility," are analogous to Plato's
Forms, which are also necessary conditions to organizing
and transcending phenomenal knowledge in order to reach
true (or noumenal, as Kant calls it) knowledge.

Again,

being a poet rather than a professional philosopher like
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Kant, Shelley puts this transcendent power of the mind
under the heading "Imagination."
Another way of looking at Plato•s Forms is to see
them as analogues to Jung's "archetypes," another postempirical attempt to restore

"innate ideas."

I don't want

here to develop this line of thought beyond the mere sug
gestion that the empiricists' mind theory was totally
inadequate to dealing with what we now call the subconscious.
This is another deficiency that I think the Romantics tried
to compensate for with their concept of the Imagination.
Finally I would like to mention projection, moral
choice, and valuation as three more activities of the mind
that the empiricists did not adequately account for, and
that I think further contribute to the Romantics' need for
and definition of the Imagination.
Ironically enough, it is their own attempts to
compensate for these very deficiencies that led the empiri
cists to make "openings" for a concept of the imagination.
For, as their thinking created more and more ontological
and epistemological "gaps," they attributed more and more
of the very constitution of knowledge to the mind itself.
Thus, as they tried to take powers away from the mind, they
actually opened the way to giving it more powers.

That

they were reducing its powers is beautifully expressed by
Hume toward the end of his demolishing of "necessary
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connection" (cause):

"No conclusions can be more agreeable

to skepticism than such as make discoveries concerning the
weakness and narrow limits of human reason and capacity"
(Inquiry, Section VII, Part ii, pp. 86-87).
How different Wordsworth's response to the idea
that the mind takes an active and constitutive part in
perception:
There is creation in the eye
Nor less in all the other senses; powers
They are which colour, model, and combine
The thing perceived, with such an absolute
Essential energy that we may say
That those most godlike faculties of ours
At one and the same moment are the mind
And the mind's ministers.
("Fragments, 1798-99,"
Poetical Works, V, 343)
Locke had argued that secondary qualities are more in the
mind of the perceiver than in the perceived objects.
Berkeley extended this idea to the primary qualities as
well.

Hume argued that the very notion of causality is

produced in the mind through an (unjustified, in Hume's own
view) extrapolation from the experience of "constant con
junction."

The Romantics saw in this not "the weakness and

narrow limits of human reason and capacity," as did Hume,
but (to quote Wordsworth again):
A balance, an ennobling interchange
Of action from without and from within;
The excellence, pure function, and best power
Both of the objects seen and eye that sees.
(Prelude, XIII, 375)
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(A "balance," I might add, exactly like that which was
lacking in the Poet-hero of Alastor.)
Perhaps the finest definition and highest praise of
the Imagination was Coleridge's celebrated passage in
Chapter XIII of his Biographia Literaria;
The Imagination then, I consider either as primary,
or secondary. The primary Imagination I hold to be
the living Power and prime Agent of all human Per
ception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of
the external act of creation in the infinite I am.
The secondary Imagination I consider as an echo of
the former, co-existing with the conscious will,
yet still as identical with the primary in the
kind of its agency, and differing only in degree,
and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves,
diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or
where this process is rendered impossible, yet
still at all events it struggles to idealize and
to unify. It is essentially vital, even as all
objects (as_ objects) are essentially fixed and
dead.
What Coleridge here calls the "primary" Imagination, then,
is a basic and essential condition of the very process of
perception itself, and thence, of course, of knowledge.
This is exactly the position which, I have argued, Shelley
had developed by the time the Biographia was published
(1817).
A favorite mind-metaphor of the Romantics when they
were in their early, empiricist stage was the Aeolian harp,
passively played upon by "impressions" from without.

But

Shelley, like Coleridge, with characteristic poetic genius,
changed this metaphor to accommodate the creative power of
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the Imagination and its contributions to the "interchange"
between inner and outer:
Man is an instrument over which a series of exter
nal and internal impressions are driven, like the
alternations of an ever-changing wind over an
Aeolian lyre, which move it by their motion to an
ever-changing melody. But there is a principle
within the human being, and perhaps within all
sentient beings, which acts otherwise than in the
lyre, and produces not melody alone, but harmony,
by an internal adjustment of the sounds or motions
thus excited to the impressions which excite them.
(A Defense of Poetry,
Prose, p. 277)
This "principle," this "internal adjustment," is the
Imagination.
As he entered the year 1817, then, Shelley, through
the long, arduous, complex development we have seen here,
had developed a concept of the Imagination much like that
of Wordsworth and Coleridge.

Like them, he had picked up

and developed the possibilities for restoring the impor
tance of feeling that the empiricists, in their assault on
rationalism, had opened.

Even Hume, that most Pyrrhonian

of skeptics, had talked toward the end of his Inquiry of
"the empire of imagination."
For Shelley the first kingdom of this empire became
the semi-mythical "Islam" of Laon and Cythna.

His philos

ophy of mind by this time had matured enough to give him
the confidence to undertake such a large-scale project—
though not quite enough to make the project succeed
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completely.

(He needed one more year for that:

then came

that greatest of imaginative achievements, Prometheus
Unbound.)

He tried to make it a truly symbolic and mythic

poem, as opposed to the rigid, "rational" allegory of Queen
Mab (see above, Ch. Ill, Sec. i).

His mind-philosophy,

with its new concept of the Imagination, liberated him so
that he could think of thought, of poetry, as
Clear, elemental shapes, whose smallest change
A subtler language within language wrought:
The key of truths which once were dimly taught
In old Crotona
(Revolt of Islam, 3111-14)
And though perhaps the Revolt was not successful,
Shelley was on the brink of writing such truly mythic poems
as Prometheus Unbound, Adonais, Epipsychidion.

He was, too,

on the brink of realizing the truly prophetic and liberating
character of the human Imagination, a power which has never
perhaps been taken to such heights as Shelley takes it in
the latter parts of his Prometheus, in his Ode to the West
Wind, in his Defense of Poetry.

In the final analysis we

see that didactic poetry is truly Shelley's abhorrence,
though the line is thin:

what he ended up writing was not

what men should do, but what they could do.
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