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Abstract
After giving a paragraph-by-paragraph reading of Shelley’s “Defence of Poetry,” this paper offers a survey of the historical, political, and social milieu in which it was written. The historical situation of the time as well as Shelley’s own conception of history, politics, and society are considered. This is followed by an overview of the predominantly syncretic and pantheistic religious elements appearing in the “Defence” and the scientific and technological apparatus Shelley refers to in his argumentation. The final section deals with the immediate biographical context of the composition of the “Defence,” where its relation to Peacock’s “Four Ages of Poetry” is also investigated. Possible discussion and essay topics are suggested at the end of this paper.
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Content Synopsis
Shelley’s “Defence of Poetry” has variously been read as a critical, poetic, theoretical, and philosophical prose work. Its reproductions are as numerous as its interpretations. 
The full title of the work states that “A Defence of Poetry” comprises “Remarks Suggested by an Essay Entitled ‘The Four Ages of Poetry.’” The reference is to an essay by Thomas Love Peacock, which can be taken as a direct prompt for Shelley’s defense or apology. Shelley’s essay, however, can and, indeed, ought to be read as a self-sufficient treatise; the argumentation rarely refers directly to Peacock’s original and offers, instead, to sketch out Shelley’s own view of poetry and the world.

Shelley begins by defining the chief terms of contention: the principles of “to poiein, or the principle of synthesis” and “to logizein, or principle of analysis” (480). He sets up a whole system of similar dualities or dichotomies, of “‘imagination’ and ‘reason,’ ‘similitude’ and ‘difference,’ ‘agent’ and ‘instrument,’ ‘spirit’ and ‘body,’ and ‘substance’ and ‘shadow’” (Peterfreund 25). He then defines poetry “in a general sense” as “the expression of the Imagination” (480), comparing the poet to an “Æolian lyre” (a cord instrument or harp sounded by the wind alone, whose name derives from Aeolus, the Greek wind-god) moved by “an ever-changing wind.” But, in contrast to the lyre, the poet is capable of adding harmony to melody (480). Thus a child at play utters specific sounds in an attempt to prolong the “consciousness of the cause” by “prolonging . . . the duration of the effect” (481). Already at this stage Shelley relies very heavily on what will later become one of his major organizing figures of thought, analogy: “In relation to the objects which delight a child, these expressions are, what poetry is to higher objects.” And the analogy is extended to social development: just as a child grows up, changing the objects and means of its expression, society matures from a “savage” stage to “social sympathies” and complex systems (481).
Social development is reflected in the objects people imitate, the medium of imitation, and the realization of “a certain rhythm of order” (481). If society is seen in an anthropomorphic way as a developing being, then in its “infancy” every member of it is by definition a poet, language inherently being metaphorical and, hence, “poetry” (482). Poets proper, however, have the extraordinary gift of perceiving the beautiful, that is, “the relation between [the] highest pleasure and its cause” (482); moreover, according to the fundamental meaning of the Greek term “to poiein,” to make, every constructive power can be assumed to be poetic: literature, music, dance, architecture, “statuary and painting”; and even law and civil society (482). Ancient legislators and prophets should also be considered poets, since “a poet essentially comprises and unites both these characters” (482). The poet partakes of the “eternal” and “infinite” unity of “the one” (cf. to poiein as synthesis) and “his conceptions, time and place and number” (aspects of the principle of to logizein) are completely irrelevant (483).
Shelley now narrows down the concept of poetry to primarily metrical language created by the imaginative faculty of the human mind (483). Next, he suggests a further narrowing down of the conceptual circle, as he claims the “popular division into prose and verse is inadmissible” (484; note that the term popular generally appears in a pejorative sense in Shelley’s writings, meaning “vulgar”). Since poetic language imitates the absolute order of thoughts, the harmony and rhythm of sounds are as crucial as the ideas represented by the words. This also makes translation of poetry quite impossible, for the “plant must spring again from its seed or it will bear no flower” (484).
Meter emerges from the observation of the natural regularities of language and thought. This inevitably leads to a tradition that poets may or may not join; and even if they choose to work with conventional forms, they must “innovate” in order to find their own “peculiar versification” (484). The real boundary is not between prose and poetry, nor between poetry and philosophy. The truth and melodious beauty of Plato’s writing make him a poet even if he refused to write in metrical language (484). The “story” (the Greek myth) is inferior to poetry because it is particular, while a “poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth. . . . The story of particular facts is as a mirror which obscures and distorts that which should be beautiful: Poetry is a mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted” (485). Shelley’s definition of poetry concludes with the statement that portions of works, or even single words and sentences can be poetical, without the whole work necessarily qualifying as poetry (485–6).

Shelley now turns to the social impact of poetry. He builds on the importance of pleasure, which is often achieved by the poet unwittingly. A striking description of the poet follows: “A Poet is a nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; his auditors are as men entranced by the melody of an unseen musician, who feel that they are moved and softened, yet know not whence or why” (486). The ideal effect of poetry is the following: it first incites the admiration, then the imitation of heroes, which eventually leads to an identification with “the objects of . . . admiration” (486). In this process, merits are universal, but errors—even if “deified”—are particular and, therefore, not to be considered poetry in the ultimate sense of the word. “The beauty of the internal nature” is necessarily “concealed by its accidental vesture” (487), but never obscured by it.
Poetry is the source of all science and philosophy and, due to being the only truly creative power, superior to those. Ethics, for instance, “arranges the elements which poetry has created” (487). Moreover, science is often ineffectual, since it may be unable to put into practice the lofty theories it professes. Poetry, on the contrary, has a more direct and immediate effect: it “lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar; it reproduces all that it represents.” Thus it also teaches the “great secret of morals,” which is “Love,” or the “identification . . . with the beautiful . . . not our own” (487). Imagination is the key to goodness, leading to complete sympathy based on the attraction and assimilation of values.
Here a historical overview of the development of poetry ensues, following Peacock’s pattern, but with different points of emphasis. After Homer and the “cyclic poets” came the Athenian lyricists and dramatists, who, notwithstanding the social imperfections of their age, created immense “energy, beauty, and virtue” (488). The perfectly unified and variable genres of drama also contributed to these effects; in modern times, only King Lear may be considered to be an improvement on them, insofar as it manages to combine the tragic and the comic very effectively; but the elimination of music and dance is a disadvantage (489). Calderón’s return to the cultivation of music, dance, and religion is problematic, however, since it substitutes “the rigidly-defined and ever-repeated idealisms of a distorted superstition,” i.e. dogmatic Christianity, “for the living impersonations of the truth of human passion” (490). Drama is the best refutation of “The Four Ages of Poetry,” since its impact is the most direct. And if there is any corruption in it, it is due not to poetry but the lack of it (490). This is the working process of antique tragedy also: here, “the good affections are strengthened by pity, indignation, terror and sorrow”; even crime is not presented as something to imitate but “the fatal consequence of the unfathomable agencies of nature” (490–1).
The decline of drama does not cause but is caused by that of society, so whatever is poetic in drama will not serve this deterioration. Shelley reproaches the obscenity of Restoration theater, which he claims was the inevitable consequence of the unruly reign of Charles II. The reason for this Shelley sees in the predominance of “the calculating principle” over poetry (491). In a period of corruption, drama has to be “preserved and renewed.” This idea is taken, as Shelley informs us, from Machiavelli’s political creed and can be extended to the most general sense of language itself: “all language, institution and form, require not only to be produced but to be sustained” and so the role of the poet is twofold: to create and to preserve, i.e. partake of providence (492).

Poetry will always act on the highest available level of pleasure. The noblest faculties of humanity are the imagination and the intellect; when the social values are corrupted, affection, and, eventually, appetite take over. If this should happen, “Poetry ever addresses itself to those faculties which are the last to be destroyed” and “ever communicates all the pleasure which men are capable of receiving.” It is also here that Shelley introduces his view of world poetry: all poets are “like the co-operating thoughts of one great mind” contributing episodes to the “great poem” of all times (493).
Shelley actually agrees with Peacock’s statement that ancient Rome copied antique Greece and limited its own poetic powers (except in legislation); the various features of Rome related to those of Greece as “the shadow is less vivid than the substance (494). After the “revolution” (i.e. the coming full circle) of poetry in Rome, another cycle began, redeemed by Christian chivalric poetry from “utter anarchy and darkness” (495).
Moses, Job, David, Solomon, and Isaiah are now presented by Shelley as poets who greatly influenced Jesus, whose words, “[t]he scattered fragments preserved to us by [his] biographers . . . are all instinct the most vivid poetry” (495). But the history of Christianity exemplifies the corruption of poetry, for the poetic teachings of Jesus were soon distorted and rigidified into restrictive dogmatism. Still, Jesus’ poetry would survive and be enriched by the “Celtic [i.e. barbarian] conquerors of the Roman empire” (495).
All historical clashes inevitably lead to a renewal and ought therefore to be encouraged. Shelley states that “no nation or religion can supersede any other without incorporating into itself a portion of that which it supersedes”; thus the blending of the “Celtic” nations and the “exhausted population of the South” led to a beneficial refreshment of social values; namely, the “abolition of personal and domestic slavery, and the emancipation of women from a great part of the degrading restraints of antiquity” (496; cf. the social imperfections alluded to on 488).
Poetry is thus the ultimate hope for social renewal and the noblest worship of the religion of love. It makes the “familiar appearance and proceedings of life . . . wonderful and heavenly” and creates “a paradise . . . out of the wrecks of Eden” (496–7). The continuity of this development is established by Dante. According to orthodox Christianity Dante might even be considered heretical in some episodes of La Divina Commedia (e.g. in elevating Riphæus, a hero of non-Christian antiquity immortalized in Virgil’s Aeneid, to Paradise; cf. Reiman & Powers 498), while Milton’s Paradise Lost, according to Shelley, attacks certain tenets of established Anglican Christianity. Milton’s Satan, for example, “as a moral being is . . . far superior to his God” (a view Shelley also endorsed in Prometheus Unbound, where Jupiter is pictured as a tyrant who, similarly to Milton’s God, “in the cold security of undoubted triumphs inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy . . . with the alleged design of exasperating him to deserve new torments,” 498). These epic poets are, indeed, the greatest because they dare to deny any direct moral purpose in their work. It is ironic, “a strange and natural antithesis,” that the Church of England would appropriate Paradise Lost as its “chief popular support” (498). This anticipates the idea that poets are somehow “unacknowledged.”
Only Homer, Dante, and Milton can be considered epic poets; all other poets in between limited themselves or were limited by their circumstances and were, at best, “mock-birds,” however sweet their “notes” may have been (499). Dante and Milton were epic poets insofar as they retained the spirit of “the antient religion of the civilized world” (499) as opposed to the forms conserved in the established church of the Middle Ages. In a spiritual sense, then, Dante was no less a reformer of values than Luther, even though his social impact may have been less direct.
Before Shelley returns to a systematic refutation of Peacock’s views, he mentions Chaucer as the first mediator between Italian and English poetry (500). The counterattack is now carefully directed against that point on which Peacock based his own argument: social benefit and usefulness. Shelley claims there is no irreconcilable contradiction between what is delightful and what is useful. He redefines utility on the basis of pleasure: “Pleasure or good in a general sense, is that which the consciousness of a sensitive and intelligent being seeks, and in which when found it acquiesces. There are two kinds of pleasure, one durable, universal, and permanent; the other transitory and particular. Utility may either express the means of producing the former or the latter” (500). Peacock, Shelley says, has arbitrarily restricted the meaning of the word to the latter, which explains his false conclusions, too.
Shelley does not attack science, technology, economy, or politics, which are more immediately useful on the second, lower level than poetry. What he complains about is the predominance of these, although he sees them as mere imitators of originary poetry and, consequently, doomed to failure in eliminating social injustice. The “unmitigated exercise of the calculating faculty” is not only dangerous but utterly harmful (501). The first, higher type of pleasure also has its inherent paradoxes. It may flow from joy but just as well from sorrow; tragedy, for instance, “delights by affording a shadow of the pleasure which exists in pain” (501). The service of this higher pleasure—the work of Poets and “poetical philosophers”—must be the objective of “true utility” (502).
The achievements of philosophers, though commendable in themselves, are far outweighed by those of poets, who awakened the “human mind . . . to the invention of the grosser sciences” (502). The more “moral, political and historical wisdom” we have, the less they are converted into practice, says Shelley. We impose the external world on our internal being and voluntarily enslave ourselves. Poetry opposes the religion of Self, manifested in the greed for money (502–3). This is achieved in two ways: through the creation of “new materials of knowledge, and power and pleasure” and by encouraging “the mind . . . to reproduce and arrange them according to a certain rhythm and order” on the basis of “the beautiful and the good” (503).
How this is brought about and translated into poetry, Shelley expresses in a series of evocative metaphors. Poetry is the “divine . . . centre and circumference of knowledge” and the “root and blossom of all other systems of thought.” It is not subject “to the determination of the will” (503). The mind that creates it “is as a fading coal which some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness”; and yet, “this power arises from within, like the colour of a flower which fades and changes as it is developed.” Composition only begins when “inspiration is already on the decline” and therefore even the greatest poem is “a feeble shadow of the original conception of the poet” (504). As opposed to Neo-Classical critics, who recommended hard work and delay in writing, Shelley holds that “labour and study” are not sufficient to produce great poetry. Useful labor in composition is no more than the “careful observation of the inspired moments” (504), and poetry “the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds” (504).
The “visitations” of inspiration are elusive and unpredictable. Of all human beings, poets are the most prone to them because their spirit is “the most refined,” capable of creating poetry that “makes immortal all that is best and most beautiful in the world” (504–5). In poetry everything becomes lovely; like alchemy, it turns the poison of death into the “potable gold” of life; it makes familiar—and, therefore, dull—things unfamiliar and wonderful (505). How this happens is explained through the paradox of imagination: poetry “compels us to feel that which we perceive, and to imagine that which we know” (505).
Shelley raises the problem of whether poets are really the happiest, best, and wisest people. He concludes that whatever apparent error or sorrow can be attributed to any poet, it is merely “dust in the balance” (506)—an argument that is rather tenuous. What is more important is the fact that poetry, as opposed to logic, is uncontrollable by the will of an individual. Still, if experienced regularly, this “poetical power” can develop into a habit, which even affects the poet in the “intervals of inspiration” (506–7).
The final part of the essay summarizes Shelley’s argumentation and concludes that, although in several particular considerations he shares the views expounded in “The Four Ages of Poetry,” on a more general level, its tenets are unfounded (507). He reinforces that poetry is based on order and beauty (507). Finally, he “advertises” the second part of the essay—a treatise Shelley never wrote. Peacock had satirized and mocked the poets of early-19th-century Britain—Shelley, in contrast, affirms that “we live among such philosophers and poets as surpass beyond comparison any who have appeared since the last national struggle for civil and religious liberty,” that is, since Milton’s time (507–8). He calls poets the “hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration” (508; note that, for greater effect, Shelley substituted “hierophants” for the plainer and more obvious “priests”; cf. Barker-Benfield 154). Poets thus stand on the threshold of past, present, and “futurity”; they mediate the divine, without fully understanding what it is that they mediate. This leads Shelley to the most famous, concluding statement of the “Defence”: “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the World” (508).
Historical Contexts
When Shelley wrote the “Defence” in early 1821, Europe was in a state of apathy mixed with the urge for reforms. The lofty hopes for social and intellectual reform incited by the French Revolution had been extinguished; Napoleon, the tyrant, was defeated in 1815. Political turmoil and the struggle for liberty had been transferred from the centre (most notably, France) to the periphery. To Shelley and his peers, Ireland under the rule of the English monarch and Greece under Turkish yoke, as well as, to a considerable extent, Italy, presented themselves as the new fields of battle for liberty.
Shelley was an outspoken proponent of these struggles. In the 1810s, for instance, he issued radical pamphlets in Ireland, demanding the complete independence of the island from the direct rule of the London Parliament and the English crown, brought about by the Act of Union passed in 1800 by a financially corrupted Irish Parliament, which effected the total incorporation of Ireland into the emerging United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. The imagery of lightning, apart from its clear scientific connotations, also denotes revolutionary zeal (cf. Roberts 323), e.g. in the following statement: “Poetry is a sword of lightning, ever unsheathed, which consumes the scabbard that would contain it” (491). Poetry, in Shelley’s view, is one of the most potent means to achieve freedom.
Turning to the past, the history of Christianity is relevant. Though Shelley condemns the “superstitions” that accompanied the rise of chivalry, he commends both its socio-historical consequences and its symbolism. Shelley, assuming the role of a feeble knight, claims that “the mirror of intolerable light [of poetry], though on the arm of one of the weakest of the Paladins, could blind and scatter whole armies of necromancers and pagans” (490). As to historical fact, Shelley claims that the medieval world “would have fallen into utter anarchy and darkness, but that there were found poets among the authors of the Christian and Chivalric systems of manners and religion, who created forms of opinion never before conceived” (495). And later he adds that “if the error which confounded diversity with inequality of the powers of the two sexes has become partially recognized . . . we owe this great benefit to the worship of which Chivalry was the law, and poets the prophets” (497–8). This sharp distinction between the good and evil aspects of a single system underscores the idea of a discriminate way of thinking, for the lack of which Shelley mildly chides Peacock (507).
One practical belief held by Peacock and challenged by Shelley is the notion that usefulness must always have priority over beauty and ornament. In focusing on the importance of pleasure, and subverting that idea by distinguishing two levels of pleasure, Shelley exploits the double-edged weapon of a wide-spread claim of early-19th-century thought “that the goal of life [is] to provide the greatest quantity of ‘good’—always defined simply as ‘pleasure’—to the greatest number of people” (Reiman & Powers 500). This view is the germ of what would later be termed “utilitarianism” (from the title of John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism, published in 1861–3); a tendency associated with Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) that demanded radical reform on the basis of the aforementioned principles. This leads us on to the social questions raised by Shelley.
Societal Context

Peacock attacks poetry because he claims it is useless. Shelley makes all effort to prove the contrary of this statement; his main question is: “in what way can poetry be understood as [socially and] politically effective?” (Roberts 288). His answer is based on the logical system of causes and effects. If Peacock argues that poetry corrupts society, Shelley turns the tables on him and says that it is the other way around: even in the worst case poetry only follows decay—it never initiates it (cf. 491). Where Peacock argues for the ineffectuality of poetry, Shelley refers to the fundamental impact poetry has on the basis of social integrity. “For the end of social corruption,” Shelley states,

is to destroy all sensibility to pleasure . . . . It begins at the imagination and the intellect as the core, and distributes itself thence as a paralyzing venom, through the affections into the very appetites, until all become a torpid mass in which sense hardly survives. At the approach of such a period, Poetry ever addresses itself to those faculties which are the last to be destroyed . . . . Poetry ever communicates all the pleasure which men are capable of receiving: it is ever still the light of life; the source of whatever of beautiful, or generous, or true can have place in an evil time. . . . [C]orruption must have utterly destroyed the fabric of human society before Poetry can ever cease (493).
How the corruption of society can be brought to a halt, or even reversed, is a question that Shelley answers by the analogy of magnetism: the chain “descending through the minds of many men is attached to those great minds, whence as from a magnet the invisible effluence is sent forth, which at once connects, animates and sustains the life of all” (493). Roberts connects this description to

Hegel’s “world-historical individuals,” whose goals correspond to the providential narrative of the Weltgeist [World-Spirit] . . . . These are people who appear at crucial moments when one form or ‘stage’ of the world-Spirit’s development is played out and a new one must be ushered in. . . . This new stage is irresistible “even for those who are inclined by their own interest and judgment against it, because deep down they cannot help identifying with it” (126; quoting Charles Taylor’s analysis).
Though Shelley was born into an upper-class family, his views were shaped by a deep sense of democracy based on the liberty and equality of all human beings and the complete emancipation of women. It is from this point of view that he considered the events of history as well as the political situation of his own time, a perspective that is clearly reflected in the “Defence” as well.
Religious Contexts
Shelley’s “atheism” is something of a commonplace. To picture him as a total denier of all divine power, however, is an utterly mistaken attitude. His most relevant writing on this theme, “The Necessity of Atheism” (for which he was expelled from University College, Oxford in 1811), certainly begins with the affirmation “There is no God”—but this is immediately qualified thus: “This negation must be understood solely to affect a creative Deity. The hypothesis of a pervading Spirit coeternal with the universe remains unshaken” (“The Necessity of Atheism” 5). Though Shelley’s creed is clearly contrary to a Christian’s view of God, “pantheism” would probably be a better term to denote it than “atheism,” which might be misleading for a 21st-century reader. In his foreword to the treatise, Henry S. Salt convincingly argues that Shelley’s “‘atheism’ and later ‘pantheism’ are simply the negative and the affirmative side of the same progressive but harmonious life-creed” (3).
Shelley’s idea of a “World Spirit” may be related to Hegel’s Weltgeist (see above, Societal Context). It is also intimately related to “Shelley’s most ‘post-Kantian’ conception . . . of the relationship of the poet to what he called ‘the spirit of the age’ ” (Roberts 125). Roberts adds that the latter English term may have been coined by Shelley himself but it was certainly common currency within Leigh Hunt’s circle in the early 1820s (125).
In addition to Christianity and “the antient religion of the civilized world” (499), Shelley was also relatively familiar with some Oriental religions. The idea of (divine) poetry obeying the dual imperative of creation and preservation (492)—of language, for example—may be juxtaposed with “the Hindu gods Siva the Destroyer and Vishnu the Preserver” (Reiman & Powers 221; cf. “Ode to the West Wind”: “Destroyer and Preserver,” l. 14). Reiman & Powers add that Shelley knew of these divine figures from the works of William Jones and Edward Moor. The amalgamation of such wide-ranging religious traditions fits the ideology of the “syncretic mythologizers” of Shelley’s time (Reiman & Powers 389). Syncretism is a perennial tendency that aims at combining elements of diverse cultures and religions on a highly selective and often apparently arbitrary basis—Blake, Shelley, and many other poets are credited with having created their own mythologies in a like manner.
Scientific & Technological Contexts
Shelley employs the latest scientific discoveries and technological inventions of his age, which he combines in a strikingly novel way to convey specific meanings through symbolism, metaphor, and analogy. Lightning, for instance, is, on the one hand, an image of revolution (491); on the other, its technical description (based partly on Lucrece, De Rerum Natura; cf. Roberts 288–342) readily lends itself to the analogy of unpredictable inspiration combining “flux . . . and punctuality . . .—the latter most tellingly represented by the meteorological indeterminacy of the lightning awaiting its imprevisible conductor. . .” (Roberts 314).
The metaphorical use of magnetism has also been mentioned above (Societal Context). On a more general level, Shelley might have considered lightning, magnetism, electricity, and even life (cf. 508: “the electric life which burns within their [i.e. contemporary poets’] words”) as completely analogous, “all three being phenomena that were comprehensible only in their effects. In the magnetic chain each mind energizes the next in line, turning it into a magnet itself” (Dawson 220).
The aspects of Newtonian science may be traced in two distinct elements of “A Defence of Poetry.” The first of these is the obvious impact of his Opticks (1704) in the numerous references to mirrors in various respects—both positive and negative—as well as the comparison of poetically charged drama to “a prismatic and many-sided mirror, which collects the brightest rays of human nature and divides and reproduces them from the simplicity of these elementary forms,” which is itself an extension of the idea of self-knowledge deriving exclusively from an encounter with one’s reflection: “Neither the eye nor the mind can see itself, unless reflected upon that which it resembles” (491).
The second Newtonian element is Shelley’s reliance on the deterministic relation between cause and effect. It must be noted, though, that even if Shelley exploits the advantages of logical and rhetorical reasoning based on causes and effects, he also relegates them to the principle of to logizein, implying that they ought to remain subordinate to the poetic faculty: “Their exertions are of the highest value so long as they confine their administration of the concerns of the inferior powers of our nature within the limits due to the superior ones” (501).
Roberts has recently interpreted “A Defence of Poetry” from the perspective of chaos theory, claiming (with a side-reference to Blake) that in its “fractal text, we cannot help but ‘see a World in a Grain of Sand’ if we choose to look closely enough at the grain. ‘A World,’ not ‘the World,’ just as Shelley is ‘an atom to a Universe,’ and not to ‘the Universe’. . .” (283). Elsewhere, he also remarks that in a metatextual sense “Chaos science is part of the ‘peculiar relations’ of our ‘age’; through its optic, Shelley’s poetry reveals ‘an unforeseen and an unconceived delight’” (249; cf. 500).
Biographical Contexts
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822), a leading member of what is conventionally referred to the “second generation” of Romantic poets, wrote “A Defence of Poetry” in February/March 1821. Since January 1820, he and his second wife, Mary, had been residing in Pisa, Italy, where Lord Byron would join them in November 1821 (cf. Cline 38ff.; this book, though published over half a century ago, is still a highly comprehensive and reliable account of not only the history of the Pisan Circle but also of the last years of Shelley’s life). It was here that Shelley read his friend Thomas Love Peacock’s (1785–1866) “Four Ages of Poetry” (1820), a work that catalyzed his composition of a relatively systematic defense—or, more precisely, apology—of poetry and poetics. Shelley intended his reply to be published in a later issue of Ollier’s Literary Miscellany, in whose first volume Peacock’s text had appeared, but Charles Ollier’s periodical went bankrupt. So did the Liberal— Shelley’s second choice—and so the work remained unpublished in Shelley’s lifetime. It was eventually published by Mary Shelley in 1840, but she removed from it the references to Peacock’s original essay. Peacock remarked: “The paper as it now stands is a defence without an attack” (Brett-Smith & Jones 8:500). In fact, the “Defence” as a general apology does not require a pretext and is self-sufficient; nevertheless, in current critical editions, such as the Norton Edition, the essay is restored on the basis of Shelley’s extant manuscripts and fair copies (cf. Reiman & Powers 479), complete with the references to “The Four Ages of Poetry.”
Dawson points out that, paradoxically enough, a few years earlier Shelley might himself have agreed with most of Peacock’s arguments. Moreover, he even shared these views of his with Peacock in a letter dated January 1819: “I consider Poetry very subordinate to moral & political science, & if I were well, certainly I should aspire to the latter. . .” (216). Evidently, this idea, meanwhile abandoned by Shelley, does not feature in “A Defence of Poetry”; however, he draws very heavily on his earlier writings, whether published before or not. Dawson surveys his allusions and self-borrowings comprehensively (217–8). In regard to the “moral effect” of poetry, Shelley used his “Speculations on Morals” (1817); Dante’s and Milton’s religion is described on the basis of “On the Devil, and Devils” (1820); references to the veils of perception are taken from “On Life” (1819) as well as containing possible allusions to Wordsworth and Coleridge; and, finally, the concluding sentence itself is cited from Shelley’s Philosophical View of Reform (1819). Dawson contends K. N. Cameron’s claim that the idea of poets as legislators may derive from Chapter 10 of Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas; but his argument is not quite convincing and a closer inspection of the passage in question may reveal some striking similarities between Imlac’s notion of the ideal poet in Rasselas and the views promoted by Shelley in the “Defence” (218).
Though the hasty composition of “A Defence of Poetry” may have been triggered by Peacock’s essay, Shelley also replies to one of the great philosophers of all times, Plato, whom he also considers one of the worthiest poets (e.g. 484; 497), subverting Plato’s own, rather low opinion of poetry:
Plato had banned poetry from his ideal republic on the grounds that it was a corrupting appeal to base emotions over reason, which was not compatible with “orderly government”: “For if you grant admission to the honeyed Muse in lyric or epic, pleasure and pain will be lords of your city instead of law and that which shall from time to time have approved itself to the general reason as the best” (Roberts 289).
To be fair, one must also mention that some passages in other works by Plato seem a little more lenient towards poetry. His Symposium, in particular, may be cited here, since Shelley capitalizes on the most general definition of poetry as the result of the principle of to poiein, possibly having Plato in mind: “You’ll agree that there is more than one kind of poetry in the true sense of the word—that is to say, calling something into existence that was not there before; so that every kind of artistic creation is poetry, and every artist is a poet” (Plato 58, my emphasis; cf. 480). And, as Roberts points out, even the Republic allows for some measure of vindication: Plato “allows a hegemonic role for ideologically sound poetry—the ‘hymns to the gods and the praises of good men’ ” (290) and challenges poets and critics to plead the “ ‘defence [of poetry] . . . and show that she is not only delightful but beneficial to orderly government and all the life of man . . . . [W]e shall listen benevolently, for it will be clear gain for us if it can be shown that she bestows not only pleasure but benefit’ ” (291, my emphasis). In Roberts’s view, this is the original challenge Shelley takes up on the pretext of Peacock’s attack.
At first, Shelley must have intended to compose a “sequel” to “A Defence of Poetry” in earnest. As time passed by, however, and the publication even of the first “installment” became doubtful, he probably abandoned this plan. This seems to be confirmed by the fact that apart from some remarks in paragraphs 47–8 which do refer to a prospective essay to follow the first one (indeed, Peacock says Shelley was planning two more installments; cf. Brett-Smith & Jones 8:500), the argumentation is complete and the conclusion final. Whatever Shelley’s long-term plans may have been, his untimely death in early July 1822 put an abrupt end to them all.
Discussion Topics
1. How does the “ever-changing wind” moving the “Æolian lyre” in the “Defence” (480) relate to the West Wind in Shelley’s famous “Ode to the West Wind”?
2. How does the veil hiding the “beauty of the world” (487) relate to the painted veil in “Lift Not the Painted Veil”?
3. Pages 504–7 contain especially condensed definitions and explanations of poetry. Give a close reading of these passages, possibly discussing the metaphors Shelley makes use of.
4. “All things exist as they are perceived” (505) paraphrases a statement from “On Life”: “nothing exists but as it is perceived” (Reiman & Powers 476). What might be the significance of this subtle difference in phrasing?
5. What does Shelley mean when he claims “A man cannot say, ‘I will compose poetry’” (503)? Do you agree with this statement?
6. Collect all occurrences of the noun “mirror(s)” and see how the significance of the word changes between those instances. (Depending on the edition you use, there will be 7 or 8.)
7. What might be the function of Shelley’s quotation of various Shakespearean and other passages of metrical literature?
8. Wordsworth was beyond doubt an influential authority of 19th-century poetry. How far can his tenets in the “Preface” to the 1802 edition of Lyrical Ballads be reconciled with Shelley’s beliefs about poetry? (Reading Blank 8–25 may provide a useful point of departure.)
9. How are the observations of “A Defence of Poetry” relevant to Western society and culture today?
10. W. B. Yeats wrote about “The Philosophy of Shelley’s Poetry.” How far is his interpretation of Shelley’s ideology acceptable in view of “A Defence of Poetry”?
Essay Ideas

1. Identify the sources of language philosophy in the “Defence.” (Plato, Vico, Rousseau, Herder; refer to Peterfreund 1–24 for orientation.)
2. Explore the notion of human growth and social development in “A Defence of Poetry.”

3. Using Shelley’s prose texts, attempt an analysis of his pantheistic view of the world.
4. Choose a single poetic work by Shelley and contrast it with his theoretical program as set out in the “Defence.” (The titles in the Complementary Texts section can provide a starting point.)

5. Give a contrastive analysis of “The Four Ages of Poetry” and “A Defence of Poetry,” sketching out both their similarities and differences.

Complementary Texts
Blake, William. “Auguries of Innocence”; The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.
Johnson, Samuel. The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia.
Peacock, Thomas Love. “The Four Ages of Poetry.”
Shelley, P. B. Poetical works: “To a Sky-Lark,” “Ode to the West Wind,” “Lift Not the Painted Veil,” “Mont Blanc,” Prometheus Unbound; prose works: “On Life,” “On Love,” “Preface” to Prometheus Unbound, “The Necessity of Atheism.”
Sidney, Sir Philip. “A Defence of Poesy” or “Apology for Poetry.”

Wordsworth, William. “Preface” to the 1802 edition of Lyrical Ballads.

Yeats, W. B. “The Two Trees”; “The Philosophy of Shelley’s Poetry.”
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