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PREFACE 

This is not a source study in the usual sense of the term: I 

have not simply tracked down sources for particular passages in 

Shelley's first major epic, The Revolt of Islam, but I have attempted 

to relate Shelley's life and reading to the theme and structure of his 

work. In this way my critical perspective approximates Shelley's own 

view of his epic as stated in his Preface and Dedication. Here he sug

gests that Revolt is autobiographical and uniquely his own but, of 

necessity, also part of the spirit of his age. Our efforts to illumi

nate the personal dimension of the poem are complicated by the vast 

amount of reading Shelley did before writing his epic. Mary Shelley's 

list of their reading from 1814 to 1817 is formidable in itself, and 

scholars have continued to infer other works from the allusions and 

echoes of Revolt. 

Shelley's work, then, is both intensely personal and also 

reflective of the literary environment of his age. It is not sur

prising that a good deal of his earlier reading was devoted to personal 

memoirs, travel journals, and other autobiographical writing. In such 

books Shelley found direct accounts of individuals seeking meaning in 

the universe in a firsthand way. Shelley begins his own narrative in 

Revolt on these same experiential grounds but attempts to move from his 

autobiographical narrative into allegory. The purpose of this study is 

to trace the relationship between narrative and allegory in Shelley's 

Revolt. 

iii 
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ABSTRACT 

In The Revolt of Islam Shelley reworked the traditional epic 

form in order to accommodate the epistemological problem of his age. 

Empiricists such as Locke and Hume had questioned the validity of the 

mind's movement from primal sensations to generalizations and from 

generalizations to ideals. Shelley, like Sir William Drunnnond and 

William Godwin, believed that the mind was informed not only by experi

ence but, more important, also by permanent truths outside of 

experience. In Laon and Cythna, the hero and heroine of Revolt, 

Shelley portrays two minds in the act of uniting experience and ideal

isms. 

Shelley's Revolt contains both the traditional statement of 

allegorical truths and a narrative describing the ways in which his two 

protagonists discover these truths: in Canto I a divine tutor narrates 

history's progresses from Hellenism, through Christianity, to the 

French Revolution, and finally to a future revolution which would 

improve upon that failed experiment. Cantos II-XI concern the story of 

how Laon and Cythna discover the possibility of historical perfect

ibility in their actions in a type of French Revolution and, more 

important, in their reflection upon their actions. Shelley's task in 

Revolt, otherwise, is to bring together these two approaches to alle

gory, the permanent truths of Canto I and the process of discovering 

the grounds of these truths in the epic narrative. 

vii 
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The central portion of this study relates the structure and 

ideas of Shelley's narrative to experiential genres like the autobio

graphical novel, travel literature, and revolutionary memoirs. These 

genres were important to Shelley because they were written in response 

to the same epistemological problem he faced, that is, how to move from 

personal experience to eternal truths. Shelley's Revolt is an auto

biographical epic: his Laon and Cythna are extensions of Shelley and 

Mary, whose lives the poem's narrative echoes. Laon and Cythna are 

alBo. extensions of characters in novels by Rousseau, Wollstonecraft, 

and Godwin. But both protagonists gradually become more than indi

vidual minds as the epic progresses beyond the novel's experiential 

boundaries. 

Their story of mental progress is representative of the prog

ress of Western man from Grecian civilization through Christianity to 

the period of the French Revolution—from the beginning of civilization 

to its progress in the nineteenth-century. Their story is also their 

exploration of the primitive within themselves. Shelley read auto

biographical travel journals and revolutionary memoirs that attempted 

to identify the "civilized" and the "primitive" in alien countries, in 

barbaric wars, and in the minds of the writers. In Cantos VII-IX of 

Revolt Laon and Cythna explore their own progress of mind from its 

primitive, preconscious state to its highest state of self-reflection. 

The history lesson abstractly presented in Canto I is dramatized con

cretely in the individual lives of Laon and Cythna—who nonetheless are 
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in the process of becoming mythical figures incorporating all of 

history and its mental progress. 

Shelley's Revolt moves then from narrative to allegory so that 

the final canto is an eternal, circular return to the poem's alle

gorical beginning in Canto I. In Cantos VII-IX narrative and allegory 

are brought together in the idea of poetic language: Cythna discovers 

that the human mind corresponds to universal mind and that man's 

creation of language corresponds to the metaphorical unity it codifies. 

Experience is shown to begin in eternity and to conclude there. Human 

experience and ideal truth are united in human-divine poetic language. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Shelley believed in the power of education to revolutionize 

man's life* He dogmatically states his belief in man's perfectibility 

through reason in his first epic, Queen Mab (1813). But in his second 

epic, The Revolt of Islam (1818), Shelley does more than state his 

beliefs; he narrates the process by which a mind 'learns truths and 

communicates them to others. As he says in the Preface to Revolt: 

I have made no attempt to recommend the motives which I would 
substitute for those at present governing mankind, by 
methodical and systematic argument. I would only awaken the 
feelings, so that the reader should see the beauty of true 
virtue, and be incited to those inquiries which have led to 
ray moral and political creed, aijid that of some of the sub-
limest intellects in the world. 

One senses in the Preface that Shelley is an educator, aware of his 

audience and the way it might be taught. He chose "a story of human 

passion in its most universal character" (p. 32) for his Revolt, know

ing that to educate he must do more than state his ideas convincingly; 

he must make his reader feel the power of his ideas. In paragraph two 

of the Preface Shelley summarizes the thematic development of The 

Revolt of Islam: one of the narrative "pictures" of the epic is "the 

awakening of an immense nation from their slavery and degradation to a 

1. Thomas Hutchinson, ed., Shelley; Poetical Works (New York: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1967), p. 32. Future references to Shelley's 
poetry and to prefaces and notes to his poems will, be taken from this 
edition and placed in the text. 

1 
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true sense of moral dignity and freedom" (p. 32), or what Shelley 

called in a letter to Byron "the master theme of the epoch in which we 

2 
live—the French Revolution." For Shelley, the French Revolution was 

his epoch's "story of human passion in its most universal character"; 

it would teach the age idealisms of "liberty and justice" even though 

the revolution itself seemed to have become a crisis of tyranny and 

injustice. 

On September 29, 1816, Shelley wrote Byron, suggesting that 

Byron himself consider writing the epic of the French Revolution. 

Shelley's tone is definitely that of the teacher, displeased with 

Byron's early poetry, including the enormously popular Childe Harold's 

Pilgrimage, the first three cantos of which Shelley had read. He 

repeats in this letter what he undoubtedly had said to Byron during 

their first meeting in Geneva in 1816—that Byron was capable of the 

great poetic task, like an epic on the French Revolution: 

I would not that you should immediately apply yourself to the 
composition of an Epic Poem or to whatever other work you 
should collect all your being to consummate. ... I hope 
for no more than that you should for some moment when the 
clearness of your mind makes evident to you the 'truth of 
things,' feel that you are chosen out from all other men to 
some greater enterprise of thought. ... What it should be, 
I am not qualified to say. In a more presumptuous mood, 1 
recommended the Revolution of France as a theme involving 
pictures of all that is best qualified to interest and to 
instruct mankind (SC, V, 752-53). 

2. Shelley and his Circle, eds. Kenneth Neill Cameron and 
Donald H. Reiinan (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1961), IV, 728. 
Future references to this work will be abbreviated "SC" and placed in 
the text. 
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A few months after Shelley wrote this letter to Byron, he himself began 

writing The Revolt of Islam (Cameron, SC, XV, 762). The epic of the 

French Revolution that he had suggested to Byron would be his own task. 

In the Preface to Revolt Shelley explains why a narrative of 

the French Revolution would be instructive to mankind. In 1788, 

Shelley says, men were given hope that the French revolutionary experi

ment would free them from political tyranny, but with the Terror, with 

"the first reverses of hope in the progress of the French liberty,11 

those same "worshippers of public good" became victims of "gloom and 

misanthropy." This state of mind, Shelley says, is "the characteristic 

of the age in which we live, the solace of a disappointment that uncon

sciously finds relief only in the wilful exaggeration of its own 

despair" (p. 33). Shelley probably had particular "worshippers of 

public good" in mind when he wrote the above lines—Wordsworth, for 

3 
one, whose Excursion he had read and disliked in 1817, and Coleridge, 

who in his Biographia Literaria (which Shelley had read that same year) 

tells of his political disillusionment with the French Revolution which 

4 
became the basis for his "France: An Ode." But perhaps it was Byron 

that Shelley had most in mind as one who "finds relief only in the wilful 

3. In Books II-IV of Wordsworth's The Excursion ("The 
Solitary," "Despondency," and "Despondency Corrected") the Author and a 
Wanderer try to preach Christian hope to a Solitary, brooding over the 
failure of the French Revolution. Shelley must have abhorred this .' 
sermonizing, but in The Excursion he could have seen another exartiple of 
the age's need for hope following the disappointment of the French 
Revolution. 

4. Biographia Literaria, ed. George Watson (New York: Dutton, 
1965), pp. 110-11. 
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exaggeration of /Tiis7 own despair." This is the Byron of Childe 

Harold's Pilgrimage who sighed himself through Europe and Asia and 

carried the sympathies of his reading public with him. It would not be 

Byron but Shelley who would teach that public something other than 

despair. In The Revolt of Islam he would show those in despair that 

they have only a -"partial glimpse" of history (p. 33). The French 

Revolution would be seen as a major epoch in the overall pattern of 

historical perfectibility, not as a crisis that made that belief ques

tionable. 

Shelley and The Spirit of the Age 

Shelley as educator, sensitive to his reader's ability to 

respond to his poem, thought he had chosen the right time to present 

his epic of hope. Three times in the Preface he says that his age is 

gradually recovering from its "gloom and misanthropy." "The panic 

after the Terror," Shelley says, "is gradually giving place to sanity. 

. . . Cljhoae who now live have survived an age of despair" (p. 33). 

And he concludes his summation of revolutionary despair in individual 

lives, in philosophy, and in poetry with the reason why he wrote The 

Revolt of Islam: "I am aware ... of a slow, gradual, silent change. 

In that belief I have composed the following Poem" (p. 34). 

Obviously as Poet and, therefore, educator, Shelley had to be 

5 
aware of the "spirit of the age" in which he lived, its despondency 

5. Shelley talks about the "spirit of the age" in the Preface 
to Prometheus Unbound (1818), in "The Philosophical View of Reform" 
(1810), in letters written from Italy in 1819 and 1820, and in "A 



and its awakening from despondency, in order to be assured of an 

audience. In the Preface to Revolt Shelley says that no poet can 

escape the "universal and inevitable influence of RitsJ age," nor, he 

adds, has he attempted to escape it. For Shelley was aware that he was 

living in a memorable age, an electrifying age that had already pro

duced major poets and philosophers. If he had truly assessed the 

public's awakening from despair, his voice would contain the energy of 

his revolutionary age. And, as its teacher, he would be able to give a 

voice and direction to that energy that would reaffirm man's hope in 

individual and historical progress. 

The specific aspect of the "spirit of the age" most important 

for understanding The Revolt of Islam is the age's desire to know how 

man can be taught truth or how he can perfect himself and his society. 

Philosophical and literary enquiries into how man could be made per

fectible preceded and accompanied the creation of the French Republic; 

and the failure of this experiment led to further enquiries, like 

Shelley's own in The Revolt of Islam. 

In 1815 and again in 1816 Shelley reread John Locke's Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding (1690), a popular treatise that had 

helped to re-energize man's faith in the power of education. Locke 

questions innate ideas. Man is born, he says, with no ideas; all of 

his knowledge is learned through experience. By refuting innate ideas 

Defence of Poetry" (1821)—as well as in the Preface to The Revolt of 
Islam. The term always has religious as well as political significa
tion: since the poet writes less out of his spirit than the spirit of 
his age, he writes what he does not always understand. 
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he challenged the idea of man's total depravity or "original sin." 

Locke says that a child is born without ideas, but he is able to learn 

through his own natural faculties. This new epistemology made a 

belief in perfectibility possible: if man is not born in sin, then he 

must acquire imperfection. Positively, if he learns, as Locke says, 

through his own experiences—through a perception of the universe and a 

reflection upon what he sees—he could become wise and virtuous if his 

experiences were selected by the educator or if the world itself became 

more moral. 

For the first time in Western civilization the child was 

thought of as special in his own right, not just a man-in-miniature to 

be educated into his proper role as prince (in an aristocratic Renais

sance age) or as gentleman or citizen (in the middle-class societies of 

the eighteenth-and nineteenth-centuries). In Some Thoughts Concerning 

Education (a treatise written three years after his famous Essay) Locke 

emphasizes the importance of educating a child during his early years 

of physical and mental growth: "The little or almost insensible 

impressions on our tender infancies, have very important and lasting 

consequences. ... X imagine the minds of children as easily turned 

this or that way, as water itself.^ But Locke's child in Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education is the potential "well-bred gentleman" (p. 177). 

6. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. John W. Yolton 
(New York: Dutton, 1964), I, 50. 

7. Locke on Politics, Religion, and Education, ed. Maurice 
Cranston (New York: Collier, 1965), p. 150. 
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Too frequently Locke sees him as the awkward clown who can only become 

a proper middle-class gentleman after taking dancing lessons and learn

ing his manners (Thoughts, pp. 165, 167, et passim). 

Shelley read Jean Jacques Rousseau's educational novel Emile 

0 
(1762) in 1816. Rousseau's theories of education had been influenced 

by Locke, but the character of Emile himself is an innovation. Like 

Locke's child, Rousseau's is the potential man, or more correctly for 

Rousseau, the potential citizen. But the question Rousseau asks is 

whether the child can become a citizen without losing his individual 

childhood identity. For him the child before his tutoring is not the 

awkward clown but the happy child at play. In his freedom from guilt, 

in his freedom from social pressures, the child at play is living the 

happiest period of his life: "It is only in this primitive condition," 

Rousseau says in Emile, "that we find the equilibrium between desire 

9 
and power, and then alone man is not unhappy." Rousseau's idea for 

educating a child is to prolong his childhood play by not forcing 

books, or too many painful experiences, or tyrannical tutors upon him. 

For if man's future happiness as a citizen in a state is based upon his 

early sense of wholeness experienced as a child at play, then this 

period of happiness should not be educated out of him. 

8. Mary Shelley's Journal, ed. Frederick L. Jones (Norman: 
Univ. Oklahoma Press, 1947), p. 72. All information about Shelley's 
reading will be taken from Mary's Journal unless indicated otherwise. 

9. Emile, trans. Barbara Foxley (New York: Dutton, 1911), 
p. 44. 
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No writer influenced Shelley more in his ideas on education 

than William Godwin. In his Enquirer: Reflections on Education, 

Manners, and Literature (1797) Godwin, like Rousseau, sees the educa

tion of the child as the means toward perfecting society. Original 

sin, for Godwin, begins with the neglect of the child's education. 

This neglect, he says, "is the principal source of all the injustice, 

the revenge, the bloodshed and the wars, that have so long stained the 

face of nature. It is hostile to every generous and expansive senti

ment of our dignity."^ His plan for educating the child, suggested in 

Political Justice (1793) and elaborated upon in his Enquirer, is more 

revolutionary than Rousseau's. In fact Godwin criticizes Rousseau's 

tutor in Emile for giving his pupil the semblance of freedom while he, 

in fact, planned every stage of Emile's life (Enquirer, p. 106). 

Godwin believed that perfectibility was inevitable; it did not need an 

.earthly tutor like Rousseau's in Emile to play the role of Providence. 

Godwin suggests the revolutionary idea of an equality between the pupil 

and his teacher: 

According to the received modes of education, the master 
goes first, and the pupil follows.. According to the method 
here recommended, it is probable that the pupil should go 
first and the master follow. If I learn nothing but what I 
desire to learn, what should hinder me from being my own 
preceptor? (Enquirer, p. 79). 

Godwin suggests the inevitable disappearance of the tutor altogether, 

an idea consistent with his belief in the disappearance of society's 

10. The Enquirer: Reflections on Education, Manners, and 
Literature, In a Series of Essays (1797; facs. New York; GarlandPress, 
1971), p. 89. 



institutions whenever man is reasonable enough to govern himself. For 

Godwin (and for Rousseau and Shelley) the child is man's salvation 

because he begins life innocent of past superstitions and dogmas and is 

free to develop without this restraint. The tutor cannot be the 

child's tyrant: he can guide his perception and his reading, but he 

must build his hopes of perfectibility upon the child's surpassing him

self. 

Canto II of Shelley's Revolt echoes the lessons of Locke, 

Rousseau, and Godwin. To show the "growth and progress of individual 

mind aspiring after excellence" (Preface, p. 32), Shelley begins Canto 

II with the child's learning sensations of sight and touch at his 

mother's breast and continues with the young boy's (Laon's) extended 

period of play (comparable to Rousseau's Emile). In agreement with his 

father-in-law Godwin, Shelley does not burden Laon and his playmate 

Cythna with a powerful, tyrannical tutor in the early years of their 

development. Laon and Cythna are each other's tutors: it is this 

early equalitarian education that helps make them the later hero and 

heroine of an equalitarian society. 

Shelley's Revolt can be seen as an epic treatise on education. 

Not only did he inherit the educational ideas of his father-in-law, but 

also those of Godwin's first wife and the mother of Mary Godwin Shelley, 

Mary Wollstonecraft: Both Godwin and Wollstonecraft are eulogized by 

Shelley at the conclusion of his Dedication of Revolt to Mary. Woll

stonecraft *s life and writings were primarily concerned with the educa

tion of women: with a young girl's education in her first publication, 



10 

Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, 1787; with the education of 

women in general in her famous Vindication of the Rights of Women, 

1792; and with the education of children in her posthumously published 

fragment, "Lessons" (which Godwin says is her step-by-step education of 

her first daughter, Fanny Imlay)."^ It was an age of tutors and edu

cators who (like Rousseau, Godwin, and Wollstonecraft) experimented in 

methods of teaching wisdom and virtue. Rousseau (who influenced 

Wollstonecraft, Godwin, and Shelley) was also a tutor, although he says 

12 
in his Confessions, not a good one. William Godwin, like John Locke 

before him, frequently tutored promising young men (SC, I, 152, 314). 

In 1784 Wollstonecraft co-founded a day school for girls in Islington, 

a location which put her in contact with the nearby dissenting academy 

in Newington Green and some of the most revolutionary educational 

theories discussed during tba years of the French Revolution (SC, I, 

55). 

Shelley not only inherited the particular educational ideals of 

Rousseau, Wollstonecraft, and Godwin but also the educational ideals of 

an entire revolutionary age. Thomas Paine in his Rights of Man 

13 
(printed early in 1792 and read by Shelley before 1812) expresses his 

11. Godwin, ed. Mary Wollstonecraft's Posthumous Works 
(London, 1798), II, 196. 

12. The Confessions, trans. J. M. Cohen (Baltimore: Penguin 
Books, 1954), pp. 146-47 et passim. 

13. In his "An Address to the Irish People" (1812) Shelley 
quotes from The Rights of Man. See Shelley's Prose or The Trumpet of 
a Prophecy, ed. David Lee Clark (Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico 
Press, 1954), p. 59. 
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belief in a society based on reason as idealistically and, in retro

spect, as naively, as any writer of his age: 

Ignorance is of a peculiar nature; once dispelled, it is 
impossible to re-establish it. ... when once any object 
has been seen, it is impossible to put that mind back to the 
same condition it was in before it saw it. Those who talk 
of a counter-revol^ion in France show how little they 
understand of man. 

The new Republic was founded originally on the National Assembly's 

"Rights of Man," 1789 (a French version of the American Bill of 

15 
Rights), which also emphasized the ideals of reason and equality. 

Following such ideals, the Assembly considered various educational 

reforms before and after the counter-revolution. On September 10, 

1791, Talleyrand read his report on educational reform to the 

Assembly."^ And in 1792 Wollstonecraft dedicated her Vindication of 

Rights of Women to Talleyrand after having read his pamphlet on educa

tion, hoping that he would extend some of his educational programs to 

Include the rights of women as well as men (SC, I, 62). On April 

20-21, 1792, Condorcet presented his revolutionary plan for national 

education for both sexes, which would make special provisions for 

national scholars and would include lectures and national festivals to 

extend the education begun in youth (Lefebvre, II, 287-88). It was a 

14. The Rights of Man (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 
1961), p. 357. 

15. Georges Lefebvre, The French Revolution from its Origins 
to 1793, trans. Elizabeth Moss Evanson (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 
1962), I, 129-30, 145-46. 

16. Lefebvre, The French Revolution from 1793 to 1799, trans. 
John Hall Stewart and James Frigugliette (New York: Columbia Univ. 
Press, 1964), II, 287. 
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revolutionary idea in that education would be removed from political 

parties, from the family, and most important for Condorcet, who 

resented his own Jesuitical training, it would be removed from the 

17 
church. It is not surprising that in 1792 the Assembly's educational 

committee (on which Condorcet had served) asked Wollstonecraft to speak 

before the Assembly on women's education, a speech that was never given 

because of the politically chaotic last months of 1792 (Tomalin, pp. 

102, 136). But even after the Terror, other educational plans were 

Introduced, the most radical of them by Robespierre in the name of the 

Committee on Public Instruction and its author, Lepeletier. It was a 

plan modelled upon Plato's Republic and Rousseau's Emile, a cooperative 

type of education in which children were removed from their families at 

an early age and required to work on a farm to provide for their own 

needs. None of the proposals were actually adopted by the Assembly, 

but by 1795 there were many attempts to implement educational programs 

in France in spite of continuing economic problems and civil and inter

national wars that- began in 1793 and continued throughout the Napole

onic Wars (Lefebvre, II, 288-92). 

England responded to France's experiment in creating a 

rational, humane society. In response to republican ideas associations 

were created or reactivated such as the London Correspondence Society, 

the Friends of the People, the Society for Constitutional Information, 

and the Society for the Dissemination of Knowledge. Some English 

17. Claire Tomalin, The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft 
(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovonavich, 1974), p. 102. 



associations corresponded with French clubs and the Assembly and 

planned to reform the English government on the model of the French 

one. But with the news of the French Revolution's 1792 massacre and 

other rumors of atrocities, such societies began to lose their power: 

their membership became frightened at the extent of terror that could 

be committed in the name of liberty; and the British Home Office, fear

ful of the revolution's spreading to England, put more pressure on the 

so-called subversive organizations (Tomalin, pp. 115, 119-20), The 

belief in reason expressed by Thomas Paine in his Rights of Man none

theless remained the creed of true believers in reason and historical 

progress, especially such believers as Wollstonecraft and Godwin. If 

the millennium had not begun with the founding of the French Republic, 

then it was not the ideal that was wrong but the timing. Wollstone

craft, who had been in France during the 1792 Terror, could still say 

in her Historical and Moral View of the French Revolution (1795) that 

"a despotism cannot become a republic overnight." It takes time to 

18 
educate slaves to be wise men. William Godwin in Political Justice 

(1793) says that in time truth will be known and felt, but that there 

are two enemies to the progress of men's minds—the "friends of antiq

uity" with their inflexible minds and "the friends of innovation" with 

18. An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of 
the French Revolution and the Effect it has Produced in Europe- Q795; : 

rpt. Gainesville, Florida: Scholars' Facsimiles & Reprints, 1975), 
p. 339. 
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19 
their anarchy that suspends enquiry. In Godwin's response, the ideal 

r 
of perfectibility was not lost, but the Republic's means of achieving 

it was challenged. 

This reassessment of the failure of the republican ideal had 

not ceased in Shelley's own time. Lady Morgan in France (1817) blames 

the French revolutionary terror on the masses of uneducated Frenchmen 

who were not able to make the transition from slavery to freedom in 

such a short time: 

It was these long passive and thoroughly debased subjects of 
abused authority who ... taught the dreadful lesson, that 
only those who are educated in liberty, are capable of 
following her cause, who evinced that many revolutions must 
occur ... e^g ... the freeman forget that he had once 
been a slaveI 

Shelley read Lady Morgan's France in 1817, and in his Preface to The 

Revolt of Islam, written that same year, echoes her response and that 

of other believers in historical progress. He asks: "Can he who the 

day before was a trampled slave suddenly become liberal-minded, for

bearing, and independent?" (p. 33). Paine's error was only in timing. 

In his dedication of Part II of his Rights of Man to Lafayette, Paine 

says that it will take a shorter period than Lafayette's estimated 

"fourteen or fifteen years" before man is educated into freedom 

(p. 387). Lady Morgan says it will take "many revolutions," and 

Shelley, in his Preface to Revolt, claims that the successful 

19. Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, ed. K. Codell Carter 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 132. 

20. Lady Morgan, France, 3rd American ed. (Philadelphia, 
1817), p. 69. 
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revolution will require "the systematic efforts of generations of men 

of intellect and virtue" (p. 33). 

If the inheritors of the Enlightenment in Shelley's age 

believed that history is the story of man's gradual perfectibility, the 

age as a whole loved to hear stories of individual perfection through 

education occurring in an individual's own lifetime. John Davis in his 

Travels of Four Years and a Half in the United States of America (1803), 

read by Shelley in 1817, tells the story of Captain John Smith, Rolfe, 

and Pocahontas, a story whose popularity is attested by a separate 

printing of this episode from Davis's journal in 1817. It is the story 

of the education of the Indian Princess Pocahontas by her future 

husband, the Britishman Rolfe, or the education of the youthful, 

potential America by the superior European civilization: "The Indian 

bride discovered in every question an eagerness of knowledge; and the 

elegant attainments of the husband, enabled him to cultivate the wild 

21 
paradise of her mind." Helen Maria Williams, a friend of Mary Woll-

stonecraft's, tells another popular story of romance and education in 

her Sketches of the State of Manners and Opinions in the French 

Republic (1801) that, like-Davis1s story, was printed separately. The 

History of Perourou; or the Bellows Mender, an Interesting Tale (1803) 

tells the story of an uneducated bellows mender who is persuaded by 

unsuccessful suitors to mask himself as a wealthy, educated gentleman 

in order to marry (and educate into humility) a proud, aristocratic 

21. Travels of Four Years and a Half (London: T. Ostell 
et al., 1803), p. 291. 
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lady, Aurora. The bellows mendor is successful: he marries Aurora, 

who, in turn, flees to a nunnery when she realizes she has been 

tricked. But through self-education and hard work, the bellows mender 

educates himself to enter what Aurora's suitors had introduced him to— 

the culture in which he discovers his true nature. He returns to his 

wife in the nunnery and with humility, intelligence, and a newly 

acquired fortune, persuades the now humbled and purseless lady of his 

22 
worth. Both Helen Maria Williams' story and Davis's can be seen as 

important "sketches" of the French Revolution, or the ideal it aspired 

to, in the romance between the "Third Estate" and the nobility 

(Williams' History of Perourou) and in the romance between the Old and 

New World (Davis1 tale of Pocahontas and Rolfe). Romance is the great 

equalitarian that brings out man's ability to perfect himself and 

another. For Shelley in The Revolt of Islam it is this kind of educa

tion extended to a society that best represents the "ideal ... of the 

23 
French Revolution." 

In his Preface to Revolt Shelley, in acknowledging that his 

poetry is part of the "spirit of the age," does not see this influence 

as a challenge to his own original genius. One cannot escape the 

influence of one's age, he says, but "each is in a degree the author of 

22. Sketches of the State of Manners and Opinions in the 
French Republic Toward the Close of the Eighteenth Century, In a Series 
of Letters (London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 1801), pp. 248-95. 

23. The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Frederick L. 
Jones (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1965), I, 563-64. Future references 
to this work will be abbreviated "Letters" and placed in the text. 
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the very influence by which his being is thus pervaded" (p. 35). 

Shelley, before concluding his Preface with a statement about his own 

originality, makes a subtle distinction between a passive receptivity 

to one's age and an active living in and, therefore, re-creation of 

the impulses that one receives. This active re-creation of the ideas 

of his age can be seen in the Messianic ventures—romantic, political, 

and poetic—of Shelley's personal life before and during the time of 

the writing of Revolt. 

Shelley's early marriage to Harriet Westbrook was a young man's 

response to his own sexual needs, but it was also his desire to get 

Harriet away from a tyrannical father and an unenlightened girls' 

school in order to reeducate her the Shelleyan way into atheism, 

unpossessive love, and a general war against ignorance and supersti

tion. He had tried (and continued to try as long as he was in England) 

to educate his sisters in the same way, especially the oldest sister, 

24 
Elizabeth. Mary Godwin, daughter of two educators, was a more 

intelligent pupil than Harriet Westbrook, but she was still a pupil, 

only sixteen when she went with Shelley to the continent in 1814. The 

reading lists that she recorded for herself and Shelley in her Journal 

are largely Shelley's recommendations, and for the most part the books 

that they did not begin together were works Shelley had already read. 

From the beginning of his relationship with Mary and her half-sister 

Claire Clairmont, Shelley was their tutor, teaching Claire Italian in 

24. Richard Holmes, Shelley: The Pursuit (New York: Dutton, 
1975), p. 255. 



1814 and Mary Latin in 1815, and encouraging both to keep a journal of 

their 1816 trip to the continent (Holmes, pp. 230, 290). Mary's first 

publication was her Journey of a Six Weeks Tour, a joint effort of 

Mary's and Shelley's consisting of their letters and her journal 

entries made during the 1816 trip. And with Mary and Claire, Shelley 

attempted, for a third time, to create a community of souls rather than 

to live in the more socially approved "couple" relationship. (The 

first attempt was a community of Shelley, Harriet, and Thomas Jefferson 

Hogg that lasted until Hogg attempted to seduce Harriet. The second 

and most unsuccessful attempt was Shelley and Harriet, accompanied by 

Harriet's sister Eliza and Shelley's friend Elizabeth Hitchener.) In 

these attempts at communities of sympathetic, intelligent people 

Shelley tried to live the life of unpossessive love he had defined 

poetically as early as 1813 in his Notes on Queen Mab; "Love," he 

says, is "compatible neither with obedience, jealousy, nor fear: it 

is there most pure, perfect, and unlimited, where its votaries live in 

confidence, equality, and unreserve" (p. 806). In these Notes Shelley, 

like Godwin in Political Justice, saw marriage as an enemy to man's 

happiness, forcing constancy even when love has ceased to exist (PJ, 

pp. 302-303). He felt compelled to marry, first, Harriet, then Mary, 

to protect them from society's censure, but he attempted to educate 

Harriet and then Mary and Claire into extending society's idea of 

marriage: he and Mary would be a nucleus around which other friend

ships could evolve. Their lives would be one of multiple relationships 

and responses In a community of love not unlike Rousseau's community of 
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Clarens in La Nouvelle Helo'ise, 1761 (read by Shelley in 1816), or the 

Utopian community of Malabar in James Lawrence's Empire of the Nairs, 

or the Rights of Women, 1793 (read by Shelley before 1813), in which 

boys and girls are educated together (Wollstonecraft's recommendation 

in Vindication) and the possessive marital institution does not exist 

25 
(the ideal in Godwin's Political Justice). 

Shelley's reeducation of society would have to begin in the 

relationship between the sexes, for like other believers in historical 

progress, he saw political despotism as an extension of domestic 

tyranny. The father who dominates in the home and the sons who learn 

to lord it over their sisters could not be separated from the King on 

his throne, the Priest in hi9 temple, or man's imaginative projection 

of a tyrannical God who damns eternally those who disobey. Shelley's 

ideal revolution in Revolt begins with a woman's (Cythna's) educating 

men and women into mutual respect and love. In Revolt, then, it is 

only a matter of time before the paternalism of the state will be 

challenged and defeated (for a day only), for the equalitarian home is 

the basis for the equalitarian state. 

Shelley and the Problem of Writing a 
Nineteenth-Century Epic 

If Shelley inherited the idea of historical perfectibility in 

works like John Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, he also 

inherited the epistemological problem inherent in Locke's Essay (a 

25. Walter Graham, "Shelley and the Empire of the Nairs," 
PMLA, 40 (1925), 881-83. 
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topic that will be discussed more fully in Chapter 2). As seen in his 

Preface to Revolt Shelley believes in idealisms like "liberty and 

justice" and a "faith and hope in something good" that can never be 

destroyed (p. 32). But Locke in his Essay questions man's ability to 

know anything that he could not experience through the senses. Locke 

says that one can be assured of primary sensations, one's first simple 

observations, but one cannot be certain of complex ideas or general

izations that are the mind's combination of many primary sensations: 

The ideas first in the mind £Locke says in Book VQ ... are 
those of particular things; from whence, by slow degrees, the 
understanding proceeds to some few general ones; which, being 
taken from the ordinary and familiar objects of sense, are 
settled in the mind with general names to them. ... When we 
nicely reflect upon them we shall find that general ideas are 
fictions and contrivances of the mind that carry difficulty 
with them, and do not so easily offer themselves as we are 
apt to imagine (II, 196). 

In a chapter entitled "Of the Extent of Human Knowledge," Locke singles 

out one type of generalization that is the most problematic "fiction" 

of all—moral ideas, man's most complex generalizations, that have 

different meanings for each person (II, 155). Empiricists like Locke 

were not unbelievers. He did believe in the existence of a God; his 

essay was written not to undermine man's faith in a God but to force 

man to make distinctions between what can be objectively known and what 

cannot. Locke cleared away the dogma of original sin, but he pre

sented his age with another problem: how can the mind progress from 

particulars to viable generalizations, or more specifically, how can 

the mind progress from particulars to "moral ideas" or values? 
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Shelley both defines moral ideas in Revolt and makes the dis

covery of such ideas the narrative of his epic. "The Poem," Shelley 

says of Revolt, "(with the exception of the first canto, which is 

purely introductory) is narrative, not didactic. It is a succession of 

pictures illustrating the growth and progress of individual mind 

aspiring after excellence" (p. 32). The moral idea of Revolt is stated 

didactically in the first canto in an allegory of history, but what 

Shelley stresses in his Preface and what constitutes all but Cantos I 

and XII of Revolt is the hero's and heroine's discovery of that truth. 

The problem Shelley confronted in writing Revolt was to unite the 

process of a growing mind "aspiring after excellence" with the perma

nence of didactic or allegorical truths, to combine, otherwise, his 

empiricism and his idealism, the allegory of his first and last cantos 

with the narrative in between. 

Shelley's Revolt is written in a Spenserian stanza, but 

obviously in a post-Lockean age he could not write an epic like 

Spenser's. In the Faerie Queene narrative and allegory are insepa

rable: Spenser and his age assumed that adventures on earth were 

reflections of divine truths. Therefore Una, who accompanies Spenser's 

Red Cross Knight, is a maiden-in-distress, but she is also the one 

Truth that accompanies him on his journey and the object that he seeks. 

The split, however, between allegory and narrative in Shelley's Revolt 

is obvious and unavoidable. In Canto I the reader meets Laon and 

Cythna in a Temple of Eternity, a Grecian temple that is an immortal 

gathering place of the "Great." Laon and Cythna, former martyrs of a 



22 

type of French Revolution, now immortal spirits, are ready to speak to 

this august body at the conclusion of Canto I; their life story will be 

similar to the one experienced by the immortals whom they address, the 

story of how they retained hope in man and historical progress in spite 

of their experiences in history. Canto II is Laon's story, his 

remembrances of childhood and his play around the Aegean Sea and among 

the Grecian ruins. The allegorical epic of Canto I becomes an experi

ential narrative in Canto II. The problem for Shelley is to show 

Laon's mental progress from particular perceptions to generalizations, 

from things to ideals, without his receiving the traditional support of 

Christian grace (like Spenser's Una) to give him a vision of the end 

toward which he is progressing. 

The Revolt of Islam, then, is a poem about the problem of 

creating an epic. For the hero and heroine of his poem Shelley could 

not choose already completed mythical figures such as Spenser's 

Christian Knight and Una or even his own Prometheus and Asia (of his 

26 
third epic, Prometheus Unbound). For in Revolt, unlike Prometheus 

Unbound, Shelley was concerned with how Promethean poets are educated, 

how eternal truths can be known, how something other than man's common 

language can be learned and communicated to others. In the third epic 

Prometheus speaks a language that is eternal and, therefore, incompre

hensible to the Earth. The drama of Prometheus Unbound involves 

Earth's learning to hear and understand Prometheus. But although Laon 

26. Brian Wilkie, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition (Madison: 
Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1965), p. 131. 
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(in Canto I), like Prometheus, speaks a divine, musical language, the 

story he tells (Cantos II-XI) is how he learned to speak the musical 

language of hope while living on the earth, hearing and experiencing 

the common language of despair. 

Modern readers of The Revolt of Islam usually criticize 

Shelley's longest poem for its loose structure or, more specifically, 

for Shelley's failure to bring together the poem's narrative and 

27 
allegory. It is this problem that justifies further study of the 

epic. I have chosen the novel (and other first person, experiential 

accounts like the travel journal and the memoir) as my major source 

study for The Revolt of Islam since, in many ways, the narrative in 

Cantos II through XI is a novel within an allegorical framework. 

In "A Defence of Poetry" (1821) Shelley defines epic or "high 

poetry"; he says that Dante was the second epic poet after Homer 

because his "creations bore a defined and intelligible relation to the 

knowledge and sentiment and religion and political conditions of the 

age in which RieJ lived and of the ages which followed it, developing 

Itself in correspondence with their development" (Clark ed., p. 290). 

An epic poem, therefore, must reflect the feelings and ideas both of 

its own age and the ages that succeed it. An epic never ceases to be 

27. Some of the critics who see the failure of The Revolt of 
Islam in its structure (its failure to unite allegory and narrative) 
are Carlos Baker in Shelley's Major Poetry: The Fabric of a Vision 
(1948); Ross Woodman in Apocalyptic Vision in the Poetry of Shelley 
(1964); Donald Reiman In Percy Bysshe Shelley (1969); Kenneth Neill 
Cameron in Shelley: The Golden Years (1974);Richard Holmes in Shelley: 
The Pursuit (1975;; and E. R. Murray in "Elective Affinity in The 
Revolt of Islam" (JEGP, 1968). 



new, since it deals with infinite truths that increase in power with 

each succeeding age's increased power of understanding. 

In Revolt Shelley, in the epic tradition, attempted to provide 

his age with a narrative embodiment of eternal ideals. But writing in 

a time in which moral ideas were suspect, he also had to awaken his 

age to the existence of such ideals. The novel, therefore, was an 

important genre for Shelley since it developed largely in response to 

the new experiential epistemology. If, according to empiricists like 

Locke, the ground for all truth is the perceiving "I" experiencing the 

universe and reflecting upon its perceptions, then the novel— 

especially the autobiographical novel and the personal accounts of 

travel journals and memoirs—could be the narrative grounds upon which 

to build an epic. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL PROBLEM 

Shelley'8 Argument Against Locke 

Shelley both accepted and rejected Locke's empiricism, the 

accepted pragmatic philosophy of his age. In his letters, philosophi

cal essays, and poetry, Shelley frequently spoke the language of 

empiricism because he shared common enemies with the empiricists such 

as careless reasoning, meaningless words, and popular superstition. 

But unlike Locke and his school Shelley wanted to do more than define 

the limits of the human understanding; he wanted a more extensive view 

of man's capacities that would include what Locke had rejected: the 

visionary power of the imagination. 

Speaking empirically in his Notes to Queen Mab, Shelley refers 

the reader to Locke's chapter on "Enthusiasm" from the Essay Concerning 

Human Understanding to substantiate his own attack against religious 

superstitions and dogmas (p. 824). But even before he wrote Queen Mab 

Shelley both accepted Locke's experiential premises and questioned 

their implications. In a letter to Elizabeth Hitchener on December 10, 

1811, he states his belief in education as the sole creator of the mind 

(in other words, his agreement with Locke that there are no innate 

ideas in the mind): "I you know consider mind to be the creature of 

education, that in proportion to the characters thereon impressed by 

circumstance or intention, so does it assume the appearances which vary 

25 
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with these varying events. —Divest every event of its improper ten

dency and evil becomes annihilate" (Letters, X, 199). An emphasis on 

education or environment as the creator of the mind \taa essential to 

one like Shelley with his "passion for reforming the world" (Preface to 

Prometheus Unbound, p. 207).^" If the mind was created by the environ

ment, the social reformer simply had to "divest" it of negative 

influences and "evil becomes annihilate." But in a letter written to 

Elizabeth Hitchener about two weeks earlier, on November 26, 1811, 

Shelley also shows an inclination to believe in the existence of a 

soul or at least innate ideas: "Might there not have been a prior 

state of existence, might not we have been friends there?«This 

creation of soul at birth is a thing X jfo not like—Where we have no 

premises, we can therefore draw no conclusions" (Letters» I, 195). 

Shelley the social reformer could benefit from a denial of innate ideas, 

but Shelley the idealist needed innate or a priori ideas as a "premise" 

upon which to "draw ... conclusions": for Shelley there had to be 

something prior to perception that would allow one to perceive with 

intelligence. 

The limitations of Locke's empiricism are the subject of the 

first part of Shelley's fragmentary "Speculations on Metaphysics," 

written between 1816 and 1818 (Cameron, SC, IV, 733). Shelley begins 

the essay in agreement with the empiricists that "beyond the limits of 

perception and thought nothing can exist" (Clark ed., p. 183). And, 

1. Gerald McNiece, Shelley and the Revolutionary Idea (Cam
bridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 173-74 et passim. 
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again, in agreement with the empiricists he insists that a metaphysical 

study must begin with a factual study of the mind: 

Let us contemplate facts. Let me repeat that in the great 
study of ourselves we ought resolutely to compel the mind 
to a rigid examination of itself. Let us in the science 
which regards those laws by which the mind acts, as well as 
in those which regard the laws by which it is acted upon, 
severely collect those facts (p. 185). 

But Shelley's "Speculations on Metaphysics" that begins with a state

ment of empiricist philosophy becomes a study of the errors of "Locke 

and most of the modern philosophers" (p. 185). Shelley contrasts his 

extensive view of metaphysics with Locke's "logic" that erroneously 

calls itself metaphysics but is no more than a "narrow and false con

ception of universal nature" (p. 183). The "science of mind," Shelley 

says, includes not only "logic" or the "science of words" but all we 

are: "Metaphysics may be defined as the science of all we know, feel, 

remember, and believe inasmuch as our knowledge, sensations, memory, 

and faith constitute the universe considered relatively to human 

identity" (p. 185). Locke has a Christian faith, but he limits human 

understanding to perception and reflection; mystery, wonder, and the 

transcendental.are, at best, unknowable, or at worst, chimeras. In his 

"Speculations on Metaphysics" Shelley wants to include perception, 

reflection, and faith—the "all we are"—in his study of the human 

mind. 

Like Coleridge in Biographla Literaria Shelley says that there 

is more to the "science of mind" than perception or what Coleridge 
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2 
calls the "despotism of the eye." Coleridge, with his own Christian 

faith substantiated by Kantian transcendentalism, states the necessity 

of a priori reasoning as grounds for our knowing: "... all real 

knowledge supposes a prior sensation. For sensation itself is but 

vision nascent, not the cause of intelligence but intelligence itself 

3 
revealed as an earlier power in the process of self-construction." 

Likewise, for Shelley in The Revolt of Islam the "progress ... of 

individual mind aspiring after excellence" is Laon and Cythna's attempt 

to discover the grounds of our knowing that come before our perceptions 

and, therefore, imbue what we see with meaning. 

In "Speculations on Metaphysics" and in the poetry written 

during this time—"Hymn to Intellectual Beauty," "Mont Blanc," and 

The Revolt of Islam--Shelley suggests that there are a priori grounds 

of knowledge that make our perceptions intelligible and that these ji 

priori ideas are made vivid to us in intense experiences such as in 

dreams. Locke, however, in his Essay denies that dreams contain pro

phetic or even partial truths. He argues that the dream does not con

tain the purer thoughts of the soul removed from the body since there 

is no knowledge outside of experience: "The dreams of sleeping men 

are ... made up of the waking man's ideas, though for the most part 

oddly put together" (I, 85). Shelley, on the other hand, says in 

"Speculations" that "internal ideas" such as "hallucinations, dreams, 

and the ideas of madness" are as valid as "external ideas" or 

2. Biographia Literaria, p. 62. 

3* Ibid., p. 155. 
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perceptions (p. 183). He implies that they are different from each 

other (that dreams are not simply memories of earlier perceptions) but 

that both internal and external ideas are authentic ways of evaluating 

one's experience. 

Frequently in Shelley's poetry it is through the dream (or 

something like a dream or a trance) that the speaker is given a glimpse 

of truth that goes beneath or beyond visual perception: it is through 

the dream that bad "faiths" are questioned and viable beliefs created. 

The speaker in "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty" tells of that "unseen 

power" that visited him when he was a child and led him to a belief in 

something other than the "poisonous names" of Christianity,, In a dream 

or vision the speaker in "Mont Blanc" describes what he cannot see—the 

source of the river Arve in Mont Blanc or the origin of physical, 

mental, and moral laws in the universe and in man's mind. And it is 

through a dream vision in The Revolt of Islam that Cythna sees man as 

an integral part of an historical process, a belief that gives her a 

solid faith upon which to act in the French Revolution. 

Shelley attempted to go beyond the "despotism of the eye" by 

revitalizing the traditional dream vision or, more generally, by 

affirming his belief in the poetic imagination. Locke in his Essay 

equates imaginative thinking with the "visions of an enthusiast" as 

opposed to the "reasonings of a sober man." "I hope," Locke says, "to 

make it evident that ... the knowledge of our own ideas, goes a 

little farther than bare imagination. ... Our knowledge ... is real 

only so far as there is a conformity between our ideas and the reality 
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of things" (I, 167). In "Speculations," Shelley questions the so-

called facts of the empiricists. How, he asks, can they be sure that 

their facts are "indisputable"? He suggests that what they call the 

"reality of things" is what is thought to be "real" by the multitudes 

(pp. 185-86). Locke's view of man is "too circumscribed" for Shelley; 

in "Speculations" he defines man as extensively as he defines meta

physics: "He is not a moral and an intellectual—but also and pre

eminently an imaginative being. His own mind is his law; his own mind 

ia all things to him. ... (\Qe ought to consider the mind of man and 

the universe as the great whole on which to exercise our speculations" 

(p. 186). 

It is no accident that in the Preface to Revolt Shelley, in 

listing man's mental faculties, places the imagination first: the 

poem is about the mind's "most daring and uncommon impulses of the 

imagination, the understanding, and the senses" (p. 32). The "all we 

know" that Shelley defines in his "Speculations on Metaphysics" is 

man's active mental relationship with the equally active universal 

mind, or, poetically, the total perception-imagination-vision of the 

poet confronting the river Arve of Mont Blanc or the poet-revolutionary 

Cythna of Revolt in a subterranean cave of the mind creating and 

receiving a vision of the one mind of the universe. 

Shelley, then, like Coleridge in poems such as "The Rime of the 

4 
Ancient Mariner," used the dream (or a state of mind similar to it) as 

4. Both Shelley and Mary were fascinated by Coleridge's "The 
Rime of the' Ancient Mariner": In 1814 Shelley read the poem aloud to 
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the means through which the mind receives experiences that go beneath 

one's perception of things. But in the narrative of Revolt Shelley has 

his Cythna tell her dream vision skeptically; she questions its source 

and validity while relating its power. For Shelley wanted to ground 

his epic poem in clear reasoning while suggesting possibilities of 

knowing truths other than perception and reflection. In Revolt it is 

essential that he suggest idealisms without losing hold of solid fact, 

since the negative pole of the epic (the enemy of French revolutionary 

idealisms) is Christian superstition or the ignorance of the "enthu

siast." His task in Revolt was more problematic than that in Queen 

Mab: in Mab reason is opposed to Christian superstition; in Revolt 

reason plus a higher imaginative belief is the positive pole juxtaposed 

against Christian "faith." The difficulty for Shelley was how to show 

that Laon and Cythna's faith (based primarily on Cythna's dream 

visions) is valid while Christianity's is chimerical (the bad "faith" 

or nightmare of history). In his Revolt Shelley had to show that 

Cythna's dreams are not delusions caused by madness (like those of 

Christianity) but are probable truths founded upon the oneness of 

Cythna's internal perception and the laws of the physical and moral 

universe. 

Mary and Claire, and as early as 1810 was known to quote lines from the 
poem to himself (Holmes, pp. 257, 30). Mary included lines from "The 
Ancient Mariner" in her first novel, Frankenstein (1818). 
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Shelley and Sir William Drummond 

In the Preface to The Revolt of Islam Shelley singles out two 

philosophers, Sir William Drummond and William Godwin, as those who 

fought the metaphysical "sophisms" of their age (p. 34). Drummond and 

Godwin were important to Shelley since, like him, both were empiricists 

and Platonists, attempting to reconcile the new epistemology with their 

own belief in Platonic ideals. 

In his Preface to Academical Questions (1805) Sir William 

Drummond employs the language of Platonism: he says that some of his 

"notions may be found to resemble those of the idealists of old." 

Although he accepts what modern philosophers (the empiricists) mean by 

the "idea" (knowledge through sensation and reflection), he does not 

"deny the existence of divine and intelligible ideas": "what we call 

ideas are mere images of archetypes incomprehensible to man in the 

present state; while we speak of ideas which we perceive, we are mis-

5 
taking the shadows for the things." 

But Drummond was also an empiricist In the skeptical tradition 

of David Hume.*' Hume in his Inquiry. Concerning Human Understanding 

(1758) questions all of Locke's means of knowing (through intuition, 

demonstrative knowledge, or the senses) but then calls for a "moderate" 

5. Drummond, Academical Questions (London: W. Bulmer and Co., 
1805), xiv. 

6. C. E. Pulos, The Deep Truth: A Study of Shelley's Scepti
cism (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1962), p. 30 et passim. 
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not a complete scepticism.^ For although he questions our capacity to 

reason, he gives more credence to the feeling or the imagination. 

According to Hume, our ideas originate in perception (strong impres

sions or feelings and weak impressions or ideas); moreover our associa

tion of ideas is based not on logical connections but on an imaginative 

and habitual association of impressions that are similar, or present in 

the same time or place, or appear to be joined by cause and effect 

(p. 31). If, Hume asks, feelings are stronger than ideas and the 

imagination is responsible for our mental associations, what is the 

difference between fiction and belief? The difference between the two, 

for Hume, is the power of feeling or the imagination to make an idea a 

belief: "belief is something felt by the mind. ... It gives £the 

ideas of judgment? more weight and influence, makes them appear of 

greater importance, enforces them in the mind, and renders them the 

governing principle of our actions" (p. 63). It was not that Hume, 

like Wordsworth, Coleridge, or Shelley, saw the imaginative faculty as 

superior to the understanding. For Hume, imaginative associations are 

simply all we have: they "are the only ties of our thoughts, they are 

really _to us_ the cement of the universe, and all the operations of the 

mind must, in a great measure, depend on them" (p. 198). For Hume, man 

cannot live in complete doubt of his or any other existence; therefore, 

7. An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles W. 
Hendel (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1955), p. 159. Shelley had read Hume 
before 1813 when he was writing "A Refutation of Deism," modeled on 
Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. See Clark, p. 118. 
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even without certain, rational knowledge, he says we have the "prob

ability" of giving our assent to truths through the imaginative 

faculty. 

Drummond's echoes and modifications of Hume show how he 

attempted to speak the language of empiricism without denying Platonic 

idealisms. Like Hume (and Locke), Drummond agrees that reflection is 

never as strong as one's first sensation, but he insists on the 

superiority of the reflective mind by contrasting sensations (which he 

calls the rash, first impressions of youth) to the calmness and power 

of the mature, philosophic mind. There are times in our youth, 

Drummond says, 

When emotions are forcibly felt, and are easily imparted; 
when bold expression conveys strong meaning--mind speaks to 
mind--thoughts are breathed in words—and eloquence, exciting, 
and excited by passion, surprises, disturbs, and bears away 
the soul. At other times our ideas preserve a more equal 
course, and a more lucid order. The mind then best indulges 
in the pleasures of taste and imagination. It then most 
easily acquires the possession of useful knowledge; engages 
in philosophical pursuits; employs itself in the calm exer
cise of reason; perceives the beauty of moral order; and 
appreciates the importance of science, and the value of 
truth (p. 16). 

Drummond, the rational Platonist, stresses the value of the philosophic 

mind, even if its impressions are less "forcibly felt" than our 

original sensations. Moreover, Drummond extends Hume's probabilities 

of knowing truths through imaginative associations to Platonic ideal-

g 
isms based on faith. He suggests the probability of a Deity or first 

cause that would "account for the associations, or for the order of our 

8. Pulos, pp. 38-41. 
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own ideas" (p. 38). As an idealist, Drummond could account for our 

associations in no other way than through a "Supreme Intelligence"— 

certainly not through our imaginative ordering of the stuff of nature 

that is constantly changing. 

One can see why Drummond's Academical Questions was and con

tinued to be important to Shelley: Drummond asked questions similar to 

those Shelley must have asked while composing his epic on the French 

Revolution. Drummond asks how one can teach virtue and morality. One 

cannot, he says, teach the beauty of virtue by precept alone: 

/T)7o not hope that your precepts can avail you, if you for
get, that will cannot be changed, while sentiment remains 
unaltered. There is no power, by which men can create, or 
destroy their feelings. Sensation alone overcomes sensation. 
Belief cannot be forced, nor can conviction be coerced; and 
when one sentiment effaces another in the human mind, the 
change cannot be ascribed to any thing else, than to the pre
vailing sentiment itself (p. 21). 

Drummond believed in idealisms, but, like the empiricists, he knew that 

ideas must be felt in order to be believed. Likewise, Shelley in his 

Preface to Revolt emphasizes his desire to make his ideas felt, know

ing, like Drummond, that a sentiment can be altered only by another 

more powerful sentiment. But, also, like Drummond, Shelley believed 

that the mind progressing toward perfectibility is the rational mind: 

it is the mind of Laon and Cythna reflecting upon the failure of the 

revolution and reassessing their basis for continued hope. Shelley in 

Revolt pictures the revolutionary masses as helpless creatures shifting 

from one emotion to another without the reason that is essential for 

moral action. At one moment they respond in love and with tears to 

Laon and Cythna's rhetoric of love; at another moment, they respond in 
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fear and ignorance to the dictates of an "Iberian Priest" and make Laon 

and Cythna a human sacrifice. The moral being, for Shelley and 

Drummond, is taught through his passions but is not driven uncontroll

ably by them. The "progress of the mind" for Drummond in Academical 

Questions and for Shelley in Revolt is the mind's growth through 

sensation and reflection (that leads to doubt) to a higher vision like 

that of the "idealists of old." 

For Hume, Drummond, and Shelley doubt is an attribute of the 

most civilized minds. Rude, uncivilized man, Drummond says, has always 

tried to find a cause for every phenomenon he could not understand; he 

calls these causes "Gods" and worships them from "fear or from grati

tude" Cp. 175). It is this ignorance that for Drummond characterizes 

barbarism in every age. Man begins to be refined, he says, when he 

begins to doubt, and with his doubt and increased knowledge, he begins 

to reject the interference of deities in his life. But both Drummond 

and Shelley see the highest truth of the civilized mind in its dis-

9 
covery of the one Power that governs all activities. Drummond says 

that in the progress of civilized mind, man rejects deities, but he 

9. Hume in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion probably 
comes close to Drummond's and Shelley's belief in the "one Power." It 
is generally agreed that in the Dialogues Philo comes closer to repre
senting Hume than Cleanthes (philosophical theism) or Demea (orthodox 
belief in God through revelation). Philo expresses a belief in "an 
eternal inherent principle of order to the world" (although he says he 
would never willingly agree to any system). Moreover, after success
fully destroying Cleanthes' argument of a deity discoverable through 
reason, Philo says that he finds the belief in a God through revelation 
less objectionable than the pride of philosophical theism /dialogues, 
ed. Henry D. Aiken (New York: Hafner Pub., 1969), pp. 46, 80-80. See 
Pulos, p. 39. 
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8till retains "the ancient doctrines of active principles." However, 

the most attentive observer makes no distinction between material and 

spiritual powers: he begins to see the one Power that is the origin of 

both mental and physical energy (p. 176). And for Shelley in Revolt 

the counterrevolution is history's barbarism of priests and kings that 

control the ignorant masses through fear, while the revolution itself 

is led by the most civilized minds (Laon's and Cythna's) going through 

periods of despair and doubt yet capable of imagining the "one Power" 

that governs history. 

But as "skeptical idealists" Druramond and Shelley believed in a 

Power that cannot be proven by man's limited understanding. Like 

Locke and Hume, Shelley and Druiranond say that all one can be assured of 

is the existence of a perceiving "I." In his "Speculations on Meta

physics" Shelley says that the final proof of truthfulness of "the 

science of mind" resides within every man: "Every student must refer 

to the testimonials which he bears within himself to ascertain the 

authorities upon which any assertion rests" (p. 185). Drummond, like

wise, grounds all provable truths upon the "I" reflecting upon the 

operations of his own mind: 

The constitution of my own mind ... was what I always 
endeavored to study, because I considered, that I was deter
mined by it in every conclusion, which I drew. I am even 
yet persuaded, that if I were asked, why I am convinced of 
any thing, I should be under the necessity of appealing to 
the manner, in which I am mentally constituted. Now I 
think, that it is impossible for me to decide, whether or 
not, that constitution be the same with all other intelli
gent beings. They may possess an intuitive faculty, and 
may be able to determine the most difficult questions _a 
priori; while I am often compelled to remain in the stag
nation of doubt (p. 379). 
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Drummond in the passage above stresses the empiricist side of his 

philosophy—his inability to make generalizations upon what he sees and 

his lack of ji priori truths that leaves him in a perpetual state of 

doubt. But what was most important to Shelley about Drummond's doubt 

was that he, unlike Locke and, to a lesser extent, Hume, did not cir

cumscribe man's ability to know himself. He left room for human and 

divine mystery in the coming together of the mind and what it per

ceives. But how the mind reaches Platonic idealisms remains unanswered 

in Academical Questions, although Drummond had plans for a sequel that 

was to explain his own type of idealism. The book, however, was never 

published (whether or not it was ever written).^ In The Revolt of 

Islam Shelley would attempt to take his own and Drummond's empiricism-

idealism and dramatize the individual mind's progress from observable 

fact to ideals. Like Drummond, however, Shelley's characters, even 

when expressing a hope in idealisms, would never be free from doubt. 

Shelley and William Godwin 

Like William Drummond, William Godwin was both a rational 

Platonlst and an empiricist. In Political Justice Godwin concedes with 

Locke, Berkeley, and Hume that there is much we do not know such as 

"the substance or substratum of matter, or of that which is the 

recipient of thought and perception." But as a rational Platonist 

believing that man's progress toward eternal truths could be attained 

through reason, Godwin, like Drummond and Shelley, has to go on to 

10. Pulos, p. 41. 
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assert his belief in the mind: 

But if there be any one thing that we know more certainly 
than another, it is the existence of our own thoughts, 
ideas, perceptions, or sensations (by whatever term we may 
choose to express them), and that they are ordinarily linked 
together, so as to produce the complex notion of unity or 
personal identity. Now it is this series of thoughts thus 
linked together ... that is most aptly expressed by the 
term mind (p. 27). 

Once Godwin has stated his belief in mind or the identity of the per

ceiving "I," then he is able to use the language of empiricism as well 

as Platonism to define eternal truths. In a chapter in Political 

Justice entitled "The Voluntary Actions of Men Originate in Their 

Opinions," Godwin defines "immutable truths" as truths which are 

believed in by the most reasonable people and will be believed unless 

proven erroneous (p. 39). At other times Godwin attempts to bring 

together Lockean sensationalist psychology and Platonism. In Book IV 

of Political Justice Godwin declares his belief in "Truth immortal and 

ever present truth" that will lead the "upright" man to "the plainest 

principles of morality": it will lead him to love pleasure and abhor 

pain (p. 146). In this passage Godwin has brought together eternal 

truth and the Lockean idea of how moral ideas are discovered through 

the senses or in man's response to pleasure and pain. But Godwin could 

not base his gospel of man's rational progress on something as relative 

as pleasure and pain. The doctrine of eternal truths was fundamental 

for his faith in progress "since all progress demands some external 
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standard towards which progress is made • . . a system of absolute 

11 
truths discoverable by reason." 

Godwin's influence upon Shelley can be seen especially in 

Shelley's "Speculations on Morals," a fragment probably written in 

Italy in 1821 (SC, IV, 733), and in The Revolt of Islam* Like Godwin, 

12 
Shelley had a rational not a religious basis for his ethics. Moral 

science, says Shelley in "Speculations on Morals," is "the doctrine of 

voluntary actions of man as a sentient and social being," the end of 

which is to promote the happiness of the greatest number of people 

(Clark ed., p. 186). Like Godwin, Shelley believed that moral actions 

were "voluntary" or subject to will. Shelley and Godwin agreed that 

passions motivate man to act, but they saw reason as the final 

arbitrator in evaluating passions. "Reason," says Godwin in Political 

Justice, "though it cannot excite us to action, is calculated to regu

late our conduct, according to the comparative worth it ascribes to 

different excitements" (Carter ed., p. 15). Even more so than Drummond 

Godwin in Political Justice subordinates passions to man's rational 

control, for Godwin in this work is not the skeptic like Drummond 

examining various philosophies but the creator of a logical system that 

would, in time, lead to social perfectibility. The last portion of 

11. F. E. L. Priestley, ed. Enquiry Concerning Political 
Justice and its Influence on Morals and Happiness (Toronto: Univ. of 
Toronto Press, 1946), pp. 8-9. See Priestley's entire introduction 
for a discussion of Godwin's use of the language of empiricism and 
Platonism. 

12. Kenneth Neill Cameron, Shelley, The Golden Years (Cam
bridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1974), pp. 172-73. 
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Shelley's definition of moral science—the end of moral science as 

promoting the happiness of the greatest number—is the language of the 

utilitarians. Shelley and Godwin believed that the most moral men 

found happiness not in taking care of their own pleasures but in "dis-

13 
interested benevolence." And both believed that it is "disinterested 

benevolence" that distinguishes the ignorant, selfish man from the 

wise, virtuous one. As Shelley says in his "Speculations on Morals": 

The only distinction between the selfish man and the virtuous 
man is that the imagination of the fonner is confined within 
a narrow limit, while that of the latter embraces a compre
hensive circumference. In this sense wisdom and virtue may 
be said to be inseparable and criteria of each other. Self
ishness is thus the offspring of ignorance and mistake; it is 
the portion of unreflecting infancy and savage solitude, or 
of those whom toil or evil occupations have £blunted and 
rendered torpid7; disinterested benevolence is the product of 
a cultivated imagination and has an intimate connection with 
all the arts which add ornament, or dignity, or power, or 
stability to the social state of man. Virtue is thus entirely 
a refinement of civilized life, a creation of the human mind 
(p. 189). 

The "growth and progress of individual mind" in Revolt, then, would be 

Laon and Cythna's progress from an ideal but isolated relationship to 

their "disinterested" involvement in society's revolutions. And as 

teachers of the new society, they would attempt to communicate what 

they embody, wisdom which is also virtue—the model of excellence in 

Western civilization from the time of Plato and Aristotle through that 

of Godwin and Shelley. 

Shelley's outline of the narrative "pictures" in the Preface to 

the Revolt is, as F. E. L. Priestley states, a summation of Godwin's 

13. Godwin's Political Justice, Carter ed., pp. 181-83 et 
passim and Shelley's "Specualtions on Morals," p. 189. 
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14 
moral philosophy in Political Justice. The epic, Shelley says, 

"pictures the growth and progress of individual mind aspiring after 

excellence, and devoted to the love of mankind" (Shelley's and Godwin's 

idea of mental progress through disinterested benevolence). The epic 

is about the mind's "influence in refining and making pure the most 

daring and uncommon impulses of the imagination, the understanding, and 

the senses" (their belief that passions are the energizing principle, 

causing men to act, but that the mind is the regulator of conduct). 

The Revolt, Shelley says, is about the mind's "impatience at 'all the 

oppressions which are done under the sun'" (Shelley and Godwin's war 

against any superstition or dogma that would impede man's moral-

rational progress). The Revolt deals with "the bloodless dethronement 

of . . . oppressors" (Shelley's but most especially Godwin's abhorrence 

of revolutions that lead to further revenge and stifle free thought). 

Shelley's poem sees vice not as "the object of punishment and hatred, 

but kindness and pity" (Shelley's and Godwin's belief that men act 

virtuously or viciously out of their own knowledge or ignorance, and 

therefore cannot be damned for the ignorance of wrong-doing). Shelley 

concludes his summary of the moral philosophy of The Revolt of Islam 

with the idealism he shared with Godwin: their belief in "the tran

sient nature of ignorance and error, and the eternity of genius and 

virtue" (p. 32). 

Godwin was critical of the sentiments in Shelley's Revolt that, 

he says, were so uncontrollable that they weakened the intellectual 

14. Priestley, Introduction to Political Justice, p. 110. 
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15 
power of the poem. But after the publication of Political Justice in 

1793, Godwin himself had become more conscious of the need to make his 

abstractions felt by the public- With the influence of his wife, Mary 

Wollstonecraft, and her introduction of Rousseau to him, Godwin had 

extended his idea of discursive reasoning in Political Justice to 

include the imagination and the passions.^ His Enquirer: Reflections 

on Education, Manners, and Literature (1797) is a series of essays that, 

Godwin says, is preferable to the dogmatic system of Political Justice 

17 
in which truth might be sacrifices to consistency. In his "Reply to 

Dr. Parr's Spital Sermon" (1800) he modified his Idea of "disinterested 

benevolence" in Political Justice to include the domestic affections 

that, he says, are not the antithesis of benevolence but a means of 

18 
leading one to disinterested benevolence. More importantly, before 

Shelley had published The Revolt of Islam in 1818, Godwin had written 

four novels—Caleb Williams, St. Leon, Fleetwood, and Mandeville—that 

dramatized the passions of men in their successful or unsuccessful 

attempt to reach morality or political justice. After Political 

Justice Godwin, like Rousseau and Mary Wollstonecraft, had become an 

author of the autobiographical novel, a genre based on an empiricist, 

experiential means of discovering truth. 

15. Mary Shelley's Note to The Revolt of Islam, Hutchinson 
ed., p. 158. 

16. Priestley, Introduction to Political Justice, pp. 92-93. 

17. Enquirer, vi. 

18. Political Justice, Carter ed.} pp. 320-25. 



CHAPTER 3 

SHELLEY'S REVOLT AND THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL 

Shelley's The Revolt of Islam la an autobiographical epic: in 

the Dedication of the poem Shelley tells his and Mary's personal story, 

allowing the reader to identify the epic's hero Laon with Shelley and 

its heroine Cythna with Mary. What is important is not whether the 

real lives and the fictive ones are parallel but that Shelley wants the 

reader to see them as parallel. And this autobiographical suggestive-

ness continues throughout the epic. Mary Shelley in her Notes to the 

Revolt in 1839 not only parallels the ideals of Shelley and his Laon 

but finds a live model in Shelley's own life for two other characters 

in the Revolt: the "dear friend" of Cantos II, V, and VI and the 

Grecian hermit of Cantos III, IV, and VI. In this identification of 

the author's life with his fictions Shelley is following the autobio

graphical tradition of Rousseau, especially the Rousseau of Julie, ou 

La Nouvelle Heloiae. In his Confessions Rousseau admits what his 

readers had already conjectured: that he is St. Preux and that there 

is a live model in his own life for Julie. For in H^lo'i'se Rousseau 

does allow the reader to identify himself with hi3 hero in never giving 

his hero a name ("St. Preux" is a pseudonym that Rousseau gives his 

hero in a footnote in Part III, Letter XIV of Helo'ise); and occa

sionally as editor of the letters in speaking almost as passionately as 

his "St. Preux." 

44 
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Shelley obviously saw value in. the reader's identification of 

himself as author with his epic hero Laon (as Rousseau had been identi

fied with St. Preux). If, as Shelley emphasizes in the Preface to 

Revolt, he wants his readers to feel the power of his abstractions, he 

could, like Rousseau, not only personify his abstractions (into the 

"human passions" of Laon and Cythna) but relate his own life to these 

creations. For both Shelley and Rousseau were aware that in a post-

Lockean age, the only way to write authentically was to begin with 

one's own personal experiences. Instead of an invocation to the 

classical muses or the Christian graces, the epic poet of the 

nineteenth-century (like the autobiographical novelist) would have to 

begin the poem with himself as epic adventurer, recounting not just the 

adventures of every man (like Dante's'"I" in The Divine Comedy) but his 

own very personal story. Shelley would have seen another value in the 

autobiographical novel: it did not confine itself to the personal "I"; 

the autobiographical novels of Rousseau (and his disciples, Mary Woll-

stonecraft and William Godwin) were also educational novels or explora

tions into how the "I" moves from self-love to spiritual love or from 

self-concern to public concern in an ideal, pastoral community (as in 

Rousseau's Helo*i*se and Emile). It is this pastoral tradition of the 

autobiographical novel that helped Shelley bridge the gap between the 

personal "I" and the universal one in his epic poem. 

But if the autobiographical novel provided a means by which 

Shelley could move from the particular man to the social community, it 

also presented Shelley with a major problem: in the Preface to Revolt 
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he says that his epic was written in an attempt to correct the despair 

of his age following the failure of the French revolutionary ideal. 

But Rousseau's Helo'i'se and Wollstonecraft's The Wrongs of Women, or 

Maria and Godwin's Handevllle—all three important in understanding the 

form and content of the Revolt—conclude with the failure of an ideal 

of love. Shelley's Revolt can be seen as an epic response to the 

powerful but limited vision of the autobiographical novel. In order to 

counter despair he would have to know how to respond to, contain, and 

extend the visions of a Rousseau, a Wollstonecraft, and a Godwin in the 

more comprehensive vision of the epic. Shelley's Revolt, then, is not 

just autobiographical; it is an interplay between autobiography and 

allegory. In The Revolt of Islam he attempted to authenticate his 

ideals by grounding his narrative in his own life experiences, yet as 

an epic poet, he had to move from his own personal history to a timeless 

allegorical vision outside of history or outside the experiential auto

biographical novel. 

Shelley and Rousseau 

Shelley was greatly influenced by the man Rousseau as he pre

sented himself in his essays, autobiographies, and autobiographical 

novels. In his "Essay on Christianity" (1817) Shelley eulogizes 

Rousseau by comparing him to the Christ figure: "£Rousseau7 is perhaps 

the philosopher among the moderns who in the structure of his feelings 

and understanding resembles most nearly the mysterious sage of Judea" 

(Clark ed., p. 209). 
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Shelley's high praise of Rousseau was written after his reading 

of Julie ou La Nouvelle Helo'lse in the summer of 1816 as Shelley and 

Byron sailed the Lake of Geneva, visiting those places in which 

Rousseau and later his imaginative creations had lived. In a letter 

to Thomas Love Peacock on July 12, 1816, Shelley says that the country 

around the Lake of Geneva has become more alive for him through 

Rousseau's novel: 

I read Julie all day; an overflowing, as it now seems, sur
rounded by the scenes which it has so wonderfully peopled, 
of sublimest genius, and more than human sensibility. 
Meillerie, the Castle of Chillon, Clarens, the mountains 
of La Valais and Savoy, present themselves to the imagina
tion as monuments of things that were once familiar, and 
of beings that were once dear to it. They were created 
indeed by one mind, but a mind so powerfully bright as to 
cast a shade of falsehood on the records that are called 
reality (Letters, I, 353). 

And in a letter to Thomas Jefferson Hogg on July 18, 1816, Shelley says 

that "Rousseau is indeed in my mind the greatest man the world has 

•i 
produced since Milton" (Letters, I, 494). 

It is not surprising that Shelley, writing his Revolt in 

1817-18, would have been influenced by Rousseau, especially the 

1. Shelley's praise of Rousseau often was mixed with criti
cism. In the letter to Hogg comparing Rousseau to Milton, Shelley 
calls Helo'fse "in some respects absurd and prejudiced," probably refer
ring to Julie's attempt to convert her husband Wolmar to Christianity 
(Letters, I, 494). And in an early essay "Proposals for an Association 
of Philanthropists" (1812) and in his last, fragmentary poem The 
Triumph of Life Shelley sees Rousseau as one of the best of men but one 
destroyed by his passions, a criticism that Rousseau makes of himself 
in his Confessions. This criticism is important in understanding 
Shelley's own epic mission that made it impossible for him to be con
tent with autobiographical novels or with a vision of Rousseau as any
one but the first in a series of tutors in his Triumph of Life. 
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Rousseau of Helo'l'se, for in Shelley's early letters, no other single 

work moved him like this popular novel. In Shelley's journal-letter to 

Peacock in 1816, Rousseau's St. Preux and his Julie are real presences 

to him and to the inhabitants of Clarens: 

A thousand times ... have Julie and St. Preux walked on 
this terraced road, looking towards these mountains which I 
now behold; nay treading on the ground which I now tread. 
From the window of our lodging our landlady pointed out 'le 
bosquet de Julie.' At least the inhabitants of this 
village are impressed with an idea, that the persons of 
that romance had actual existence. In the evening we 
walked thither. It is, indeed, Julie's wood (Letters, I, 
352). 

But Shelley was as influenced by the form of Rousseau's autobiographical 

novel as by his ideal creations, like Julie. In his Confessions 

Rousseau justifies his writing autobiographies in which he floods his 

readers with innumerable, seemingly insignificant details about his own 

life. Rousseau, like Shelley, was aware that in a post-Lockean age the 

only grounds the artist has for expressing truth are the innumerable 

details of his life; he cannot make generalizations upon other men's 

lives on the basis of his own. Nor can he try to find a consistent 

pattern in his own life. The only truth Rousseau can profess in his 

Confessions ia some relationship between his own mature convictions and 

his early childhood experiences (a juxtaposition between generalizations 

and primary sensations that, according to Locke, is the only way one 

can be assured of truth). To understand my "inextinguishable hatred 

. . . against oppression," Rousseau says in his Confessions, it is 

necessary for one to see the "germ" of this feeling in my "earliest 

epochs of recollection"—in my first sense of affection, for example, 
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or my first feeling of injustice, committed against me or by me 

(p. 159). In this passage and in the concluding paragraphs of Book IV 

of his Confessions Rousseau justifies "^tjhese long details of my early 

youth" in Lockean terms: 

The first features to engrave themselves on my mind have 
remained there, and such as have subsequently imprinted 
themselves have combined with these rather than obliterated 
them. There is a certain sequence of impressions and ideas 
which modify those that follow them, and it is necessary to 
know the original set before passing any judgments. I 
endeavour in all cases to explain the prime causes, in 
order to convey the interrelation of results. I should 
like in some way to make my soul transparent to the 
reader's eye. ... so that he may judge for himself of 
the principle which has produced them (p. 169). 

The self of Jean-Jacques Rousseau or any man, he says, can only be 

understood in the continuity between first childhood sensations and the 

life that is the product of these and subsequent sensations. 

Shelley, like Rousseau, was interested in the "science of 

mind," feeling that philosophers had not begun to study this unknown 

terrain with the thoroughness and imagination of the artist. In a 

letter to Godwin on January 26, 1812 (responding to Godwin's criticism 

of premature publication), Shelley expresses interest in an author's 

exploration of his own mind at different stages of its development: 

"If any man would determine sincerely and cautiously at every period of 

his life to publish books which should contain the real state of his 

feelings and opinions, I am willing to suppose that this portraiture of 

his mind would be worth many metaphysical disquisitions" (Letters, I, 

242). Godwin's response on March 4, 1812, is that such a study of "the 

successive turns and revolutions of /man's7 mind" is one that writers 
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like Rousseau might confine themselves to, but that it is not worthy of 

greater writers like Bacon and Milton (Letters, I, 261). 

Godwin's criticism did not deter Shelley from early publication 

or from his preoccupation with the artist's need to examine the growth 

and development of his own mind. In his "Speculations on Metaphysics" 

(written between 1816 and 1818, during which time he read Helo'l'se and 

wrote Revolt) Shelley restates the need for a spiritual-mental auto

biography. 

If it were possible that a person should give a faithful 
history of his being from the earliest epochs of his recol
lection, a picture would be presented such as the world has 
never contemplated before. A mirror would be held up to 
all men in which they might behold their own recollections 
and, in dim perspective, their shadowy hopes and fears—all 
that they dare not, or that daring and desiring, they could 
not expose to the open eyes of day (Clark ed., pp. 185-86). 

Shelley and Rousseau knew that if a man's knowledge begins with his 

individual perceptions, the only way the mind of man in general can be 

studied would be for the writer to record his own "faithful history" 

and hope that it will reflect the life of all men—"their shadowy hopes 

and fears—all that they dare not, or . . . could not expose to the 

open eyes of day." The autobiography would be one way to test assump

tions about the mind, which for Shelley and Rousseau includes not only 

experiences of waking life but also dreams, hallucinations, and mad

ness. 

The autobiographical element is strong throughout Shelley's 

poetry, but The Revolt of Islam is his only poem of epic stature (like 

Queen Mab, Prometheus Unbound, Hellas, or The Triumph of Life) whose 

form is autobiographical. What Rousseau attempted to do in his 
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Confessions, Shelley attempted to do in Revolt; In Canto II Shelley-

Laon narrates the progress of his mind by recording his earliest sen-

sations--his first sense of personal affection, his first experience of 

injustice, his early observation of his fellow nineteenth-century 

countrymen who were slaves to oppression—all the first impressions of 

a child that would authenticate his adult "impatience at 'all the 

oppressions which are done under the sun"1 (Preface, p. 32). 

While reading La Nouvelle HeloTse Shelley began his "Hymn to 

Intellectual Beauty" in which, after a prayer-like attempt to call his 

abstraction into being, he returns to an early experience in childhood, 

his first vision of Intellectual Beauty during the springtime when he 

and nature were vitally alive. Then he turns back to himself, the 

adult poet who had, from the moment of that childhood vision, dedicated 

his life to Intellectual Beauty in his self-esteem and his love for 

humanity. In Shelley's lyric poem the abstraction of Intellectual 

Beauty is based upon an early mystical experience and deepened by study 

and meditation. It is this pattern that would reappear in Shelley's 

The Revolt of Islam: the poet's constant return to his memories of 

childhood play (when he first experienced his vision of man's possible 

greatness) to revitalize his mature belief that individual man and the 

societies he creates could live in intellectual beauty, even surpassing 

the ideal society of fifth-century Athens. 
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Shelley's Revolt and the Pastoral Tradition of 
the Autobiographical-Educational Novel 

Shelley's Revolt, like Rousseau's confessional novels, is not 

only a study of the individual mind's progress from its earliest child

hood impressions. Like Rousseau in his Emile and Nouvelle Helo'i'se 

Shelley in Revolt shows the progress of individual mind in its movement 

from the isolated relationships of childhood to the multiple relation

ships in an equalitarian society. Shelley's epic must be seen in 

relationship to a main aspect of the autobiographical novel, the auto

biographical novel as an educational novel in which, ideally, a youth 

is educated to become the leader of an equalitarian, agrarian society 

(as in Rousseau's Emile or Helo'i'se) or, tragically, attempts unsuc

cessfully to realize this ideal (as in Wollstonecraft*s The Wrongs of 

Women, or Maria or Godwin's Mandeville). Regardless of the novel's 

conclusion the ideal is the same: the pastoral tradition in which man 

returns to the land and makes labor the real basis for wealth. The 

fete of pastoral tradition is a celebration of the happiness of shared 

labor and wealth after a community harvest in which there is plenty of 

food, dancing, and discourse and a minimum of individual tension or 

rivalry; the emphasis is upon the happiness of the group. The anti

thesis of the pastoral tradition is the war state in which conquerors 

enslave the masses for their own personal gain; it is the history of 

the oppressors versus the oppressed or the rich versus the poor in 

which a minority of "Kings, Priests, and capitalists" live luxuriously 

off the labor of the deprived masses. In order to understand Shelley's 

pastoral f£te in Canto V of the Revolt and its antithesis, the war 
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state of the "Golden City" Cor the ideal revolution and the bloody 

counterrevolution in Revolt), it is important to see this epic battle 

as part of the pastoral tradition in the autobiographical-educational 

novel. 

One can begin to understand the pastoral tradition in the 

autobiographical-educational novel by a comparison between Fenelon*s 

Les Aventures de Telemaque (1699), the most popular educational novel 

following the publication of Locke's famous Essay, and Rousseau's 

Emile, the most influential eighteenth-century autobiographical-

educational novel. 

Telemaque was one of those novels that everyone read: Rousseau 

has his Sophie give the novel to Emile before his year's journey with 

his tutor to find the perfect government. The novel was a favorite in 

the dissenting academies where Godwin studied.^ Telemaque is on 

Shelley's reading list for 1816. Fenelon argued that his novel was not 

a revolutionary attack against Louis XIV, but Louis (and the reading 

3 
public in general) thought that it was and tried to suppress it. The 

novel in fact did attack the kind of state Louis XIV ruled, the war 

state that sacrificed the lives and land of the people for the passions 

of battle. The battles in Telemaque are described by Fenelon in 

2. One might recall that in Political Justice Godwin illus
trates "disinterested benevolence" by saying that the benevolent man, 
if forced to save either his mother or Fenelon from a fire, would save 
Fenelon, an example of unselfish love that resulted in some controversy 
as seen in Godwin's response to the public in "Dr. Parr's Spital 
Sermon." 

3. Les Aventures de Telemaque, ed. Jacques Lamaison (Paris: 
Librairie Larousse, n. d.), pp. 7-10. 
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details as gory as Shelley's own descriptions of war in The Revolt of 

Islam. But more importaiit, Telemaque is a revolutionary retelling of 

the Homeric tale of Odysseus in which (in Homer's story) the son 

Telemachus makes a journey to find his father and, while doing so, 

hears the story of his father'3 military exploits. At the conclusion 

of Homer's epic Telemachus joins his father in a bloody battle to 

destroy the suitors who have endangered Odysseus1 property in Ithaca 

(his wife and his wealth or his identity). In Fenelon's retelling of 

the classical story, it is the son, not the father, who is the major 

concern. His supernatural tutor Minerva does not aid military exploits 

(as she does in Homer's tale) but prevents them and, in doing so, 

teaches Telemaque the values of the agrarian, equalitarian society as 

opposed to the war state. Minerva (like Rousseau's tutor in Emile and 

like Shelley in his Notes to Queen Mab) teaches respect for work as the 

true source of wealth, a hatred for luxuries that burden the poor for 

the benefit of the rich, and the need for an equal distribution of 

goods according to need. And in Telemaque Minerva prevents a war 

between the city of Salente and the Manduriens by the power of her 

words that cause the warriors to drop their weapons. Instead of a war, 

there is a fete, a traditional, pastoral festival of peace, celebrating 

the beginning of a new equalitarian society: 

les soldats des deux partis, cessant de se regarder d'un oeil 
ennemi, commencaient a s'entretenir sur leurs aventures. lis 
se delassaient deja de leurs travaux, et goutaient par avance 
les c^ouceurs de la paix. Plusieurs de ceux qui avaient suivi 
Idomenee au siege de Troie reconnurent ceux de Nestor qui 
avaient combattu dans la tn&ne guerre. lis s1embrassaient 
avec tendresse, et se racontaient mutuellement tout ce qui 
leur etait arrive depuis qu'ils avaient ruine la superbe 
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ville qui etait l'ornement de toute l'Asie. Deja ils se 
couchalent sur l'herbe, ae couronnaient de fleura, et 
buvaient ensemble le^vin qu'on apportait de la ville^dans de 
grands vases, pour celebrer une si heureuse journ^e. 

Fenelon presents his fete without ignoring what history has always 

been, a story of war and aggression. In the description of the fete, 

the men's conversation, in fact their respect for each other, is their 

acknowledgement of each other's bravery in battle. The stories they 

tell are war stories: they lament the destruction of Troy, but it was 

that military expedition that created the legends that make discourse 

possible. While acknowledging the limitations of man's fetes, Fenelon 

emphasizes the effect this adventure has upon young Telemaque, the 

potential citizen of the future whose ideal will be something other 

than his father's history of conquests. It is appropriate that 

Odysseus and Tel/maque are united at the novel's conclusion not in 

their "battle to reject the suitors but quietly and modestly in Eumaeus' 

humble rural cottage. 

The pastoral life Idealized in Fenelon's Telemaque is also the 

culmination of the youth's education in Rousseau's Emile (1762). 

Emile's education begins at a much earlier age than Telemaque's: 

4. "Thesoldiers on both sides stopped looking at each other 
with an enemy's eye and began to tell each other their adventures. 
They had already abandoned their work, and tasted by anticipation the 
sweets of the land. Many of them who had followed Idom^nee £their 
King7 to the siege of Troy knew Nestor's men who had fought in the same 
war. They embraced each other with tenderness, and told each other all 
that had happened since they had ruined that superb city that had been 
the ornament of all Asia. Already they laid down on the grass that was 
covered with flowers, and together, drank the wine that had been 
brought from the city in grand vases to celebrate such a happy day." 



56 

Rousseau, even more so than Fenelon, stresses civilization's betrayal 

of mankind and the necessity of preserving the child's "natural" good

ness by removing him from civilization's corruption at an early age. 

Emile is placed in a country retreat where he plays among things of 

beauty (Plato's ideal for educating a child in the Republic, a book 

that Rousseau calls in his Emile "the first treatise of education even 

written"). And in the country Emile's tutor introduces him to the 

true source of wealth: manual work that teaches Emile self-reliance. 

Emile's early education has been his development of self-esteem; now 

the tutor introduces him to a love for others—but still within a rural 

retreat, apart from the world's cities of oppression. In Emile's 

fifteenth year his tutor (seemingly by accident) allows him to find his 

Sophie in a rural setting where men live in beauty, take pride in their 

work, and are kind and generous. And after his year's travels with his 

tutor to find the perfect government, Emile (who has played, worked, 

and discovered love in the country) naturally decides that liberty is 

not to be found in any particular form of government but in the heart 

of man* Emile and Sophie become the governing spirits in a patriarchal 

rural community, "the earliest life of man, the most peaceful, the most 

natural, and the most attractive to the uncorrupted heart" (p. 438). 

Shelley's pastoral scene in Canto V of Revolt differs from 

Rousseau's in Emile or Helo'i'se, but both Shelley and Rousseau shared 

the same ideal of the equalitarian state. It was Rousseau's ability to 

make his public feel the virtues of true equality, based on an equality 

5. Emile, p. 8. 
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of possessions, that, for Shelley, made Rousseau comparable to the 

Christ figure in his "Essay on Christianity," (1817) and comparable to 

Plato, Christ, and Godwin in his "A Philosophical View of Reform" 

(1819). In the latter essay Shelley says that Plato and Christ (among 

the ancients) and Rousseau and Godwin (among the moderns) knew that 

equality of possession ... is a moral rather than a political 
truth and is such as social institutions cannot without mis
chief inflexibly secure. ... Equality in possessions must be 
the last result of the utmost refinements of civilization; it 
is one of the conditions of that system of society towards 
which with whatever hope of ultimate success, it is our duty 
to tend (Clark ed., pp. 253-54). 

Rousseau's novels, especially Helo'i'se, must have been valuable to 

Shelley in showing how an equalitarian society can be developed out of 

man's own perfection in love, his education from self-love to spiritual 

love. 

In Rousseau's Helo'i'se (as In Shelley's Revolt) love is the link 

between the truths of the sensual and eternal world. The educational 

progress of Rousseau's St. Preux and Julie (and of Shelley's Laon and 

Cythna) is from sensual love and a love of the beauty of knowledge to 

an approximation of Ideal Beauty, embodied in Rousseau's Julie and 

Shelley's Cythna. Julie is the "Nouvelle HeloTse": unlike the 

legendary Eloisa she has had a sexual relationship with her lover, and 

her progress from physical to spiritual love takes place in the world, 

not within the confines of a monastery. Julie has not been corrupted 

by her passion for St. Preux; it is the basis for her and St. Preux's 

assent into "intellectual beauty." 
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The power of Rousseau's Helo'fse is that tensions among leading 

characters are suggested and dramatized but kept under control.^ The 

f£te at Clarens, presided over by Julie (or passionate sensibility) and 

Wolmar (patriarchal, rational benevolence) is the celebration of the 

beginning of a new society in which all those who have loved each other 

will reside in Clarens for the mutual benefit of the group. Julie's 

lifelong friend Clare is a member of the Clarens retreat. 

I imagined ^Rousseau says of Helo'i'se in his Confessions? love 
and friendship ... in the most ravishing of forms. ... I 
imagined two women friends £julie and Clare?.... I gave 
one of them a lover £?t. Preu3ji7 to whom the other was a 
tender friend and even something more; but I allowed of no 
rivalry or quarrels or jealousy. ... (p.'400). 

St. Preux is invited to the fete and the retreat; he is attracted to 

Julie's friend Clare, but they are friends, not lovers, bound together 

by their mutual love of Julie. The hope is that under the paternal 

guidance of Wolmar (who refers to Julie and St. Preux as "mes 

y 
enfants") multiple, passionate relationships will be able to exist and 

enrich each other. The Clarens plan is that St. Preux will be the tutor 

of Julie and Wolmar's children (as he had been Julie and Clare's tutor) 

and that Clare and Julie will be mothers of both of their children; it 

is even suggested that Clare's son might marry his playmate, Julie's 

daughter. To inaugurate their new society St. Preux, Clare, and Julie 

work with the peasants to bring in the grape harvest. And after the 

6. For the idea of tension and unity in the pastoral tradition 
see Juliet Flower Mac Cannel, "Fiction and the Social Order," 
Diacritics, 5, No. 1 (Spring, 1975), 14-16. 

7. Helotse (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 1960), p. 473. 
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harvest there are country games with the peasants, a dance (in which 

Clare is most lively) and a harvest feast. But the ideal society does 

not succeed; tensions cannot be totally resolved. Julie dies, and in 

a letter written to Wolmar before her death, she states the impossi

bility of their utopia: her passion for St. Preux, she confesses, 

would have ruined the Clarens retreat. The novel ends in the failure 

of an ideal. 

Shelley's fete in Canto V of The Revolt of Islam, like 

Rousseau's in Helo'ise, lasts for only a short time. But the main dif

ference between their pastoral visions is that Shelley's is an alle

gorical f^te that does not exclude narration (a point that I will 

develop further in the final section of this chapter). Because Shelley 

is writing an allegory of a fete, he does not, like Rousseau, stress 

the tenuous balance between reason and passion at his harvest festival. 

Instead Shelley introduces seemingly unimportant data as if to suggest 

the usual pastoral tension between egotistical passions and communal 

unity, only to emphasize the total absence of such rivalry. In Canto 

II Laon refers to his first experience of a false friendship that 

caused him remorse before he knew Cythna. In Canto V the so-called 

false friend is reintroduced into the narrative but not to complicate 

sexual tensions between Laon and Cythna, for it was not sexual rivalry 

that separated the friends. In her Notes to Revolt Mary Shelley says 

that this character is "a memorial of a friend of /Shelley'aj youth" 

(p. 156); she is probably referring to Shelley's friendship with 

Thomas Jefferson Hogg who, in Shelley's life, was often the 
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friend-competitor in Shelley's relationship with first Harriet, then 

Mary, and, after Shelley's death, Jane Williams. But in Shelley's 

allegorizing of his ovm biography, there are no sexual tensions to dis

rupt the fete. The "friend" in Revolt is not a rival to Laon who must 

control his affections, but an extension of both Laon and Cythna. Both 

the friend and Cythna have been maligned by society—the friend, 

falsely accused of infidelity to laon, and Cythna raped by its most 

barbaric oppressor. Friends are reunited at the fete and are the basis 

for the communal celebration. 

Shelley's fete is more subdued than either Fenelon's or 

Rousseau's since it is a more ritualized feast, celebrating an ideal 

revolutionary society. It is a vegetarian feast; the revolutionary 

society will separate itself from the carnivore of history by eating 

only the fruits and vegetables that the earth freely gives to man. 

Rousseau's tutor in Emlle says that the child (who is "naturally" good) 

prefers vegetables to meat, citing his own observations of Emile and 

those of Petrarch. Shelley refers to this passage from Emile in his 

Notes to Queen Mab, and in the Revolt he inaugurates his new society of 

civilized men by returning them to their earlier, original propensity 

for living with rather than devouring their fellow creatures. Civili

zation, if it is to be revolutionized, must be formed on another basis 

than that of rapacity or cannibalism. There is no wine or dance at 

Shelley's fete as at Clarens. The discourse is not of war as in 

Telemaque but is of "Liberty/ And Hope, and Justice, and Laone's name" 

(V, 54). For society has given Cythna the name "Laone" (the female 
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counterpart of Laon); in Shelley's allegorical f^te individual identi

ties have been all but lost. A narrative not unlike that of Rousseau's 

at Clarens continues underneath the allegory, but the emphasis is on 

overlapping identities, not (as in Helo'i'se) personal rivalries that 

destroy an ideal community. 

Shelley's KS3Efll£ as an Epic Extension 
of the Autobiography 

It is important to see how Shelley utilized the traditional 

pastoral vision in the educational-autobiographical novel and, at the 

same time, found it necessary to extend his vision beyond the novel. 

The community at Clarens was a near success, an attempt to establish 

the ideal community of love that both Rousseau and Shelley desired in 

their own lives and attempted to create in their art. But the pastoral 

ideal in novels by Wollstonecraft and Godwin, disciples of Rousseau, is 

t 
not central to their vision: it is no more than a short-lived child

hood memory in Wollstonecraft's The Wrongs of Women, or Maria or an 

absent Edenic existence in Godwin's Mandeville, the thoughts of which 

fill the protagonist with despair. 

Mary Wollstonecraft's The Wrongs of Women, or Maria 

The spirit of Mary Wollstonecraft is pervasive in Shelley's 

Revolt as a force against oppression, female oppression in particular. 

In Revolt the figure who begins the revolution against tyranny (and, 

therefore, makes the fete possible) is modelled on the type of woman 

represented by Wollstonecraft and her literary creations—Mary in 

Wollstonecraft's first novel but, more important, Maria in her 
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fragmentary posthumous novel The Wrongs of Women, or Maria. In this 

novel Wollstonecraft, like Rousseau in HeloTse, attempted to create an 

ideal relationship of love to counterbalance the "wrongs" of society. 

In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman Wollstonecraft spoke against 

g 
the "divine right of husbands" that made women slaves, and in Wrongs 

of Women she emotionally dramatized what she had stated in her famous 

Vindication. The world in Wrongs of Women is a vast prison: Maria has 

been imprisoned for insanity by her despotic husband and separated from 

her newborn child. In her cell she hears the cries of other women 

maddened by forced marriages and society's general oppression of the 

woman. She hears the story of Jemima, her attendant from the lower 

classes, who has suffered all possible domestic and social tyrannies--

prostitution, imprisonment, the workhouse. Maria learns in her prison 

cell to extend her sympathies to women in general. And within the 

world of the prison Wollstonecraft tried to create an ideal story of 

love comparable to that of Julie and St. Preux. 

Like Rousseau's Julie, Maria is Intellectual Beauty. Woll

stonecraft attempted to make Maria the typical female beauty (a combi

nation of innocence and voluptuousness) and yet emphasize her excep

tional mind and soul: she has "infantine ingenuousness" and "feminine 

softness of features" but also the "exercised affections" that banish 

total innocence. She is well-built, but her "strength of mind" is 

what one sees: "the activity of her well-proportioned, and even 

8. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman with Strictures on 
Political and"Moral Subjects, ed. Charles W. Hagelman, Jr. (New York: 
Norton Library, 1967), p. 78. 
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voluptuous figure, inspired the idea of strength of mind, rather than of 

9 
body." In prison she begins to exchange books and then her life story 

with Henry Darnford, an "Alastor" figure with "untamed looks," who has 

spent most of his youth searching for an ideal society (p. 35). One of 

the books that Jemima brings Maria from Darnford is Rousseau's Helo'fse: 

"/Maria/ had read this work long since; but now it seemed to open a new 

world to her—the only one worth inhabiting" (p. 40). She catches a 

glimpse of Darnford out of her window, and when she returns to Helo'i'se, 

she combines the images of St. Preux and Darnford.^ 

The ideal sexual relationship, says Wollstonecraft in Vindica

tion, is one based on friendship and love, not on coquetry and 

gallantry (p. 252). Maria and Darnford experience love and friendship 

and with Jemima discuss the "wrongs of women" and society in general 

within the prison. But Wollstonecraft"s concluding fragments of the 

novel indicate that, even more so than Helo'i'se, Maria's story will be a 

tragedy. She goes from the prison to the courthouse to obtain a 

divorce from her husband who, to retain her property, refuses to give 

9. The Wrongs of Women, or Maria; a Fragment in Wollstone-
craft's Posthumous Works, I, 68-69. 

10. Mary Wollstonecraft, like Shelley, was both laudatory and 
critical of Rousseau. In a letter to Gilbert Imlay /The Love Letters 
of Mary Wollatonecraft to Gilbert Imlay (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippin-
cott, 1908), p. 4§7 she confesses thatshe is "half in love with 
£Rousseau7." The "half" is important. She loved the sensibility of t 
Rousseau in Emile and Heloise. But in A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman she attacks Rousseau's education of Sophie that differs from 
Emile's: Sophie is taught to please; Emile to question. And (what she 
especially deplored) Emile was to become the tutor for his "pupil-
wife." In order to rectify this kind of female subservience in educa
tion, Wollstonecraft argues for coeducation in her Vindication. 
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her freedom. The court rules against her, and Darnford (like Gilbert 

Imlay in Wollstonecraft's own life) deserts her. All that keeps Maria 

from committing suicide is Jemima's discovery that Maria's child is 

still alive. Maria's "lessons" are largely negative ones, for Woll

stonecraft herself had little hope for education in a world that, for 

her, was a despotic prison. "/Unti^ society be differently consti

tuted," she says in her Vindication, "much cannot be expected from 

education" (p. 52). 

While reading Wollstonecraft*s The Wrongs of Women in 1814, 

Shelley must have been affected by Maria's drug-induced surrealistic 

description of evil since he echoes its sounds and images in Cythna's 

narration of her imprisonment and madness in Canto VII of Revolt. In a 

memoir that Maria wrote to her child (not knowing whether the child was 

alive or not) and shares with Henry Darnford, she describes how she, 

while stupefied by drugs, remembered her imprisonment: 

The gates opened heavily, and the sullen sound of many locks 
and bolts drawn back, grated on my very soul, before I was 
appalled by the creeking /sic7 of the dismal hinges, as they 
closed after me. ... The door was opened slowly, and a 
murderous visage peeped out, with a lantern ... the stranger 
put down the lantern, and clasped his dreadful arms around me. 
... I was carried up the steps into a close-shut hall. A 
candle flaring in the socket, scarcely dispersed the darkness, 
though it displayed to rae the ferocious countenance of the 
wretch who held me (pp. 116-17). 

After being raped by a Turkish sultan, Cythna is taken by two 

of the sultan's slaves and made a prisoner in a subterranean cave. The 

description of one of the slave's handling of Cythna and the sound of 

the bolts reminds one of Maria's imprisonment. When the slaves carry 
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Cythna to a certain place in. the sea, 

the Ethiop there 
Wound his long arms around her, and with knees 

Like iron clasped her feet, and plunged with her 
Among the closing waves out of the boundless air. 

And among mightier shadows which pursued 
His heels, he wound: until the dark rocks under 

He touched a golden chain--a sound arose like thunder. 

A stunning clang of massive bolts redoubling 
Beneath the deep—a burst of water driven 

As from the roots of the sea. ... (VII, 9-11) 

Like Maria, Cythna experiences a period of madness, and like Maria, 

Cythna gives birth to a child that is taken away from her. But, unlike 

Maria's prison, Cythna's is symbolic of the universal mind. After 

giving birth to her child, Cythna gives birth to language; her mental 

awakening is followed by a volcanic eruption which frees her from her 

cave and into the action of the French Revolution (the central drama of 

Revolt to be discussed in the final chapter of this paper). Shelley, 

then, echoes Maria's surrealistic description of imprisonment to 

describe his heroine's imprisonment and state of madness before she is 

freed from her mental prison. But Maria's prison is the social prison 

of the novel, not an allegory of the mind; it is a vast prison of 

social oppression from which Maria is powerless to extricate herself. 

Like Shelley, Wollstonecraft had had to turn from narrative to 

allegory in order to create an ideal education. In one of her post

humously published fragments, "Cave of Fancy," she created an ideal 

world in which a young girl is provided with an ideal tutor. The girl 

is rescued from a shipwreck by a wise sage, Sagestus, who lives in a 
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hidden valley. Sagestus examines the body of the child's mother and 

sees in her face "signs of an improper education, gross prejudices that 

shaped a mind that had had greater possibilities."^" The sage decides 

that the child's misfortune is most fortunate. He calls her "Sagesta" 

and with the help of "pure spirits" begins to teach the child moral 

wisdom. In Revolt Shelley made a Mary Wollstonecraft figure society's 

teacher, and he created an allegorical framework for his epic like the 

"Cave of Fancy" that would place the "wrongs" of men and women within 

an ideal perspective. 

William Godwin's Mandeville 

Shelley praised William Godwin's Mandeville: A Tale of the 

Seventeenth-Century in England (1817) in his review of the novel in 

Leigh Hunt's Examiner, December 28, 1817. The novel is a study of how 

environment creates a misanthrope. Like Wollstonecraft's Wrongs of 

Women it is a study of "wrongs" with which Shelley, in his epic to 

counter despair, had to contend. In fact, one might see Shelley's 

Revolt as an epic rejoinder to Godwin's tale of despair; what might 

have saved Mandeville from damnation is dramatized in Shelley's Revo.lt. 

Godwin's Mandeville is not an autobiographical novel (like his 

Fleetwood or his St. Leon) but an educational novel based on principles 

from his Political Justice and Enquirer. In both of these works Godwin 

discusses the problem of finding the right tutor for a child. If the 

tutor is part of the world, he says in Political Justice, he has been 

11. "Extract of the Cave of Fancy. A Tale" in Posthumous 
Works, IV, 110. 
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contaminated by it, and if he is a recluse from it, his idealisms will 

not prepare the child for the world's abuses (Carter ed., pp. 37-38). 

In "Of Public and Private Education" in the Enquirer Godwin says that 

"All education is despotism ... £3emandinjj»7 implicit obedience" 

(p. 148). But he sees the most tyranny in a private education in which 

a mentor can observe his pupil too closely. 

Mandeville the "I" of the novel is Caulfield Mandeville who 

attempts to explain how his early education made it impossible for him 

to love himself or anyone else. His despotic Protestant tutor con

stantly reminded him of his family's torture by the Catholics in 

Ireland that led to the death of his parents and his life apart from 

his sister, Henrietta. He had no love for his tutor, who preached 

Christian humility and self-denial instead of the "self-reverence" he 

believed he should have been taught. As a young boy he knew the 

despotism of a private tutor; as a young man, he knew the restraint of 

public education. The boys at Winchester, he says, were governed "much 

12 
like a machine": even when the headmaster dismissed them, they still 

played out the only role they knew, that of despot and slave. The only 

affection he had known as a boy was awakened in him during his sister's 

eleven-day visit at the Mandeville estate. It was in this affectionate 

relationship between two equals that he found an early, if short-lived, 

freedom in which his mind and feelings could grow: 

/WhatJ was felt by one of us was imparted as it were elec
tricity to the other. ... in both of us the situation was 

12. Mandeville: A Tale of the Seventeenth-Century in England 
(Edinburgh, 1817), I, 218. 
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such, that it awakened in us faculties which otherwise might 
have slept. ... We leaped a gulf of years, and seemed to 
understand, what ordinary mortals do not. . • . (I, 179). 

But his story is a reflection upon what might have saved him from 

tragedy. On his way to Winchester, he compares his life on his uncle's 

estate to that of Henrietta's in her cottage in "The New Forest." As 

in Wollstonecraft's Wrongs of Women, the pastoral scene only reminds 

him of a life-in-beauty that he has never known. Henrietta has been 

reared in innocence and kindness; he, in a house of death. He 

speculates on what might have happened if he had lived with his sister: 

I also should have been a human creature, I should have been 
the member of a community, I should have lived with my fellow 
mortals on peaceful terms, I should have been as frank, as I 
now was invincibly reserved, suspicious, and for ever disposed 
to regard my neighbors with thoughts of hostility. I should 
then have been amiable and I should have been happyt But my 
fate was determined (I, 209-10). 

Caulfield goes mad temporarily in a scene that is highly praised by 

Shelley in his review of Mandeville. His sister attempts to restore 

him to health and virtue. Her pleading, Shelley says, "is the genuine 

doctrine of Political Justice presented in one perspicuous and impres

sive view" (Clark ed., p. 310). Henrietta leads Mandeville to the 

neighboring ruins where he had first compared his own education in 

death to her education in innocence. She becomes a teacher of love, 

reading an essay on friendship before teaching him the relationship 

between freedom and the laws of necessity: 

Consider /she say£/ that man ... obeys the necessities 
which he cannot resist. If he is corrupt, it is because 
he has been corrupted. If he is unamiable, it is because 
he has been 'mocked. ... Give him a different education, 
place him under other circumstances, treat him with as 
much gentleness and generosity, as he has experienced of 



harshness, and he would be altogether a different creature 
(II, 143). 

Then Henrietta preaches independence and the correction of hatred not 

by anger but by understanding. But her words have only a momentary 

effect upon Mandeville. His hatred for Clifford, Henrietta's future 

husband, ends in a duel that scars Mandeville for life, as his early 

education without human affection has done. Godwin, like Wollstone-

craft, realized how conditions work against the good man and certainly 

against the superior one: "The present order of society," Godwin says 

in an Enquirer essay, "is the great slaughterhouse of genius and of 

mind. It is the unrelenting murderer of hope and gaiety, of the love 

of reflection and the love of life. . . . Genius requires favorable 

circumstances to bring it to perfection" (p. 17). 

In his review of Mandeville Shelley expresses disappointment 

with Henrietta, who spoke to Mandeville so divinely and yet acted so 

commonly (by marrying Mandeville*s enemy Clifford and therefore 

abandoning her brother). Shelley admits that any other action on her 

part would have been "self-sacrifice." But, he concludes, 

one regrets that Henrietta, who soared far beyond her con
temporaries in her opinions, who was so beautiful that she 
seemed a spirit among mankind should act and feel no other
wise than the least exalted of her sex; and still more that 
the author capable of conceiving something so admirable and 
lovely should have been withheld by the tenor of the fiction 
which he chose from executing it to its full extent (Clark 
ed., p. 318). 

In his review of Godwin's novel Shelley is conscious of the 

limitations of "fiction" or the novel as contrasted to poetry. In his 

Revolt Shelley would have to transcend the despair of Wollstonecraft in 
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Wrongs of Women and Godwin in Mandeville to write "poetry in its most 

comprehensive sense" (Preface to Revolt, pp. 34-35). The education of 

Laon and Cythna is ideal: Laon, unlike Mandeville, is educated in the 

"favorable circumstances" necessary for genius, which means that both 

Laon and Cythna are not damned by a tyrannical tutor. Unlike Mande

ville (and unlike Shelley's own life as he presents it in the Dedica

tion to Revolt) Laon and Cythna do not know the tyranny of the school

room or (like the young Shelley of "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty") the 

tyranny of Christianity. As in the ideal education for children in 

Plato's Republic and Rousseau's Emile, they grow up in the beauty of 

nature, both "orphaned" to the extent that parental tyranny is not a 

part of their story. Mandeville only experienced an equalitarian 

education with affection in his eleven-day visit with his sister, but 

Laon and Cythna are each other's perpetual playmates and teachers 

during their prolonged childhood. Shelley allows one to feel that had 

it not been for the intrusion of the barbarians, they would have 

reached a level of civilization and enlightenment between themselves 

beyond that known in Shelley's own century. Moreover, in Shelley's 

Revolt the "sister" figure is not only the teacher of love who, like 

Henrietta, proclaims doctrines of love and necessity from Godwin's 

Political Justice. She is the passionate lover in her incestuous rela-

13 
tionship with her brother (in the first version of the epic), and in 

• 13. In Shelley's first version of the Revolt, called Laon and 
Cythna; or, The Revolution of the Golden City: A Vision of the Nine
teenth Century, Cythna is Laon's sister. Shelley's publisher Charles 
Oilier recalled the few copies of the first version that were released, 
fearing a negative public and governmental reaction to the incest 
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their physical-spiritual relationship they defy the taboos of a civili

zation that had corrupted a Mandeville and, in Shelley's eyes, a 

Henrietta as well* 

Shelley, unlike Rousseau, Wollstonecraft, and Godwin, was not 

content with the limitations o£ the novel. For authenticity his Laon 

and Cythna would have to be credible in their experiences, but as 

ideals in hiBtory, embodying the best human attributes of body, mind, 

and spirit, their progress would be their movement into Promethean 

dimensions. Laon is an allegorical coming together of Shelley, the 

classical Prometheus, the Christ figure, and nineteenth-century French 

Revolutionary martyrs. Cythna is a Mary Shelley figure but also the 

historical-allegorical fusion of Dante's Beatrice, Spenser's Britomart, 

Southey's Joan of Arc, and female heroines like Wollstonecraft during 

the French Revolution. Laon and Cythna are spiritual liberators, not 

victims of despair like Godwin's Mandeville, and they are embodiments 

of intellectual beauty that (unlike Henrietta or Maria or even Julie) 

never fall short of that ideal. 

Shelley's Revolt and the Interplay between 
Autobiography and Allegory 

In the Preface, the Dedication, and the first two cantos of The 

Revolt of Islam Shelley attempts to bring together autobiography and 

allegory. The progress of Revolt is not simply from autobiographical 

between Laon and Cythna in Canto VI. The revisions Shelley made for 
the second version of his epic (The Revolt of Islam) were primarily a 
redefinition of Laon and Cythna's relationship: she becomes not his 
sister but "an orphan" who lived with his parents (II, 21). 
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narrative to allegory; the autobiographical details that begin in the 

Preface continue throughout the epic as Shelley moves freely from 

individual narratives and identities to patterns of narration and over

lapping identities. In the Preface, for example, Shelley outlines his 

unique "accidental education" that made it possible for him to write an 

epic poem: he identifies himself as the Alastor poet who had known 

dangers "upon the brink of precipices'" and while "/sailing down mighty 

rivers"; and the poet of Mont Blanc who had "trodden the glaciers of 

the Alps" Cp. 34). But after introducing himself as the poet of par- ' 

ticular adventures suggesting particular poems, he places himself (and 

epic poets like "Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton") within his allegory 

of truth and falsehood that is dramatized in the Revolt. Truth is to 

be found in the works of epic poets (like himself) who write "fear

lessly ... with an utter disregard of anonymous censor" (p. 36). 

Falsehood is identified as the servile critic, the hireling of those in 

power, who attempts to denigrate the truths of the epic poet. Shelley 

places the epic poet's battle within the historical struggle between 

Hellenism and barbarism. Historically, Shelley says in his Preface, 

critics are the descendants of "Syrian captives" who gained power by 

serving their Turkish conquerors in an already destroyed Hellenic 

civilization (p. 36). And in the Revolt the allegorical battle is also 

between civilization or Hellenism and barbarism or Islam. In the 

Preface, then, Shelley's individual adventures are placed within an 

allegory of truth and falsehood, and his unique identity is upheld yet 

unified with past epic poets in their common struggle to perfect 
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themselves and civilization. The movement of the Revolt, as begun in 

the Preface, is a cyclic one from unique individual adventures to an 

allegorizing or unifying of them, and then back again to individual 

adventures. But when the poem returns to the unique adventures of its 

hero and heroine, both, while never losing their unique identities, 

take on the identities of past and present epic struggles similar to 

their own. The movement from the Preface to the Dedication to the epic 

poem itself is the overlapping and fusion of the identities: of 

Shelley and epic poets in the Preface; Shelley, Mary, Mary Wollstone-

craft, and Godwin in the Dedication; and of all the above with the 

traveller and the allegorical lady in Canto I, and with Laon and Gythna 

in Canto II, until the individual autobiography of Shelley-Laon becomes 

the narrative of all historical epic struggles from the fifth-century 

A. D. through Shelley's own time. 

In the Dedication to Revolt Shelley writes about personal 

experience to show that the epic will be an attempt to put his and 

Mary's despair, as well as his age's into perspective. He and Mary 

have endured many trials, he says, but "Now has descended a serener 

hour" (IX), one in which he can see beyond his own despair and that of 

history. Shelley's "confessional," unlike Rousseau's, is not specific 

but generalized or patterned in such a way that the story of his edu

cation is comparable to the life story of the lady-with-the-snake in 

the allegorical Canto I and Laon'8 story in Canto II. The pattern of 

all three narratives is first, the youth's joy in nature; second, his 

becoming aware of the oppression around him, either through personal 
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pain, or sympathy with others' suffering; and last, his dedication of 

his life to love or a battle against tyranny that in spite of perse

cutions continues to be his lifelong battle. 

In telling his story in the Dedication to Revolt) Shelley 

echoes his earlier poems not only to show continuity in his own life 

and art but to universalize the Shelley image. Tyranny for the young 

Shelley, he says in his Dedication, was the schoolroom, his first 

introduction to "a world of woes" (III). Before he devotes his life 

to freedom, the young Shelley of the Dedication experiences something 

like a spiritual vision: 

And then I clasped my hands and looked around— 
-But none was near to mock my streaming eyes. ... (IV) 

These lines echo his youthful vision and dedication to Intellectual 

Beauty in stanzas V and VI of "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty": 

I shrieked, and clasped my hands in ecstasy! (V) 

With beating heart and streaming eyes, even now 
I call the phantoms of a thousand hours. ... (VI) 

Moreover, in the Dedication to Revolt Shelley sees himself as the 

Alastor poet who, although he is with Mary and is not just the "Spirit 

of Solitude," still feels he is living in a state between "Death and 

Love" (X). In these lines he allows one to identify Shelley the 

Alastor poet with Laon, the poet-martyr of Revolt. 

This same identification of himself as the sacrificial poet 

figure is seen in his letters written about The Revolt of Islam to 

Byron and Godwin. In a letter to Byron on September 24, 1817, Shelley 

says he is indifferent to the public's reception of his poem in its 
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attack upon Christianity: 

'As to me, ' he says, 'I can but die; I can but be torn to 
pieces, or devoted to infamy most undeserved; and whether 
this is inflicted by the necessity of nature, and circum
stances, or through a principle pregnant, as I believe, with 
important benefit to mankind, is an alternative to which I 
cannot be indifferent1 (Letters, I, 557). 

In his letter to Byron Shelley sees himself within the Orphic tradition 

of the martyred poet. The question which he asks is one that his Laon 

and Cythna confront in The Revolt of Islam; Are the world's Orphic 

poets mutilated purposelessly in history, or are their persecutions 

meaningful? And in the narrative of Revolt the question is whether 

there is a difference between the foolish self-sacrifice of the mis

guided Christians and the martyrdom of the poet-revolutionaries, Laon 

and Cythna. In his letter to Byron Shelley's hope is that there is 

meaning in the life and death of the poet, but that hope is expressed 

cautiously, skeptically, so that it is both an expression of hope and a 

questioning of it. In his letter to Godwin on December 11, 1817, in 

response to Godwin's criticism of Revolt, Shelley again identifies him

self with the Laon-martyred poet and sees that identification as the 

power of the epic: 

The poem was produced by a series of thoughts which filled my 
mind with unbounded and sustained enthusiasm. I felt the 
precariousness of my life, and I engaged in this task, 
resolved to have some record of myself. Much of what the 
volume contains was written with the same feeling-~as real, 
though not so prophetic—as the communications of a dying 
man. ... I felt that it was in many respects a genuine 
picture of my own mind (quoted in Mary Shelley's Notes to 
Revolt, pp. 157-58). 

Shelley says that his Revolt has importance because (like Laon's words) 

it was spoken by one living in a state between "Death and Love." This 
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image of himself as the dying poet was so important to Shelley that he 

made it the epigraph of the Dedication to Revolt, a quotation from 

Chapman: 

There is no danger to a man, that knows 
What life and death is: there's not any law 
Exceeds his knowledge; neither is it lawful 
That he should stoop to any other law. 

Shelley's identification with the dying poet is an epic poet's seeing 

r 

himself as one with the epic adventurer—the figures of Orpheus, 

Odysseus, Aeneas, and Dante—those who have known heaven and hell or 

life and death. Like them he is the Alastor poet who has experienced 

life and death or the fullest epic adventures that qualify him to be an 

epic poet. 

In the Dedication to Revolt Shelley's Alastor image is his 

identification with the epic adventurer, but it is also autobiography. 

Mary Shelley in her Notes to Revolt indicates how much Shelley suffered 

from ill health and society's persecutions. Between 1816 and 1818 he 

experienced the suicide of his first wife, Harriet Westbrook; a second 

suicide, that of Mary's half sister, Fanny Imlay; and the refusal of a 

Chancery court to give him custody of his two children by Harriet. As 

he says in the Dedication, during this period of his life, friends 

deserted him (the Boinvilles, the Newtons, and William Godwin, for 

example^. But in the poem Shelley in identifying himself and his Laon, 

omits particular details of his life. In the Dedication his early 

marriage is referred to as his attempt to find "all sympathies in one"; 

particular details of separation, suicides, and Chancery-suits are 

omitted or generalized into the phrase "black despair" (VI). Shelley 
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in Revolt, then, is the autobiographical epic hero, authenticating his 

epic by relating his own experiences to that of his hero. At the same 

time, as an epic poet with hope that individual lives and deaths have 

meaning in history, he must stand above his adventures, generalize them, 

see them within an overall pattern in history or within an allegory of 

truth and falsehood that would give meaning to the particular details 

of man's life. 

Shelley's allegorical framework of Revolt (Canto I and XII: 

his narrative of Laon and Cythna in or approaching eternity) allowed 

him as an epic poet to put narratives within a perspective outside of 

14 
history. Before Laon tells his story in Canto II, an allegorical 

lady tells her story of life and death to a wanderer in despair over 

the outcome of the French Revolution (a personification of the 

nineteenth-century figure of "gloom" described in the Preface to Revolt 

whom Shelley hopes to teach in his epic). Goth the lady and the 

wanderer have just witnessed a battle between an eagle and a snake, or 

the allegorical battle between oppression and liberty in the French 

Revolution. To teach the wanderer hope, in spite of the snake's 

15 
defeat, the lady, with the snake on her bosom, . carries the wanderer 

14. According to Donald Reiman, the two voyages to the Temple 
of the Spirit in Cantos I and XII "were composed almost concurrently 
and perform parallel functions" (SC, V, 151). 

15. In the Ninth Book of the first edition of Southey's Joan 
of Arc there is an allegorical lady-with-a-snake who represents death: 
she carries the maiden Joan to a Cave of Despair where she, like 
Spenser's Red Cross Knight, refuses to take her life. Shelley uses an 
image usually associated with death to show how "fallen" or inverted 
man's truths are. And, of course, one way to reverse man's fallen 



78 

in her fragile boat to the Temple of the Spirit where Laon and Cythna 

have just arrived after their martyrdom in history. The story she 

tells the wanderer is an allegory of the narrative he will later hear 

from Laon and Cythna, the story that is told in Cantos II-XII of the 

epic. The story the lady-with-the-snake tells is of her spiritual 

transformation from an earthly Venus to a heavenly one. It is similar 

to Shelley's narrative in the Dedication, but it also has multiple 

echoes suggesting other narratives (like that of Laon and Cythna's) and 

other allegorical figures that universalize her tale and, in retrospect, 

place Shelley's own autobiography within her own allegorical one. Like 

Cythna in Canto IX the lady was reared "a free and happy orphan child," 

playing by the sea in the woods and mountains (I, 36). Her first 

vision is an echo of Shelley's in his "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty" and 

his Dedication to Revolt. 

But when the breathless heavens in beauty smiled, 
I wept, sweet tears, yet too tumultuously 

For peace, and clasped my hands aloft in ecstasy (I, 37). 

Like Laon's education, hers is not the common one in the oppressive 

schoolhouse that Shelley and Godwin's Mandeville knew. Laon learns 

his history lesson from the Grecian ruins; she learns hers from a dying 

poet, "A Youth with hoary hair," a figure not unlike the Alastor-

Shelley type, who taught her the "dark tale" of history (I, 37-38). 

Like Shelley in the Dedication and Laon in Canto II, the lady responds 

to her history lesson not as the common man does but with tears. 

state is through revolutions, and the traditional symbol of revolutions 
is the snake. 
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In. the following six stanzas of Canto I Shelley in the narra

tive of the lady condenses the story of his own Cythna as well as 

allegorical heroines like Spenser's Britomart or Southey's Joan of Arc 

and a type of revolutionary heroine like Mary Wollstonecraft. Like 

Cythna the lady receives visions during infancy that give her a 

sympathy for woes that she has never experienced (I, 35). And like 

Cythna it is during- a state of madness, vision, and dream that she 

receives her image of the "one thought" or "one image" that governs the 

universe and gives her the conviction to fight as a warrior against 

oppression (I, 39-44). If Shelley made his Laon the rational visionary, 

his Cythna, like visionaries in past epic traditions, is the recipient 

of visions and dreams that are made known to her before experience, are 

a guide to her during experience, and are verified after her experi

ence. Like Cythna's, the lady's experiences are total body-mind 

awakenings that correspond to the world's revolutions: 

When first the living blood through all these veins 
Kindled a thought in sense, great France sprang forth. ... 

(I, 39) 

In the lady's state of madness and vision, she, like Joan of Arc, falls 

in love with a Spirit of Love, not an individual lover. And with that 

Spirit to guide her (as it does Laon in Canto II once he has dedicated 

himself to freedom), she becomes the calm "angel" fighting for liberty 

or the Joan of Arc or Britomart martial maidens of any revolution for 

"liberty and truth" (I, 44).< When the battle is lost, she returns 

home but not in despair: she is sustained by the Spirit of Love who 
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had wooed her Into battle, and she dies when that "bright Star" comes 

to meet her (I, 46). 

According to Plato in his Timaeus, the Creator made one soul 

for each star, and if a man lives well, he goes to live happily in his 

16 
star after death. When the wanderer enters the Temple of the Spirit 

with the lady, she dissolves with the snake back into her permanent 

planet Venus suspended above the throne of the Spirit of Love in The 

Temple. Her story, then, is the education of an earthly Venus into 

that of a heavenly one, a story that, in Revolt, is echoed in figures 

like that of Mary Wollstonecraft. In the Dedication Shelley refers to 

Wollstonecraft as one "whose life was like a setting planet mild" 

(XII), and the lady-with-the-snake is compared by the wanderer to one 

like that planet fair, 
While yet the daylight lingereth in the skies. ... 

(I, 21) 

Wollstonecraft*s life pattern is similar to that of the heavenly Venus: 

she fought a mental battle to vindicate man's rights, and even after 

witnessing the terrors of the French Revolution, she wrote her opti

mistic Historical and Moral View of the French Revolution. And the 

pattern of spiritual transformation that Venus tells is a retelling of 

Diotima's lesson to Plato in his Symposium of how one moves from 

earthly love to spiritual love, from a love of all things to a love of 

the Idea or Spirit of Love. In Cantos II-XII Laon and Cythna will tell 

their own unique story, but the pattern will be the same as that of 

16. The Dialogues of Plato, trans. B. Jowett, 3rd ed. (London: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1892), III, 461. 
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Diotima's or Venus'a or Wollstonecraft's: they are martyrs of a revo

lution, victims of those whom they tried to educate, yet in spite of 

persecution, they retain hope in the principle of Love as a governing 

force in the universe. 

The rhythm of The Revolt of Islam is a movement back and forth 

from the autobiographical "I" of Shelley's abstracted autobiography to 

an allegory of the "One Mind" or Spirit of Love. In essays written 

after Revolt Shelley attempted to explain what he meant by the "One 

Mind." In his "Essay on Life" (ca. 1819) Shelley, like Wordsworth in 

his "Ode: Intimations of Immortality," says that the child makes no 

distinction between himself and what he sees and feels around him; it 

is only the poet in a state of "reverie" who retains the fundamental 

truth that life is "unity" and that distinctions between "I," "you," 

and-"they" are grammatical constructs, not truths (Clark ed., p. 174). 

This idea is repeated in "A Defence of Poetry" (1821) in Shelley's 

attempt to define the poet and "poetry in the most comprehensive 

sense": "A poet participates in the eternal, the infinite, and the 

one; as far as relates to his conceptions, time and place and number 

are not. The grammatical forms which express the moods of time, and 

the difference of persons, .and the distinction ofpplace are convertible 

with respect to the highest poetry" (Clark ed., p. 279). As the nar

rative of the Revolt develops, distinctions between persons, places, 

and times dissolve. For example, the public at the fete in Canto V 

calls its female liberator "Laone," for the two poet-revolutionaries 

are one in the public's mind. Laon becomes society's hero after his 
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story (his killing of three men who tried to kidnap Gythna) has been 

told in books written by a Grecian hermit who, for a period of seven 

years, helps restore Laon to health. Laon's identity, like Cythna's, 

becomes increasingly timeless as he is made legionary by a type of 

fifth-century Grecian tutor and adds to this Promethean legacy that of 

the crucified Christ: Laon had been crucified by the Islamic 

oppressors who kidnapped Cythna, but saved from death by the Grecian 

tutor. It is Hellenism that saves him (and history) from further 

barbarism, but Laon develops into a mythic figure that is an improve

ment upon Hellenism. Like the Prometheus of Shelley's later epic, he 

becomes the Hellenic revolutionary ideal of the Titan fighter against 

tyranny and the Christ-like moral prophet of a later era, teaching 

passive resistance and a new kind of revolutionary society. Laon, 

first seen as an extension of Shelley in the Preface and Dedication, 

gradually becomes indistinguishable from all revolutionary idealists to 

be found in all places (France or Greece or Islam) and in all times 

(from fifth-century A. D. to the nineteenth-century). 

But it is essential that Shelley enrich (and complicate) his 

epic by shifting constantly from the allegorical back to the narrative. 

Language, Shelley says in "A Defence of Poetry," 

is vitally metaphorical; that is, it marks the before unap
prehended relations of things and perpetuates their 
apprehension until the words which represent them become, 
through time, signs for portions or classes of thoughts 
instead of pictures of integral thoughts; and then, if no 
new poets should arise to create afresh the', associations 
which have been thus disorganized, language will be dead 
to all the nobler purposes of human intercourse (Clark 
ed., p. 278). 



Shelley was aware of the necessity of the poet's keeping language 

alive, especially the.language of abstractions or values. In The 

Revolt of Islam he knew that the poet-revolutionary always had to be in 

the process of re-creating his own allegory in response to his public, 

to changing history, and to his own reflections upon what he has 

experienced. For Revolt is a revolutionary epic—it is the poet's 

battle against the priesthood and religious idolatries in which igno

rance and superstition turn a Christ-language of love into a dead, 

oppressive language of fear and self-denial. Laon and Cythna must be 

both spiritual presences and living, developing individuals that are 

representative of the ideal in man because they continue to be in the 

process of perfecting themselves. 

The interplay of narrative and allegory (Laon and Cythna as 

individuals and representatives of an ideal) can be seen in the fete of 

Canto V in the Revolt. Laon and Cythna meet after being separated for 

seven years, yet Cythna speaks to him not as his lover but as Laone, 

the "Priestess of this holiest rite" who, seated at the top of the 

Altar of the Federation, is society's symbol of equality (V, 48). The 

city that is being created around her Altar is an echo and improvement 

upon the ideal Athenian city-state. The Altar itself, built by the 

people overnight, is of immeasurable height: Laon compares the summit 

of the Altar to that of "Athos seen from Samothracia" (V, 43), and 

when he first sees it in the early morning, he compares it to "a vast 

Island from the Ocean" (V, 40), suggesting a parallel between man's 

creation and the Temple of the Spirit in Canto I or even the mythic 
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city of the Lost Atlantis. For in this peaceful, ritualistic ideal of 

a French revolutionary society, a new and better Athens is being 

created. Shelley in his "On the Manners of the Ancient Greeks" says 

that history has improved upon the Athenian city-state by giving woman 

an equality with man (an ideal in Plato's Republic but not an actuality 

in the Grecian state). Laone, then, is a symbol of the equality of 

which she speaks, a symbol of the combined powers of reason and love 

once enslaved by a tyrannical, patriarchal society. Moreover the 

small Athenian city-state has been internationalized around her altar: 

her congregation is from many nations responding with reason and feel

ing to "Laone" or their own "natural" right of equality. 

But unlike the "Iberian Priest," the Christian symbol of 

oppression in Revolt, Laone is not a static, dead symbol. After her 

speech on equality she leaves her throne at the top of the marbled 

Altar of the Federation and moves without her veil among the masses 

during the fete. Rousseau in his Social Contract says that no society 

can exist without the mysteries of religion that move people emotion-

17 
ally without having to persuade them. But in this ideal equalitarian 

society the people understand the mystery that they celebrate. When 

Laone descends from her throne and moves silently among the people, 

she does not lose her power, for she never pretends to be supernatural. 

She is and represents that which is best and freest in the people once 

they have been educated out of Christian debasement into "Love, Hope, 

17. The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole 
(New York: Dutton, 1950), pp. 40-42. 
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and Self-Esteem." She is that "liberty" and "love" and "equality" that 

allowed them to build the Altar of the Federation and its sculpture and 

to sing revolutionary hymns to this newly found release of human, 

18 
creative energy. What distinguishes Laone, the "Priestess of this 

holiest rite," from the counterrevolutionary Iberian Priest is her own 

(and the public's) recognition of herself as familiar and symbolic (as 

the human Cythna and the allegorical Laone). In Canto V and in the 

entire epic Shelley does not allow his abstractions or his symbols to 

separate themselves from the creators of the symbols or the wor

shippers: Laone is an extension of the "general will," a means of the 

public's worshipping the best in itself. But in order to prevent his 

symbol from dying (to prevent a separation between the symbol and its 

human signification), Shelley must allow Laone free movement from the 

throne to communion with the masses during the fete. Therefore, the 

poem moves from allegory to narrative, then back to allegory (the two 

being inseparable in the figure of Laone in Canto V); from public 

ritual to private vision (from the fete in Canto V to Laon and Cythna's 

reunion on the Grecian ruins in Cantos VI-IX); and from public symbol 

to the reflective, confessional "I" (for one is never allowed to forget 

that Laon is Shelley). In Revolt Shelley wanted his readers to feel 

the power of abstractions like "love," "liberty," and "equality." Laon 

and Cythna keep these abstractions alive in their personal narrative in 

18. See Gerald McNiece's chapter on The Revolt of Islam in 
Shelley and the Revolutionary Idea, especially pp. 203-205. 
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which they experience, question, and rediscover the power of what they 

allegorically represent. 



CHAPTER 4 

SHELLEY'S REVOLT AND TRAVEL LITERATURE 

In The Revolt of Islam Shelley places his narrative within an 

allegory of man's origin, his fall, and finally a conscious return to 

his origin. These myths are necessary for Shelley in his epic attempt 

to explain how man became capable of evil and how he might become what 

he aspires to be. In writing his revolutionary epic against "Kings, 

Priests, and statesmen" he redefines myths of both man's origin and his 

fall in order to correct the errors of Christianity, especially the 

idea of man's guilt for the bloodiness of history. 

In order to define his myths of the origin and the fall, 

Shelley studied the primitive man as he was described by travel writers 

in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century. These writers 

journeyed to countries outside of Europe—to the Americas, Africa, and 

Russia--in search of the first man, unblessed or.untainted by Western 

civilization. They asked questions similar to Shelley's own: Who is 

"natural," uncivilized man? Is he happier or in any way superior to 

the enlightened European? If he is naturally good, how does one 

explain his fall into cannibalism? In the concrete data provided by 

travel writers Shelley could study early man objectively apart from the 

Christian myth of origin and fall. Moreover the travel literature he 

read is partially or totally autobiographical: authors not only record 

data from firsthand experience, but also their own mental reaction to 

87 
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what they see. In his Confessions Rousseau explains how he discovered 

the primitive man of his "Discourse on Inequality": "Wandering deep 

into the forest [of Saint-Germain/, I sought and I found the vision of 

1 
those primitive times, the history of which I proudly trace." Like 

Rousseau travel writers explore their own minds to find the primitive 

within; in their studies of dreams and states of madness they are led 

back to their earliest preconscious sensations or, for Rousseau, 

Shelley, and the travel writers, to the time of childhood, that savage, 

precivllized period of man's life. Shelley turned to these early pre-

anthropological studies in order to rethink the myths of man's 

beginning, middle, and end. 

Between 1814 and 1818 Shelley and Mary read travel literature 

such as Mungo Park's Journal of a Mission to the Interior of Africa 

(1795-1805; Sir John Barrow's Journal of an Embassy to China (1807); 

Bryan Edwards' History of the West Indies (1793-94); Kotzebue's Account 

of his Banishment to Siberia (1806); John Davis's Travels in the United 

States (1803); William Robertson's History of the Americas (1777); and 

Mary Wollstonecraft's Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark 

2 
(1796). These writers were explorers, naturalists, missionaries, 

1. Confessions. p. 362. 

2. Mungo Park, Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa; 
Performed in the years 1795, 1796, and 1797. With an Account of a Sub
sequent Mission to that Country in 1805 (London: J. Murray, 1816); Sir 
John Barrow, Some Account of the Earl of Macartney and a Journal of an 
Embassy to . . . China (London: T. Cadell and W. Davies, 1807); Bryan 
Edwards, The History Civil and Commercial of the British Colonies in 
the West Indies (Charleston: E. Morford, Willington & Co., 1810); 
August F. F. von Kotzebue, L'Annee la plus Remarquable de ma Vie; 
Sulvie d'un Refutation des M^moires Secrets sur la Russie (Paris: 
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historians, or commercial enterprisers. All were empiricists who 

delighted in recording objective details about the primitive people 

they observed. Mungo Park, for example, was a surgeon, but he was also 

a botanist of sorts as well as an early engineer and linguist: he 

describes trees and flowers from central Africa and includes sketches 

of them in his Journal (along with sketches of bridges and tribal com

munities). When he enters an African hut, he measures the thickness of 

the walls. On his first African journey he records at least the 

numerals of every tribe he encounters and a more extensive list of 

common words spoken by the Mandingoes; on his second journey he uses 

his telescope to mark his exact location in relation to the stars. 

Bryan Edwards gives a detailed account of the fruit indigenous to 

Jamaica and discusses the probable origin of the Caribbean Islands from 

volcanic eruptions of underwater mountains (Buffon's theory supported 

by his own discovery of shells and petrified rock in the mountains of 

Jamaica). Like Park he was also an early linguist in his attempt to 

compare basic words in the language of the West Indian "Charaibe" to 

Buisson, 1802); John Davis, Travels of Four Years and a Half in the 
United States of America (London: T. Ostell, 1803); William Robertson, 
The Works of William Robertson (London: W. Sharpe and son, 1820); Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, 
Norway and Denmark (London: J. Johnson. 1796). Shelley and Mary read 
Mungo Park's Journal, Barrow's Journal, Edwards' History, and Woll
stonecraft' s Letters in 1814; Kotzebue's Siberian exile in 1815; and 
Davis's Travels in 1817. Mary lists Robertson's History in her 1815 
reading list; Shelley read or re-read that history in 1820. Shelley 
and Mary read an English translation of Kotzebue's journal, originally 
written in German. My quotations are from a French translation of that 
journal. 
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those in French, English, and oriental dialects (Park, I, 5, 39; II, 

123, et passim and Edwards, I, 5, 22-25, 121-25). 

Frequently travel writers express pride in the fact that they 

are empiricists who have experienced what they write. In his Preface 

to his Travels in the United States John Davis contrasts his living 

"biography" to the histories written by men in "academic closets": 

While contemporary writers were wandering in imagination with 
Ulysses and Aeneas, and growing giddy with the violence of 
poetical tempests, I was performing a sailor's duty in a ship 
of nine hundred tons, and encountering the gales of the pro
montory of Africa. I have visited many places in the eastern 
section of the globe. I have been twice to India. I am 
familiar with St. Helena, and Batavia, and Johanna, and 
Bombay, and Tilllcherry, and Goa, and Cochin, and Anjengo. 
I was four months at Canton; and I have toiled up the Table 
Mountain at the Cape of Good Hope (p. 3). 

In the Preface to Revolt Shelley speaks the language of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth-century explorer in his summary of adventures 

that qualify him to be a poet: 

I have been familiar from boyhood with mountains and lakes 
and the sea, and the solitude of forests: Danger, which 
sports upon the brink of precipices, has been my playmate. 
I have trodden the glaciers of the Alps, and lived under the 
eye of Mont Blanc. I have been a wanderer among distant 
fields. I have sailed down mighty rivers, and seen the sun 
rise and set, and the stars come forth, whilst I have sailed 
night and day down a rapid stream among mountains (p. 34). 

The poet of Alastor has known danger sailing down "mighty rivers," and 

the poet of "Mont Blanc" and coauthor with Mary of a Journey of a Six 

Weeks Tour has traveled to Switzerland and, with Mary and Clare, 

journeyed across the Alps. 

In an age that believed truths must be experienced, it is not 

surprising that literary artists and their fictive characters speak 
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like explorers and that, frequently, they are also anthropologists who 

footnote their works with references to their own travel adventures. 

Mary Shelley in her novel Frankenstein (1818) has Frankenstein's poet 

friend Henry Clerval speak the language of the travel writer to show 

how a true poetic imagination is based upon lived experience: IfI have 

seen ... the most beautiful scenes of my own country. I have visited 

the lakes of Lucerne and Uri. ... I have seen this lake agitated by a 

tempest. ... I have seen the mountains of La Valais, and the Pays de 

3 
Vaud. ..." Before writing Queen Mab, Shelley read Count Volney's 

Ruins; or Meditations on the Revolution of Empires (1793) in which a 

wanderer in despair over the ruins of great civilizations is taught his 

epic history lesson of the present, past, and future by a supernatural 

"Genius." Volney footnotes his poem with observations from his own 

study of the ruins in the near East; his imaginative, poetic specula

tions are given factual credence by details from his well-known travels. 

Robert Southey (whom Shelley met in 1812) wrote extensive footnotes 

from travel literature to three of his epics, Thalaba the Destroyer 

(1801), Madoc (1805), and The Curse of Kehama (1809), all of which 

Shelley reread in 1814. Individual books of both Thalaba and Kehama 

contain extensive references to travel literature in the near and far 

East, and each book of Madoc is followed by references to South 

American travel literature or to some of Southey's own observations in 

Wales. Perhaps Southey thought that the physical-spiritual journeys of 

3. Frankenstein (New York: Pyramid Books, 1957), pp. 134-35. 
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Madoc, Thalaba, and Ladurlad (in Kehama) would appear lesa fanciful if 

substantiated by actual travel accounts. 

Man's Origin 

The travel writers Shelley read were, like himself, believers 

in perfectibility who saw uncivilized man as inferior or, more 

correctly, in an earlier stage of development than the advanced Euro

pean civilizations. The political beliefs of these travel writers were 

quite different: Bryan Edwards was a plantation owner in Jamaica who 

fought against the abolition of the slave trade in the Jamaican legis-

4 
lature and, after 1794, in the British House of Commons. John Davis, 

on the other hand, makes a strong plea in his Travels not only against 

the slave trade but for the emancipation of slaves in the Americas. 

Kotzebue, though exiled by Czar Paul I for "Jacobean" lines in his 

dramas, never ceases to praise and sympathize with Paul and his suc

cessor Alexander. In contrast John Barrow and Mary Wollstonecraft 

judge any despotic government to be semi-barbaric. Yet, like Shelley, 

as believers in man's perfectibility through reason, all have common 

assumptions about primitive man. 

Travel writers never tire of describing the natural goodness of 

man: John Davis describes the familial warmth of the American Negro; 

Kotzebue, that of the Russian peasant; Mungo Park, the affection in the 

African tribal hut; Wollstonecraft, the emotional comfort of the Nor

wegian peasant home; and Bryan Edwards, the gentleness of the nations 

4. Preface to Mungo Park's Journal, II, 22. 
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of Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and Cuba. But as believers in man's perfect

ibility through reason, they saw the primitive as naturally good but 

also barbaric. He is, as Kotzebue says, ignorant and superstitious but 

he has a "penchant pour le bien" (p. 333). What Kotzebue is saying is 

that the primitive is ignorant but redeemable: he is not naturally 

vicious (Hobbes1 theory) and, therefore, can be educated into virtue. 

With their belief in educated virtue, these writers always qualify 

their praise of the "natural" man. For example, after Kotzebue praises 

man's "penchant pour le bien," he describes the Kurganiens, Siberian 

peasants "qui ont eu le bonheur de conserver leur innocence et les 

5 
vertus du premier age." He praises them for generously taking him to 

their fetes, even before they knew his dramas had been highly praised 

in England and France. Kotzebue describes one Kurganian f^te with its 

plentiful food, lively dances, and happiness, but he is always the 

artist who separates himself from the peasants' noisy, unrefined 

revelries. Like Kotzebue, Mary Wollstonecraft is sometimes attracted 

but most often bored by the simple, ignorant life of the peasant. One 

refrain keeps appearing in her Letters; "The grand virtues of the 

heart ... depend more on the understanding, I believe, than is 

generally imagined" (p. 79). 

Like the travel writers, and following a long tradition of 

Western ethics, Shelley believed that one must be wise in order to be 

virtuous, that man must be educated to act morally, not just 

5. "Who have had the happiness of preserving the innocence and 
virtues of the first age" (p. 333). Translations are my own unless 
stated otherwise. 
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instinctively. In Canto I of Revolt the lady-with-the-snake teaches 

the wanderer the allegory of history beginning with the birth of the 

Spirit of Good and the Spirit of Evil. She attributes no qualities of 

goodness or evil to original man. He is described only in his help

lessness before his fall: 

'The earliest dweller of the world, alone, 
Stood on the verge of chaos. . . . (I, 26) 

Shelley's "earliest dweller" does not differ from uneducated 

innocence at any period of man's history. In Canto VIII Cythna 

describes the helpless, innocent maidens on a slave ship who, before 

her intercession, were to be taken to the Turk's seraglio. They are 

earth's purest children, young and fair, 
With eyes the shrines of unawakened thought, 

And brows as bright as Spring or Morning, ere 
Dark time had there its evil legend wrought. ... 

(VIII, 29) 

These nineteenth-century maidens, like Shelley's earliest man, are 

innocent, but they are not moral. Their purity is based on an igno

rance of evil ("unawakened thought") that will last no longer than 

"Spring or Morning." In Canto X Laon piteously describes the actions 

of young maidens in "The City of Gold" who are as innocent and beau

tiful as those on Cythna's ship. They allow themselves to be sacri

ficed on one of the Iberian Priest's three hundred funeral pyres to 

expiate the wrath of a Christian God: 

they laid them down, 
And sang a low sweet song, of which alone 

One word was heard, and that was Liberty. ... 
(X, 48) 
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These maidens wish for the good but do not know how to act for the 

good. In their innocence they respond to false teachers (like the 

Iberian Priest) of the City of Gold. The maidens on Cythna's ship have 

a happier end: the mariners react to Cythna's lesson of love by turn

ing the ship from its destination (the Turk's seraglio) to an island 

where the mariners and the maidens become lovers. Cythna liberates the 

slave ship and its lovers and with them enters the City to reeducate 

its people. The young mariners and the innocent maidens have been edu

cated to become society's revolutionaries. 

Cannibalism, Man's Fall from Natural Goodness 

Travel writers faced the problem of the origin of evil in their 

response to cannibalism. If, they ask, man is born with the tendency 

to do good, how can one explain cannibalism, which is unknown even to 

the most ferocious beasts? James Monboddo in his Origins of Language 

(1733-36) and Bryan Edwards in his History of the West Indies say that 

cannibalism is not natural but acquired: original man, they say, was a 

herbivore and became an animal of prey and later a cannibal. Monboddo 

stresses the moral changes that were brought about by man's becoming a 

carnivore, such as his increased aggressiveness in war.^ 

In Queen Mab and in the Revolt Shelley attempts to explain the 

origin of evil through man's fall from herbivore to carnivore. In his 

Notes on Queen Mab he says that the original man was a gentle 

6. Monboddo, Of the Origin and Progress of Language (1773; 
rpt. Menston, England: Scholar Press, 1967), I, 205-206, 208 and 
Edwards, I, 259-60. 
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herbivore; man's original sin was his eating of meat that brought him 

physical and mental disease. The madness caused by meat eating, 

Shelley says, caused man to commit crimes, to murder, and to tyrannize. 

Shelley does not repeat his diatribe against meat eating in Revolt, but 

in Canto II of that epic Laon murders three men who had captured Cythna 

for the seraglio. Laon's killing and man's original sin of meat eating 

are connected in Canto III in Laon's dream of cannibalism (to be dis

cussed later) and in Canto V in which the revolutionary society cele

brates with a vegetarian fete its return to harmony with living things: 

the instinct to kill which was Laon's fall would be purged out of an 

entire society. 

This myth of meat eating is important to Shelley as a correc

tion of the Christian myth that sees Adam's fall as his disobedience of 

his Creator. In Shelley's myth man sinned against himself (not a 

personal God), and the myth suggests an obvious way for man to correct 

his mistake: if he returns to his original state as herbivore, 

gradually the physical and moral ills he has forced upon himself will 

disappear. The sin (and its implied correction) is stated simply and 

concretely, whereas Christian sin is too vague and mysterious to sug

gest any possible correction by rational man. Shelley's myth has the 

sanctions of a past classical tradition and a nineteenth-century 

scientific one. In his Notes on Queen Mab Shelley quotes Petrarch, 

Horace, and Pliny on vegetarianism as well as scientific evidence like 

Dr. John Frank Newton's Defence of Vegetable Regimen (Hutchinson ed., 

pp. 826-28, 831, 834). 
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But Shelley's myth of meat eating does not explain the original 

fall. What caused early man to become a carnivore? In both the Notes 

on Queen Mab and the Revolt Shelley suggests the inevitability of the 

fall to correspond with some cosmic event, the shifting of the earth on 

its axis in Queen Mab and the victory of the Spirit of Evil in the 

Revolt. In the allegory of history told by the lady-with-the-snake in 

Canto I of Revolt earliest man sees a battle between the Spirit of Evil 

(the "blood-red Comet") and the Spirit of Good (the "Morning Star"), 

and when the Spirit of Evil triumphs, "in dreadful sympathy" he kills 

his brother (i, 26). Man's inevitable fall through cosmic sympathy is 

a valuable idea for Shelley since it takes most of the burden of guilt 

off man's shoulders. Christianity's most grievous error, for Shelley, 

is its emphasis on man's guilt for the fall, a burden that causes man 

to hate himself. Self-hatred breeds a hatred for others and more 

bloodshed, guilt, and sin—a morass of wars and atrocities without end. 

In his myth of the fall Shelley does not want to relieve man of all the 

responsibility for the fall, since he sees man as a moral agent both 

passively receiving the laws of the universe and acting in harmony with 

them. But he wants to relieve man of the complete burden of his 

actions—centuries of wars and bloodshed—that force him to spend his 

life in atonement for the past, not in perfecting himself in the 

present and future. The idea of the inevitability of the fall not only 

. frees man of guilt for the fall but also assures him of his own moral 

revolution whenever the Spirit of Good wins its battle against the 

Spirit of Evil, a cosmic event that the lady in Canto I of Revolt says 



is assured. A physical-moral revolution of all living things in all 

places is inevitable. In Queen Mab, Revolt, and in Prometheus Unbound 

Shelley realizes that it would take a cosmic revolution as well as 

individual revolutions in harmony with it to defeat the triple-headed 

monster of "Kings, priests and statesmen." 

But even the myth of man's fall through meat eating suggests 

both man's responsibility for the fall and its inevitability. In his 

History of the West Indies Bryan Edwards says that the West Indian 

"Charaibe" fell into cannibalism because of his instincts of "conscious 

equality and native dignity" that caused him to die rather than become 

a slave of his oppressor and to devour his enemy before being conquered 

by him (I, 35). And in Revolt Shelley's narration of Laon's fall is 

similar to Edwards' account of the "Charaibe" whose cannibalism, though 

vicious, is also noble. Striking out at a tyrant is the action of 

primitive, oppressed man fighting with his natural instinct of freedom. 

Shelley's study of the education of Laon as a child in Canto II 

of Revolt is also his study of savage instincts. "The savage," Shelley 

says in "Defence of Poetry," "is to ages what the child is to years" 

(Clark ed., pp. 277-78). Shelley and his age had no idea of man as a 

species evolving from lower animal forms; consequently, each child in 

his preconscious state was thought to resemble the savage, ignorant 

like the child of civilization. Rousseau in Emile says that the child 

and the savage share the same instincts of self-preservation, a sense 

of freedom, a desire for happiness instead of pain, and a tendency to 

pity rather than torment others (p. 253). And in Revolt Shelley's 
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child Laon has the heroic instincts and limitations of the savage: 

like the savage Laon has instincts of equality and goodness; like the 

savage he attacks anything that might threaten his freedom; and like 

the savage he must learn that bloodshed leads to further bloodshed. 

Shelley, like Bryan Edwards in his judgment of the primitive 

"Charaibe," sees Laon's instinctive act as somewhat noble and certainly 

inevitable. Laon is "natural" man defending his sense of equality, an 

idea that is common in the travel literature Shelley read. In the 

"infancy of nations," Count Volney says in his Ruins, when man was 

neither the salve nor master of another, "the firmness of the people 

repelled tyranny; men had contracted too long habits of independence; 

they had too much consciousness of their own strength."^ But Laon's 

instinctive killing and his cry for liberty led to a revolution and the 

destruction of the Grecian city. As Laon is carried by three Turks to 

a column above the city, he sees the result of the revolution: his 

people have been slaughtered; their crops have been destroyed, and the 

city is in flames. The enemy has not only captured Grecian maidens for 

the Turk's seraglio, but, having met resistance, destroyed the city. 

In pain and madness, enchained on the column for four days, Laon has a 

nightmare of cannibalism, his consciousness of his fall into history, a 

nightmate of oppression in which men like animals of prey devour each 

other: 

Methought that grate was lifted, and the seven 
Who brought me thither four stiff corpses bare, 

7. Ruins; or. Meditations on the Revolution of Empires 
(Dublin: Hood and Cuthell, 1811), p. 42. 
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And from the frieze to the four winds of Heaven 
Hung them on high by the entangled hair: 
Swarthy were three—the fourth was very fair: 

As they retired, the golden moon upsprung, 
And eagerly, out in the giddy air, 

Leaning that I might eat, I stretched and clung 
Over the shapeless depth in which those corpses hung. 

(Ill, 25) 

The three "swarthy" corpses are the three Turks that Laon killed; the 

woman whose flesh he attempts to eat is Cythna whom Laon had abused 

rather than protected by not realizing, as she did, that her capture 

was inevitable. In Canto VII Cythna (whose pattern of education is 

like Laon's) also has a dream of cannibalism in which the eagle who 

brings her food in her subterranean cave, brings her pieces of Laon's 

body. The pattern of their response to Laon's killing and her rape is 

the same: a fall into remorse and madness, a nightmare of cannibalism, 

and an inversion of their earlier life in equality, innocence, pleasure, 

and love. 

The history into which Laon and Cythna have fallen is the 

counterrevolution of Revolt. Unlike the travel writers and like 

Rousseau, Shelley sees cannibalism not just as the tragedy of primitive 

man but of the "civilized" European as well. In his "Origin of 

Language" Rousseau compares primitive and advanced cannibalism: wars, 

he says, are a relapse into cannibalism, a manhunt in which those who 

• 
conquer neglect to devour their victims. The City of Gold in Revolt 

8. Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Gottfried Herder, On the 
Origin of Language, trans. John H. Moran and Alexander Gode (New York: 
Ungar Pub., 1966), p. 35. 
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is cannibalistic even though its leader is a Christian-European not the 

pagan "Charaibe" or South Sea Islander. 

The travel writers Shelley read say that the most barbaric 

religions are cannibalistic sacrifices to appease an angry god. 

According to Bryan Edwards there are three degrees of primitive 

religious superstition: the most degenerate is the human sacrifice 

that, he says, still practiced in Guiana and once was practiced in 

all nations of the earth; the second is the self-sacrifice of primi

tives like the "Charibes" who wound themselves to appease their God of 

wrath; and the third, the religion of ignorance practiced by primitives 

like the Jamaicans with their tyrannical king and priest (I, 54; 78-84). 

For Edwards Europe's Christian, Protestant religion is superior to 

these superstitions. In Revolt Shelley shows that nineteenth-century 

Christian barbarism is not unlike savage superstition except that its 

strategies are more vicious and cunning. The priest of the counter

revolution in Revolt is an Iberian Priest, a symbol of the Spanish 

Inquisition and of Christianity in general. In Canto X he prevents a 

war between different religions (each declaring its God to be the one 

God) by his language of hate and fear that frightens the masses into 

submission. For Shelley the basis of Christianity and of all religions 

(primitive and civilized) is fear, the present fear of guilt and the 

future fear of eternal damnation. The Iberian Priest orders first one 

funeral pyre and then three hundred to accommodate the mass hysteria of 

killings and self-sacrifices. In the Iberian Priest's manipulation of 

fears and superstitions, Shelley has brought together the three degrees 
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of religious degeneracy described by Bryan Edwards: the sacrifice of 

human victims (the masses who bring their relatives to the pyre); self-

sacrifices (like the maidens who die singing of liberty); and the 

entire fearful pageantry sponsored by the Priest and the Turkish 

sultan, the sultan powerless without the added power of fear and 

religious superstition. The only difference between the New World and 

the Old World cannibals is the Old World's subtlety of evil. The 

Iberian Priest knows that he could never torture the revolutionaries on 

funeral pyres in Europe: 

He dared not kill the infidels with fire 
Or steel in Europe; the slow agonies 

Of legal torture mocked his keen desire: 
So he made truce with those who did despise 
The expiation, and the sacrifice, 

That, though detested, Islam's kindred creed 
Might crush for him those deadlier enemies; 

For fear of God did in his bosom breed 
A jealous hate of man, an unreposing need. 

(X, 34) 

Death by fire is too barbaric for Europe: instead Europe prefers "the 

slow agonies / Of legal torture," a different type of cruelty that only 

gives the appearance of being more humane. The Iberian Priest chooses 

the torment that is allowable in Islam, knowing that whatever differ

ences there might be between Islam and Christianity, their creed is 

"kindred." Both creeds are built upon a hatred of man, their Hobbesian 

belief in man's natural depravity. The Priest is the true diplomat, 

finding a common denominator of hate that would unite two seemingly 

disparate cultures, the enlightened European and the barbaric Asian. 

The European, superior in cunning diplomacy, is also superior 

to the Asiatic in weaponry. Laon describes the gathering of the 
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counterrevolution "From every nation of the earth" (X, 5): 

-so there 
Strange nations made a brotherhood of ill. 

The desert savage ceased to grasp in fear 
His Asian shield and bow, when, at the will 
Of Europe's subtler son, the bolt would kill 

Some shepherd sitting on a rock secure; 
But smiles of wondering joy his face would fill, 

And savage sympathy: those slaves impure, 
Each one the other thus from ill to ill did lure. 

(X, 6) 

The difference between the savage Asian and the European is one of 

weaponry not moral intelligence. Together they form a "brotherhood of 

ill," a "savage sympathy" in their alliance to. destroy those who could 

make ineffective the oppressor who enslaves them. 

Even before the creation of the funeral pyres, Laon and his men 

are attacked mercilessly by this international army whose steel weapons 

on land are reinforced by cannons fired from sea. And when the weapon

less revolutionary forces are almost destroyed, the counterrevolution 

brings in fresh troops with more weapons. The discovery by Laon and 

his men of "rude pikes" in a "cave upon the hill" (VI, 13) reminds one 

of Bryan Edwards 1 description of the primitive Maroons of Jamaica: in 

their cave retreat in the hills, the Maroons attempted to defend them

selves with pikes against superior British forces. Laon calls the 

"rude pikes" 

the instrument 
Of those who war but on their native ground 

For natural rights. ... (VI, 13) 

The revolutionary forces with their primitive weapons are like the 

Indians of the New World who fought for their natural rights against 

Old World tyranny. In her history of the French Revolution Mary 



104 

Wollstonecraft describes the primitive weapons—the clubs and pikes— 

used by the "citizens" in defending their native land against merce-

9 
naries. By supplying his revolutionaries with primitive weapons, 

Shelley also is declaring the basic rights of men—the natural dignity 

of primitive man and of enlightened nineteenth-century revolutionaries, 

reasserting primordial rights like those of "love, liberty, and equal

ity." 

Shelley says in "A Philosophical View of Reform" (and again in 

"A Defence of Poetry") that those who have knowledge do not know how to 

use it. Society, he says, uses Its knowledge to increase man's misery 

rather than his happiness (Clark ed., p. 233). The City of Gold in 

Revolt is the city of commerce that, especially with its international 

war machine, stands for the nineteenth-century's increased ability to 

destroy. It was this idea of the destruction that the conscious mind 

is capable of that led Rousseau in his "Discourse on Inequality" to see 

the savage as physically and morally superior to the civilized man. 

The savage, Rousseau says, knew few illnesses; civilized man is 

infected with mind-created illnesses* The savage had "instinctive 

compassion"; civilized man with his reasoning faculty distances himself 

mentally from anything that might affect him. Primitive man enjoyed 

his freedom, his life; civilized man, overworked to support his 

9. An Historical and Moral View of the Origin of Progress of 
the French Revolution, p. 159. 
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luxuries, wants to die to live in immortality. Shelley in his "Essay 

on Christianity" (1817) is correct in saying that Rousseau is not a 

primitivist, for Rousseau qualifies his praise of the natural man. 

Instead he sees him as a child without language to communicate what he 

knows and as a child without society who fears anything that is differ

ent from himself. Rousseau's dilemma is that he sees consciousness, 

especially the development of language, as man's greatest achievement 

but also as the creator of inequality: men of superior intelligence 

are able to use their language and skills as weapons to control others. 

In his "Discourse on Inequality" Rousseau finds his ideal society not 

in its original childlike state or in its later civilized, Inequali-

tarian state but in between the two in the "youth of the world" where 

early man lived in the affection and equality of the first family 

11 
groups. 

Frequently Shelley and the travel writers he read ask questions 

that echo Rousseau's: 

The whole of human science /Shelley says in his Notes on 
Queen Mab^ is comprised in one question:—How can the advan
tages of intellect and civilization be reconciled with the 
liberty and pure pleasures of natural life? How can we take 
the benefits and reject the evils of the system, which is 
now interwoven with all the fibres of our being (Hutchinson 
ed., p. 829)? 

And Bryan Edwards in his History of the West Indies asks: "Is a 'happy 

mean between savage life and artificial refinements of . . . society' 

10. "A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" in The Social 
Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole (New York: Dutton, 1950), 
pp. 206-209; 233. 

11. Ibid., p. 243. 
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superior to our own? Are we 'losers by the perfection of our nature, 

the increase of our knowledge, and the enlargement of our views'" 

(I, 85)? 

If Rousseau's golden mean is the primitive man with language in 

the first family groups, Shelley's reconciliation of the best of 

natural pleasures and the best of civilization is Hellenism. In Canto 

II of Revolt Laon not only acts out the instincts of the savage and his 

love of equality but also these same instincts as preserved by a 

Grecian culture. He had been tutored in Grecian wisdom, had played 

among Grecian ruins, and before his fall, had dedicated himself to 

liberty after contrasting his Grecian heritage to the oppression of his 

nineteenth-century Grecian society. He and Cythna had created between 

themselves an equalitarian society not unlike the ideal Grecian state. 

The fall in Revolt is not only a primitive Laon lashing out at his 

Turkish conquerors but the ideal of Hellenism defending the equality 

that made its arts, philosophy, and government possible. For Shelley, 

Laon's fall is a fall from conscious Hellenism into the barbarism of 

Christianity. And it is to these conscious, educated Hellenic origins 

that Shelley's Laon and Cythna return for an ideal of original whole

ness away from which society-as-it-now-exists has deviated. Greece is 

the "Paradise" of the allegorical history lesson in Canto I of Revolt; 

'Then Greece arose, and to its bards and sages, 
In dream, the golden-pinioned Genii came, 

Even where they slept amid the night of ages, 
Steeping their hearts in the divinest flame 
Which thy breath kindled, Power of holiest name.' 

And oft in cycles since, when darkness gave 
New weapons to thy foe, their sunlike fame 
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Upon the combat shone~a light to save, 
Like Paradise spread forth beyond the shadowy grave. 

(I, 32) 

Shelley's belief in perfectibility through reason in Revolt is 

founded upon the "light11 of Hellenism. Locke and Rousseau say that man 

must return to his primal sensations to validate his generalizations. 
» 

Shelley's Laon and Cythna return to their childhood primal sensations 

in Greece, which is also their return to the basis of Western civilized 

thought. In the Revolt Shelley appropriately supplies his hero and 

heroine with Grecian architecture as a foundation upon which they might 

love, rest, and reflect after their battles in the City of Gold. 

Throughout their life in history they return or are returned to Grecian 

architecture to regain their health and sanity. A Grecian hermit 

carries Laon from his place of crucifixion to his cave, a Grecian ruin 

overgrown by vines. Shelley's ideal reconciliation of the best of 

natural pleasures and the best of civilized consciousness is made con

crete in this ruin which is half-created out of the beauties of nature. 

It is removed from the City of Gold, but it contains all the books that 

are worth preserving from that civilization. The architecture of 

Cythna1s subterranean prison (where she recovers from madness after 

being raped by the Turkish sultan) is also Grecian. It is like a 

"hupaithric temple" with an "Hesperian gate / Of mountains," and its 

natural architecture of 

Columns and shapes like statues, and the state 
Of kingless thrones (VII, 7). 

is the ideal of the equalitarian state that Athens came close to 

realizing. In Canto VII, after the failure of the French Revolution, 
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Laon and Cythna gain a perspective upon its failure by retreating to a 

Grecian ruin in Islam. There they create a hope for the future upon 

Cythna's conscious re-creation of her dream of the origins of language 

(to be discussed in the last chapter). For Shelley, only conscious man 

reflecting upon his own dreams (like Jean-Jacques Rousseau wandering 

into the forests of Saint-Germain) can discover man's true origins and, 

therefore, his possible end. In his nineteenth-century Grecians 

Shelley brings together (and constantly brings back together) the best 

of the natural instincts in the most creative, conscious minds—man's 

natural instincts preserved by an ideal Hellenic culture and perfected 

in Shelley's own revolutionary age. 

Domestic and Political Tyranny 

Shelley's hope in the Revolt is that even though Hellenism fell 

into Christianity, the idea of the equalitarian society will remain a 

constant to be improved upon with each succeeding'age. Laon and 

Cythna's childhood in their instinctive love of freedom is comparable 

to the primitive stage of man's growth; their youthful creation of an 

equalitarian society between themselves (their conscious development of 

their instincts) parallels man's first societies—the most primitive 

Mediterranean societies and the ideal Grecian one; their maturation in 

their sexual and intellectual coming together on the Grecian ruins 

after the failure of a type of French Revolution represents the 

nineteenth-century's perfection of the Grecian ideal. In his "Discourse 

on the Manners of the Ancient Greeks Relative to the Subject of Love" 

Shelley says that the Greeks were superior to the moderns in the arts, 



109 

in philosophy, and even in the sciences, but that the moderns, in 

freeing the woman, have broadened the base of the equalitarian state. 

By educating the woman to have a sexual and "intellectual, imaginative, 

and sensitive" communion with another, they have opened up new emo

tional and intellectual possibilities for both men and women (Clark 

ed., pp. 217-20). 

Like Shelley, the travel writers he read judge a society to be 

primitive or civilized by the way its women are treated. If they are 

made subservient to men, the society is thought to be primitive and 

oppressed. Bryan Edwards' statement is typical: 

Charaibe females, the prize of a male warrior and therefore 
one of many wives, were treated rather as slaves than com
panions. They sustained every species of drudgery. ... 
But brutality .towards their wives was not peculiar to the 
Charaibes. It has prevailed in all ages and countries among 
the uncivilized part of mankind; and the first visible proof 
that a people is emerging from savage manners, is a display 
of tenderness towards the female sex (I, 42). 

Edwards believes that a polygamous society Is more barbaric than a 

monogamous one since women in polygamous societies are prizes won at 

war. As the conquered, they are forced to work like slaves and (as 

Mungo Park says) are educated in nothing but how to appease their 

12 
master's lust. Travel writers like Edwards also assume that women 

are made most subservient by the most oppressed men like the Charaibes, 

slaves themselves to the Europeans who had to further enslave their 

women to regain their feeling of power—an idea repeated by 

12. Mungo Park's Journal, I, 149. 
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Wollstonecraft about the Swedish peasants and by Robertson on the New 

13 
World Indians. For these travel writers love only can be found in a 

monogamous, free society in which there is a shared affection between 

equals rather than forced passions between a male master and his female 

slave. 

Much of the pathos in the travel literature Shelley read can be 

found in the author's stories of his own suffering and the compassion 

shown to him by women. Since women have suffered as slaves to their 

own enslaved husbands, they are thought to be capable of more com

passion than the male. "I do not recollect," Mungo Park says, "a 

single instance of hard-heartedness towards me in the women.v In all my 

wanderings and wretchedness, I found them uniformly kind and compas

sionate (I, 256-57). Park tells one story after another of woman's 

sympathy for him: an old female slave who sees that Park is hungry and 

feeds him ("Experience had taught her that hunger was painful"; I, 68)j 

a woman returning from her hard labor in the fields who gives Park food 

and a mat to sleep on. While he sleeps, her daughters spin and sing an 

improvised song about "the poor white man's plight," the words of which 

Park includes in his Journal (I, 194-95). 

The travel writers' response to female sympathies is more than 

their need for a sentimental story to vary their own objective details, 
* 

for in the most primitive societies (such as Park's African tribes) 

women are the farmers, and men the warriors. In not being a part of 

wars and bloodshed, women could be thought of as "unfallen" and, 

13. Letters, p.j27; History, II, 89-90. 
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therefore, able to respond with their natural instinct of pity. The 

travel writers' stories of woman's compassion show how a primitive 

people might become more civilized. "Love," John Davis says in his 

Travels in the United States, "operates in the same manner throughout 

the world" (p. 272). Then Davis tells the love story of the 

enlightened European Rolfe and the sensitive if uneducated Indian 

Princess Pocahontas. Later in his Travels he tells another love story 

of an Englishwoman Helen Hopkins who inspires the love of "a young 

Mingo-war captain" (p. 307). The warrior loses his obsession with war 

and spends his days caring for his English bride. Love is seen as the 

great equalizer that can revolutionize tyrannical master-slave rela

tionship between the sexes in the home and in the tribe. 

According to Volney in the Ruins, "paternal despotism laid the 

foundation of despotism in government. ... [Tjhe father, the chief of 

the family, is a despot, and a cruel and insolent despot. The wife is 

his slave, the children his servants." Wives and daughters, he con

tinues, work while the husband-king sleeps, and when the boys "acquire 

strength, they, like their fathers, /make/ the females serve them" 

(p. 49). But Shelley, unlike Volney, does not see the origin of polit

ical despotism in domestic despotism. Instead in Revolt evil comes to 

man from the outside and destroys his soul. In Canto II Laon describes 

the tragic effect of political despotism that enters into men's homes i 

and perverts natural affections: 

The land in which I lived, by a fell bane 
Was withered up. Tyrants dwelt 9ide by side, 

And stabled in our homes,—until the chain 
Stifled the captive's cry, and to abide 
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That blasting curse men had no shame--all vied 
In evil, slave and despot; fear with lust 

Strange fellowship through mutual hate had tied, 
Like two dark serpents tangled in the dust, 

Which on the paths of men their mingling poison thrust. 
(II, 4) 

Political oppression causes sexual oppression; the master-slave tyranny 

in society results in a similar oppressive relationship in the home. 

In Canto VIII Cythna, the Mary Wollstonecraft teacher of love aboard a 

slave ship, tells the mariners how tyranny destroys all sympathies, 

most tragically, the affections between men and women: 

Woman as the bond-slave dwells 
Of man, a slave; and life is poisoned in its wells. 

(VIII, 13) 

In Revolt external political despotism can be destroyed only by 

an internal revolution in personal affections. Shelley's first revo

lutionaries against paternal tyranny are women. In Revolt a woman 

(Cythna) gives the initial energy and passion to the revolution by 

liberating the mariners and the maidens on the slave ship. The 

mariners' natural affections had been blunted by a Turkish society 

which turned love into lust and made maidens objects to be carried to 

the Turk's seraglio. What Cythna does in her first revolutionary 

society is to persuade the men to follow their natural primal affec

tions; she transforms a society of mariners with their cargo of women-

slaves into a Paradise of lovers and their beloved, for the equali-

tarian state has its roots in the freely given and received affections 

between men and women. The second stage of the revolution is repre

sented by Cythna and her ship of lovers entering the City and educating 

women not to be the willing slaves of their tyrannical husbands, and 
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educating lovers to renew their natural affections. As in travel 

literature, it is the women of the City of Gold who are first able to 

respond to lessons of love and liberty—along with youths, children, 

orphans, and prostitutes, all those who have suffered from oppression 

and are young enough not to have lost their ability to feel, listen, 

and respond. Laon and Cythna's revolution, then, is a revolution of 

youth who unlike the "grave and hoary men11 (IX, 14) are young enough to 

recall their primal sympathies and contrast them to society's oppres

sion. In effectively challenging domestic tyranny, Cythna and her 

young followers weaken political tyranny. Once women are taught not to 

respond to domestic tyrants, the sultan becomes as impotent as the 

husband: "The Tyrant knew his power was gone" (XIII, 13). This line 

is echoed throughout the epic whenever Liberty teaches men and women to 

free themselves from tyranny by not responding to it. For Shelley only 

when men and women relate in equality can a society begin to be free. 

In the Revolt the prelude to the revolutionary fete in Canto V is 

Cythna's freeing the young men and maidens on the slave ship from 

political tyranny, and the women and young lovers in the City from 

political and domestic tyranny. 

One of the age's symbols of both domestic and political tyranny 

is the Islamic sultan with his seraglio, the polygamous society of the 

barbaric East whose system of political oppression is one with its 

sexual oppression. Volney in the Ruins says that China, India, and 

Turkey are striking examples of total despotism. He sees the sultan, 

in particular, as the example of extreme depravity in his being 
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surrounded by those who have sold themselves--"women, eunuchs, and 

satellites" (pp. 70-71). Lady Morgan argues for the liberating effects 

of the French Revolution by contrasting marriage in France to seraglios 

in the East: 

Married life has always been most respectable and most 
sacred, under free governments; while under the influence 
of political despotism, women, treated either as slaves or 
as sultanas, are never wives. It is thus that they once 
reigned in France. ... It is thus that they serve in the 
East. 

The Eastern sultan is symbolic shorthand in Shelley's age for any 

oppression. Godwin in Political Justice compares tutors to heads of 

seraglios: "Like the barbarous directors of the Eastern seraglio they 

deprive us of our virility, and fit us for their despicable employment 

from the cradle" (p. 37). 

The symbol of the sultan with his women and eunuchs shows how 

destructive political-sexual tyranny is. By making his leaders of the 

counterrevolution in Revolt the Turkish sultan and the Iberian Priest 

of the Spanish Inquisition, Shelley chose his age's symbols of total 

oppression. Oppression begins in Revolt as rapacity, the sexual and 

political rape of the West by the sultan of the East, and it is given 

power by Christian superstition which turns eunuchs into active forces 

for self-destruction and the destruction of others. The total oppres

sion of the sultan and the Priest in Revolt can only be destroyed by 

man's revolutionary return to his natural affections of love. 

14. France, 2nd ed. (London: Henry Colburn, 1817), II, T.333. 
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Mental Geography 

Shelley must have responded sympathetically to the many eye

witness accounts of slavery in travel literature. Even though Mungo 

Park does not argue for the abolition of the slave trade, he describes 

the physical horrors of slavery memorably. He describee a caravan of 

slaves 

about seventy in number, coming from Sego. They were tied 
together by their necks with thongs of a bullock's hide, 
twisted by a rope; seven slaves upon a thong; and a man 
with a musket between every seven. Many of the slaves were 
ill-conditioned, and a great number of them women (I, 187). 

Kotzebue, on his way to exile in Siberia, describes a similar troop of 

exiled 

encha^nes deux a deux, allaient a pied, soit a Irkutzk, 
soit aux mines de Nertschlnski. II se trouvalt parmi ces 
malheureux, quelques jeunes fllles. Toute la troupe etait 
accompagnee par des paysans, moitie a pied, moitie a 
cheval. Ces exiles., sont souvent plus de six mois en 
route (pp. 194-95). 

In a letter written to Peacock from Rome on April 6, 1819, Shelley 

describes prisoners working in chains with a pathos similar to that 

found in the travel journals he had read: 

In the square of St. Peters there are about 300 fettered 
criminals at work. ... Their legs are heavily Ironed, and 
some are chained two by two. ... Near them sit or saunter, 
groups of soldiers armed with loaded muskets. ... It is 
the emblem of Italy: moral degeneration contrasted with the 
glory of nature and the arts (Letters, II, 93-94). 

15. "enchained two by two, going on foot to Irkutzk and to the 
mines of Nertschlnski. Some young girls could be found among these 
unhappy people. The entire group was accompanied by countrymen, half 
on foot and half on horseback. These exiles had been more than six 
months on their route." 
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In the Revolt, however, Shelley is more concerned with the 

effects of oppression on man's mind than with the actual chains them

selves. In Canto II Laon describes the mental prison of his fellow 

Grecians after they were conquered by outside invaders. 

This vital world, this home of happy spirits, 
Was as a dungeon to my blasted kind; 

All that despair from murdered hope inherits 
They sought, and in their helpless misery blind, 
A deeper prison and heavier chains did find, 

And stronger tyrants: —a dark guilt before, 
The realm of a stern Ruler, yawned; behind, 

Terror and Time conflicting drove, and bore 
On their tempestuous flood the shrieking wretch from shore. 

(II, 6) 

What is emphasized in Revolt is not man as a helpless victim of tyranny 

but man victimized by himself. The world is not a dungeon; it is a 

"vital world" for Laon, but it is "as a dungeon" to those who are 

blinded by despair. There is a suggestion in the above passage that if 

man could simply drop his "mind-forged manacles," if he could see the 

world as it ^-sally is, the revolution would be accomplished. But as 

seen in Revolt it takes generations to educate the mind back to mental 

health. In Canto X after the international army of the counterrevolu

tion destroys the ideal revolutionary society, the inevitable conse

quences of war follow. First there is Famine, then Plague, and finally 

madness in man's response to what he sees and what he has become: 

Many saw 
Their own lean image everywhere, it went 

A ghastlier self beside them, till the awe 
Of that dread sight to self-destruction sent 
Those shrieking victims. ... (X, 22) 

If the primitive responds only to pleasures and shuns pain, the 

unnatural man is moved only by pain. Like Ixion on his wheel of 
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eternal torment, Shelley's mad man looks at himself, the victim of 

Tyranny with its Plague and Famine, and erroneously feels that the 

hunger that is destroying him is the result of his sin. In hating his 

own "lean image,1' he increases his torment and makes the image of him

self more ghastly. This picture of nineteenth-century man in Revolt is 

also Rousseau's picture of modern conscious man who, though more 

intelligent, is more miserable in his self-inflicted pain than the 

primitive. In Shelley's epic the self-tormentor on his Ixion wheel 

will have to be restored to health by being taught self-compassion and 

love of others to replace Christianity's plagues of sin and guilt. 

The travel journals Shelley read were important to him as 

actual records of an author's mental journey into himself in response 

to the alien terrain through which he moved. Mungo Park's second 

journey into the interior of Africa and Kotzebue's account of his 

Siberian exile were for Shelley studies of travellers confronting their 

own insanity and attempting to relocate themselves into the logical 

patterns of Western consciousness. 

Of all the travel literature Shelley read only these two works 

are explorations of unknown mental terrain, for in its very formula of 

common assumptions, travel literature had already created for itself 

the conscious structure through which the European could confront the 

non-European without endangering himself. The savage was not thought 

to be bo different from the civilized European, but only in an earlier 

stage of development like the child who could be educated into civili

zation* With this assumption of European supremacy and man's gradual 
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perfectibility, travel writers could think of themselves as historians 

moving back confidently into their own past epochs of development. 

Within this broad assumption there are other common assumptions about 

the primitive in the travel literature Shelley read: the savage is 

naturally good but ignorant; cannibals are offensive but noble; and 

women, as men's slaves, are more compassionate than men. The concrete 

details themselves (which record primitive superstition) demonstrate 

the mental progress of the journalist beyond the people he observes. 

From one point of view, the formula prevents a travel writer from 

observing "objectively"; from another, the assumptions and the concrete 

details are the tools, the language, the conscious grounds that make it 

possible for him to confront an alien people and express similarities 

and differences. 

The formula is so much a part of travel literature that 

Robertson in his History (written with little firsthand observation) 

makes the same generalizations about the primitive that travel journal

ists do. And frequently a travel writer will refuse (or is unable) to 

digress from the formula even if his argument or his situation and the 

formula do not coincide. For example, the formula calls for a delicate 

balance between the European traveller's sense of superiority to the 

primitive culture he observes and his emotional identity with the 

group. After all, if he believes that all cultures are similar but in 

various stages of development, he is both compelled to write from a 

privileged position and also to find in the primitive culture something 

familiar that will allow him to relate to this earlier stage of 
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development. John Davis achieves this balance in his love stories 

between the noble Indians and the cultured Europeans. Mungo Park does 

the same by softening his criticism of a tribe's superstitions by his 

praise of its familial warmth. Bryan Edwards attempts this balance, 

but as an Anglophile fighting to retain the plantation slave system, 

Edwards does not work well within the formula; in fact, the formula 

works against him. Edwards sympathizes with the black slave (the 

formula calls for such sympathy) yet upholds the system of slavery even 

if he has to shift abruptly from his understanding of the slaves' 

oppression (which keeps them from being educated) to a direct, unsym

pathetic attack upon the slaves for their ignorance. After an exten

sive description of the nobility of the Jamaican Maroons, he states his 

approval of their near extermination by the British when the Maroons 

refuse to live in reservations (II, 285-88; I, 354-94). The formula 

shows the untenableness of Bryan Edwards' position. The delicate 

balance between sympathy and superiority has been upset: he asks the 

reader to sympathize with the black slave and the Maroon, but through

out his History it is European domination over an inferior people that 

he teaches. 

In Mungo Park's second journey to the interior of Africa it is 

his attempt to hold on to the formula, his civilized consciousness, in 

spite of the perils of the journey, that makes this trip an exploration 

of his own mind—unlike most of the travel journals Shelley read. 

Park's second trip is his journey to his own death and the death of all 

but four other men from his caravan. In his Journal Park describes the 
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horrors of his trip—the constant rains and tornadoes during the 

African monsoons; the fevers that kill and madden most of his men; his 

fear of lions attacking; of crocodiles when streams are crossed; and 

the constant fear of lootings and killings from nearby tribes when the 

group becomes too ill to defend itself. The journal becomes an account 

of Park's attempt to retain his sanity in the midst of death by keeping 

the logical formula in his journal: he records the death of two of his 

men and his own near death from fever; then the next item in his 

journal is a description of a rock formation that he compares to a 

Grecian ruin. At night he records his astrological data as if to ward 

off his fear of death. 

Shelley read Mungo Park's Journal aloud to Mary in 1814. It is 

possible that it influenced Shelley's own Alastor in which the poet's 

journey from life to death is his voyage down a river, terminating at 

its mouth. When Mungo Park reaches the Niger, he constructs a fragile 

boat out of two decayed canoes; the Alastor poet finds an abandoned 

boat. Both journey to their death on a fast moving river: "Nothing," 

Mungo Park says, "can be more beautiful than the view of this immense 

river; sometimes as smooth as a mirror, at other times ruffled with a 

gentle breeze, but at all times sweeping us along at the rate of six or 

seven miles per hour" (II, 264-65). 

But in his Revolt (an epic to counter despair), Shelley altered 

the hazardous journey to death of his Alastor and of Park's actual 

experience. Unlike both adventures, the physical journeys in Revolt 

have a clear destination and purpose. Laon's first journey is 
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described briefly: in the concluding three stanzas of Canto IV and the 

first stanza of Canto V, Laon describes his journey from the Grecian 

hermit's island across the mountains to Asia. He travels to the revo

lutionary Camp in Islam in an attempt (so the hermit tells him) to pre

vent the revolution's turning into bloodshed. He is also moving toward 

a particular person, Cythna (or so he hopes and dreams), who is both 

the voice that leads the revolution and his own "sister," a physical 

and mental extension of himself: they look alike, and her revolu

tionary songs are her impassioned re-creations of Laon's teachings. 

Laon, then, is journeying toward a completion of himself and the revo

lutionary ideal. Shelley does not emphasize the daringness of Laon's 

journey (like that of the Alastor poet's) but describes Laon's move

ments in accord with the laws of necessity that control and give mean

ing to his life. The very moment the spirit-like hermit (who refers to 

himself as Laon's "passive instrument"; IV, 16) tells Laon of the 

revolutionary maiden and the revolution's need for his lesson of for

giveness, Laon moves toward Islam and Cythna with a mind that does not 

question his mission. At the conclusion of Revolt Laon and Cythna, 

like the poet of Alastor and like Mungo Park, move in a fragile boat on 

a cascading river whose velocity increases as they journey. But 

whereas the end of Park's journey is an unrecorded death and the end of 

the Alastor poet's journey a puzzling combination of the poet's death 

with vague suggestions of immortality, Laon and Cythna's destination is 

the classical Temple of the Spirit that is their home after death and 
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the place from which they speak Shelley's epic of hope to a century in 

despair. 

Shelley's epic formula is not unlike Kotzebue's in his Russian 

journal. Kotzebue's account of his journey into Siberia as a prisoner 

of Czar Paul I is an exploration of his physical and mental delirium, 

his bouts of madness, and his dreams of dislocation as he moves away 

from his country, wife and children into the interior of an unknown 

country. It is in Kotzebue's descriptions of his dreams that he shows 

the imprisonment of a mind out of harmony with itself and its surround

ings: 

j'avais tout-a-fait perdu la raison; je ne savais plus o\i 
j'^tais; je ne voyais plus ce qui m'entourait; je me croyais 
au milieu d'une profonde obscurite; ... Tout-a-coup je me 
croyais enchaine par les pieds, par les mains, je me 
d^battais avec force; ma feirane venait pour me d^livrer, mais 
disparaissait avant d'avoir pu me mettre en libert^. De 
grands eclats de lumiere, un bruit spontan^, m' arra<£haient 
des cris de terreur. De pareils transports, un tel egarement, 
prouvaient assez 1'alienation de mon cerveau, effet inevitable 
de la fievre qui me br^lait, et du long jeune auquel j'avais 
ete r^duit (pp. 158-50). 

Kotzebue's account of madness, like Laon's, is his remembrance of a 

past moment of insanity. He concludes this dream not with a cry of 

terror but with a rational explanation of why he experienced such 

16. "I had lost my reason; I knew no more where I was; I saw 
no more what was around me; I thought I was in the middle of a pro
found darkness. ... All at once I thought I was chained by the feet, 
by the hands, I fought with force; my wife came to free me, but dis
appeared after having given me my liberty. A burst of light, an abrupt 
noise drew from me cries of terror. These deliriums, with a similar 
bewilderment, proved to be the alienation of my mind, an inevitable 
effect of the fever that I burned with and of the long fast of which I 
had been reduced. 



terror. For what Kotzebue emphasizes in his mental journey is his 

return to sanity that is aided by remembrances of his wife's affection, 

his own sympathies for fellow prisoners, and even his sympathies for 

those who arrest him without knowing a reason for his arrest. Shelley 

frames Laon's dream of madness in the same logical structure. While 

Laon was chained on the column, he experienced two dream visions, the 

first, a nightmare of cannibalism, the second, a vision of an old man 

who takes him down from the column and carries him in a boat to his 

cave. Laon's nightmare of cannibalism, briefly told in three stanzas, 

is shown to be a vision of insanity. It 1b the second vision of health 

that is emphasized. Laon's mental health is restored by his remem

brance of Cythna, by the affection of the Grecian hermit, by the ideal 

epoch of Hellenism that the hermit represents, and by the laws of 

necessity that make even his suffering seem purposeful. The formula 

for describing the dream in Kotzebue's journal and in Shelley's epic is 

a brief account of a nightmare that leads to a vision of health: the 

depths explored in the one lead to the vision of the other. . In 

Shelley's epic this pattern is repeated in Venus*s allegorical educa

tion in Canto I (madness that leads to revolutionary ardor) and in 

Cythna's movement from madness to vision in Canto VII. In order to 

perfect themselves Laon and Cythna have to break through the patterns 

of Western consciousness to discover the world of dreams; to discover 

the world of nightmares (all the masses in the counterrevolutionary 

Terror are capable of knowing); to discover the erotic-spiritual 

pleasures of the body in intercourse (Laon and Cythna on the Grecian 
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ruin after the failure of the French Revolution); to discover the 

sensual-spiritual pleasures of the woman's giving birth to a child and 

relating to the child (Cythna's experience before her discovery of the 

origins of language)—all the unexplored areas of man's interior self 

that might, like a "volcano" or an "earthquake," open up and explode 

man'8 consciousness into the revolutionary power of vision that could 

cause man to act upon what he knows and feels deeply. 

Before continuing with my third and last autobiographical 

genre, revolutionary memoirs (in Chapter 5), I would like to restate 

the control problem of my study. 

The problem Shelley confronted in Revolt was how to begin with 

narrative and progress to allegory or how the mind progresses from 

experience to the moral and mental laws underlying experience that make 

thought possible. For in writing his autobiographical epic, Shelley 

began on the same experiential grounds as the writers of autobio

graphical novels and travel journals. These genres are not limited 

entirely to experience but exist on a boundary between experience and 

its informing ideas. Travel literature, for example, catalogues alien 

vegetation and tribal customs, but its writers see these objects of 

experience through ideas of man's origin and fall and ideas of primi-

tivism and civilization—in general, through an idea of perfectibility 

that informs the very language they speak. The act of perception is a 

seeing into objects, a mental act of ordering, defining, and evaluating 

what is seen. There is, then, no true experiential genre because of 

the nature of perception itself and because (as Kant reminds us) man 
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17 
always desires to know more than what he sees. Mungo Park's second 

journey down the Niger becomes more than a factual journal in his 

attempt to confront his own madness and death. In that Journal, and to 

a lesser extent in Kotzebue's, one senses a journalist attempting to do 

more than define himself and his surroundings on that boundary between 

experiences and ideas. Park tries to burst through those bounds to see 

his life in relationship to a river and the beginning and end of all 

things. Park, like all the writers of the experiential genres dis

cussed in this paper, believes in personal and cultural perfectibility, 

an idea that assures the writers' dissatisfaction with the limitations 

imposed by life and the experiential genre. Rousseau's Julie, for 

example, is the study of love perfecting itself and an entire society, 

but death puts an end to that perfectibility. The novel in general 

steps into ideals to define perfectibility, then regresses to imper

fection and death in acknowledging how far away man is from his own 

ideal of what he could be. 

There are, then, two major limitations imposed by the experi

ential genres I have examined: first, death either in personal failure 

or in physical death; and second;' the genre's inability to study the 

transcendent ideas that underlie experience. Maria in Wollstonecraft1s 

Wrongs of Women asks "on what ground we ourselves stand" (pp. 26-7). 

But she cannot do more than ask the question. To speculate upon these 

ideas is outside the scope of the experiential novels that Shelley 

17. Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, The 
Library of Liberal Arts (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1950), p. 81 et 
passim. 



126 

knew. Even when this genre includes states of madness and dream 

experiences outside of habitual cause and effect, the protagonist never 

stands outside time and space in order to speculate freely upon them. 

In Revolt Shelley attempts to base his narratives upon experi

ence and also to transcend its limitations. In Cantos VII-IX Cythna, 

in reflecting upon her dream, explores the primal, preconscious mind in 

the process of becoming conscious and discovering language. In that 

canto she is a travel journalist going underneath consciousness to dis

cover the laws that regulate thought. And in the final canto Shelley 

has his hero and heroine burst through the boundaries of life and 

death and physically enter into the mental space that they have specu

lated upon. But even in his most visionary flights, Shelley never 

completely leaves his experiential grounds. The history lesson Laon 

tells (to be discussed in Chapter 5) is an idealization of history, but 

Laon never deserts the facts of the French Revolution. In her 

reflections upon her vision of language (to be discussed in Chapter 6) 

Cythna never completely transcends experience, for she is the Humean 

skeptic aware of the boundaries between experiential knowledge and 

conjectures based on hope. Even Shelley's eternity is an extension of 

a "paradise" that Laon and Cythna have created for themselves on earth. 

Shelley wanted to create a credible allegory in Revolt, one 

with its beginnings in primal sensations, but he also wanted to create 

the fullest possible vision of the epic. According to Coleridge in 

Blographia Literaria, there are two types of knowledge, the ultimate 

grounds of knowledge that we are unable to experience and "primary 
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self-knowing" or self-consciousness that "is the source and principle 

of all our possible knowledge" (p. 154). In Cantos VII-IX Cythna finds 

that it is impossible to reflect upon mind without making conjectures 

about the unknowable laws of mind. And in the first and last cantos of 

Revolt Shelley pushes his study of mind to the ultimate grounds of 

knowledge, allowing his hero and heroine to experience in eternity what 

they could only speculate about in life. 



CHAPTER 5 

SHELLEY'S REVOLT, AN ALLEGORY OF 
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

In writing his epic of the French Revolution, Shelley drew on 

his reading of three French revolutionary memoirs: John Moore's 1793 

journal of the Terror; Louvet de Couvrai's 1795 memoirs written in 

exile; and Honore Riouffe's (Charles Dumont's) prison memoirs, written 

, i • 
in 1798. The three memoirs are different in perspective, ranging from 

the detached, well-balanced observations of John Moore, an Englishman 

2 
detained in France during the Terror; to the objective and impassioned 

account of Louvet, a former orator of the Assembly; to the impression

istic, nightmare account of the Terror by Riouffe, imprisoned by the 

Jacobins on October 4, 1793. More so than the autobiographical novels 

and the travel journals Shelley read, these three memoirs move from 

autobiography into the area of allegory. 

Allegory is the coming together of experiential data and its 

informing ideas in a mental space outside of known space and time. The 

ground of all three memoirs is history, but in reassessing the ideals 

1. John Moore, A Journal during a Residence in France, from 
the beginning of August, to the middle of December, 1792 . . . (London: 
G. G. and J. Robinson, 1794); M&ioires de Louvet de Couvrai sur la i 
Revolution Francaise (Paris: Librarie des Bibliophiles, 1889); M&noires 
sur les Prisons ... Contenant les Memoires d'un Detenu, par Riouffe 
. . . avec une Notice sur la vie de Riouffe (Paris: Baudouin frferes, 
1823).According to Mary's journal, Shelley and Mary read Louvet's 
memoir and Moore's journal in 1814, and Shelley read Riouffe's memoir 
in 1816. 

2. See McNiece, pp. 24-28. 
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of the French Republic, Moore, Louvet, and Riouffe reduce the facts of 

history to a moral dialectic between the ideal Republic and its dis

tortion in the counterrevolution. In their memoirs they write some-

3 
thing like a "contrast epic" in which the Spirit of Good and the 

Spirit of Evil define each other dialectically. Moore's report of 

individual, meaningless acts of brutality in the Terror gradually takes 

on a monumental perspective in the drama of the Convention in which 

Moore's epic hero of the Republic, Louvet, is paired off against his 

epic demon of the counterrevolution, Robespierre. Louvet creates the 

negative and positive pole of his memoir by making Robespierre, Marat, 

and Danton the "priests" of the Terror, and Girondists like Madame 

Roland, Charlotte Corday, and himself and his wife "Lodiska" its holy 

prophets. The demons of Riouffe's memoir are the Jacobins in their red 

cockades; its prophets are French revolutionary martyrs, especially 

Madame Roland. 

What Shelley could have seen in these three memoirs is the 

writers' conscious struggle to create an allegory out of their own 

chaotic time without transcending history. They do not begin with a 

well-defined value system: the developing structure of their memoirs 

is their attempt to move from autobiography to history to the moral 

dialectic beneath all historical battles between freedom and oppression. 

In these memoirs Shelley could have seen that the traditional allegory 

is meaningful because the mind begins to create allegory whenever it 

3. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York: Atheneum, 
1966), p. 341. 
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distances itself from history in order to pattern its events into moral 

structures. 

Like the travel writers, Moore, Louvet, and Riouffe impose 

their own ideas upon the Terror in order to evaluate it. In creating 

their dialectic between the Republic and the Terror, they do more than 

contrast the actual words spoken by a Charlotte Corday and a Madame 

Roland against those of a Marat, for these words are meaningless out

side the mental constructs of Good and Evil, ideals that are not 

derived from experience but are essential for any understanding of 

experience. 

The three memoirs, like Cantos II-XI of Shelley's Revolt, are 

attempts to redefine moral values during a period of crisis. The 

explorations of Moore, Louvet, and Riouffe are not unlike those of Laon 

and Cythna whose narrative in history is their attempt to find meaning 

in their personal suffering and in the chaos of the counterrevolution. 

In the Revolt Shelley's negative pole is embodied by a type of 

Robespierrean tyrant, the Iberian Priest, while his positive pole is 

embodied by Laon and Cythna, revolutionary heroes not unlike Louvet and 

"Lodiska," hopelessly trying to speak truths in an age of terror. 

Shelley's Revolt and Revolutionary Memoirs: 
The Problem of Creating a Dialectic 

Before Moore, Louvet, and Riouffe could define their moral 

dialectic, they had to confront the problem of the people's actions 

during the Terror. What, for example, caused the September massacre, in 

which 2,000 French citizens were killed? If a majority of people did 
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not take part in the massacre, why did they allow it to happen without 

protest? Like the writers of travel journals that Shelley read, they 

were believers in man's perfectibility and, therefore, his inherent 

goodness. Before they could vindicate the 1789 Revolution and moral 

revolutions in general, they had to free the masses from responsibility 

for the Terror. 

In order to construct their dialectic between the Republic and 

the counterrevolution, Moore, Louvet, and Riouffe had to respond to two 

related attacks on the ideals of the French Revolution in general and 

the idea of the people's inherent goodness in particular. First, the 

enemies of the French Revolution saw France1s return to authoritarian 

rule before and during the Terror as proof that man must have his King. 

The Terror, for them, proved the lie of the Republican equalitarian 

ideal. Vindicators of the French Revolution had to show that the 

counterrevolution was an aberration from that ideal, not its logical 

outcome. Second, for those attacking French revolutionary principles, 

the Terror was proof that a revolution begun in passion would be 

destroyed by that same passion. The Republic for its vindicators was 

not the creation of an emotional, short-lived passion but was the 

4 
result of a progress of mind that began in ancient Greece and Rome. 

4. Paine in The Rights of Man says that the French Revolution 
did not "burst forth like a creation from a chaos," but is "no more 
than the consequences of a mental revolution previously existing in 
France" (p. 332). According to Wollstonecraft in her History, the 
French Revolution "was neither produced by the abilities or intrigues 
of a few individuals; nor was the effect of sudden and short-lived 
enthusiasm; but the natural consequence of intellectual improvement, 
gradually proceeding to perfection ..." (vli-viii). 
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The root problem in both of these attacks on the Revolution, spurred on 

by the Terror, was the role of the people. It would not suffice to see 

the people as helpless victims of tyranny or emotion, for the enemy 

would interpret this helplessness as a need for authoritarian control. 

Louvet in his memoirs confesses his own doubts about the 

masses who, during the Terror, did not always act like the abstract 

naturally good man. No attack upon the weakness and helplessness of 

the people could have been as brutal as Louvet*s own: 

Puisque, meme en un pays que je croyois, pret a se regenerer, 
les gens de bien sont si lfiches et les m4chans si furieux, il 
est clair que toute agregation d'hommes, pompeusement appel4e 
peuple par des insenses tels que moi, n'est reellement qu'un 
imbecile troupeau, trop heureux de ramper sous un maitre 
(I, 125). 

But if Louvet accuses the people of being weak, he sees the 

real enemy as a force other than the masses, acting against them and 

their Republic. "Amis de la libert^, gemissez, gemissez done; mais 

n'oubliez pas que ces crimes ne furent pas ceux de la Republique. Le 

Republique! ils ne nous ont jamais permis de l'establir! ... Tous 

les forfaits qu'ils ont commis, ce sont encore ceux de la royaute" 

(I, 83). For Louvet, the Republic was destroyed by Robespierre and 

his fellow "royalists." In his October 29 speech to the Convention, he 

5. "Then, even in a land that I believed ready to regenerate 
itself, the good people are so faint-hearted and the bad so furious, it 
is clear that an aggregation of men, solemnly called people by the , 
foolish like myself, is in reality only an imbecile troop, too happy to 
crouch under a master." 

6. "Friends of liberty, weep, weep, then; but do not forget 
that the crimes were not those of the Republic. The Republic! they 
never allowed us to establish it. ... All the crimes that have been 
committed are those of the royalty." 
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says that the real enemies are the Jacobins, who are not revolu

tionaries but "royalists," wishing to assume the powers of the King. 

Louvet says that it was not the Paris citizens who were responsible for 

the massacre of 2,000 people in September but the triumvirate of 

Robespierre, Marat, and Danton and the Convention that allowed it to 

dominate. He sees the citizens as responsible for the arrest of the 

King on August 10, during which thousands of Parisians marched to the 

Tuileries. This, he says, was the people's Revolution, but the people 

were not to blame for the September massacres since only 200 curious 

spectators were present at that atrocity as compared to the thousands 

at the Tuileries. The enemies of the French Revolution, according to 

Louvet, are the royalists of Austria and Russia without and the 

royalist triumvirate within (II, 85-98). And the citizens of Paris? 

Louvet exclaims: 

Je le connois, le peuple de Paris, car je suis ne, j'ai vecu 
au milieu de lui: it est brave; mais, comme les braves, 11 
est bon; 11 est impatient, mais 11 est gen^reux; 11 ressent 
vivement ume injure, mais apres la victoire il est magnanime. 
Je n'entends pas parler de telle ou telle portion qu'on 
egare, mais de 1'immense majorlte, quand on la laisse \ son 
heureux naturel (II, 97). 

If the people are left in their "heureux naturel," Louvet says, the 

majority of them are good. What Louvet argues is that the people and 

their Republic are not naturally helpless but helpless before a world 

7. "I know the people of Paris, because I was born there, I 
lived in the middle of them: they are brave; but, like the brave, they 
are good; they are impatient, but generous; they vitally resent an 
injury, but after a victory, they are magnanimous. I am not speaking 
of all or a portion, but the vast majority, when they are left in their 
natural happiness." 
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Spirit of Evil; they did not have a chance to establish themselves 

against such a force. In defining the Republican Spirit of Good and 

the demonic force of the opposition, Louvet enters into the realm of 

allegory in which an event in time is interpreted through cosmic ideas 

of Good and Evil. 

Like Louvet, Moore also shows surprise and dismay at the mass 

brutality he is seeing. On September 1, 1792, he reports the crowd's 

jubilant applause as a man is beheaded. "Le Peuple Souverain," he 

says, "begins to grow as cruel as other despots" (I, 263). And on 

September 5, 1792, he reports a beheading among peasants outside the 

city of Paris-—outside the influence of the Jacobins--that he inter

prets as the peasants' exercise of their new found sense of power (I, 

346). But again like Louvet, Moore makes a distinction between the 

citizens and the true assassins. He asks why six or seven thousand 

citizens could have allowed two or three hundred assassins to commit 

acts of atrocity like the September massacres. Moore conjectures that 

the citizens, as well as Republicans like Brissot, were paralyzed by 

fear. The assassins, he says, were certain members of the Convention 

and the Jacobean Club who hired "idle vagabonds" to commit atrocities 

in the people's name (I, 329-31). Moore never completely absolves the 

citizens of all the guilt for the massacres; he continues to report 

acts of brutality among the people even as he moves on from specula

tions to the epic drama of the Convention—and it is there that he 

finally separates good and evil into the Republican rhetoric of freedom 
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(that of Louvet in particular) and the counterrevolutionary rhetoric of 

Terror of a Robespierre, Marat, and Danton. 

What Shelley saw in Riouffe's Memoires was Riouffe's own 

despair that makes it impossible for him to create a dialectic in 

history. Unlike Louvet and Moore, Riouffe does not make a distinction 

between himself and the "canaille." At the conclusion of his prison 

memoirs, he questions his own original sin that might have caused the 

Terror he has seen and suffered: 

Pourquoi faut-il que la nature m'ai jete sur la terre dans 
cette epoque desastreuse ou le fleau de 11 intolerance 
politique devait frapper la miserable espece humaine et la 
rendre malade jusqu'a la moelle? Qu1. avals-je fait, et de 
quel crime originel ma naissance fut-elle marquee, pour 
etre appele a voir couler tant de san^ qui jaillissait 
presque sur moi? Le fleche empolsonnee du desespoir a 
traverse mon ame, je la porte partout; et si mes bourreaux 
dont la rage n'est^pas rassaslee par quatorze mois de la 
plus dure captivite, ne signent pas mon honorable 
proscription, je succomberai bientot sous tant de souvenirs g 
affreux et je mourrai honteux d'avoir ete homme (pp. 93-94). 

The negative pole of Riouffe's prison memoir is Riouffe himself, a 

Christian who had lost the ideal of the French Revolution but who had 

not lost Christianity's myth of original sin to explain the failure of 

the 1789 Republic. He tries to create an heroic image of man in the 

8. "Why was it necessary for nature to throw me out on the 
earth in this disastrous time when the scourge of political intolerance 
has struck the miserable human species and made it sick to the very 
marrow of its bones? What have I done, and what original crime marked 
me at my birth, that made me see the flow of so much blood which, 
almost, burst out on me? My flesh, poisoned with despair, has cor
rupted my soul; I carry that poison everywhere. And if my executioners, 
whose rage was not satisfied by my fourteen months of brutal captivity, 
had not signed my honorable release, I would have died soon under so 
many frightful memories, and I would have died ashamed of having been a 
man." 
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bravery of revolutionary martyrs before the tribunal, but he has diffi

culty distinguishing suicide from martyrdom. Even if the massacres had 

stopped, he says, many would have thrown themselves before the guillo

tine "par degout de la vie" (p. 90). Riouffe attempts to contrast 

suicides with heroic martyrdoms of mistresses dying with their ladies, 

sisters dying with their brothers, and families dying together. But, 

he exclaims, both the suicidal and the heroic go to the guillotine 

hoping that eternity will be a better place. And to get to this hoped-

for-eternity, what a difficult passage man must go through (pp. 90-92). 

Riouffe is like Shelley's man in "high despair" in Revolt (XII, 28) who 

kills himself after Laon and Cythna's martyrdom. Riouffe does not com

mit suicide, but in questioning his original sin, he regresses to that 

Christian superstition that the French Republic had tried to educate 

man out of through reason. An obsession with past guilt is death since 

it makes any personal and social revolution impossible. 

In Revolt Shelley, like Louvet and Moore, not only creates a 

moral dialectic between hope and despair, but also in his allegory, 

dramatizes the laws of necessity that regulate both sides of the dia

lectic. Shelley uses the same metaphors of earthquakes and volcanoes 

to describe the people's sympathetic response to Laon and Gythna as he 

does to describe their fearful response to wars, hunger, and plague, 

for the same Laws of Necessity govern both. The erratic, uncontroll

able mob passions that are so disturbing to Louvet, Moore, and Riouffe 

are a reason for hope in Revolt. Like Locke, Drummond, and Hume, 

Shelley knew that man can only be educated through his passions; his 
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passions must be aroused before he can begin to be educated into moral 

principles. In his "Essay on the Punishment of Death" Shelley says 

that this spilling over of emotion is responsible for "all that is 

eminently base or excellent in human nature" (Clark ed., p. 157). In 

Revolt he depicts the emotional fluctuations of the mobs, first 

responding tearfully to Laon's and Cythna's lessons of love and for

giveness, only to build funeral pyres for them during a type of Terror. 

But those same masses are able to sympathize with Laon and Cythna even 

when the Terror has reached its peak of madness before and during Laon 

and Cythna's martyrdom. In Revolt these moral fluctuations are a sign 

of hope, for if man can still show compassion during a Terror, he can 

still be educated through these passions into moral principles. 

In Revolt the Republic-of-a-day had attempted to educate man 

into moral principles. The fact that these lessons were not learned 

does not mean that he cannot be educated but that it takes time for 

passionate sentiments to become principles. In Canto IX Cythna tells 

Laon of the people's initial impression of her in the City of Gold: 

Some said I was a maniac wild and lost; 
Some, that I scarce had risen from the grave, 

The Prophet's virgin bride, a heavenly ghost: — 
Some said, I was a fiend from my weird cave, 
Who had stolen human shape, and o'er the wave, 

The forest, and the mountain came;—some said 
I was the child of God, sent down to save 
Women from bonds and death, and on my head 

The burden of their sins would frightfully be laid. 
(IX, 8) 

Before the ideal Republic is built, Laon and Cythna attempt to teach 

man that he is the "human form divine," that beauty is in man and not 

in a divinity apart from man. But the ideals of the Republic never 
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superstition once the Republic is destroyed. Laon and Cythna look with 

compassion upon the hysterical mob, even when they become its victims, 

for they realize that the masses have retrogressed to a barbaric 

superstition that will take centuries to correct. 

Shelley's Revolt and Revolutionary Memoirs: 
The Negative Pole of Allegory 

To create the ideal pole of the Revolution, Louvet and Moore 

brought together the people and the Republican ideal. To create the 

negative pole, Louvet, Moore and Riouffe separated Robespierre and the 

Jacobins from the true revolutionaries and aligned them with the tyr

anny of Church and State that the 1789 Republic had fought against: 

Robespierre is described as the high priest of a religious cult and a 

royalist, and his tribunal is compared to the Spanish Inquisition and 

to Old Testament sacrifices (Louvet, II, 91-93; Moore, I, 198, 338; 

Riouffe, p. 28). Robespierre is placed within an historical pattern of 

tyranny with allegorical suggestiveness. Riouffe says that the Terror 

surpassed the savagery of the cannibal and the Turk and equalled the 

horrors of Caligula; Louvet says that it was more atrocious than the 

evil of a Nero or a Caligula (Riouffe, pp. 36, 55, 72; Louvet, II, 

192). From an historical perspective, Robespierre's fall seems inevi

table when he is placed within a tradition of failed despotism. The 

memoirs also suggest an allegorical perspective: when evil is piled 

upon evil, when it is absorbed into a single figure like a Robespierre, 

then it is seen for what it is. In allegory evil exists only when it 
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feigns to be the good, the only ultimate reality. As in the tradition 

of the Book of the Revelation and Spenser's Faerie Queene, when evil's 

multiple names and forms are reduced to one monstrous form of evil, 

then evil without its mask of good is powerless. 

What is only suggested in the memoirs becomes an allegorical 

vision in Shelley's Revolt. To make his Iberian Priest the personifi

cation of all tyrannies, Shelley makes him more vile than a Nero, a 

Caligula, and a Robespierre. This picture of tyranny includes not only 

the usual prophets of Terror but also other prophets of despair that 

his age had accepted all too readily. In his Preface to Revolt, 

Shelley makes a specific reference to one of these false prophets: 

Metaphysics, and inquiries into moral and political science, 
have become little else than vain attempts to revive 
exploded superstitions, or sophisms like those of Mr. 
Malthus, calculated to lull the oppressors of mankind into 
a security of everlasting triumph (Hutchinson ed., p. 34). 

Robert Malthus wrote his famous Essay on Population in 1798 in response 

to William Godwin's Enquirer. Malthus argues that since population 

increases in a geometric ratio and the means of subsistence, in an 

arithmetical ratio, Godwin's ideal society, even if it were realized, 

would not last long. Without wars, plagues, and famines, the world 

would become over-populated and the food scarce. The result would be 

an inevitable war and a return to the imperfect society that man has 

always known. In his response to Malthus, Godwin suggested that over

population could be prevented by man's own restraints, an argument that 

g 
Malthus incorporated into the later editions of his work. 

9. C. E. Pulos, "Shelley and Malthus," PMLA, 67 (March 1952), 
113-14. 
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Shelley made this most subtle priest of the counterrevolution a 

main aspect of his portrait of the Iberian Priest, one who couched his 

language of oppression in a rhetoric of seeming logic rather than in 

the more easily recognizable deceit of Christian superstition. In 

Shelley's Revolt a Maithus figure becomes just another one of the false 

prophets of the counterrevolution who teaches man that life is misery 

and that nothing he can do or Imagine can change man's physical and 

moral oppression. 

C. E. Pulos has pointed out that there are two concepts of 

necessity in Revolt, the Maithusian necessity of the counterrevolution 

and the Godwinian necessity of the entire epic.^ In describing the 

battle that tyranny waged against her in the City of Gold, Cythna tells 

of Malthusian false prophets who taught the people the unnaturalness of 

revolutions. "And grave and hoary men," she says, tried to teach that 

among 
Mankind, the many to the few belong, 

By Heaven, and Nature, and Necessity. (IX, 14) 

And with the falsehood of their poisonous lips 
They breathed on the enduring memory 

Of sages and of bards a brief eclipse; 
There was one teacher, who necessity 
Had armed with strength and wrong against mankind, 

His slave and his avenger aye to be; 
That we were" weak and sinful, frail and blind, 

And that the will of one was peace, and we 
Should seek for nought on earth but toil and misery— 

(IX, 15) 

The "one teacher" is a Maithus-like figure, preaching the naturalness 

of inequality in which the poor in their frailty hand over their 

10. Ibid., 119 
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self-government and the wealth of their labor to the few. In the next 

line of the following stanza, Cythna fuses the words of this "one 

teacher" with the superstition of the tyrannical Church: "For thus we 

might avoid the hell hereafter" (IX, 16). Cythna combines the super

stition of the nineteenth-century philosopher with the religious . 

superstition of all barbarous times. For Shelley, the basis of all 

rhetoric of oppression is a fear that equalitarian ideas will destroy 

the power of the Church and State. In order for the authoritarian 

State to teach the unnaturalness of equality, it has to resort to 

superstitions of man's depravity and of his happiness hereafter. 

In Canto IX of Revolt Shelley creates a pattern of counter

revolutionary tyranny that not only contains the teachings of Christian 

superstition and nineteenth-century advanced Malthusian "logic" but 

also the seeds of the inevitable demise of all such falsehoods. 

Shelley places the argument of Malthusian necessity within his larger 

allegorical structure of the Laws of Necessity. Cythna, in tracing the 

tyranny that opposed her in her creation of the Republic, also outlines 

the beginning and end of all tyrannies, including that of the Iberian 

Priest who comes to power after Cythna1s lesson on tyranny. Shelley's 

Iberian Priest is an advancement in subtlety even over Maithus. In 

Cythna's lesson there are "obscener slaves" than Maithus who teach 

that the rule of men was over now, 
And hence, the subject world to woman's will must bow. ... 

(IX, 16) 
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The slaves of tyranny cannot understand any relationship except that 

between the oppressed and the oppressor; therefore, any revolution in 

man's relationship to woman is interpreted by them as woman's tyranny 

over man. In Canto XII of Revolt the Iberian Priest uses this fear of 

female domination to rally his counterrevolutionary forces: 

Is it mine 
To stand alone, when kings and soldiers fear 

A woman? Heaven has sent its other victim here. 
(XII, 11) 

Shelley's Iberian Priest speaks the accumulated language of oppression 

of God over man, of rich over poor, and in the final canto of Revolt, 

of man over woman. 

But within her pattern of tyranny in Canto IX, Cythna shows how 

the tyrant's words are opposed by the true Laws of Necessity. The 

tyrant's false prophets, she says, bribe the people with gold, and the 

wealthy feast while the poor starve, but with war come Plague and 

Famine that affect rich and poor alike. The Laws of Necessity make no 

false distinction between rich and poor, for inevitably gold becomes 

worthless when there is no food, and "faith" becomes meaningless when 

prayers are unanswered. Laon in eternity shows how evil destroys 

itself as he describes the results of war in the City of Gold. The 

inevitable pattern of tyranny that Cythna states in Canto IX begins to 

work itself out in the City of Gold in, first, war, then plague, 

famine, and madness. The City is described as a surrealistic night

mare, more horrible than Riouffe's picture of Jacobean Terror. But 

unlike Riouffe, Shelley transforms horror into an apocalyptic vision in 

which the greatest evil leads to the greatest good. The epic framework 
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of Revolt is an allegory like that of the Book of the Revelation and 

Spenser's Faerie Queene. In Canto I of Revolt the Venu9 figure teaches 

the allegory of man's fall and inevitable perfectibility. After man's 

fall, she says, evil became man's good and took on many forms and 

names. In Canto XII the successful revolution that the lady of 

prophesies in Canto I is about to take place. The Spirit of Evil 

dressed in priests' cassocks has become so black that it can be dis

tinguished easily from the purity of Laon, Cythna, and her child. And 

when the Iberian Priest gives the order to have Cythna burned at the 

stake with Laon, no one moves at his command. When the Spirit of Evil 

is most apparent (when it is blacker than the acts of a Nero and a 

Caligula), when it has one name to cover all of its various manifesta

tions, then it will be destroyed by the reemerging Revolutionary City 

of Canto XII, the Spirit of Good in Revolt. 

The Positive Pole of Shelley's Revolt; The 
Idealization of the 1789 Republic 

Louvet, Moore, and Riouffe do not dwell on particular battles 

that led to the Republic, such as the storming of the Bastille and the 

inarch to Versailles since these.events were too much like the mob 

violence and bloodshed of the Terror. To make the Republic an ideal, 

they have to omit particular details that would upset the sharp dis

tinction between 1789 and 1792. 

In Revolt Shelley doeB not omit the early events leading to the 

French Republic, but he re-creates them so that they are in accord with 

ideal revolutionary principles. For Shelley is not writing a history 
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of the French Revolution but an allegory of "a type of peace" (IX, 30), 

the Republic of France in its most ideal form. As stated in the pre

vious chapter, Shelley never totally transcends history. For example, 

his re-creation of the French Revolution is similar to that of other 

vindicators of the Revolution, like Volney, Paine, and Wollstonecraft. 

But Shelley takes their ideal re-creation of the Revolution and pro

jects it onto an eternal plane in which events are patterned according 

to a cosmic law of cause and effect. By doing so, Shelley vindicates 

their French revolutionary ideals and perfects their vision by making 

history and its ideal correspond. 

Like other vindicators of the Revolution, Shelley saw the 

French Republic as part of a gradual "mental revolution" whose origins 

11 
were in fifth-century Athens. The first stage of Shelley's mental 

revolution in Revolt is the extension of Hellenism beyond the city-

state of Athens to the three continents of Europe, Asia, and America. 

For Shelley this first stage of universalizing Hellenism took place in 

the fifteenth-century Renaissance, brought about by the discovery of 

Greek writing in Constantinople. It was this spark of Greek thought, 

Shelley says in his fragmentary "Essay on the Revival of Literature," 

that "roused Europe from her lethargic state and paved the way to her 

present greatness" (Clark ed., p. 179). 

The importance of the Renaissance for believers in perfect

ibility was its vast dissemination of knowledge, made possible by the 

invention of the printing press. The Genius in Volney's Ruins» for 

11. Paine, The Rights of Man, p. 332. 
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example, argues that the human race can improve because of "the holy 

art of printing" which instructs millions "beyond the power of tyrants 

to arrest or annihilate" (p. 82). Wollstonecraft in her History also 

argues for the progress of civilization through mass education, in 

particular, the "degree of knowledge ... diffused through society by 

the invention of printing, which no inundation of barbarians can 

eradicate" (p. 220). In Canto XV of Revolt the Grecian hermit, the 

preserver and teacher of Hellenic thought, describes the effect of his 

written words on the reading public: 

In secret chambers parents read, and weep, 
My writings to their babes, no longer blind; 

And young men gather when their tyrants sleep, 
And vows of faith each to the other bind; 
And marriageable maidens, who have pined 

With love, till life seemed melting through their look, 
A warmer zeal, a nobler hope now find; 

And every bosom thus is rapt and shook, 
Like autumn's myriad leaves in one swoln mountain-brook. 

(IV, 13) 

Tyranny cannot last long when men are free to publish words of liberty 

to the youth of the world. The concluding alexandrine line suggests 

that this mental awakening through education will swell until, in the 

spring of man's perfection, it will burst out with revolutionary 

fervor. 

The French Revolution, for Shelley, was the result of a gradual 

mental awakening, but it was accelerated by periods of mental energy 

like the eighteenth-century American Revolution, the ideal of which is 

the second stage of Shelley's revolution in Revolt. In the Revolt 

Cythna, as a newly awakened mind in her subterranean prison, bursts out 

of her cell with an underground eruption and becomes the revolutionary 
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teacher of a slave ship of Mariners and Maidens. Shelley never calls 

this ship "America" anymore than he calls the revolution "French," but 

the idea of a ship of youth removed from Old World oppression and able 

to teach it lessons of liberty and equality corresponds to the revo

lutionary image of America in Wollstonecraft, Paine, and Blake. The 

ideal society for Wollstonecraft in her History is one that constantly 

renews itself in order to retain "the vigour of youth" (pp. 19-20). 

The American Revolution was successful, she says, because as a youthful 

society it had no past prejudices and tyrannical institutions to over

throw Cp. 14). This young nation, Paine says in The Rights of Man, 

became a "school of Freedom" for France, teaching it "the practice as 

well as the principles" of freedom (p. 333). In Revolt Cythna herself 

is a symbol of America like William Blake's Oothoon in The Visions of 

12 
the Daughters of Albion. For both Shelley and Blake exotic energy 

begins a revolution by instantly releasing man from oppression. Both 

Cythna and Oothoon are spirits of America, raped by Old World tyranny 

and impowered to speak against sexual oppression and all oppression 

after their rape. But both Shelley and Blake see this erotic burst of 

revolutionary passion as short-lived outside of the long history of 

mental progress of which the American Revolution is a part. Shelley's 

Cythna-America is the passionate spokesman for Laon's words; her con

trolled rhetoric is his civilization impowered by her vision. Blake's 

12. There is no evidence that Shelley ever read Blake, but 
both Shelley and Blake read Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the 

Rights of Women< Blake and Wollstonecraft had the same publisher, 
Johnson; in fact, Blake illustrated her children's book, Original 
Stories. 
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Oothoon-America speaks to dead ears (Old World tyranny in the form of 

Bromion, the slave trader, and Theotormon, the Christian perversion of 

pleasure). In his complete epic vision in Jerusalem Blake takes the 

libido of his Oothoon-America and his Ore, symbolic of the French 

Revolution, and places both within the mental furnaces of Los, a poet 

figure like Shelley's Laon, who represents mental progress battling 

against uncontrollable passions and barbarism within himself and in 

history. For both Shelley and Blake the origins of revolution are in 

passionate upheavals, but in order for that revolutionary force to have 

lasting power, it must become part of the conscious mental revolution 

of Western tradition. 

Shelley places Cythna's volcanic eruption within an allegory of 

the land's recovery from the sea to show that the origins of revolu

tionary power predate Hellenism and even consciousness itself. Buffon 

in his Histoire Naturelle (read by Shelley in 1816) sees man's perfect

ibility as part of a larger geographical perfectibility. Man came into 

being, Buffon says, after underwater mountains began to recover part of 

their territory from the sea in volcanic eruptions. The epoch of man 

began after these eruptions when the earth had cooled down enough for 

13 
man to inhabit it comfortably. Shelley alters Buffon's theory to 

make the resurgence of mind correspond with the land's emergence from 

the sea. In this way mental revolutions are seen to be as natural and 

13. Comte de Buffon ^Georges Louis Leclerc7, Oeuvres Philo-
sophique de Buffon, ed. Jean Piveteau in Corpus G^n^ral des Philosophes 
Francais (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1954), XLI, 171-76 
et passim. 
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inevitable as volcanic eruptions, both controlled by a Power that ener

gizes both mental and physical phenomenon* The energy of a Cythna, 

then, is more than that of any particular mind: it is part of the 

original, primal energy of destruction and creation that, like man's 

own erotic energies, gives power to mind. Mental revolutions are pos

sible when man begins to understand this correspondence between mental 

and physical power inside and outside of himself. 

In order to emphasize this correspondence between mental and 

geographical energies, Shelley calls his female revolutionary voice, 

Cythna, one of the names for Venus, derived from one of her supposed 

birthplaces, the island of Cytherea. In Shelley's Revolt Cythna is a 

nineteenth-century improvement upon Venus to correspond with the 

American and French Revolution's improvement upon Hellenism. Cythna*a 

perfection in love is imaged in her conquest of larger and larger land 

masses. After she bursts out of her subterranean cave (that is com

pared to a Grecian temple), her language of love conquers first a ship 

and then an island paradise. She becomes the image of the island-

continent of America that, after its successful revolution, sets out on 

a voyage to conquer the City of Gold on the continent with its European 

and Asiatic tyranny. 

Cythna's eruption from the sea also can be seen as Shelley's 

version of the "fortunate fall." The fall for Shelley in Queen Hab, 

Revolt, and Prometheus Unbound was the fragmentation and separation of 

human kind who originally lived in one harmonious society. Geographi

cally the fall in Revolt was the breaking apart of the continental land 
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mass either by the sinking of land into the sea or the breaking off of 

land from the continental whole. The myth of the lost Atlantis fits 

into this pattern: the story that is told in Plato's Timaeus is that 

Plato's ideal Republic was located on the island of Atlantis, the great 

land mass that once connected the Old and New Worlds. Cythna's erup

tion from the sea upon a volcanic island can be seen as the first part 

of a revolutionary recovery of the land from the fall. 

Cythna begins to bring the Old and New World together through 

metaphorical language. Cythna's speeches affect the masses because she 

speaks the original, musical language of sympathy and love that the 

masses had once known before the fall. What she brings to the conti

nent from America is the idea of primal whole relationships reflected 

in her unfallen metaphorical language. The fall of islands into the 

sea is a fortunate fall since metaphorical language is preserved on 

such islands, and language in its eternal form can be brought back to 

the fallen continent. Her first converts are the youthful lovers of a 

type of America since, as lovers, they sense the power of the language 

of sympathetic correspondences that she speaks. She puts into language 

what they feel.*^ 

In Revolt the revolutionary language of love begins with the 

eruption of an island from the sea and spreads as quickly as passion to 

the Mariners and Maidens aboard the slave ship. Shelley shows how 

effortless the revolution is since there are no Old World institutions 

14. For a similar myth of language see Rousseau's "A Discourse 
on the Origin of Inequality," p. 240 and James Monboddo's Origins of 
Language, I, 192-93. 
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to attack. The young Mariners respond immediately to Cythna's words of 

love. The slave boat becomes a ship of Liberty that, in moving toward 

the continent, communicates its feelings with the intensity and 

rapidity of an earthquake or a volcano: 

So from that cry over the boundless hills 
Sudden was caught one universal sound, 

Like a volcano's voice, whose thunder fills 
Remotest skies,—such glorious madness found 
A path through human hearts with stream which drowned 

Its struggling fears and cares, dark Custom's brook; 
They knew not whence it came, but felt around 

A wide contagion poured—they called aloud 
On Liberty—that name lived on the sunny flood. (IX, 4) 

The third stage of Shelley's ideal revolution is the conquest 

of the land or the beginning of a type of French Revolution. The edu

cation of the young Mariners is relatively easy compared to the 

education of men and women in the City of Gold. Cythna's lessons of 

love spread through the City as quickly as on the Ship, but in the City 

her words create conflict between the revolutionaries and the conti

nent's King, Priests, and Capitalists. The true beginning of Shelley's 

ideal type of French Revolution is a reinforcement of moral principles 

of love that turn the "glorious madness" of revolutionary passions into 

the rational ideal of the Republic. 

When Laon journeys toward the City of Gold to prevent the revo

lution's turning into bloodshed, he enters a Camp of revolutionaries 

(followers of Cythna) outside the City. This Camp in Revolt is quite 

different from the historical camps of soldiers outside the City of 

Paris. According to Wollstonecraft, camps of soldiers hired by the 

King filled the Parisians with Terror since the citizens did not know 
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whether the troops were defending Paris from external enemies or were 

ready to attack the citizens themselves if the King's life were 

endangered (History, pp. 141-42). In contrast Shelley's Camp in Revolt 

is the beginning of a revolutionary City that must conquer its ovm 

passion of revenge before entering and transforming the City of Gold. 

The Camp is a physical representation of a tense revolutionary moment 

that can lead either to the complete destruction of the revolutionary 

ideal or its development into a permanent City of unified ideas based 

on love, not revenge and bloodshed. Laon's rhetoric of love prevents 

the Camp from becoming a military Camp. While Laon and a friend talk 

of the revolution, mercenaries (probably hired by the tyrant to infil

trate the Camp) butcher 10,000 men, women, and children while they 

sleep. Without Laon's Intercession between the three mercenaries and 

the Camp, more blood than Laon's own would have been shed, and the 

revolutionary cause would have been lost. Instead Laon receives the 

sword thrust intended for one of the mercenaries and delivers a short 

but effective speech to the Camp on love for one's enemies. The Camp 

of mercenaries and revolutionaries is unified in its mutual sense of 

blood guilt and forgiveness. 

Shelley's allegory of the conquering of the land and its mer

cenaries is similar to actual French revolutionary stories of the 

National Guard's sympathy for the citizens. Wollstonecraft tells many 

such stories in her History of the National Guard's refusing to fire 

upon the citizens, stories which show that even the most hardened 

"passive instruments" of tyranny can be educated back into their 
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original goodness (pp. 58, 114, 143). Shelley's story, on the other 

hand, shows what it takes to educate mercenaries into sympathy: it 

takes the death of 10,000 men, women, and children, and the blood of 

its leader to educate men who had become "active1instruments" of the 

King. Shelley's Revolt is ideal not in smoothing over the horrors of 

war; it is ideal in that Laon's description of the revolution is 

patterned according to the ideal laws operating in history. 

It is only after the revolutionaries and mercenaries unite in 

their common guilt and forgiveness, that they can attack the City of 

Gold with flowers, songs, and shouts of liberty (a repetition of 

Cythna's kind of attack along with her Mariners and Maidens). Unlike 

the historical storming of the Bastille, Shelley's peaceful battle is 

the conquest of a City of Gold by the enthusiasm and reason of a revo

lutionary idea. The Camp episode is part of Shelley's continuing 

narrative of how ideas of freedom are taught and spread from a small 

revolutionary force into a City. The movement of the Camp inside the 

City is the movement of one power force into a larger arena. For 

Shelley, ideas are spread by a few teachers (his Laon and Cythna) who 

ignite the reason and passion of an ever-increasing group of followers. 

Each of Shelley's stages of the ideal revolution has as its center the 

rhetoric of the poet, his Laon and Cythna, whose passionate speeches 

ignite first a small group of followers, then a continent. Cythna's 

speech revolutionizes a ship that, in turn, spreads its freedom to a 

sea of ships; Laon's rhetoric in the Camp enters into and alters an 

entire City. 



153 

The next stage of the revolution in Revolt is the people's 

forgiveness of the King, Shelley's ideal re-creation of the people's 

inarch to Versailles on October 5-6, 1789. Wollstonecraft in her 

History and Paine in his Rights of Man attempt to understand the cause 

of the mob's anger at Versailles that led to bloodshed and a violation 

of the rational ideals of the Republic. Both say that the Parisians 

resented the Queen's entertaining the Swiss guards at Versailles while 

the citizens were hungry, an episode that Wollstonecraft calls 

"Nocturnal Orgies at Versailles." Paine emphasizes the restraining 

power of Lafayette in his mediation between the King's party and the 

people, a mediation that broke down toward daybreak when a Swiss guard 

fired upon a heckling Paris militia and killed one of them. Paine does 

not emphasize the chaos that follows but immediately shifts to 

Lafayette, who restores peace between the two parties after the loss of 

a few lives. On the other hand, Wollstonecraft emphasizes the mob 

violence at Versailles in contrast to the relative peace of the "honest 

multitude" that took the Bastille. It was, she says, a mob of 

ruffians, not citizens, whose emotions shifted violently from joy at 

the King's concessions to them to dread at nightfall when the King and 

Lafayette had gone to bed. Then, Wollstonecraft says, the mob became 

restless and rushed mindlessly into the unguarded palace (Wollstone

craft, pp. 109, 426-46; Paine, pp. 296-301). 

Shelley's account of the people's march to Versailles should be 

seen in relationship to Wollstonecraft's and Paine's vindication of 

that event. Twice in Revolt Shelley refers to the royal feasts given 
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in the City of Gold while the people starve, but the feast is seen not 

as a simple cause of the people's resentment but as an inevitable part 

of any tyrant's oppression. Shelley's account of the feast that 

separates the rich from the poor is more like the New Testament parable 

of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16: 19-31) than any particular event 

at Versailles, for he wanted to emphasize not historical causation but 

a broader cosmic law of necessity in which the rich and the poor are 

governed by the same moral law. His revolutionary hero is, also, not 

historical but mythical. Like Paine's Lafayette, Laon tries to prevent 

the people's shedding blood, but Laon is an ideal Christ-poet figure 

rather than a particular actor in history like a Lafayette, who was 

thought by some to be the revolution's hero and by others to be its 

enemy. Shelley avoids historical causation and contradictory histori

cal evaluations in his allegory of an ideal revolution. With his Laon-

Christ figure as his central poet, Shelley can depict the people's 

shifting emotions without the fear that such fluctuations caused in a 

Wollstonecraft. For as long as Laon is in control, the people's shift

ing emotions indicate their ability to respond to Laon with sympathy. 

Shelley's ideal confrontation of the people and the King 

parallels Wollstonecraft's idea of what the people should have done at 

Versailles. Wollstonecraft describes Versailles after the royal family 

had been removed from the palace and taken to the Tuileries: "... 

all is fearfully still. ... Lo, this was the palace of the great 

Kingl—the abode of magnificence. Who was broken the charm!—Why does 

it now inspire only pity" (p. 162)? Like other believers in an 
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equalitarian society (like Rousseau in Entile and Fenelon in Telemaque) 

Wollstonecraft says that one should pity the King rather than revere or 

damn him, since he is a victim of society's failure to believe in 

15 
itself. The French erred, Wollstonecraft says, by treating Louis XVI 

with contempt and, therefore, by making him an object of pity to his 

people and to tyrants outside of France. Instead, she says, the King 

should have been treated with pity and dignity: he should have been 

allowed to retire to a mock palace with one-third of his stipend. In 

that way, she continues, the Republic could have made a gradual, 

rational transition from a despotism to a modified despotism and then 

to a Republic (pp. 28, 47, 339). The tyrant's palace that Shelley's 

revolutionaries enter in Revolt is as silent and empty as Versailles in 

Wollstonecraft's description after the evacuation of the royal family. 

And, guided by Laon's speech of forgiveness, the City in Revolt 

honorably retires its tyrant to a home for his repose, the kind of 

"San Clemente" that Wollstonecraft envisioned as an ideal for Louis XVI 

instead of the imprisonment and beheading he actually received: 

Then to a home for his repose assigned, 
Accompanied by the still throng he went 

In silence, where, to soothe his rankling mind, 
Some likeness of his ancient state was lent. ... 

(V, 36) 

Once the King is retired, the new Republic in Revolt celebrates 

its ideals in the next stage of Shelley's revolution. The Republic 

celebrates a f£te in Revolt that Shelley modeled upon actual French 

15. Emile, p. 49; Telemaque, p. 25. 
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X6 
revolutionary fetes. In Robespierre's Festival of Reason, for 

example, women's voices in hymn were part of the elaborate ceremony; in 

Revolt Cythna is the central voice of the fete, providing the common 

ideals that unite the City. Her invocation to "Wisdom" and "Love" and 

"Equality" is her synthesis of previous appeals in which the personal 

fears and hopes of particular people—Mariners, women, and lovers—were 

addressed. Now at a public federation of the entire City, she 

addresses the three hopes that unite the city, knowing that her image 

and Laon's, as well as the sculptured figures of each abstraction on 

her throne, give life to these abstractions. As in the previous stages 

of the ideal revolution, it is poetry that creates, unifies, and con

tinues the ideals of the equalitarian society. 

Shelley's ideal revolution-of-a-day is not compromised even in 

its failure. One of the main problems Godwin confronted in the second 

edition of Political Justice was whether or not man should use weapons 

17 
to defend his natural rights on his native ground. In Shelley's epic 

every sixth revolutionary is given a pike at a time when such a crude 

weapon is most useless. In fact the pikes make the battle even 

bloodier than before, for when the revolutionaries show a momentary 

resurgence in power, the counterrevolution sends in more fresh troops 

and more weapons. For Shelley in Revolt no equalitarian society, not 

fifth-century Athens or nineteenth-century France, can create a 
» 

16. See McNiece, especially Chapter vi ("Revolutionary Ritual 
and Revolutionary Lyric") and Chapter x ("The Revolt of Islam"). 

17. Priestley, pp. 84-85. 
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peaceful, non-aggressive society when it is surrounded by barbarians. 

For Shelley, like Louvet, the ideal Republic was overrun by an inter

national war machine, a world Spirit of Evil, The ideal survives, but 

the City is doomed to failure until it enters into and becomes the 

nucleus of an even larger, international City of Man. 

In writing his epic of the ideal revolution in Revolt, Shelley 

creates a progressive rhetoric of love to counter the increasing 

subtleties of the Malthusian language of oppression. Laon's rhetoric 

of love frequently echoes words spoken by Christ. In Canto V Laon 

teaches the masses to pity rather than take vengeance upon the tyrant 

by echoing Christ's words in defense of the adulterous woman: "He that 

ia without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her" (John 

8: 7), a passage that Shelley also refers to at the conclusion of his 

"Essay on the Punishment of Death." Laon asks the masses: 

What call ye justice? Is there one who never 
In secret thought has wished another's ill?— 

Are ye all pure? Let those stand forth who hear, 
And tremble not. (V, 34) 

Like Thomas Paine in his Age of Reason, Shelley in his "Essay on 

Christianity" separates Christ's teachings of love from the institution 

of Christianity which, according to Shelley, perverted Christ's words 

by teaching eternal damnation for sinners and immortality for the 

blessed. In Canto VIII Cythna in her lesson of love to the Mariners 

teaches man to create an earthly paradise of the present and future to 

replace Christianity's hell of penance in this life and happiness 
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in eternity: 

Reproach not thine own soul, but know thyself, 
Nor hate another's crime, nor loathe thine own. 

It is the dark idolatry of self, 
Which, when our thoughts and actions once are gone, 
Demands that man should weep, and bleed, and groan; 

0 vacant expiation! Be at rest.— 
The past is Death's, the future is thine own; 

And love and joy can make the foulest breast 
A paradise of flowers, where peace might build her nest. 

(VIII, 22) 

Cythna's lesson combines classical wisdom of self-knowledge with 

Christ's lessons of self-forgiveness and forgiveness of others. 

One would have expected Shelley's Laon and Cythna to speak the 

language of necessity, a language that would have been, for Shelley and 

Godwin, the nineteenth-century's moral improvement upon the past. In 

his Notes to Queen Mab Shelley half-quotes Godwin on necessity: man, 

he says, cannot act in any other way than he does act. A law of 

necessity creates a chain of cause and effect that determines each 

man's actions before his birth. Therefore, Shelley concludes, man 

should not weep over past acts or praise himself for virtuous ones, for 

he is the passive instrument of necessity (Hutchinson ed., pp. 810-12). 

Laon and Cythna do not teach this law of necessity during the revolu

tion, for they are in the process of learning its language themselves. 

Cythna speaks its language after the revolution has failed and before 

she and Laon are martyred in the City of Gold: 

Virtue, and Hope, and Love, like light and Heaven, 
Surround the world.—We are their chosen slaves. 

Has not the whirlwind of our spirit driven 
Truth's deathless germs to thought's remotest caves? 

(IX, 23) 
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The faith that allows Laon and Cythna to become revolutionary martyrs 

of hope is their being slaves of "Virtue, and Hope, and Love." Their 

faith is that mental and physical necessity is operative in the world 

and will give value to their words, their lives, and their deaths. In 

the progress of the epic Laon and Cythna both teach and are educated 

into the truths they speak. 

The Positive Pole of Shelley's Revolt: 
The Idealization of Romantic Love 

Louvet, as he presents himself in his memoir, became a prophet 

of hope for other writers. For example, he is the heroic orator in 

Moore's Journal, and Riouffe writes a life of Louvet after completing 

his own despairing memoir of the Terror. Mary Shelley began a "Life of 

Louvet" after she and Shelley read Louvet's memoir in 1814. Shelley 

himself found in Louvet not only a vindication of the ideal Republic 

18 
but also a personal love story. In his Memoires the exiled Louvet 

cries out that conspirators have kept the public from reading his words 

and that even when he has been heard, he has been misunderstood (I, 

pp. 81-82). The only sympathetic audience he is assured of is his wife 

"Lodiska." In Louvet's Memoires and in Shelley's Revolt romantic love 

and revolutionary hope are inseparable. In a world of Terror in which 

the public cannot respond to hope, Louvet and Shelley find the model of 

their new revolutionary society in the mutual response of lovers. Hope 

is not only projected into some vague future but is also visualized in 

the present relationship of a Louvet and Lodiska and a Laon and Laone. 

18. McNiece, pp. 26-27. 
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The romantic relationship that is a sign of hope in Louvet's 

memoir becomes the beginning of a mental-spiritual exploration in 

Shelley's Revolt. In Laon's story of the ideal revolution, history is 

never completely transcended, but after the failure of that ideal, his 

narrative moves into a world of magic and romance that begins to 

separate itself from history. 

In Canto VI Cythna on a black Tartarian horse rescues Laon from 

slaughter on the battlefield and carries him to a Grecian ruin away 

from and above the City of Gold. With this episode, the Revolt enters 

more fully into allegory. The Tartarian horse is the typical horse of 

romantic narrative whose movements correspond with the rider's passion. 

In Revolt it becomes another one of Shelley's vehicles (like Venus's 

boat in Canto i) that is an extension of man's mental and physical 

energies and a symbol of the universal mind of which the horse and its 

two riders are a part. 

On this Grecian ruin in Islam, Laon and Cythna experience one 

of those strange mystical-physical intercourses that Shelley seems to 

delight in describing. Their intercourse is strange since it takes 

place immediately after Cythna rescues Laon from the battlefield below. 

The narrative in Revolt moves outside the usual patterns of causation 

and expectation as the Tartarian horse transports them physically up to 

another plane of experience and, mentally, back to their earlier youth

ful play on another Grecian ruin by the Aegean Sea. In Canto II Laon 

and Cythna were separated and their Grecian city destroyed. In Canto 

VI, on another Grecian ruin in Islam, the adult Laon and Cythna . . 
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continue a relationship that had been disrupted by Christianity's rape 

of history. 

In Revolt Shelley is still the poet of Queen Mab, fighting his 

and civilization's battle against Christianity. In describing the 

sexual union of Laon and Cythna, Shelley probably wanted to criticize 

Christian ideals of chastity and self-restraint: 

Chastity /Shelley says in his Notes to Queen Mab/ is a monk
ish and evangelical superstition, a greater foe to natural 
temperance even than unintellectual sensuality; it strikes 
at the root of all domestic happiness, and consigns more 
than half of the human race to misery (Hutchinson ed., 
p. 808). 

In Southey's Christian epic Joan of Arc (read by Shelley in 1811), Joan, 

in interludes between battles, talks of the potential lover she left 

behind in order to become God's martial maiden. Shelley, in defiance 

of this type of sacrifice of the physical for the spiritual, combines 

both of these "lower" and "higher" passions in Laon's and Cythna's 

interlude between battles on the Grecian ruin. What Shelley wanted to 

create in Revolt is not an image of sacrifice but one of man's greatest 

potential. What would man be capable of if he could build up all pos

sible energies and passions without the restraint of fear and super

stition? Southey wanted to show that his semi-divine Joan is also a 

very human maid with passions. Shelley in Revolt does not separate the 

human from the divine; nor does he separate physical and spiritual love 

or mental and physical energy.' 

The fact that the Laon-Cythna relationship is incestuous sug

gests not only that Shelley wanted to shock the public but also he 

wanted to suggest the most natural and complete love relationship. In 
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a letter to Maria Gisborne, Shelley says that "Incest is like many other 

incorrect things a very poetical circumstance. It may be the excess of 

love or of hate" (November 16, 1819, Letters, II, 154). In Revolt the 

physical-mental-spiritual union of Laon and Cythna is surely an "excess 

of love." Their union is one of two people with "close sympathies" 

(VI, 39)—with an identical appearance and with the same hopes and 

fears. Their union is one without tension. It is an ideal love in 

opposition to the hate and fear in the City of Gold. All the City 

knows through experience is peace followed by war, tranquility followed 

by discord, a dialectic of love and hate in which love is never free 

from its opposite. What Shelley tried to create in the intercourse of 

Laon and Cythna is heightened joy and affection without the destruction 

that accompanies passion in experience. In Canto VI, as in Canto II, 

Shelley echoes his "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty" in order to bring 

together Laon's childhood vision and his later vision on the Grecian 

ruin. After asking questions about the source of sexual ecstasy that 

creates "one reposing soul," Laon begins to define that source as some

thing like intellectual beauty: 

It is the shadow which doth float unseen, 
But not unfelt, o'er blind mortality, 

Whose divine darkness fled not, from that green 
And lone recess, where lapped in peace did lie 
Our linked frames till, from the changing sky, 

That night and still another day had fled; 
And then I saw and felt (VI, 37). 1 

Through his senses, Laon experiences a power that is divine in its 

wholeness and intensity. It is, he says, an experience of 

All thought, all sense, all feeling, into one 
Unutterable power. ... (VI, 35) 
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Their union transcends experience since the source of their 

incestuous passion precedes experience, precedes thought, precedes life 

itself. Its source, Laon says, is one with the mysterious source of 

mind. Laon compares life to the Nile River: at its source are the 

secret springs of affection and thought that exist prior to experience 

or the flow of the Nile through the plains. As brother and sister, 

their feelings and thoughts were made mysteriously one before their 

birth: 

thus we for ever 
Were linked, for love had nursed us in the haunts 
Where knowledge, from its secret source enchants 

Young hearts with the fresh music of its springing, 
Ere yet its gathered flood feeds human wants, 

As the great Nile feeds Egypt. ... (VI, 41) 

Laon and Cythna can reflect upon the laws governing passions and 

thought because of this harmony prior to experience. Their intercourse 

on the Grecian ruin is a prelude to Cythna's discovery of the origins 

of language in Cantos VII-IX (to be discussed in the next chapter). 

What Cythna discovers is that the origins of love and the origins of a 

metaphorical language of love exist prior to experience and make 

experience possible. 

In Revolt Shelley's Laon and Cythna discover that what is most 

perfectible in man—his metaphorical language—has its origins not in 

the chaos of experience but in something like innate ideas. To perfect 

himself, man has to reflect upon these divine origins of love and 

language and make this knowledge part of consciousness. In directing 

his narrative beneath consciousness and beyond experience, Shelley 

creates an allegory in which language Is the divine positive pole that 
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is commonly lost or weakened through worldly existence. Metaphorical 

language is man's hold on divine Truth in a world that barely shadows 

it. 



CHAPTER 6 

SHELLEY'S REVOLT: A STUDY OF ALLEGORY 

Allegory brings together particulars and idealisms by showing 

how the multiple details of experience are ordered and made meaningful 

by divine ideas. In Canto I of Revolt Shelley shows his despairing 

wanderer such an allegorical vision and gives him a superhuman tutor to 

interpret it for him. But the wanderer seems to be more puzzled by the 

vision and its awesome teacher than educated into hope. To clarify the 

relationship between particulars and transcendental truths, his tutor 

takes him to the Temple of the Spirit, where he hears another approach 

to allegory. In Laon's narrative he hears the story of how Cythna dis

covers the grounds for allegory: she does not make dogmatic assertions 

about divine truths but tells her vision of her intimate relationship 

to other living things and to a supersensory totality. What she dis

covers in her vision of allegory is that experience and idealisms are 

brought together in language when Its superhuman, divine origins are 

preserved. Thus Shelley begins by affirming the lasting truth.of 

allegory, and then (for his nineteenth-century audience skeptical of 

such truths) illustrates how this single truth of Canto I is validated 

by a nineteenth-century heroine who discovers in language the divinity 

that informs man's experience in time. 

165 
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Discovery of the Origin of Language 

Cythna's own rendition of her vision occurs in Cantos VII-IX. 

Before telling Laon of her imprisonment in a subterranean cave, she 

questions the kind of experience she has had or even whether she 

experienced it at all. There is good reason for her skepticism. What 

she is attempting to bring to light is a vision of the preconscious 

mind progressing into consciousness. It begins as an exploration of 

her own mind in a state of madness. She seems to experience feelings 

and perceptions without the imposition of ideas, as if her experience 

came before the creation of logical patterns of cognition. Her vision 

then proceeds step-by-step to embody the development of consciousness 

from the most primitive to the most civilized mind. Cythna becomes an 

anthropologist-psychologist going back to primal sensations in order to 

study the relationship between "pure" perception and later cognition. 

What she discovers eventually is that the metaphorical language that 

conscious man speaks and writes is not just composed of the mind's own 

associations but also of the mind's associations in vital sympathy with 

the correspondence of things in nature. 

Cythna's first recollection in her subterranean vision is (or 

what she thinks Is) of her feelings of pain and pleasure in giving 

birth to and nursing a child. Cythna describes her relationship to her 

child as one of mutual play. At this stage in her vision Cythna Is the 

mental child, and, more important, expresses the wholeness of primal 

relationships in which the self does not distinguish itself from the 

other. In this particular instance, the mother does not separate 
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herself from the being to which she has given birth. Their playful 

relationship is the closest possible identification between a creator 

and what has been created, a relationship further extended to the rest 

of nature: 

We, on the earth, like sister twins lay down 
On one fair mother*s bosom. ... (VII, 22) 

Cythna has given birth to another identical to herself, and the earth 

becomes their "fair mother." This segment of the vision, then, extends 

personal identities into the suprasensory unity of all things, here 

imaged by the birth-cave itself. But at this stage, the experience of 

overall unity remains one of emotion only; reflective consciousness 

comes later. 

Even after the child is taken from her, Cythna continues to 

relate to the other as an extension of herself and her own needs. She 

attempts to communicate her need to escape to a sea-eagle that has been 

bringing food to her; the eagle responds sympathetically if futilely by 

bringing her fruit and flowers instead of the rope she asks for. As 

Cythna's narrative progresses from the believable identity between 

mother and child to the magical sympathy between herself and an eagle, 

it becomes more like the traditional dream vision in which incidents 

have little or no relationship to time and space. The eagle associated 

with tyranny in the allegory in Canto I is now seen in its original, 

sympathetic relationship to man before his fall into consciousness, 

and, therefore, into divisive language. 

The experience that leads to the beginnings of conscious 

reflection concerns her efforts to stop the eagle from devouring a 
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nautilus (shellfish). The eagle responds to her exchange of food for 

the nautilus's life, thereby preserving the original non-cannibalistic 

unity of things. Cythna observes this underlying sympathy between her

self, the eagle, and the nautilus, and goes on to question: 

what was this cave? 
Its deep foundation no firm purpose knows 

Immutable, resistless, strong to save, 
Like mind while yet it mocks the all-devouring grave. 

(VII, 28) 

Cythna has begun to realize that she is imprisoned within the cave of 

the universal mind. Architecturally the cave suggests a mental-

physical space beyond the material world: it is located above the 

waters and is open to the sky "Like an hupaithric temple" (VII, 12), 

while its depths are beneath the water, beneath consciousness. Cythna 

no longer simply feels the intimacy of relationship; she now reflects 

upon its meaning. 

In her subterranean cave Cythna descends into the depths of her 

own mind and the universal mind beneath mind in an experience compa

rable to Asia's descent into the caves of Demogorgon in Prometheus 

Unbound. Cythna studies her own mind in relationship to universal mind 

and discovers 

One mind, the type of all, the moveless wave 
Whose calm reflects all moving things that are, 

Necessity, and love, and life, the grave, 
And sympathy, fountains of hope and fear; 

Justice, and truth, and time, and the world's natural sphere. 
(VII, 31) 
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After she discovers the identity between her mind and the uni

versal Mind, she creates a metaphorical language to express this cor

respondence: 

And on the sand would I make signs to range 
These woofs, as they were woven, of my thought; 

Clear, elemental shapes, whose smallest change 
A subtler language within language wrought: 
The key of truths which once were dimly taught 

In old Crotona. ... (VII, 32) 

Shelley, unlike Rousseau in his "Discourse on the Origins of Language," 

does not believe that man's earliest language was purer, more musical, 

and more expressive of eternal truths than present-day language.^" For 

Shelley, man's increased power of consciousness is concomitant with his 

ability to communicate intricate truths: Cythna's increased power of 

perception leads her to alter her first basic signs in order to create 

"A subtler language within language." Like Volney in Ruins, Shelley 

suggests that man's first written language was a pictorial language, a 

type of hieroglyphics to signify a basic relationship between man and 

things. But with man's mental progress, he began to create an alphabet 

out of his pictorial language in order to communicate the abstractions 

2 
of "Necessity, and love, and life, and the grave." Like Monboddo in 

Origins of Language Shelley believed that no language is more divine 

than that of "old Crotona" and that modern civilization would have to 

3 
imitate its perfection. In Cythna's experience, the Greek language 

1. Rousseau, pp. 11-12 et passim. 

2. Volney, pp. 195-98. 

3. Monboddo, III, 421-42 et passim. 
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and civilization are a given to be excelled. The architecture of the 

cave of mind is Hellenic, and the environmental influence of Cythna's 

individual mind is Hellenic. The truths she is able to comprehend and 

communicate, in written and spoken language, are a mental progress even 

upon that most musical of all languages known to man. 

Cythnafs language excels the Greek language because she has 

incorporated into her signs an understanding of the grounds of all 

knowing. She has examined the basis of Hellenic thought itself, 

figured in the Grecian ruin that is the stage setting for her reflec

tions. What she has not fully understood (but what the reader knows) 

is that she is able to bring together perceptions and conceptions 

because of divine, innate ideas given to her prior to any dream or 

waking experience. In Canto II of Revolt the young Laon listens to the 

child Cythna speak a visonary language of hope before she is captured 

by the Turks. What Cythna has done in Canto VII is to put into con

scious language the divine truths she had been given at birth. She is 

able to progress from a reflection upon her preconscious sensory 

experiences to the conception of mind underlying them because of her 

recollection of divine language, made more vivid to her in her vision 

of mind in Canto VII. If the Greek language of fifth-century Athens 

shadowed this original divinity, Cythna in her reflections upon mind in 

Revolt more nearly speaks a divine language in her increased powers of 

perception and conception. 

Like Blake and Wordsworth, Shelley could not dismiss innate 

ideas. Blake's first plate in Jerusalem is of his poet-prophet Los 
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moving from eternity down to earth to teach man a higher wisdom* 

Blake's poet has a superior fourfold vision to inform man's singular 

vision only because he was given these eternal truths prior to his 

experience in history. In order to have "intimations of immortality" 

in his famous ode, Wordsworth gives his "best Philosopher" (VIII, 110) 
I 

divine origins; only then could the mature philosopher think of a 

possible return to original joy, known more fully by the child at play 

who has just left his eternal home. Shelley also found it necessary to 

retain innate ideas in order to give the conscious mind a substantial 

basis for its speculations. In Canto II of Revolt Shelley describes 

his Laon and Gythna at play in the most ideal Grecian civilization and 

in the most beautiful, natural setting on the Aegean Sea. But, like 

Wordsworth, Shelley realized that 

Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy. ... (V, 67-68) 

Even before Laon is crucified for leading the Grecian's battle against 

the Turks, he experiences the separation between the ideal and the real 

that could have led him to an early loss of hope: he is saddened at 

the helplessness of his fellow Grecians, and he experiences personal 

despair because of a supposedly false friend. What saves him is Cythna, 

who is more a Spirit than a child. Her divine words provide both of 

them with a language of hope that transcends anything they could have 

known in experience. 

For Shelley, like Rousseau in Emile and Plato in the Republic, 

the child's joyful play in harmony with nature's beauty is only 

possible because of his innate ideas of beauty, joy, and love. The 
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child's joy can be man's salvation only because the child lives close 

to the divine ideas that man must consciously try to remember. 

Experience is too chaotic and too dark for Shelley to provide 

man with anything but a language of despair. Shelley's language of 

hope has to have its origins in permanent truths. The superior poet 

recollects this early language, holds on to it in spite of experience, 

and makes it an intricate part of his consciousness in order to become 

society's revolutionary moral spokesman. Cythna's revolutionary voice, 

then, did not have its origins in rape or in any other experience. Her 

experience of rape led to her powerful invective because she has a 

basis in innate language for rebelling against that abuse. 

Shelley could use innate ideas to explain the difference between 

the exceptional poet and the masses and also to show how the poet might 

begin to educate the masses. If all men are born with innate ideas, 

only a few retain them even in childhood. The poet is the Grecian 

hermit of the past and the Laon-Cythna of the present who have turned 

their recollections of divinity into philosophic thought. Laon and 

Cythna can affect the masses because divine truths are not unknown to 

them. But the masses revert to their self-hatred and fears because the 

distorted truths of the world are closer and, therefore, more real to 

them than any ideas of love given to them at birth. 

The only education one receives in an environment like that of 

the City of Gold is a negative one; an education in Ideals is one's 

recollection of another kind of language and another kind of relation

ship prior to experience in the City. In Canto V Laon kisses Cythna's 
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child, the sultan's only faithful attendant during the successful revo

lution. With this kiss, the child is reminded of Cythna. In spite 

of her life spent in the tyrant's palace as his escort, the child, in 

Canto XII, becomes a "Shape of Light," a divine spirit like Laon and 

Cythna. She is still young enough so that her divine recollections 

are more powerful than environmental influences. But environment has 

its effect even upon Cythna's child. She is (as Laon tells his 

eternal audience in Canto XII) a "bright Shape" but 

less marvellously fair 
Than /Cythna'sj own human hues and living charms. ... 

(XII, 23) 

The child's paternity and her early life in the City of Gold make her 

less divine than her mother, but as a child her recollection of divine 

origins is still more powerful than her education in the City of Gold. 

From the point of view of mass education, the Revolt is a dark 

vision that convincingly explains why the ideal equalitarian Republic 

failed. But it is also an epic of hope in the mental perfectibility of 

its heroine, Cythna, whose mind is superior to epic heroes and heroines 

in past epic visions. First of all, she both experiences and inter

prets her allegorical dream vision. Her own power of self-reflection 

has enabled her to become her own divine commentator. Secondly, she is 

the nineteenth-century philosophic mind who concludes her three canto 

speech with doubts about what she cannot know with certainty: 

These are blind fancies—reason cannot know 
What sense can neither feel, nor thought conceive; 

There is delusion in the world—and woe, 
And fear, and pain—we know not whence we live, 
Or why, or how, or what mute Power may give 
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Their being to each plant, and star, and beast, 
Or even these thoughts. (X, 33) 

Cythna is aware of the boundaries between reason and imaginative specu

lation, but she wishes to suggest possible ways of going beyond that 

boundary. In her "West Wind" poem (stanzas 21-32 of Canto IX) Cythna's 

speculations in time and Laon's eternal speech come together. In his 

epic narrative in eternity, Laon uses the metaphor of the West Wind to 

show how man's physical and mental movements correspond to patterns of 

seasonal change (IV, 13; V, 53; and X, 44). In Canto IX Cythna com

pletes the West Wind poem by making such correspondences the subject of 

her reflection. Because she has had a vision of the source of mind and 

power, she is able to break the West Wind cycle (of winter followed by 

spring and despair followed by hope) to suggest a permanent mental 

revolution. For Cythna the one permanence in a world of change is mind 

and the divine language it speaks: 

Our many thoughts and deeds, our life and love, 
Our happiness, and all that we have been, 

Immortally must live, and burn and move, 
When we shall be no more;—the world has seen 
A type of peace. ... (IX, 30) 

Kenneth Neill Cameron in Shelley, The Golden Years does not 

understand why the Revolt is an ideal of the French Revolution when the 

4 
epic dramatizes the failure of that ideal. In the previous chapter I 

have tried to show that the revolution is ideal since it is patterned 

from the point of view of an eternal who comprehends the Laws of Neces

sity. It is also ideal in the mind of one like Cythna, who can see the 

4. Cameron (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974), 
p. 327. 
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revolution as ,ra type of peace" that, in becoming a permanent part of 

man's memory, will help bring about a successful revolution in history. 

In this speculation Cythna has arrived at the last part of the divine 

history lesson told by the Venus figure in Canto I: the lessons of 

eternity have been discovered by the exceptional poet in time. 

What Shelley has created in Revolt is a traditional allegory 

followed by an open-ended allegory of the mind's unlimited possibili

ties. The suggestion is that another Venus figure superior to Cythna 

will continue Cythna's thought pattern and go beyond her vision. 

Cythna is the image of what man can become and surpass; she is the 

vision of hope to counter the limited, "partial glimpse" of truth that 

leads to despair. 

This is not to say that a superior Venus of the future will 

discover other truths. For Shelley there is one truth, one Law of 

Necessity, but man is still in the process of discovering it. In his 

fragmentary "Essay on the Revival of Literature" he says that "the laws 

of nature are invariable, and man sets them aside that he may have the 

pleasure of travelling through a labyrinth in search of them again" 

(Clark ed., p. 180).' This idea of permanent truth and man's progress 

in discovering it can be seen in the two major allegories in Revolt. 

In Canto I Shelley states this truth in the Venus figure's commentary 

on the battle between the eagle and the snake. In Cantos VII-IX he 

dramatizes the power of mind to discover the truth already given in 

Canto I. The traditional allegory is given new life in Revolt by first 

presenting it dogmatically, spoken by a supernatural tutor not unlike 
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Shelley's earlier creation, Queen Mab, and then, by showing the mind's 

power to discover this truth by self-reflection. Shelley has written 

an epic of hope by revitalizing man's faith in the power of mind to 

authenticate its language abstractions like "Faith, hope, and self-

esteem" that are the basis for any moral revolution. 

Language In Time; The Separation 
of Ideals from History 

Cythna's speech in Cantos VII-IX is the central vision of 

Revolt, but events before and after these cantos illustrate the impos

sibility of teaching ideals in a world overwhelmed by war and famine 

and plague. In Canto VI the Tartarian horse carries Laon to a village 

of ruin where he hears the mad words of one who calls herself Pesti

lence. In Canto XI the horse carries Laon down into the City of Gold 

where he tries to speak words of love to a counterrevolutionary tri

bunal. In both episodes Laon's language is ineffective: his words 

cannot cure the madness of Pestilence in the village or give hope to 

the youth in the City of Gold. The tragedy of Revolt is that when 

Laon's and Cythna's words most closely correspond to universal truth, 

the world is no longer able to respond to them. 

Many critics say that Shelley's Revolt is his failed attempt to 

5 
create allegory out of narrative. I would like to argue that in the 

two episodes of Pestilence and the tribunal Shelley purposefully 

creates allegory only to move back to narrative again. He creates an 

allegory of the Spirit of Evil in Pestilence (Canto VI) and one of the 

5. See Ch. 1, n. 27. 
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Spirit of Good in Laon before the tribunal (Canto XI), then shows how 

both visions are turned back into narrative: the destruction of the 

allegory of Pestilence stems from Laon's failure to understand his 

moral battle; the failure of the Spirit of Good results from his age's 

inability to respond to full epic vision. The split between allegory 

and narrative in Revolt is Shelley's attempt to explain what happens to 

visions of good and evil in history. 

In Canto VI Laon's journey from the Grecian ruin down to the 

village is from a place of vital, living truths to a true ruin in a 

village of death and madness. Laon and Cythna have been able, physi

cally, to move away from the terror of history and, mentally, to 

incorporate the terror within a vision of historical perfectibility. 

But all men are not capable of such epic perspectives. The woman 

"Pestilence" whom Laon meets in the village is unable to see herself 

apart from the tragedy she has suffered. Her village has been sacked 

by war and plague, and she, the sole survivor, thinks she is the guilty 

cause of the death around her. She wants to make Laon her paramour so 

they can continue the ruin she has begun. 

Cameron says that Laon's meeting with Pestilence in Canto VI is 

"one of the few scenes in which the Spenserian manner as well as verse 

g 
form is manifest." Pestilence is a Spirit of Evil not unlike Spenser's 

monster-breeding figures of death or his personification of Despair, a 

self-tormentor who causes the death of others. But what one sees in 

Shelley's allegory of Pestilence that is not in Spenser's allegory is 

6. Cameron, p. 337. 
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the hero's sympathy for the figure of ruin. Before Pestilence gives 

Laon the bread that she and her two dead children cannot eat, Laon 

tries to convince her to return with him to the Grecian ruin—but 

Pestilence refuses to go. As allegory Laon's sympathy for Pestilence 

is nonsensical: if she had accompanied Laon to the Grecian ruin, she 

would have brought Pestilence with her. As narrative, however, Laon's 

sympathy is understandable. Unlike the monstrous personifications of-

evil in Spenser's Faerie Queene, Pestilence in Revolt is an all too 

human victim of Christian superstition who takes the guilt of the world 

upon herself. She is a figure of evil like the sacrificial maidens in 

the City of Gold (Canto X) and the masses who celebrate a frantic dance 

of death (Canto XII). 

What one suspects while reading the story of Pestilence is that 

Shelley has not left autobiography behind in the last cantos of Revolt 

but is moving deeper into his own personal tragedies. Pestilence 

represents a type of death not unlike the suicide of Shelley's first 

wife Harriet Westbrook in 1817, the year Shelley was writing Revolt. 

The allegory of Pestilence might well be his attempt to explain 

Harriet's suicide and his own guiltlessness for her death. According 

to Shelley, Harriet was destroyed by outside evil that finally con

taminated her. Shelley blamed Harriet's parents and her sister Eliza 

for the suicide, the parents for having driven her out of their home 

and into prostitution, pregnancy, and suicide, and the sister for want

ing all of the father's will. Shelley absolves himself of guilt for 

Harriet's suicide in spite of his separation from her and his new life 
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with Mary Godwin. For even during his continental trip with Mary in 

7 
1814, Shelley had written Harriet to join them in Switzerland, In the 

allegory of Pestilence Shelley is both justifying his separation from 

Harriet and showing his sympathies for Harriet's type of death. 

In suggesting an autobiographical basis for the personification 

of Pestilence, I want to indicate how the reader too can sympathize 

with the personal dimension of the figure and yet separate himself from 

the abstract evil she represents. Shelley has deepened his allegory 

with a narrative substructure, but by the end of Canto XII he also 

wants the reader to see that Laon has made a mistake in his sympathies. 

In the dark world of Revolt, evil is a madness that cannot be educated 

into good, not even with compassion. Evil must be singled out from 

good in order to be destroyed. What Laon learns at the tribunal is 

that he must leave sentiments aside and categorically separate the 

Spirit of Good from that of Evil if he is to become the true revolu

tionary epic hero. 

The Language of Accommodation 

In Canto XI Laon, disguised as a hermit, speaks to a revolu

tionary tribunal in the City of Gold. The terror, he tells the tri

bunal, is not a sign of god's vengeance but the creation of "Priests" 

and "Warriors" (XI, 15) who in their desire for power have created the 

loveless totalitarian state. .Laon in his speech of "love and joy" 

(XI, 17) is a personification of all free voices speaking against 

7. Holmes, pp. 352-57. 
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oppression in the classical, Christian, and French revolutionary 

epochs. He is a type of Socrates defending himself against an Athenian 

society that has accused him of corrupting the city's youth. He is the 

silent Christ figure before a Roman court, a Louvet before the 1792 

Assembly, and a French revolutionary martyr speaking his last words 

before a tribunal. And he is also Shelley as he would like to have 

appeared before the Chancery pleading for the custody of his two 

children by Harriet. In general Laon before the tribunal is the power-

lessness of the revolutionary voice attempting to speak to a repressive 

state. 

At first the tribunal is awed by Laon's words, but it soon dis

covers that his voice must be silenced since it affects the city's 

youth: 

for many of those warriors young, 
Had on his eloquent accents fed and hung 

Like bees on mountain-flowers; they knew the truth, 
And from their thrones in vindication sprung; 

The men of faith and law then without ruth 
Drew forth their secret steel, and stabbed each ardent youth. 

Plato in his Seventh Epistle says that whenever a philosopher's truths 

will not be listened to and when they cause death to himself and 

others, he must "refrain from action and pray for the best for himself 

0 
and for his city.11 Plato left Syacuse when Its tyrannical King 

refused to respond to his teaching, but Laon is not free to leave the 

tribunal even though his voice sentences himself and others to death. 

For he is not an individual .but the allegorical free voice of history— 

8. Thirteen Epistles of Plato, trans. L. A. Post (London: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1925), p. 75. 
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the voice of a Socrates, a Christ, a Louvet, and a Shelley. He cannot 

leave the tribunal, but he can accommodate his truths to a public 

unable to understand the truth of "love and joy." 

Shelley in his "Essay on Christianity" says that even Christ, 

"typical of all reformers," had to accommodate his doctrines to his 

audience's level of understanding. He sees this "artifice" as lamen

table but necessary: 

All reformers have been compelled to practice this misrepre
sentation of their own true feelings and opinions. It is 
deeply to be lamented that a word should ever issue from 
human lips which contains the minutest alloy of dissimula
tion, or simulation, or hypocrisy, or exaggeration, or any
thing .but the precise and rigid image which is present to 
the mind and which ought to dictate the expression. But 
this practice of entire sincerity towards other men would 
avail to no good end, if they were incapable of practicing 
it towards their own minds. In fact, truth cannot be com
municated until it is perceived. The interests, therefore, 
of truth required that an orator should so far as possible 
produce in his hearers that state of mind in which alone 
his exhortations could fairly be contemplated and examined 
(Clark ed., p. 200). 

Throughout Revolt both Laon and Cythna have been rhetoricians appealing 

to man's sentiments of "love and joy." But only here, with a counter

revolutionary tribunal for an audience, does Laon have to speak in 

half-truths, since the tribunal has responded to his rhetoric of love 

by slaughtering the sympathetic youth and threatening his own life. He 

can begin to educate the tribunal only by shifting to a lesser level of 

discourse, that of purposeful accommodation: 

Attend! 
For now I speak of things which ye can apprehend. 

(XI, 21) 
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Laon tells the tribunal of an actual place, America, the 

inheritor of England's wisdom and now England's only hope for perfect

ing the ideal equalitarian state. In praising a particular government, 

Laon is speaking the language of accommodation. In his "Essay on 

Christianity" Shelley says that man should accept no authority except 

his own, but since man does reverence institutions like governments, it 

is "useful" for an orator to accommodate his truths to the idea of 

reform through government. According to Shelley, when Christ said that 

he came not "to destroy but to fulfill the laws" he was speaking as an 

orator to a public unaware of truths outside of institutional laws 

(Clark ed., pp. 199-200). In the same spirit, Shelley's Laon speaks of 

a return to America rather than of a revolutionary overthrow of all 

institutions. 

Laon knew that history can only respond to half-truths. What 

he might have said if he had spoken the full truth is what Shelley says 

in a letter to Leigh Hunt on May 1, 1820: "This system of society as 

it exists at present must be overthrown from the foundations with all 

its superstructures of maxims and of forms before we shall find any

thing but disappointment in our intercourse with any but a few select 

spirits" (Letters II, 191). But what Shelley writes in private differs 

from the public accommodating language of the reformer like Shelley's 

Laon before the counterrevolutionary tribunal. 

Laon's final accommodation is his own blood sacrifice. He is 

forced to speak the same barbaric language of self-sacrifice that he 

has tried to educate man out of in his lessons of love and forgiveness. 
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Laon knows from experience that blood speaks to a public that has known 

a long tradition of self-hatred and revenge. His words of protest to 

the Turks (Canto III) became legendary because of his crucifixion, and 

the revolutionary Camp was prevented from taking blood vengeance upon 

the mercenaries by his own blood sacrifice (Canto V). Now, after the 

Republic has been destroyed, Laon appeals once more to this language by 

offering to give up himself to the tribunal in exchange for Cythna's 

safe passage to America. Sacrifice is not Laon's ideal, but he is 

speaking to his age in the only language it can understand. If the 

Camp had responded-to his sacrifice by a return to sympathy for his 

lessons of love and forgiveness, perhaps his death might have an even 

greater effect upon the victims of the terror. 

Like the Pestilence episode in Canto VI, the tribunal scene is 

Shelley's study of allegory. At the tribunal Laon's voice moves from 

personal narrative (his disguised appearance before the court) to 

historical-allegorical suggestiveness (his voice as representative of 

all free voices), then back to the personal narrative of one particular 

Laon bargaining with a tribunal for Cythna's freedom. The movement 

from narrative to allegory and then back again to narrative is.Laon's 

attempt to teach his audience In eternity why full allegorical truth 

is impossible in the nineteenth-century and why he has to become 

another one of history's, martyrs. The separation of allegory's various 

components shows the inevitable break between ideal language and 

language as it is spoken in time. The reader is made aware of what 

constitutes an ideal and what is responsible for its failure to operate 
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in history—the authoritarian state that governs men by war, and a 

religion of guilt and self-hatred. 

The Language of Simplification 

If allegory is destroyed by history's inability to respond to 

ideals, narrative is destroyed when it attempts to become allegory. 

The main structural difference between narrative and allegory is that 

narrative, like life, is rich in details, while allegory focuses upon 

singular objects and endows them with timeless truths. As Angus 

9 
Fletcher says, allegory is simplification, for it concentrates upon 

the one truth underlying things rather than on the multiple details of 

lived experience. If Shelley's attempt at allegory suffers because of 

history's need for accommodation, Shelley's narrative in the last two 

cantos of Revolt suffers from this shift into the singular truth of 

allegory. His attempt to move from narrative into allegory results in 

the kind of inflexibility and brittleness that Shelley attempted to 

avoid in his experiment to discover the grounds for allegory in narra

tive. 

After the "ardent youth" at the tribunal have been stabbed by 

the men of power, another assassin tries to take Laon's life. Laon's 

Christ-like words of admonition ("What hast thou to do / With me, poor 

wretch?") cause him to drop his dagger, but Laon knows that he cannot 

9. Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Press, 1964), p. 214 et passim. 
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teach him truths: 

It doth avail not that I weep for ye— 
Ye cannot change, since ye are old and gray, 

And ye have chosen your lot—your fame must be 
A book of blood, whence in a milder day 
Men shall learn truth, when ye are wrapped in clay: 

Now ye shall triumph. (XI, 21) 

The passage is disturbing as narrative in Laon's simple equation of 

mental rigidity and old age. But it can be understood as Shelley's 

attempt to shift from narrative to the allegory of a revolutionary 

epic. In previous cantos of Revolt Laon has responded to "the other" 

with sympathy: in Canto V the sultan Othman (perhaps with a suggestion 

of "other man") is given a mock palace for his exile, and in Canto VI 

Laon shows sympathy for the plight of Pestilence. But these narrative 

sympathies disappear as the moral battle in Revolt becomes more sharply 

defined. Even Laon's early sympathetic identifications become suspect, 

for his kindness to Othman brought about the destruction of the 

Republic, and his pity for Pestilence could have destroyed his and 

Cythna's private paradise. In Laon's words to the old man in Canto VI, 

Shelley seems to be making a transition from one mental plane to 

another—from the individual plane of one who is living in time and is, 

therefore, sympathetic to man's foibles, to an eternal plane outside of 

time in which sympathy can only weaken the moral battle of the Spirit 

of Good against the Spirit of Evil. As the battle lines between Good 

and Evil become more evident in Canto XI, Revolt becomes a true 
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revolutionary epic in praise of the youthful, constantly evolving 

society in battle against age or Old World tyranny."^ 

As narrative Laon's dismissal of the old man is a moral simpli

fication, a too pat identification of old age and corruption and of 

youth and hope. As narrative it has the kind of dogmatic assertiveness 

that Laon in his speeches on love and hope has spoken against. But the 

response is understandable as a movement toward allegory. When the 

present moment of narrative cannot respond to Laon, he must place his 

hopes in a future society. The structure of Shelley's epic corresponds 

to the progress of Laon's mind: the epic begins to define itself as a 

revolutionary epic that puts its hope in historical process and not in 

the present moment or in the individual actor in history. At the end 

of Canto XI even Laon himself is not as important as the future hope he 

speaks of. Laon has grown older. Before journeying to the revolution

ary Camp, he became aware of his gray hair, and now, before the tri

bunal, his words are as powerless as those of the old Grecian hermit in 

a past revolutionary age. 

10. Stuart Curran, in Shelley's Annus Mirabllis; The Maturing 
of an Epic Vision (San Marino, California: Huntington Library, 1975), 
criticizes Shelley in Revolt for his "fatal compulsion to separate the 
sheep from the goats and have done with the historical complexities 
that had brought an entire generation to the verge of despair" (p. 32). 
Curran sees this too neat separation of the good from the bad as an 
example of the poem's lack of "intellectual depth" (p. 27). I have 
seen the problem as a structural one in Shelley's attempt to create 
allegory out of narrative. 
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The Language of Silence 

In Canto XII the Spirit of Good can be easily distinguished 

from the Spirit of Evil. Laon, Cythna, and Cythna's child are calm 

Spirits of Good, and the Spirits of Evil are the Priests dressed in 

black, the Warriors with their "golden arms" (XII, 2), and the frantic 

masses at this pageantry of death. Laon and Cythna are no longer in 

the process of becoming Spirits of Good; they now are such Spirits. 

They are no longer orators trying to educate the people; they are 

silent in their last moments before death. In their silence Laon and 

Cythna speak what for Plato in the Phaedrus is the highest language, 

since silence is a musical, divine language abstracted from visual 

11 
things. Laon and Cythna have gone beyond the metaphorical language 

of correspondences that Cythna reflects upon in Canto VII to a language 

that corresponds to divine forms. Their silence is also their accep

tance of martyrdom. In the military pageantry of Canto XII Laon and 

Cythna are compared to children in their acceptance of what has been 

divinely predetermined. Laon's 

heart seems reconciled 
To all things and itself, like a reposing child. 

(XII, 3) 

Cythna smiles at her persecutors 

even as a weary child 
Wins sleep from some fond nurse with its caresses mild. ... 

(XII, 14) 

The particular individuals Laon and Cythna do not exist. Laon in 

eternity, telling his story of martyrdom, both identifies with and 

11. The Dialogues of Plato, VI, 485. 
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separates himself from the Laon of history. He refers to himself in 

first person in stanza two, in third person in stanza three, then back 

again to first person in stanza five and third person in stanza seven. 

He separates the spiritual inward calm of that Laon from the visual 

pageantry around him: 

Tumult was in the soul of all beside, 
111 joy, or doubt, or fear; but those who saw 

Their tranquil victim pass, felt wonder glide 
Into their brain, and become calm with awe.— 
See, the slow pageant near the pile doth draw. 

A thousand torches in the spacious square, 
Borne by the ready slaves of ruthless law, 

Await the signal round: the morning fair 
Is changed to a dim night by that unnatural glare. (XII, 4) 

And see beneath a sun-bright canopy, 
Upon a platform level with the pile, 

The anxious Tyrant sit, enthroned on high, 
Girt by the: chieftains of the host; all smile 
In expectation. ... (XII, 5) 

The narrative shifts from the tranquility of Laon and his effect upon 

the public to abrupt end-stopped lines of varied visual effects intro

duced by the command to "See." In this last canto Shelley is moving as 

far away from the "despotism of the eye" as language will allow. Laon 

and Cythna represent spiritual mystery and wonder that transcend per

ceivable truths. 

Cythna, like Laon, has become a personification of Love. Her 

story in Revolt has been her progression from aspects of the myth of 

Venus to an embodiment of Love that transcends that myth. In her 

lesson to the Mariners she is the Venus who brings aid to those at sea; 

in the City of Gold, she is the consoler of maidens and wives; on the 

battlefield she is the warrior maiden; on the Grecian ruin she is 
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erotic love and the energetic force of love that animates all things. 

In her mental power and in her becoming the idea she represents, she 

transcends the myth of Venus: in Canto XI she.is one of Shelley's 

translucent maidens, shining with a light "like love" (XI, 5), and In 

Canto XII she is compared to "a shade" (XII, 13). The highest identity 

possible for both Laon and Cythna is a loss of self that has already 

begun in their own fusion of identities. In eternity Cythna as a 

Spirit of Love will become one with the Venus figure in Canto I who has 

already become one with the Spirit of Good in the planet Venus. What 

both Laon and Cythna have become before death is no-selves in prepara

tion for their ..sympathetic oneness with all living things. Their 

silence is their transcendence of metaphorical language that makes dis

tinctions between "I," "you," and "they." Shelley in his "Essay on 

Love," written as early as 1814 or 1815, says that love is "the bond 

and the sanction which connects not only man with man but with every

thing which exists" (Clark ed., p. 170). But in order to make these 

correspondences, language makes distinctions between "I," "you," and 

"they," between the different entities of that transcendent One. 

Silence makes no distinctions but already has become part of that idea 

of Love. 

Shelley has not lost faith in the revolutionary voice. After 

Laon and Cythna's martyrdom, another voice, lamenting their death, 

speaks to the masses. The moment after their death, there is a 

"vacancy" (XII, 26), a moment of expectation that is in need of an 

orator to define it. In the Camp in Canto V a similar vacancy is 
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filled by Laon's voice. In the more tragic time of the counter

revolution the voice to fill the vacancy is a man in "high despair" 

(XII, 28), a disappointed visionary like a Riouffe or a Byron. He is 

an orator who can affect the masses since his level of understanding is 

not appreciably higher than their own. His voice is important in 

verbalizing the despair the masses feel and also in verbalizing what a 

conscious man could not help but see—the difference between Laon and 

Cythna and those who have caused their death. The man in "high 

despair" begins the legend of Laon and Cythna as the "good and great 

of yore" (XII, 28) and singles out the Spirit of Evil as Christian 

"faith" with its "fabled hell" (XII, 29). Shelley tries to show that 

this voice of despair (to whom his epic is addressed) is important 

since it can respond to the Spirit of Good and separate It from the 

Spirit of Evil. But In Shelley's epic this figure of despair still 

retains the Christian superstition of remorse. In his "Essay on the 

Punishment of Death" Shelley says that such victims of remorse think 

man is free and, therefore, responsible for present ills (Clark ed., 

p. 157). The suicide of the man of "high despair" represents both his 

guilt for Laon's and Cythna's deaths and his desire to join their 

spirits without knowing what actually motivated their acceptance of 

martyrdom. Shelley's Revolt is circular: the wanderer in Canto I is 

in the same state of despair as the victim of suicide in Canto XII. 

But Shelley hopes to correct the limited vision of the wanderer-ln-

despair of Canto I by having him see the limitations of this suicidal 

view of history in Canto XII. The wanderer in Canto I, unlike the 
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victim of "high despair," would have heard Cythna's lesson on the laws 

of necessity, a lesson that corrects the feeling of guilt by showing 

how man's actions are determined. The wanderer would have been taught 

the full epic view of historical perfectibility in contrast to the 

"partial glimpse" of history known by his counterpart in Canto XII. 

Afterword 

Revolt ends with the boat journey of Laon and Cythna to the 

Temple of the Spirit, corresponding to the boat journey of Venus and 

the wanderer in Canto I. This allegorical vision of eternity is neces

sary to counter the despair caused by the failure of the revolution and 

the martyrdom of Laon and Cythna. Revolt is not a typical allegory. 

Laon describes the bloody battle scenes as vividly as one might in a 

novel, whereas traditional allegory would pattern and stylize such 

scenes. Such detailed ferocity in history requires a vision of hope 

beyond time, if Shelley is to make good his claim of writing an epic 

against despair. Without the concluding vision in eternity, the 

suicide of Shelley's man in "high despair" would have been understand

able. Laon's and Cythna's idea of a future, successful revolution is 

too uncertain to offset a despair following from their own deaths. 

The vision of eternity is necessary also as a fitting closure 

to Shelley's experiential, narrative-allegorical epic of process and 

permanence. Without a larger informing circle of eternal ideas, 

Cythna's mental reflections would be nothing but speculations. What is 

the source of her innate ideas? If her heightened consciousness allows 

her to reflect on a higher reality than the visual one, are these 
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together Shelley's two poems of process and permanence. If Canto IX 

conjoins Cythna's innate ideas and her adult reflections, Canto XII 

makes the epic circular by returning the narrative back to its divine 

origins. The perspective in time must be contained within eternity 

since mind and language have their origins there. 

In the final canto of Revolt Laon's and Cythna's "spirit-winged 

boat" (XII, 38) moves with the speed of the Alastor poet's frail 

vessel, yet, unlike the conclusion of the Alastor journey, Laon's and 

Cythna's boat takes them as far as the mind can envision—beyond life 

and death: 

Morn, noon, and even, that boat of pearl outran 
The streams which bore it, like the arrowy cloud 

Of tempest, or the speedier thought of man, 
Which flieth forth and cannot make abode. ... 

(XII, 35) 

In "Mont Blanc" Shelley attempts to burst outside the bounds of per

ception in something like a dream vision that would reveal to him the 

source and end of mental and physical Power. In Revolt Shelley lets 

his hero and heroine experience the end of Power: their journey after 

death takes them to a quiet lake, the repository of four great cata

racts. Process and permanence come together in this.image of rest and 

motion. Finally, their journey to the Temple of the Spirit carries 

them beyond the dialectic of permanence and change, that has been the 

source of their thought, to the end of dialectic in a world of inter

relationships outside of time and process. Shelley's epic of 
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perfectibility suggests possibilities far beyond Cythna's own mental 

explorations in Cantos VII-IX. 

The overall movement in Revolt, then, is from an experiential 

narrative to an idealist, Platonic one. From one perspective the 

epic's narrator, Laon, is comparable to one of Dante's damned creatures 

in the Inferno. In trying to lift himself out of the terror of his

tory, Laon (unlike Dante's fictional "I") is involved in the suffering 

he describes. But from an allegorical perspective, Laon is also the 

"I" of Dante who tells his story after he has made his pilgrimage and 

can reflect upon it from the distance of a divine comedy, not tragedy. 

One must be reminded of the two perspectives, however, for although 

theoretically the ideal vision of Canto I informs the experiential 

narrative, the reader after Canto II is likely to forget eternity in 

his concentration on the long narrative of pain in history, a narrative 

reported in the loose structure of Rousseau's Confessions. Without 

idealizing patterns, the reader is put in the position of Cythna and 

forced to discover for himself ideal meaning in a welter of narrative 

details. 

Such a participatory format was Shelley's response to the epis-

temological demands of his age. Many of the difficulties a reader. 

faces in Revolt are built into the poem's design. In writing Revolt 

Shelley sought to relate his personal experience and reading to tradi

tional poetic form as well as to his own moment in history. His 

accomplishment was his education—and ours. 
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