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I 

ABSTRACT 

For  r o m a n t i c  c r i t i c i sm  s i n c e  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  a g e ,  t h e  

symbolism o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  h a s  o f t e n  been  a n  o b j e c t  o f  

r e v e r e n c e ;  S h e l l e y ' s  symbols  e n a c t ,  i n c o r p o r a t e  o r  i n v o k e  r a t h e r  

t h a n  s i m p l y  s i g n i f y  a n d ,  f o r  some, t h e y  c a n  c o n s t i t u t e  a  w o r l d .  

Modern t h e o r i s t s  who have  s u p p o r t e d  such  i d e a s ,  (Wasserman, 

Bloom, P e r k i n s )  a r e ,  t o d a y ,  v e r y  much on  t h e  d e f e n s i v e ,  a n d  o n e  

o f  t h e i r  mos t  f e r v e n t  c r i t i c s  i s  P a u l  d e  Man. My d i s s e r t a t i o n  

a r g u e s  t h a t  d e  Man's cr i t ic ism o f  S h e l l e y ,  based  i n  S a u s s u r i a n  

l i n g u i s t i c s ,  D e r r i d e a n  n o t i o n s  o f  t e x t u a l i t y ,  and S a r t r e a n  

p h i l o s o p h y ,  seems a b l e  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  symbol i c  forms  and modes 

of  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  o n l y  t h r o u g h  a  c o m p l e t e  e r a s u r e .  I a r g u e ,  

f u r t h e r ,  t h a t  t h i s  e r a s u r e ,  a n  u l t i m a t e  form o f  r e d u c t i o n i s m ,  

i g n o r e s  S h e l l e y ' s  own i d e a s  a b o u t  symbolism and t h e i r  p h i l o s o p h i -  

c a l  i n f l u e n c e s .  

My t h e s i s  a p p r o a c h e s  t h e  s e m i o t i c s  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  symbolism 

t h r o u g h  i t s  ch rono logy .  The d e v e l o p m e n t a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  shows t h a t  

d e  Man's cr i t ic ism r e p l a c e s  a  v e r y  complex series o f  i n f l u e n c e s  

w i t h  t h e  s i n g u l a r  name o f  Rousseau.  Rousseau i s  a n  i n f l u e n t i a l  

f i g u r e ,  b u t ,  as  I hope t o  show, Godwin i s  more i m p o r t a n t  when i t  

comes t o  S h e l l e y ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  o f  t h e  b a s i c  c a t e g o r i e s  and  

dynamics o f  l anguage .  

iii 



I n  S h e l l e y ,  I a r g u e ,  w e  are d e a l i n g  w i t h  a  p o e t  who i s  

v e r y  c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  s i d e  o f  l a n g u a g e  and  who, 
, 

t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  c a r e e r ,  v a r i e s  h i s  u s e  o f  s i g n s  a l o n g  a  number o f  

d i m e n s i o n s .  I f  w e  a r e  t o  c a p t u r e  some o f  t h e  r i c h n e s s  o f  t h i s  

e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n ,  w e  c a n n o t  na r row o u r  a p p r o a c h  t o  de Man's 

d u a l i s m  i n  which  t h e  two p e r s p e c t i v e s  o f  symbol and  s i g n  work 

t h e m s e l v e s  o u t  i n  a m b i g u i t i e s  o f  dominance,  a s t r u g g l e  i n  which  

s i g n  e v e n t u a l l y  w ins .  I n  t h e  t h e s i s  I a r g u e  t h a t  a  s e m i o t i c  

c r i t i c i sm b a s e d  i n  Godwin's t h e o r y  o f  o p i n i o n  i s  t h e  more 

a c c u r a t e ,  c o m p e l l i n g  a n d  p r o d u c t i v e  n o t i o n  w i t h  which t o  e x p l a i n  

S h e l l e y ' s  symbolism.  
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CHAPTER I 
I 

SHELLEY CRITICISM AND THE POST-STRUCTURALIST CRITIQUE 

I n  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  a  number of c r i t i c a l  works have 

a p p l i e d  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  and s e m i o t i c  i d e a s  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  

p o e t r y :  Wil l iam Keach 's  - S h e l l e y ' s  S t y l e  ( 1 9 8 4 ) ,  T i l o t t a m a  

R a j a n ' s  c h a p t e r  on S h e l l e y  i n  h e r  Dark I n t e r p r e t e r :  - The 

D i s c o u r s e  - - o f  --- Romanticism ( 1 9 8 0 ) ,  F r a n c e s  Ferguson ' s  "Shel-  

l e y ' s  Mont Blanc:  What t h e  Mountain S a i d "  (1984)  and Angela 

L e i g h t o n ' s  " D e c o n s t r u c t i o n  C r i t i c i s m  and S h e l l e y ' s  Adonais" 

( 1 9 8 3 ) .  a r e  examples. '  These r e a d i n g s  o f  S h e l l e y  have a  

common t h r e a d :  t h e y  a r e  a l l ,  i n  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s  and o r i e n t a -  

t i o n s ,  r e s p o n s e s  t o  a  new, c r i t i c a l  v iew o f  Romanticism. 

The b a s i s  f o r  t h i s  r e - e v a l u a t i o n  h a s  been a  f e r t i l e  b l e n d i n g  

of  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  l i n g u i s t i c s  w i t h  d i s c i p l i n e s  l i k e  p h i l o s o -  

phy, t h e o r i e s  o f  h i s t o r y ,  p s y c h o a n a l y s i s  and r h e t o r i c  and i s  ~ 

t h e  p r o d u c t  of  such  semina l  t h i n k e r s  a s  D e r r i d a ,  Lacan, 

B a r t h e s ,  and F o u c a u l t .  

The f i r s t ,  d e f i n i t i v e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  

i d e a s  t o  S h e l l e y  appeared  i n  a n  a r t i c l e  by Paul  d e  Man 

c a l l e d  " S h e l l e y  Disf igured1 '  ( 1 9 7 9 ) .  I n  it d e  Man conc ludes  

t h a t  i n  h i s  l a s t  major  poem, The Triumph -- o f  L i f e  ( 1 8 2 2 ) ,  

S h e l l e y  h a s  become s o  enmeshed i n  h i s  own procedure  of  

d i s r u p t i o n  a s  t o  d i s r u p t  h i s  own p r o g r e s s i v e  f a i t h s  and 

b e l i e f  i n  t h e  p r i v i l e g e d  n a t u r e  of p o e t r y .  D e  Man d i s c o v e r s  



a  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i n  t h e  poem which goes  f a r  

beyond t h e  d e g r e e  and range  of  s k e p t i c i s m  u s u a l l y  a l lowed 

S h e l l e y  and which a c h i e v e s  a  p r o g r e s s i v e  ' e r a s u r e '  o f  f a i t h ,  

c e r t a i n t y  and symbolism a s  t h e  poem's c h a r i o t  p r o g r e s s e s  

th rough  i t s  v a r i o u s  s t a g e s .  T h i s  undoing c u l m i n a t e s  i n  t h e  

a p o r i a s  o f  t h e  "shape  a l l  l i g h t "  which d e  Man sees a s  a  

f i g u r e  f o r  ' t h e  f i g u r a l i t y  o f  a l l  s i g n i f i c a t i o n '  and a n  

u l t i m a t e  i n s t a n c e  o f  t h e  i l l u s o r i n e s s  of  r o m a n t i c  symbolism. 

The e s s a y ,  a  b r i l l i a n t  and p r o v o c a t i v e  -- t o u r  d e  f o y c e ,  h a s  

se t  t h e  t o n e  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  d e b a t e  a b o u t  S h e l l e y ' s  language.  

To show what I t h i n k  i s  a t  s t a k e  i n  t h i s  c r i t i q u e ,  I w i l l ,  

f i r s t ,  r e l a t e  d e  Man's v iew o f  S h e l l e y  t o  e a r l i e r  c r i t i c a l  

work on  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery.  Seen from t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  

t h i s  p r e v i o u s  c r i t i c i s m ,  w e  can  beg in  t o  f i n d  t h e  l i m i t s ,  

and t h e  b a s i c  c r i t i c a l  v a l u e s ,  o f  d e  Man's t h e o r y .  A s  my 

t h e s i s  w i l l  c o u n t e r  many o f  t h e s e  v a l u e s ,  w e  need f i r s t  t o  

see them c l e a r l y .  I hope t o  show t h a t  D e  Man's p r o v o c a t i v e  

a n a l y s i s  i s  l i m i t e d  t o  a  c e r t a i n  a s p e c t  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  

and i s  t h u s  less compel l ing  t h a n  might  a t  f i r s t  be supposed. 

The c r i t i c i s m  o f  S h e l l e y  t h a t  appeared  j u s t  b e f o r e  

l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r a l i s m  made i t s  d e b u t  o f t e n  i n c l u d e s  a  t y p e  

of  language a n a l y s i s .  Harold  Bloom's S h e l l e y ' s  Mythmaking -- 

( 1 9 5 9 ) ,  David P e r k i n s '  - The Quest  - f o r  --- Permanence (1959)  and 

e s p e c i a l l y  E a r l  Wasserman's The S u b t l e r  Language (1959)  a r e  

w e l l  known works which d e v o t e  a  l o t  o f  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

problem of  S h e l l e y ' s  o r i e n t a t i o n  t o  words a s  such.  They 

were g i v e n  u s  by a  c r i t i c a l  g e n e r a t i o n  t h a t  saw i t s  t a s k  a s  



t h e  d e f e n s e  of  S h e l l e y ' s  meaning i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h e  N e w  

C r i t i c s '  n e g a t i v e  judgements. These f i r s t  a t t e m p t s  t o  

ground S h e l l e y  cr i t ic ism i n  a  wider  t h e o r y  o f  s i g n s  argued 

t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y ,  l i k e  B l a k e ' s  work, r e a r r a n g e d  t h e  

b a s i c  r e f e r e n t i a l  c a t ego ry  o f  words and t h a t  t h i s ,  i n  t u r n ,  

r e q u i r e d  a  p a r t i c u l a r  form o f  r e ad ing .  I n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  I 

w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  i s s u e s  i n  d e  Man's a n a l y s i s  of 

S h e l l e y  by b r i e f l y  showing how two, r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  S h e l l e y  

c r i t i c s  used t h e  n o t i o n  of  v e r b a l  r e f e r e n c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  

conce r t ed  a t t a c k  on S h e l l e y  forwarded by t h e  N e w  Cr i t i c s  and 

by l i n k i n g  d e  Man's c r i t i q u e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  ' a e s t h e t i c  i d e o l o -  

gy '  t o  t h i s  o l d e r  deba t e . 2  I w i l l  t h e n  propose  an  a l t e r n a -  

t i v e  method of  s t u d y i n g  S h e l l e y ' s  s e m i o t i c s  which i s  less 

r e d u c t i v e  t h a n  d e  Man's and which can  show u s  what I hope i s  

t h e  t r u e  scope  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  symbolism. 

L i n q u i s t i c  Refe rence  and t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s  - 

There  i s  a  g e n e r a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  among S h e l l e y  c r i t i c s  

t h a t  h i s  imagery i s  d i f f i c u l t  and sometimes poses  insupera -  

b l e  problems on t h e  l e v e l  o f  language.  Wil l iam Keach cap- 

t u r e s  some of  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  t h e  t i t l e s  of  h i s  c h a p t e r s :  

one i s  c a l l e d ,  "Evanescence: Mel t ing ,  D i s so lv ing ,  E ra s ing , "  

ano the r  " S h e l l e y ' s  Speed." But once  s t a t e d ,  t h i s  r ecogn i -  

t i o n  u s u a l l y  g i v e s  r i se  t o  p o s i t i v e  and s y s t e m a t i c  re- 

sponses .  F r e d e r i c k  P o t t l e ' s  d e f e n s e  w i l l  s e r v e  a s  a n  i n t r o -  

d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  problem. 



[She l l ey ]  imposes h i s  w i l l  on t h e  o b j e c t  of exper ience:  
he does n o t  exp lo re  ' r e a l i t y ' ,  he f l i e s  away from it. 
H e  seldom t a k e s  a  g r o s s ,  p a l p a b l e ,  near-at-hand o b j e c t  
from t h e  world of o rd ina ry  pe rcep t ion  and ho lds  it f o r  
contemplat ion:  h i s  gaze goes up t o  t h e  sky,  he  s t a r t s  
wi th  o b j e c t s  t h a t  a r e  j u s t  on t h e  verge  of becoming 
i n v i s i b l e  o r  i naud ib lg  o r  i n t a n g i b l e  and he s t r a i n s  
away even from these .  

P o t t l e  a l s o  saw o t h e r  d i s t u r b i n g  and n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  accept-  

a b l e  q u a l i t i e s  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  f i g u r e s  l i k e  t h e i r  

' evanescence, '  t h e i r  speed o r  t h e i r  ' i n t o x i c a t i n g  and hyp- 

n o t i c '  e f f e c t s .  These a r e  n o t  unusual  r e a c t i o n s  t o  Shel- 

l e y ' s  images; b u t  P o t t l e ' s  t one  appears  s o  f r u s t r a t e d  and 

nega t ive  t h a t ,  a s  Keach t e l l s  u s ,  it t a k e s  some e f f o r t  t o  

remember he  i s  an  admirer and t h a t  t h i s  series of  q u a l i f i c a -  

t i o n s  appears  i n  what i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a  p o s i t i v e ,  suppor t ive  

s tudy of S h e l l e y ' s  r e p u t a t i o n . 4  This  p a r t  of P o t t l e ' s  

a r t i c l e  draws a  c o n t r a s t  between New C r i t i c a l  p r ecep t s  which 

applauded conc re t e  d e t a i l ,  and S h e l l e y ' s  more evanescent 

p r a c t i c e  and h e  has  begun t o  approach t h e  problem i n  t e r m s  

of f i g u r e s  of speech and S h e l l e y ' s  approach t o  words. But 

one can f e e l  i n  t h e  ambigu i t i e s  of P o t t l e ' s  r e a c t i o n ,  t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  f o r  a  more comprehensive view of S h e l l e y ' s  lan-  

guage. This  n e c e s s i t y  was recognized,  f i r s t ,  by c r i t i c s  who 

were n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  f r i e n d l y  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  s t y l e .  

William Empson's a n a l y s i s  of ambigu i t i e s  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  

imagery i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  lukewarm. S h e l l e y ' s  images a r e  an  

ambiguity of  t h e  'self- inwoven'  t y p e  because "when n o t  being 

a b l e  t o  t h i n k  of a  comparison f a s t  enough [She l l ey ] .  . . 



compares t h e  t h i n g  t o  a  vaguer o r  more a b s t r a c t  no t ion  of 

i t s e l f ,  o r  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  it i s  i t s  own n a t u r e ,  o r  t h a t  it 

s u s t a i n s  i t s e l f  by suppor t ing  i t s e l f .  n 5  Empson's example i s  

drawn from t h e  appearance of t h e  "two v i s i o n s  of s t r a n g e  

rad iance"  (one t h e  c h a r i o t  and t h e  o t h e r  t h e  sphe re )  i n  t h e  

consummations of Prometheus Unbound's Act I V .  The s i m i l e s  

come t h i c k  and f a s t  i n  t h i s  passage u n t i l  t h e  sphere  i s  seen 

t o  c a r r y  t h e  S p i r i t  of t h e  Ear th ,  which, according t o  Emp- 

son,  i s  l i kened  ambiguously t o  i t s e l f :  

Like t o  a  c h i l d  o ' e rwear ied  wi th  s w e e t  t o i l ,  
On i t s  own fo lded  wings and wavy h a i r  
The  S p i r i t  of t h e  Ear th  i s  l a i d  a s l e e p ,  
And you can s e e  i t s  l i t t l e  l i p s  a r e  moving 
Within t h e  changing l i g h t  of t h e i r  own smiles 
Like one who t a l k s  of what he loves  i n  dream. ( I V ,  263- 
68)  

For Empson, such ambigui t i es  show t h a t  She l ley  i s  simply i n  

t o o  much of a  hurry  t o  f i n d  an adequate  comparison and h i s  

poetry  s u f f e r s  f o r  it, al though "even w i t h  s o  l i m i t e d  an  

ins t rument  a s  t h e  s h o r t - c i r c u i t e d  comparison, he  could do 

g r e a t  t h i n g s . " 6  But f o r  a  c r i t i c  l i k e  F.R.  Leavis ,  whose 

r e j e c t i o n  was almost  t o t a l ,  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery presen ted  a  

s t and ing  t a r g e t .  The confusion h e  f e l t  a t  read ing  S h e l l e y ' s  

poe t ry  was simply a  very bad f a u l t  and q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  a r e  

no t  necessary .  I n  "Mont Blanc,"  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  "The metaphor- 

i c a l  and t h e  a c t u a l ,  t h e  r e a l  and t h e  imagined, t h e  i n n e r  

and t h e  o u t e r ,  could hard ly  be more unsor tab ly  and i n d i s t i n -  

guishably confused.  '' Against  Leavis  ' n o t i o n s  of a c c u r a t e  

language and c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between imaginary and objec- 



t i v e  r e f e r e n c e ,  an Asia ,  Prometheus, o r  Cythna do  n o t  s t and  

up we1 1. 

David Perk ins :  She l ley  - a s  Symbolist  - 

For t h e  more p o s i t i v e l y  i n c l i n e d  c r i t i c  of  She l l ey ,  a  

key t o  answering such nega t ive  r ead ings  was t o  be  found i n  

l e s s  r e s t r i c t i v e  approaches t o  t h e  b a s i c  c a t e g o r i e s  of 

language. One s t r o n g  l i n e  of counter-argument involved a  

theory  of  symbolism. David Pe rk ins '  The Ques t  for Perma- 

nence (1959) was, among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  an  apolog ia  f o r  Shel-  

l e y ' s  imagery which gave him a  very d i f f e r e n t  unders tanding 

of f i g u r e s  t han  t h e  conc re t e ly  rendered  images favored by 

Leavis and l a t e r  by t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s .  S h e l l e y ' s  symbolism 

de r ived  from a  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r s e c t i o n  of language and 

I d e a l i s t  philosophy.  

For Pe rk ins ,  b a s i c  c a t e g o r i e s  of language l i k e  

' r e f e r e n c e '  w e r e  an  important  means of  connect ing S h e l l e y ' s  

philosophy and h i s  imagery. She l ley  had been misread be- 

cause  t h e  I d e a l i s t  and mi l l enn ia1  t e n o r  of  h i s  poe t ry  r an  

counte r  t o  a  p r e v a i l i n g  o b j e c t i v i t y  and ' i n s t r u m e n t a l i s t '  

unders tanding of language t h a t  had i n f e c t e d  t h e  modern 

c r i t i c  ( a s  w e l l  a s  E l i o t  o r  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  o f  Imagism l i k e  

Pound, who helped begin t h e  movement f o r  ' i n t e n s i t y '  and 

conc re t e  language and a g a i n s t  romantic p r o l i x i t y )  . * Perk ins  

i s  o f t e n  q u i t e  po in ted  i n  h i s  awareness of t h i s  con tex t :  

"The X-ray of  our  contemporary c r i t i c i s m  may p e n e t r a t e  only 



t o  some t h i n g s ;  b u t  it i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  very p e n e t r a t i n g ,  and 

what it i s  equipped t o  d i s c l o s e ,  it does n o t  f i n d  i n  Shel-  

l e y .  "' We can be q u i t e  s u r e  t h a t  t h e  a l l u s i o n  h e r e  i s  t o  

t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s  and t h e i r  no t ion  t h a t  p o e t i c  imagery should 

be c o n c r e t e  and p r e s e n t  ' p a r t i c u l a r  f a c t  ' . Leavis '  s tudy 

of She l l ey  i n  Revaluation:  T r a d i t i o n  - & Development - i n  Eng- - 

lish Poetry  ( 1 9 4 7 )  can be heard i n  t h e  background of Per- - 
k i n s '  remark, a  p o s i t i o n  Leavis  took i n  many of t h e  She l ley  

s t u d i e s  of t h e  t ime.  Beyond t h e  i d e a  t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  

images a r e  o f t e n  borrowed and confus ing ,  t h e  t h r u s t  of 

Leavis '  c r i t i q u e  i s  t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery communicates 

egoism and ado le scen t  emotionalism because it i s  n o t  re- 

f e r r e d  t o  a  s teady  o b j e c t  t h a t  i s  e x t e r i o r  t o  She l l ey ,  

". . . t h e r e  i s  nothing grasped i n  t h e  poetry--no o b j e c t  

o f f e r e d  f o r  contemplat ion,  no r e a l i z e d  presence  t o  persuade 

o r  move us  by what it is ."  By c o n t r a s t ,  Wordsworth's 

poe t ry  had t h e  k ind  of imagery Leavis  could admire. H i s  

c a r e f u l ,  c o n c r e t e l y  rendered c h a r a c t e r s  and t h e  images of 

mountain c r a g s  and a l p i n e  scenery we f i n d  i n  - The Prelude 

p r e s e n t  an e x t e r i o r  and show S h e l l e y ' s  l a c k  of c a r e  f o r  

any th ing  o u t s i d e  himself  and some e a s i l y  he ld  i d e a s .  For 

Perk ins ,  though,  t h i s  supposed l a c k  of awareness of a  grasp- 

a b l e ,  o b j e c t i v e  world was t h e  r e s u l t  of a  p a r t i c u l a r  and 

conscious  d e c i s i o n  about  language. 

There i s  no Wordsworthian concern f o r  conc re t e  land- 

scape and s i t u a t i o n  i n  She l ley  because She l ley  i s  developing 

a  system of  neo-Platonic  i d e a s  through imagery, t h a t  i s ,  a n  



i d e a l i s t  symbolism. H i s  s t a r s ,  p l a n t s ,  e a g l e s ,  towers ,  suns  

and i n t e l l e c t u a l  winds r e p r e s e n t  t h e  dynamic of a  t ranscend-  , 

e n t  realm i n t e r s e c t i n g  wi th  ou r  own, everyday world. "What 

seems t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  a s  She l ley  speaks of i t ,  i s  a  sudden 

jump o r  t r a n s f e r e n c e  of  consc iousness  t o  another  realm o r ,  

a l t e r n a t e l y ,  an  invas ion  from t h e  t r anscenden t  i n t o  human 

l i f e .  " I 2  Cythna, Asia o r  t h e  ' shape a l l  l i g h t t  of "The 

Triumph of L i f e "  a r e  analogues f o r  a  v i s i t a t i o n  from t h i s  

realm and S h e l l e y ' s  imagery of c h i l d r e n  f i g u r e s  man's hope 

of an  achieved innocence. Obviously t h e s e  cannot  be r e a l i s -  

t i c a l l y  ' f l e s h e d  o u t '  c h a r a c t e r s .  They a r e  used t o  forward 

an  immanent i d e a l ,  t o  p r o j e c t  a  world i n  which s o c i a l  op- 

p re s s ion  i n  a l l  of i t s  d i s g u i s e s  has  been overcome; Shel-  

l e y ' s  p o e t i c  imagery p r e s e n t s  t h e  b r i g h t e s t  o u t l i n e  of human 

p o t e n t i a l  f r e e d  from t h e  oppress ions  of r e l i g i o u s  and s o c i a l  

custom. Accurate ,  pa ins t ak ing  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  landscape o r  

a c t i o n  a r e  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  t h i s  k ind of poe t ry  because She l ley  

i s  consc ious ly  b u i l d i n g  up a  s e r i e s  o f  new symbols which, 

under t h e  guidance of h i s  Godwinian and P l a t o n i c  b e l i e f s ,  

w i l l  reform and r e p l a c e  o l d e r ,  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and r e l i g i o u s  

icons .  

But t h e r e  i s  ano the r  meaning i n  Leavis '  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  

S h e l l e y ' s  poe t ry  lacked a  ' s t eady  o b j e c t '  e x t e r i o r  t o  him- 

s e l f .  Leavis  has  a l s o  r a i s e d  t h e  problem of o r i g i n .  H i s  

query about  t h e  l ack  of e x t e r i o r  r e f e r e n c e  asked f o r  t h e  

guaran tee  of S h e l l e y ' s  f i g u r e s .  What c r e d i b l e ,  impersonal 

source  can save  t h i s  poe t ry  of i d e a l s  from being simply t h e  



expres s ion  of a  r e l i g i o n  of  p e r s o n a l i t y ?  Again, symbolism 

a f f o r d s  an answer. S h e l l e y ' s  imagery i s  d i s t anced  from t h e  
5 

p o e t ' s  c r e a t i n g  ego by what Perk ins  c a l l s  t h e  symbolic 

'method, '  and h e r e  we s e e  him c u t t i n g  c l e a n l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  

New C r i t i c ' s  theory  of o b j e c t i v e  r e f e rence :  

When s o c i e t y  wi th  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  syn theses  it sup- 
p o r t s  i s  more d i v e r s e  t h a n  homogeneous, t h o s e  w r i t e r s  
uncommitted t o  a  c r eed  can be s u r e  of l i t t l e  more t h a n  
t h e i r  own persona l  exper ience  . . . . Thus t h e  problem 
becomes t o  pu t  a  l a r g e  nexus of  r e l a t i v e l y  persona l  
concern i n  a  way t h a t  i s  condensed, conc re t e ,  and 
r e f e r r e d  t o  something ob jec  f i v e ;  and t h e  method of  
symbolism o f f e r s  an answer. 

This passage,  a s  p a r t  of t h e  gene ra l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Per-  

k i n s '  s t udy ,  i s  meant t o  apply t o  a  number of romantic 

poe t s ,  and t h u s  n e c e s s a r i l y  n e g l e c t s  S h e l l e y ' s  p a s s i o n a t e  

a t tachment  t o  va r ious  d e f i n i t e  ph i lo soph ica l  p o s i t i o n s ,  i f  

no t  t o  c r eeds .  But, according t o  Pe rk ins ,  She l l ey  i s  saved 

from egoism through a  d i f f e r e n t  k ind  of  d e n i a l  of t h e  s e l f :  

t h i s  symbolism of  a  t r anscenden t ,  i d e a l  sphere  i s  t h e  cru-  

c i a l  ' o b j e c t i v i t y '  i n  She l ley .  I n  t h i s  poe t ry ,  percep t ion  

i s  t h e  'raw n a t u r e '  o r  t h e  r e sou rce  of symbolism, n o t  i t s  

anchor and t h e  symbolic image i s  S h e l l e y ' s  t r anscenden t  

weapon a g a i n s t  a  cor rup ted  world. But w e  can see t h a t  

Pe rk ins '  usage i s  almost  an  exac t  r e v e r s a l  of what Leavis  

means by a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  something ' o b j e c t i v e '  and we can 

.beg in  t o  d e t e c t  t h e  t e n o r  and depth of t h e  problem i n  lan-  

guage t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery poses .  

Perk ins  t a k e s  pa ins  t o  show u s  how S h e l l e y ' s  symbolism 



keeps  him from t h e  c o n f u s i o n  o f  c a t e g o r i e s  which s o  u p s e t  

L e a v i s .  A s  h e  deve lops  t h i s  view o f  S h e l l e y ' s  symbolic  
, 

r e f e r e n c e ,  t h e  i n v e r s i o n  of  L e a v i s '  view o f  Wordsworth i s  

a l s o  n o t a b l e .  

. a  symbol can  b e  s o  a p t  and f u l l y  s a t i s f y i n g  t h a t  
t h e  p e r s o n  who employs it may seem t o  l o s e  h i s  g r i p .  
H e  may, t h a t  i s ,  f a i l  t o  remember o r  r e a l i z e  t h a t  h e  i s  
s p e a k i n g  i n  symbol ic  terms and c o n f u s e  h i s  symbol w i t h  
t h e  r e a l i t y  f o r  which it s t a n d s .  Wordsworth, a s  w e  
s a i d ,  was e s p e c i a l l y  prone  t o  t h i s  t y p e  o f  l i t e r a l i s m .  
S h e l l e y  was n o t .  

There  i s ,  t h e n ,  no  c o n f u s i o n  o f  c a t e g o r i e s  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  

poems; S h e l l e y  i s  very  c o n s c i o u s  t h a t  h i s  symbols a r e  ana- 

l o g u e s ,  n o t  r e a l i t i e s ,  and h e  m a i n t a i n s  a  c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between language and t h e  o t h e r  wor ld  which it can invoke.  15 

Of t h e  two,  Wordsworth i s  t h e  more l i k e l y  t o  c o n f u s e  o r  

b lend  t h e  c o n c r e t e  image and t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t .  For  S h e l l e y ,  

it i s  o n l y  th rough  t h e  t e n s i o n s  of  a  symbolism f u l l y  aware 

of i t s  s t a t u s  a s  s i g n ,  t h a t  t h e  f a l l e n  wor ld  o f  custom w i l l  

be l i f t e d  back i n t o  a  p r o g r e s s i v e  l i f e  o f  t h e  mind and 

s p i r i t .  

P e r k i n s '  r e s p o n s e  shows u s  t h e  r e l a t i v i t y  o f  t h e  n o t i o n  

of r e f e r e n c e .  H e  h a s  p u t  h i s  t h e o r y  of  t h e  i d e a l i s t i c  

symbol t o  a  s p e c i f i c ,  r h e t o r i c a l  u s e  and h a s  shown t h a t  t h e  

N e w  C r i t i c ' s  t h e o r y  of ' o b j e c t i v e '  r e f e r e n c e  was s imply 

i n a d e q u a t e  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  images. Both a s e n s o r y  and a n  

i d e a l i s t  ( s y m b o l i c )  k i n d  of  r e f e r e n c e  can  o c c u r  i n  p o e t r y ,  

and by e n c l o s i n g  S h e l l e y ' s  images w i t h i n  a wider  frame o f  

v a l u e s  ( s o c i a l  i d e a l i s m ) ,  P e r k i n s  h a s  c a l l e d  t h e  N e w  C r i t -  



i c s '  own c la ims  t o  ' o b j e c t i v i t y '  i n t o  ques t ion .  Seen i n  t h e  

l i g h t  of  P e r k i n s '  a n a l y s i s  of She l l ey ,  Leavis '  no t ion  of 

f i g u r a t i v e  language now seems based i n  conse rva t ive  va lues .  

A f t e r  read ing  Pe rk ins '  a n a l y s i s ,  we become susp ic ious  t h a t  

Leavis  i s  a g a i n s t  She l ley  no t  simply because he  t h i n k s  he  i s  

a  bad poe t  t e c h n i c a l l y  o r  because She l l ey  uses  a b s t r a c t  o r  

non-object o r i e n t e d  language; he  might be  bad because h i s  

images forward neo-Platonic ,  r e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  p rog res s ive ,  

f e m i n i s t  o r  o t h e r  e g a l i t a r i a n  i d e a l s .  Apart  from h i s  e x p l i -  

c a t i o n  of  S h e l l e y ' s  symbolism, Pe rk ins  has  shown u s  how 

seemingly n e u t r a l  no t ions  of language l i k e  ' r e f e r e n c e '  can 

be a f f e c t e d  by a  wider e v a l u a t i v e  framework, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  

t h e  c r i t i c i s m  of She l ley .  Pe rk ins '  a n a l y s i s  a l s o  imp l i e s ,  

u n e a s i l y ,  some degree  of t o l e r a n c e  of  a  t ranscendent  ' r ea lm '  

which She1 l e y ' s  symbols i n  some way communicate. 

Ea r l  Wasserman: -- She l l ey  and C o n s t i t u t i v e  Syntax 

Although t h e i r  views of  She l l ey  seem based i n  d i f -  

f e r e n t  t h e o r i e s  of r e f e r e n c e ,  Perk ins  and Leavis have a  

g r e a t  d e a l  i n  common i n  t h e i r  views on language. They both 

b e l i e v e  i n  a  r e l a t i o n  between words and t h e i r  r e f e r e n t s  t h a t  

makes language a n  a c c u r a t e  medium f o r  some k ind  of con ten t ,  

whether it be t h e  image of  an  i d e a l ,  an  o b j e c t  o r  a  

presence.  P e r k i n s '  symbols ' s t a n d  f o r '  a  t ranscendent  

world,  and Leav i s '  metaphors adequa te ly  ' r e f e r  t o '  o b j e c t s .  



A ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  language a n a l y s i s  c a n  b e  found i n  E a r l  R.  

Wasserman's e n e r g e t i c  d e f e n s e  of  S h e l l e y  i n  The S u b t l e r  
t 

- 
Language. T h i s  work a l s o  came o u t  i n  1959, ( i t s  g e n e r a l  

approach i s  less d i s c e r n i b l e ,  though p r e s e n t ,  i n  Wasserman's 

l a t e r ,  S h e l l e y :  - A C r i t i c a l  Readinq,  ( 1 9 7 1 ) ) .  I n  t h e  e a r l i e r  

work, language i s  c l e a r l y  Wasserman's major  c a t e g o r y .  Taking 

h i s  t i t l e  from a  key p a s s a g e  i n  - The R e v o l t  - of  I s l am,  h e  

a t t e m p t s  h i s  r e s c u e  of  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery by p ropos ing  t h a t  

it was a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  language,  a  l anguage  w i t h i n  language,  

which, a s  Cythna t e l l s  u s  i n  t h e  poem, might  b e  a  h e r m e t i c  

"key of  t r u t h s  which once  w e r e  dimly t a u g h t .  * '  Wasserman 

p roposes  a  new model o f  symbolism t h a t  d o e s  n o t  r e l y  on 

n o t i o n s  o f  ' s t a n d i n g  f o r ' .  H i s  n o t i o n  o f  how words s i g n i f y  

i n  p o e t r y  seems p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i r e c t e d  t o  t h e  N e w  C r i t i c a l  

e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  a  poem's u n i t y .  According t o  t h i s  view, t h e  

poem s h o u l d  b e  a  ' s e l f - s u s t a i n i n g  cosmos, ' l 7  and i n  o r d e r  t o  

see t h e  d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s  o f  Wasserman's model,  w e  w i l l  f i r s t  

have t o  e x p l o r e  one N e w  C r i t i c ' s  i d e a s  a b o u t  t h i s  u n i t y .  

C l e a n t h  Brooks h e l d  t h a t  g r e a t  p o e t r y  s t a n d s  i n  no  need 

of  e x t e r i o r  forms o f  a n a l y s i s  o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  ( o t h e r  t h a n  

a e s t h e t i c  modes) because  such  p o e t r y  i s  s e l f - r e f e r r i n g ,  o r  

adequa te  t o  i t s e l f ,  " t h e  poem i s  - n o t  t o  b e  conce ived  o f  a s  a 

s t a t e m e n t ,  ' c l e a r , '  ' b e a u t i f u l , '  o r  ' e l o q u e n t , '  o f  some 

t r u t h  imposed upon t h e  poem from w i t h o u t . " '  * For  Brooks, 

p o e t i c  adequacy meant something l i k e  s e l f - c o n t a i n m e n t .  

P o l i t i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  o r  t h e o r i e s  o f  p o e t r y  based i n  

h i s t o r y  and communication, a p p l i e d  t o o  narrow a n  a n g l e  o f  



v i s i o n  t o  t h e  complex and r i c h  message of t h e  poem and could 

say no th ing  about  i t s  a r t ;  ph i lo soph ica l  a n a l y s i s  aga in  l e f t  

o u t  t o o  much of  t h e  dramat ic ,  emotional  o r  paradoxical  

elements of good poe t ry  and was t h u s  a l s o  an inadequate  mode 

of a n a l y s i s .  l 9  I n  -- The Well Wrouqht - Urn we f i n d  t h a t  a  good 

poem does  no t  'make s t a t emen t s '  o r  f l e s h  o u t  a b s t r a c t  propo- 

s i t i o n s  e x t e r i o r  t o  i t s e l f ,  r a t h e r  it, ' tests p ropos i t i ons '  

by p u t t i n g  them i n t o  dramat ic  a c t i o n  and a  good poem 

judged by a s s e s s i n g  " t h e  r e l a t i v e  complexity of t h e  un i fy ing  

a t t i t u d e - - t h e  power of t e n s i o n s  involved i n  it, t h e  scope of 

t h e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  which it i s  a b l e  t o  make . . . . "20 

Evident ly  c r i t i c i s m  should a t  no p o i n t  confuse  a  poem's 

meaning wi th  i t s  phi losophy;  i t s  u n i t i e s  a r e  of a  d i f f e r e n t  

o rde r .  Brooks would " t ake  t h e  poem o u t  of compet i t ion wi th  

s c i e n t i f i c ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  and ph i lo soph ica l  p ropos i t i ons"21  

and make it a  f r ee - s t and ing ,  a e s t h e t i c  o b j e c t .  

Wasserman coun te r s  t h e s e  i d e a s  by f i r s t  s h i f t i n g  t h e  

ground o f  t h e  argument t o  language and away from a e s t h e t i c s :  

he t r a n s l a t e s  t h e  i d e a  of  u n i t y  i n t o  a  no t ion  of completed, 

c o n s i s t e n t  symbolism. I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Pe rk ins '  t ranscendent  

kind of symbolic r e f e r e n c e ,  however, a  much wider d e f i n i t i o n  

i s  in tended  f o r  t h i s  word. F i r s t l y ,  f o r  Wasserman, t h e  word 

'symbol' means a  new k ind  of o r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  e lements  

w i th in  a language. Like mathematical  systems,  

A poem a l s o  a b s t r a c t s  from t h e  o u t s i d e  r e a l i t y ,  t r a n s -  . 
forms what it a b s t r a c t s  i n t o  t h e  symbols of language, 
and becomes ' t r u e '  no t  i n  s o  f a r  a s  it i s  t r a n s f e r a b l e  
t o  n o n a r t i s t i c  even t s  b u t  when t h e  symbolic organiza-  
t i o n  s t r u c k  o u t  has  f u l f i l l e d  i t se l  s o  a s  t o  be expe- 
r i e n c e d  a s  a  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  world. 52 



For Wasserman, t h e  no t ion  of 'symbol' t h u s  r e f e r s  no t  t o  a 

language of  f i x e d ,  o therworldly  r e f e r e n c e ,  bu t  t o  a  new kind 
I 

of word usage t h a t ,  l i k e  t h e  s i g n s  of  a lgeb ra  o r  mathemat- 

i c s ,  has  an  i n t e g r i t y  o r  an  i n t e r n a l  l o g i c  of i t s  own; it i s  

a  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  world i n  t h e  s e n s e  of  being c o n s i s t e n t  o r  

sys t ema t i c  and i t s  newness i s  i t s  p r i n c i p l e  of o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  

i t s  syntax.  A s  we s h a l l  s e e  t h i s  k ind  of s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  

does n o t  outlaw phi losophic  a n a l y s i s ;  it r e q u i r e s  it. The 

second new meaning t h a t  Wasserman a t t a c h e s  t o  t h e  un i ty  of a  

symbolic s t r u c t u r e  i s  a  more r a d i c a l  d e p a r t u r e  from Brooks 's  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  coherence. I n  o r d e r  t o  see it c l e a r l y  we w i l l  

aga in  have t o  summarize Brooks. 

She l l ey  seems t o  mark an  impor tan t  boundary f o r  N e w  

C r i t i c a l  thought  about  poe t ry .  The example used by Brooks 

t o  show a  f a i l e d  u n i t y  i s  S h e l l e y ' s  "The Ind ian  Serenade" 

and he  b r i n g s  i n  T.  S .  E l i o t ' s  gene ra l  d i f f i c u l t y  wi th  

S h e l l e y ' s  b e l i e f s  t o  show where he  t h i n k s  S h e l l e y ' s  f a u l t  

l ies.  For E l i o t ,  S h e l l e y ' s  poe t ry  al lowed i n  ph i lo soph ica l  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  because t h e  i d e a s  i n  h i s  poe t ry  were n e i t h e r  

coheren t  nor mature; h i s  imagery, aga in ,  i s  n o t  ' o b j e c t i v e '  

o r  "founded on t h e  f a c t s  of  exper ience.  w 2 3  Brooks expla ined  

t h a t  t h i s  r e a c t i o n  was p o s s i b l e  because t h e  poem was t o o  

a b s t r a c t :  " C e r t a i n  s t a t emen t s ,  e x p l i c i t  o r  impl ied ,  because 

they a r e  n o t  p roper ly  a s s i m i l a t e d  t o  a  t o t a l  c o n t e x t ,  wrench 

themselves f r e e  from t h e  c o n t e x t ,  and demand t o  be judged on 

e t h i c a l  o r  r e l i g i o u s  grounds. ''24 Brooks would a sk  E l i o t  t o  

go a  s t e p  f u r t h e r  i n  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  and t a k e  o u t  t h e  ph i lo -  



s o p h i c a l  t es t  and l e a v e  on ly  a  d r a m a t i c  o r  a e s t h e t i c  t es t .  

I f  h e  would do t h i s ,  t h e n  he  would n o t  b e  judging t h e  poem 

from a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o i n t  d f  view b u t  " r e g a r d  a s  a c c e p t a b l e  

any poem whose u n i f y i n g  a t t i t u d e  i s  one  which r e a l l y  

a c h i e v e s  u n i t y  ( " c o h e r e n c e " ) ,  b u t  which u n i f i e s ,  n o t  by 

i g n o r i n g  b u t  by t a k i n g  i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  and 

a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  of  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  concerned.  . . . 1'25 

For  b o t h  Brooks and E l i o t ,  S h e l l e y ' s  Godwinian o r  P l a t o n i c  

b e l i e f s  w e r e  t o o  obv ious  and were immature. But f o r  Brooks, 

t h e r e  i s  n o t  enough a r t ,  i r o n y  o r  paradox i n  h i s  p o e t r y .  

The p h i l o s o p h i c a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  argument  was t o o  n e a r  t h e  

s u r f a c e  and t o o  r e c o g n i z a b l e ;  it had n o t  been ' t e s t e d , '  o r  

p l a c e d  a d e q u a t e l y  a g a i n s t  a n  o p p o s i t e  which would q u a l i f y  

i t s  dogmatism and a l l o w  i n  t h e  paradoxes  and a m b i g u i t i e s  

upon which g r e a t  a r t  i s  based.  S h e l l e y ' s  poem was sent imen-  

t a l ;  h e  had n o t  f u l l y  a s s i m i l a t e d  h i s  p r o g r e s s i v e  i d e a s  and 

b e l i e f s  i n t o  t h e  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d ,  a u t o t e l i c  wor ld  t h a t ,  f o r  

Brooks,  marked g r e a t  p o e t r y .  

Wasserman seem t o  have  t a k e n  on p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  i d e a  o f  

a  smoothly f a s h i o n e d  y e t  p a r a d o x i c a l  u n i t y  i n  h i s  d e f e n s e  of 

S h e l l e y .  For  him, t h e  e s s e n t i a l  n a t u r e  o f  p o e t r y  l ies  pre -  

cisely i n  t h e  'wrenching1 of  meaning and i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  

d i s r u p t  and r e p l a c e  a c c e p t e d  u n i t i e s  o f  language.  P o e t r y ,  

f o r  Wasserman, i s  a n  exper iment  w i t h  a  new p h i l o s o p h i c a l  

p r o p o s i t i o n  and t h e  development  o f  t h i s  p r o p o s i t i o n  i n t o  a  

symbol sys tem i m p o s s i b l e  f o r  p r o s e  o r  everyday language.  I n  

o r d e r  t o  o b t a i n  s e l f - c o n s i s t e n c y ,  t h i s  new sys tem of  i d e a s  



w i l l  have  t o  b r e a k  a c c e p t e d  s y n t a c t i c a l  r u l e s  th rough  i t s  

u s e  of f i g u r e s  and i t s  r h e t q r i c .  

By c a l l i n g  upon s y n t a c t i c a l  means beyond t h o s e  o f  
grammar, p o e t r y  c r e a t e s  a  new s y n t a x  and hence  e s t a b -  
l i s h e s  a  new se t  of  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s  i n  i t s  language.  
I f  a  g i v e n  vocabulary  s t r u c t u r e s  r e a l i t y ,  p o e t r y  
c h a r g e s  words w i t h  new r e f e r e n c e s  and,  by engaging them 
e a r n e s t l y  i n  a n  i n t r a - r e f e r e n t i a l  sys tem w i t h i n  t h e  
poem, wrenches them o u t  o f  t h e  g i v e n  vocabulary .  I f  a  
g i v e n  s y n t a c t i c a l  sys tem c o n t a i n s  p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  t h a t  
l i m i t  t h o u g h t  and e x p r e s s i o n ,  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  s y n t a c -  
t i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  p o e t r y  c r e a t e  a  new s y n t a c t  
o r d e r  and t h e r e f o r e  a  new o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  r e a l i t y .  3sa1 

T h i s  l a s t  p h r a s e  i s  c r u c i a l .  For  Wasserman, t h e  p o e t ,  

th rough  t h e  s y n t a c t i c a l  means o f  r h e t o r i c a l  f u n c t i o n s  l i k e  

metaphor,  a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  o r  rhyme, f o l d s  language back upon 

i t s e l f  and t h i s  opaque p r e s e n c e  o f  words r e f l e c t i n g  on 

themse lves  t a k e s  on Orphic  power. G r e a t  p o e t r y  does  n o t  

r e n d e r  a n  o b j e c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  o r  suspend e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h i n  

ambigui ty  and  paradox s o  t h a t  w e  can  see t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  of  

l i f e ;  i t  t a k e s  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of  e x p e r i e n c e  i n t o  i t s e l f  and 

remakes them. T h i s  means t h a t  p o e t i c  l anguage  c a n  now make 

m a n i f e s t  f o r  u s  what was once  a  p u r e l y  a b s t r a c t  o r  imagina-  

t i v e  cosmos; c a n  g i v e  b i r t h ,  t h r o u g h  s y n t a c t i c  p a t t e r n s  

which have  a  c o n s c i o u s  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  b i a s ,  t o  new myths. 27 

I n  The S u b t l e r  Lanqugqe, w e  f i n d  Wasserman deve lop ing  

t h e  f u l l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  t h i s  view o f  language.  A poem l i k e  

Mont B lanc  c a n n o t  b e  r e a d  s imply  a s  t h e  a r g u i n g  of  a  p h i l o -  - 
s o p h i c a l  p o s i t i o n ,  n o r  i s  it t h e  p l a c i n g  o f  a  new se t  o f  

i d e a s  i n  d r a m a t i c  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e i r  o p p o s i t e s .  The 

N e w  C r i t i c s '  judgement s i m p l i f i e s  something t h a t  i s  ve ry  



much more complex. Wasserman's o r i e n t a t i o n  makes f o r  a n  

a l m o s t  a t o m i s t i c  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  ep i s t emology  o f  f i g u r e s ,  
I 

word usage  and  s y n t a x  i n  a  poem. The c l o s e  r e a d i n g s  o f  

p o e t r y  t h a t  t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s  preached and p r a c t i c e d  a r e  

outdone,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  by Wasserman's r e a d i n g  of Mont Blanc.  - 
I canno t  d o  j u s t i c e  t o  i t s  d e p t h  and complexi ty  h e r e ,  b u t  i n  

o r d e r  t o  p l a c e  d e  Man's t h e o r y ,  w e  need t o  see, rough ly ,  

what one comes up  w i t h  when t h i s  c o n s t i t u t i v e  t h e o r y  o f  

p o e t i c  language i s  a p p l i e d  t o  a  s p e c i f i c  poem. 

Wasserman f i n d s  a  c r u x  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s e n t e n c e  of  t h e  

opening s t a n z a  which b e g i n s ,  "The e v e r l a s t i n g  u n i v e r s e  of  

t h i n g s /  Flows th rough  t h e  mind, and r o l l s  i t s  r a p i d  waves,/  

Now dark--now g l i t t e r i n g - - n o w  r e f l e c t i n g  gloom-- Now l e n d i n g  

sp lendour . "  (1 1 - 4 )  A c l o s e  look a t  t h i s  s e n t e n c e  r e v e a l s  

t h a t  it h a s  gone s e v e r e l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  u s u a l  g r a i n  of  E n g l i s h  

grammar which,  when it i s  d e s c r i b i n g  minds and t h e l r  e f -  

f e c t s ,  t e n d s  toward hav ing  a  mind o r  a c t o r  p r e d i c a t e  some- 

t h i n g  a b o u t  a s e p a r a t e ,  e x t e r n a l  wor ld  (or  m a t t e r ) .  For  

Wasserman t h i s  i s  t h e  u s u a l ,  m a t e r i a l i s t ,  b i a s  o f  E n g l i s h  

w i t h  i t s  s y n t a x  based on a  d u a l i s m  o f  mind and m a t t e r .  

S h e l l e y  h a s  i n v e r t e d  t h i s  b i a s  i n  a  s y n t a x  i n  which o b j e c t s  

seem t o  'move t h r o u g h '  a  mind and t h e  s t r a n g e n e s s  w e  f e e l  

upon r e a d i n g  t h e s e  l i n e s  comes from o u r  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  a n  

a t t e m p t  t o  f u s e  i d e a l i s t  and m a t e r i a l i s t  n o t i o n s  o f  o u r  

r e l a t i o n  t o  a n  e x t e r i o r .  

. . . . i n  d e f i n i n g  t h e  u n i v e r s e  of  t h i n g s  a s  t h a t  
which p a s s e s  th rough  t h e  mind t h e  open ing  l i n e s  c a r e -  
f u l l y  s k i r t  b o t h  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  and s u b j e c t i v e l y  



i d e a l i s t i c  ext remes .  Both t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  and t h e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  d a r k n e s s  and b r i l l i a n c e  a l l u d e  t o  a n  
o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y ;  b u t , n e v e r t h e l e s s  what t h e y  b o t h  
a s ~ e r 5 ~ a b o u t  t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  t h e  
mind. 

Wasserman's p r o s e  shows t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  t r a n s l a t i n g  i n t o  

d i s c u r s i v e  language what t h e  wrenched s y n t a x  o f  t h e  f i r s t  

s t a n z a  o f  "Mont Blanc" seems t o  p r e s e n t  a s  f a c t .  S h e l l e y  i s  

u s i n g  h i s  new ph i losophy ,  drawn h e r e  from b o t h  Berkeley  and 

t h e  " I n t e l l e c t u a l  Phi losophy"  of  Wil l iam Drummond, t o  c r e a t e  

a  new s y n t a x .  According t o  Drummond's d o c t r i n e ,  t h e  world 

i s  a n  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  u n i t y  o f  s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t ;  n e i t h e r  

t h o u g h t  n o r  t h i n g ,  it i s  a  s y n t h e s i s  o f  bo th .  S h e l l e y ' s  

opening s e n t e n c e ,  from which t h e  whole poem u n f o l d s ,  e n a c t s  

t h i s  ph i losophy  i n  i t s  s y n t a x :  "The t r u e  u n i t y  o f  r e a l i t y  

r e q u i r e s  a s  a  l i n g u i s t i c  approx imat ion  t h a t  t h i n g  and 

t h o u g h t  be a s s i m i l a t e d  i n t o  each o t h e r  by one c o n s t i t u t i n g  

t h e  s u b j e c t  and t h e  o t h e x  t h e  p r e d i c a t e  o f  t h e  same sen-  

t e n c e  . . . . "29 I n s t e a d  o f  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  u s u a l  s y n t a c t i c a l  

p a t t e r n  which c o u l d  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  a  s u b j e c t  a s  mind, and a  

p r e d i c a t e  a s  some m a t t e r  on which it i s  h a v i n g  a n  e f f e c t  o r  

v i c e  v e r s a ,  S h e l l e y ' s  poem - a s s i m i l a t e s  - them i n  t h e  same 

s e n t e n c e ;  t h u s ,  t h e  u n i v e r s e  f l o w s  t h r o u g h  a  mind which both  

o b j e c t i f i e s  it and c r e a t e s  it, s i m u l t a n e o u s l y .  What L e a v i s  

though t  o f  a s  h o p e l e s s l y  confused  metaphor i s  a n  example of  

t h e  power of  l anguage  t o  c r e a t e  new dimensions  o f  b e i n g  

th rough  i t s  s y n t a x ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  d e l i b e r a t e ,  p h i l o -  

s o p h i c a l l y  aware ,  m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n - - o f  t h e  way 

i n  which l anguage  refers. 



This  approach,  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  broke new ground i n  t h a t  

i t s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of She l lqy  drew from c a t e g o r i e s  i n  gram- 

mar and t h e  newer t h e o r i e s  of  language and used t h e s e  

a g a i n s t  no t ions  of poe t ry  a s  ornamented philosophy and 

equa l ly  a g a i n s t  t h e  no t ion  t h a t  philosophy should no t  appear 

i n  poe t ry .  Wasserman's i d e a  of  c o n s t i t u t i v e  syn tax  answered 

N e w  C r i t i c a l  a t t a c k s  p r e c i s e l y  through t h e  ph i lo soph ica l  

a n a l y s i s  of  poe t ry  t h a t  t h e  New C r i t i c s  d i d  n o t  favour .  A 

poem was ' adequa te  s t a t emen t '  i n  a  very d i f f e r e n t  sense  t han  

in tended  by Brooks: it i s  philosophy p u t  i n  p r a c t i c e  i n  t h e  

theory  of  grammar and syn tax  it e n a c t s  and t h e  newness of  

i t s  s t a t emen t  bends and d i s r u p t s  everyday language and 

r e q u i r e s  pa ins t ak ing  ph i lo soph ica l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t o  be 

understood.  

Wasserman has  a l s o  found a  s t r a t e g y  f o r  t h e  defense  of 

She l ley  t h a t  does  no t  r e l y  on a  no t ion  of  t ranscendent  

r e f e rence .  She l l ey ,  f o r  Wasserman, p r a c t i c e d  a  ph i losophi -  

c a l  skep t ic i sm;  h e  could n o t ,  t hen ,  t a k e  a  f i r m  s t and  on t h e  

e x i s t e n c e  of a  t r anscenden t  realm. S h e l l e y ' s  d i f f e r e n c e  

l ies  i n  h i s  use  of  t r ans fo rma t ive  syn tax  and t h e  l ocus  of 

t h e  cont roversy  over  She l ley  has  now been s h i f t e d  away from 

t h e  ques t ion  of  egoism and away from t h e  problemat ic  ques- 

t i o n  o f  ano the r  world t o  which p o e t r y ,  a s  medium, can l e g i t -  

imately  r e f e r .  I t  does  no t  ' r e f e r '  t o  t h i s  world; it p u t s  a  

new world t o g e t h e r ,  word by word, e lement  by element a s  it 

i s  w r i t t e n .  The new focus  i s  now on t h a t  moment when poe t ry  

i s  n o t  simply a  medium r e f l e c t i n g  a  complex world through 



paradox and ambigu i ty ,  it  i s  on  t h a t  moment when it c o n s t i -  

t u t e s  a  new one.  , 

The N e w  C r i t i c s  seemed t o  have  used S h e l l e y  a s  t h e i r  

c r u x ;  h e  was t h e  p o e t  who, o f  a l l  t h e  Romantics ,  b roke  t h e i r  

a e s t h e t i c  r u l e s  most thorough ly  and  who had been u n j u s t l y  

p l a c e d  i n  t h e  f r o n t  r ank .  S h e l l e y  s c h o l a r s  l i k e  P e r k i n s  and 

Wasserman, i n t e r e s t e d  i n  r e s c u i n g  t h e i r  p o e t  from t h i s  

judgement s o u g h t  l i n g u i s t i c  c r i t e r i a  on which t o  b u i l d  t h e i r  

c a s e ;  and t h e  c o n s t i t u t i v e  f u n c t i o n  of  s y n t a x ,  t h e o r i e s  of 

symbolism, and r e f e r e n c e  were some o f  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  and 

terms drawn from t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  s i d e  o f  language t h a t  t h e y  

used t o  d o  t h i s .  3 0  

W e  w i l l  n e x t  t u r n  t o  t h e  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t  a n a l y s i s  o f  

S h e l l e y  and see t h a t  d e  Man's l i n g u i s t i c  a n a l y s i s  i s  c l e a r l y  

a  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  t h e o r i e s  o f  symbolism and r e f e r e n c e  gener -  

a t e d  i n  t h i s  d e b a t e  w i t h  t h e  N e w  Cr i t i c s .  A symbolism which 

r e f e r s  t o  a n o t h e r  r ea lm and a  s y n t a x  o f  symbols which t r a n s -  

forms t h e  wor ld  a r e  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  t a r g e t s  o f  Paul  d e  Man's 

s h a r p e s t  s a t i r e .  

D e  Man and a m b o l i s m  --- 

Paul  d e  Man i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  most w e l l  known North A m e r i -  

can  proponent  of  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  and h i s  method i s  a s  r i g o r -  

o u s l y  a n t i - r o m a n t i c  and a n t i - m y s t i c  a s  t h a t  o f  any modern 

l i n g u i s t .  H i s  w r i t i n g s  c o v e r  a  wide r a n g e  o f  b o t h  con t inen-  

t a l  and E n g l i s h  romant ic  writers, and h e  h a s  w r i t t e n  one 



long,  complex a r t i c l e  on She l ley .  Because t h i s  a r t i c l e  

r e l i e s  f o r  i t s  e f f e c t  on a  n.umber of submerged deconstruc-  

t i o n i s t  p r i n c i p l e s  developed i n  o t h e r  t e x t s ,  we need, f i r s t ,  

t o  exp lo re  h i s  more gene ra l  s t a n c e .  H i s  viewpoint  can be  

c l a r i f i e d  i f  w e  f i r s t  r e c a l l  Pe rk ins '  d e f i n i t i o n  of symbol- 

i s m :  

. . . . one can d i s t i n g u i s h  a  symbol when t h e  image 
used c a l l s  f o r  a  weight of  response  beyond what we 
should o r d i n a r i l y  be expected t o  g r a n t  and, secondly,  
when t h e  image i s  e l a b o r a t e d  a t  some length  wi thout  
much o v e r t  metaphoric r e f e r e n c e .  I n  o t h e r  words, t h e  
second term of t h e  comparison i s  n o t  made obvious,  
e i t h e r  because it i s  n o t  f u l l y  possessed by t h e  w r i t e r  
o r  because it metaphoric reach  i s  t o o  complex and 
many-faceted. 3 1 

The no t ion  t h a t  t h e  f u l l  meaning o f  a  symbol i s  no t  'pos-  

s e s sed  by a  w r i t e r '  has ,  today,  a  f a i n t l y  i r o n i c  r i n g .  The 

added meaning has  been def ined  i n  c o l l e c t i v e  terms by popu- 

l a r  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  works l i k e  Roland Bar thes '  Mythologies o r  

Levi S t r a u s s '  T r i s t e s  Tropiques and t h e i r  ana lyses  of t h e  

complex symbols of everyday,  t r i b a l  l i f e .  For Perk ins ,  t h i s  

p o s i t i v e  d e f i n i t i o n  of symbolism was adequa te  and,  a s  we 

have seen ,  a  va luab le  defense  which proved a  wide-ranging 

coherence i n  S h e l l e y ' s  language. To Pe rk ins ,  Wasserman and 

many o t h e r  c r i t i c s  of t h e  pe r iod  be fo re  s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  t h e  

word 'symbol' had a  c e r t a i n  pregnanz. I do n o t  t h i n k  it an  

overs ta tement  t o  say t h a t  D e  Man has  p laced  himself  i n  

profound o p p o s i t i o n  t o  any such l e g i t i m a t i o n  of symbolism; 

h i s  work i s  a  s t r o n g ,  wel l  i n t e g r a t e d  and p e r s i s t e n t  a t t a c k  

on t h i s  word and t h e  awareness it presupposes o r  suppor t s .  



I n  h i s  1 9 6 9  e s s a y ,  "The R h e t o r i c  o f  Tempora l i ty ,  I' d e  

Man con tends  t h a t  romant ic  cr i t ic ism h a s  o v e r r i d d e n  and 

s i m p l i f i e d  t h e  ambiguous n a t u r e  o f  r o m a n t i c  p o e t r y  and h a s  

pronounced a  "supremacy o f  t h e  symbol" i n  i t s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  

t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e .  Romantic p o e t r y  i t s e l f  may f a l l  i n t o  

moments of  symbol ic  m y s t i f i c a t i o n ,  b u t ,  u n l i k e  r o m a n t i c  

cri t icism, i t s  own l a p s e s  a r e  u n d e r c u t  by a much more r e a l -  

i s t i c  u s e  of  t h e  more l i m i t e d  f i g u r e s  o f  a l l e g o r y  and i r o n y .  

Frank L e n t r i c c h i a  h a s  no ted  t h e  S a r t r e a n  b a s i s  o f  d e  Man's 

d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  romant ic  cri t icism. " I n  t h e  S a r t r e a n  

terms which d e  Man f a v o r s ,  symbol i s  s imply  t h e  language o f  

bad f a i t h ,  a  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  would t r a n s f o r m  pour  s o i  i n t o  en 
s o i ,  t i m e  i n t o  s p a c e ,  and con t ingency ,  p r o c e s s ,  and t h e  - 
n o n i d e n t i t y  o f  human b e i n g  w i t h  i t s e l f  i n t o  a  c o n d i t i o n  of  

c e r t i t u d e .  " 3 2  I f  L e n t r i c c h i a  i s  c o r r e c t ,  D e  Man's i d e a s  a r e  

p o i n t e d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  c r i t i c s  l i k e  P e r k i n s .  H e  i s  much 

e x e r c i s e d  by t h e  i d e a  t h a t  r o m a n t i c  p o e t s  were a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

f i n d  s u r e t y  and permanence i n  a  s e l f - c o n s t r u c t e d  symbolism 

a f t e r  1 8 t h  c e n t u r y  r a t i o n a l i s m  and s c i e n c e  had undermined 

r e l i g i o u s  e q u i v a l e n t s .  D e  Man e c h o e s  t h e  N e w  Cr i t i c s  i n  h i s  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  t h e  r o m a n t i c s  have ,  i n  t h e i r  q u e s t  f o r  

permanence, used  a  confused  and immature language.  H e  goes  

ve ry  much f u r t h e r ,  however, t h a n  L e a v i s  o r  Brooks and g r a s p s  

t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  symbol ic  mode a s  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  i l l u s o r y  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  n a t u r a l  e n t i t i e s  o r  t r a n s c e n d e n t  r ea lms  

t h a t  l i e  o u t s i d e  t h e  s p h e r e  o f  human c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  Roman- 

t i c  symbolism and t h e  c r i t ic i sm which fo rwards  it a r e  myst i -  



f i c a t i o n s  and a r e  o f t e n  devious  a t t empt s  t o  go beyond t h e  
I 

limits of  human s i g n i f i c a t i o n .  

I n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of R i lke  i n  A l l e g o r i e s  of Reading, - 
book which Rajan s e e s  a s  marking a change from phenomenology 

t o  a more thoroughgoing, s t r u c t u r a l i s t - r h e t o r i c a l  

approach)  3 3  w e  f i n d  a s t a r t l i n g  i n v e r s i o n  and d e f l a t i o n  of  

symbolic language. D e  Man i s  s u s p i c i o u s  of R i l k e ' s  recep- 

t i o n  because it has  r equ i r ed  t h a t  w e  make a myth of  him: t h e  

r i c h  imagery of  h i s  poe t ry  i s  'an  a t t r a c t i v e  s u r f a c e '  

through which we a r e  duped i n t o  g i v i n g  our  a s s e n t  t o  a 

h igh ly  doub t fu l  r o l e .  "Ri lke  assumes f o r  poe t ry  t h e  f u r t h e s t  

reach ing  promise conceivable .  " 3 4  He wants us  t o  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  through h i s  p o e t i c  symbolism, s a l v a t i o n  from l i f e ' s  

b a s i c  e x i s t e n t i a l  l i m i t ,  t h e  a l i e n a t i o n  of consciousness  

from n a t u r e  and from a t r anscenden t  domain, i s  poss ib l e .  

R i lke  c r i t i c i s m  has  been seduced by t h i s  p r i e s t - l i k e  s t a n c e ,  

and has  assumed an i d e n t i t y  between t h e  p o e t ' s  pathos  and 

h i s  language. For t h i s  c r i t i c i s m ,  R i l k e ' s  language i s  

e n t i r e l y  medium and h i s  symbolism f u l l y  r e f l e c t i v e  of t h e  

theme it conveys; t h u s ,  it  i s  " e n t i r e l y  a n c i l l a r y  i n  i t s  

r e l a t i o n  t o  a fundamental exper ience  ( t h e  pa in  and pa thos  of 

be ing)  which it m e r e l y  r e f l e c t s .  w 3 5  But, f o r  de  Man, t h i s  

agreement about  t h e  f u l l n e s s  of  R i l k e ' s  language i s  a m y s t i -  

f i c a t i o n  of something much less sublime. R i l k e ' s  mastery 

" i s  p r imar i ly  phonic i n  kind.  " 3 6  Through a p a r t i c u l a r  sub- 

t e r f u g e  al lowed him by t h e  s o n o r i t i e s  of  poe t ry ,  R i lke  i s  

p re sen t ing  a t r anscenden t  world, ( f o r  which h i s  s u f f e r i n g  i s  



p r e r e q u i s i t e )  as  a c e r t a i n t y ;  b u t  t h i s  c e r t a i n t y  i s ,  r e a l l y ,  
I 

t h e  product  of a very shaky r h e t o r i c a l  maneuver. The sub- 

t e r f u g e  i s  a "phonocentricsm" t h a t  reaches  an  epiphany i n  a 

confus ion  of assonance wi th  God. I n  t h e  fo l lowing  e x c e r p t ,  

de  Man has  j u s t  f i n i s h e d  a s tudy  of  t h e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i n  some 

of R i l k e ' s  e a r l y  ve r se s :  

I t  may seem prepos te rous  t o  a s s o c i a t e  such a near-  
mechanical procedure wi th  t h e  name of God. Yet, t h e  
apparen t  blasphemy can j u s t  a s  wel l  be  considered a s  
t h e  hyperbole  of an  a b s o l u t e  phonocentrism. A poem 
of ---  he- Book of Monastic L i f e  ( 1 :20) a s s e r t s  t h e  poss i -  
b i l i t y  of overcoming dea th  i t s e l f  by means of euphony, 
and i t  f u l f i l l s  t h i s  prophecy i n  i t s  own t e x t u r e ,  i n  
t h e  ' da rk  i n t e r v a l '  ( i m  - -- dunklen I n t e r v a l l )  t h a t  i n  i t s  
assonance bo th  s e p a r a t e s  ag$ u n i t e s  t h e  two words "Tod" 
( dea th  ) and "Ton1' ( sound ) . 

This p lay  of sound i s ,  accord ing  t o  de  Man, t h e  c r u c i a l  

semantic movement of R i l k e ' s  poe t ry .  I n  e s sence ,  t h e  rhe to-  

r i c  of such poe t ry  a s s e r t s  t h a t  i f  t h e  sounds of two words 

a r e  t h e  same, t h e i r  meanings o r  s i g n i f i e d s  a r e  t h e  same. 

Thus, t o  s i n g  R i l k e ' s  song,  t o  u t t e r  i t s  s a d  a l l i t e r a t i o n s ,  

i s  t o  make magic: through t h e  sound of  words a lone ,  t h e  

i n t a n g i b l e  i s  connected t o  t h e  man i f e s t ,  and our  l i m i t e d  

human v i s i o n  i s  opened t o  t h e  e t e r n a l .  

W e  can see i n  t h i s  s tudy  of a recla imed C h r i s t i a n  

symbolism t h e  use  of  r h e t o r i c a l  t e r m s  t h a t  mark a de  Manian 

a n a l y s i s .  And behind t h i s  t e c h n i c a l  appa ra tus ,  we d e t e c t  a 

very po in t ed  c r i t i q u e ,  even an  exorcism, of  our  c u r r e n t  

read ing  of Romantic t e x t s  a s  symbolic s t r u c t u r e s .  R i lke  has  

been accep ted  by t h e  ma jo r i t y  of  h i s  c r i t i c s  a s  a modern 



romantic and a s  a  benefac tor  and l i g h t  g i v e r .  This  accept-  

ance i s  based almost  e n t i r e l y  on h i s  imagery and t h e  n o t i o n  

t h a t  because it manages a  coheren t  symbolism, it i s  a  form 

of t r u t h ;  t o  f i n d  t h a t  R i l k e ' s  symbols, and t h u s  h i s  reputa -  

t i o n ,  a r e  based on nothing o t h e r  t h a n  puns shows how deeply 

de  Man d i s t r u s t s  t h e  r o l e  of v a t e s .  W e  beg in  t o  see t h a t  de  

Man i s  a t t empt ing  n o t  merely t o  e x p l i c a t e  romantic poe t ry ;  

h i s  goa l  i s  much more fa r - reach ing .  He i s  a t tempt ing  t o  f i n d  

t h e  fundamental a p o r i a s ,  ( t h o s e  moments of i n d e c i s i o n ,  

d i s j u n c t u r e  o r  i n c o n s i s t e n c y )  i n  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  and h i s  

c r i t i c i s m  i s  designed t o  expose t h e  c u r r e n t ,  non-s t ruc tura l -  

i s t  r ead ings  of  romantic symbols a s  a c t s  of  bad f a i t h .  

Romantic p o e t s  a r e  o f t e n  conscious  of  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  of 

t h e i r  symbols ( romant ic  i rony  and t h e  doubl ing of va lues  and 

vo ices  i n  romant ic  imagery a t t e s t  t o  t h i s ) ,  b u t  c r i t i c s  who 

have n o t  p a i d  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s  l e v e l  become t r apped  i n  

i r r e s o l v a b l e  dilemmas of i r r a t i o n a l i t y ,  confusion of per-  

c e p t i o n  and m y s t i f i c a t i o n .  

P e r k i n s '  c r i t i c i s m  of She l ley  can ,  t h e n ,  be f a u l t e d  on 

s i m i l a r  grounds. Perk ins  has  f a l l e n  i n t o  t h e  s educ t ions  of 

' n a t u r a l  language'  because he  has  accep ted  an  uncomplicated 

theory  of  t r anscenden t  symbols, an  accep tance  very s i m i l a r  

t o  t h e  f a i t h f u l  r e c e p t i o n  of R i lke .  Pe rk ins  has  a l s o  agreed 

t o  an a b s o l u t e  a l ignment  between S h e l l e y ' s  language and h i s  

' p a t h o s ' ;  t h u s ,  i n  h i s  cri t icism, language i s  mere medium, 

a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t i v e  of and a n c i l l a r y  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  theme. 

C r i t i c i s m  of  poe t ry  based i n  modern n o t i o n s  of t h e  s i g n  and 



modern t h e o r i e s  l i k e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m  cannot a l l ow such easy 

f a i t h s .  Language cannot saGe us  from ' a  pr imal  d ivo rce  of 

consciousness  and n a t u r e '  and any a t t empt  a t  a  r e c o n c i l i a -  

t i o n  through symbols i s  simply m y s t i f i c a t i o n .  3 8  Perk ins ,  t o  

de  Man, would be one of t h o s e  who has  helped main ta in  a  

'supremacy of  t h e  symbol' i n  t h e  c r i t i c a l  read ing  of She l ley  

and She l l ey  has  thereby  been made i n t o  something l i k e  a  

s a l v a t i o n i s t  o r  p r i e s t  who has  p r i v i l e g e d  modes of communi- 

c a t i o n  wi th  ano the r  realm. 

D e  Man, Cra ty l i sm and Paronamasis -- -- 

I n  Wasserman's theory  t h e r e  i s  a  phase i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  

of a  poem when language i s  no longer  simply a  medium through 

which t h e  poe t  sends  o r  r e c e i v e s  messages, t ranscendent  o r  

o therwise .  During t h i s  phase,  through t h e  s p e c i a l  s y n t a c t i c  

p o t e n t i a l  of p o e t r y ,  t h e  poe t  manipulates  and changes t h e  

r e f e r e n t i a l  dimension ( s i g n i f i c a t i o n )  of words t o  express  a  

new ontology and c r e a t e s  a  new p o s s i b i l i t y  of  being,  f i r s t  

i n  language, t h e n  (presumably) i n  pe rcep t ion  and s o c i a l  

l i f e .  D e  Man has  been q u i t e  e x p l i c i t  about  h i s  disagreement 

wi th  c r i t i c a l  approaches which accep t  a  romant ic  poe t ry  a b l e  

t o  t r ans fo rm t h e  b a s i c  r e f e r e n t i a l  c a t e g o r i e s  of language. 39 

The d i s t r u s t  appeared f i r s t  i n  phenomenological terms.  I n  an 

e a r l y  e s s a y ,  " I n t e n t i o n a l  S t r u c t u r e  of  t h e  Romantic Image," 

( 1 9 6 0  ) we f i n d  t h a t  " p o e t i c  language i s  merely  c o n s t i t u t i v e ;  



w h i l e  it c a n  ' o r i g i n a t e , '  it c a n n o t  g i v e  a  f o u n d a t i o n  t o  

what it o r i g i n a t e s  and remains  o n l y  a n  i n t e n t  of  consc ious -  

n e s s .  " 4 0  I f  language canno; ' g i v e  a  f o u n d a t i o n '  t o  what it 

p o s i t s ,  t h e n  c o n s t i t u t i v e  language remains  a lways  a n  i l l u -  

s i o n .  No m a t t e r  how s y n t a c t i c a l l y  shaped o r  s y m b o l i c a l l y  

c o h e r e n t ,  it canno t  change t h e  way words o p e r a t e  a s  second- 

a r y  c o n s t r u c t s  o f  a  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  whose e x i s t e n t i a l  p l i g h t  

i s  t o  be  a lways  and u l t i m a t e l y  a l o n e  and d i v o r c e d  from t h e  

n a t u r a l  wor ld .  When p o e t i c  language a t t e m p t s  t o  be  more 

t h a n  h y p o t h e s i s  o r  f i g u r e  it i s  " e s s e n t i a l l y  p a r a d o x i c a l  and 

condemned i n  advance t o  f a i l u r e .  There  c a n  be f l o w e r s  t h a t  

' a r e '  and p o e t i c  words t h a t  ' o r i g i n a t e , '  b u t  no  p o e t i c  words 

t h a t  ' o r i g i n a t e '  a s  i f  t h e y  'were'. n 4 1  T h i s  e s s a y  fo rwards  

a  S a r t r e a n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  b u t  l a t e r  e s s a y s  add S a u s s u r i a n  

c a t e g o r i e s  of  language t o  t h e  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  f a l s e  con- 

s c i o u s n e s s ,  ( t h e  r e i f i e d  i n t e n t i o n s ) ,  of  romant ic  symbolism. 

According t o  L e n t r i c c h i a ,  d e  Man merely u s e s  s t r u c -  

t u r a l i s t  t e r m s  a s  a  mask f o r  a  b a s i c a l l y  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  

s t a n c e  toward  l i t e r a r y  f i c t i o n s .  4 2  But t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  

t e n o r  of  h i s  argument  i s  c l e a r l y  a p p a r e n t  i n  a  more r e c e n t  

a r t i c l e :  "The R e s i s t a n c e  t o  Theory" ( 1 9 8 1 ) .  4 3  The a r t i c l e  

comes c l o s e  t o  d e f i n i n g  modern l i t e r a r y  t h e o r y  a s  based i n  

S a u s s u r i a n  l i n g u i s t i c s :  "Contemporary l i t e r a r y  t h e o r y  comes 

i n t o  i t s  own i n  such e v e n t s  a s  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  S a u s s u r i a n  

. l i n g u i s t i c s  t o  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s .  " 4 4  D e  Man h a s  now added a  

new s t r u c t u r a l i s t  s c i e n t i s m  t o  h i s  t h e o r y  of  l i t e r a t u r e  and 

t h i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  k i n d  o f  c o n s t i t u t i v e  



r e f e r e n c e  proposed by Wasserman. I n  "The Rhetor ic  of 

Temporal i ty ,"  de  Man f a u l t s  bo th  Wasserman and Meyer Abrams 

f o r  having C o l e r i d g e ' s  o r  wordsworth's poe t ry  a t tempt  a 

grand s y n t h e s i s  which merges s u b j e c t i v e  and o b j e c t i v e  

realms.  The t e x t s  of t h e s e  p o e t s  a r e  much more ambiguous 

and t h i s  f o r c e s  t h e  two c r i t i c s  " i n t o  a p e r s i s t e n t  con t r a -  

d i c t i o n "  which l e a d s  t o  an  i n t e r p r e t i v e  impasse: e i t h e r  t h e  

romantic t e x t  i s  s o l i p s i s t i c ,  confus ing  n a t u r e  and mind, o r  

it forwards  an  u n r e a l i z a b l e  na tura l i sm.  4 5  W e  come t o  t h e  

essence  of t h i s  i d e a  i n  t h e  a n a l y s i s  of  R i l k e  c r i t i c i s m .  A 

poe t  may t r y  t o  re - invent  language by d e l i b e r a t e l y  and 

consciously  reforming i t s  own r e f e r e n t i a l  base ,  b u t  t h i s  i s  

now no t  simply t h e  working o u t  of a psychologica l  impossi- 

b i l i t y ;  i t  i s  a d e l i b e r a t e  r h e t o r i c a l  maneuver o p e r a t i n g  

only on t h e  l e v e l  of language and t h u s  never  t o  be taken  a s  

a f f e c t i n g  an e x t r a - t e x t u a l  r e a l i t y .  Poe t ry ,  no m a t t e r  what 

ph i lo soph ica l  p e r s p e c t i v e  it i s  man i f e s t i ng ,  cannot  change 

t h e  fundamental s i g n i f i c a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e s  of s i g n s .  To see 

t h e  Saussur ian  edge now given t o  h i s  c r i t i q u e  of c o n s t i t u -  

t i v e  language,  w e  w i l l  have t o  go i n t o  t h e  a l l u s i o n s  i n  t h i s  

a r t i c l e  i n  some depth;  t h e r e  i s  an  impor tan t  d e  Manian g i s t  

t o  be found i n  them. 

The r e l e v a n t  passage occurs  i n  De Man's s k e p t i c a l  

review of Bar thes '  s t udy ,  "Proust  e t  l e s  noms" ( 1 9 6 7 ) .  D e  

Man forwards a double  commentary, d i r e c t e d  bo th  t o  P r o u s t ' s  

t e x t  and h i s  c r i t i c .  Bar thes  would l i k e  t o  t a k e  t h e  game 

Prous t  i s  p l ay ing  with  words s e r i o u s l y .  P rous t  would see 
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I t the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s i g n i f i e r  and s i g n i f i e d  a s  moti- 

va t ed ,  t h e  one copying t h e  &her and r e p r e s e n t i n g  i n  i t s  

m a t e r i a l  form t h e  s i g n i f i e d  essence  of  t h e  t h i n g  (and no t  

t h e  t h i n g  i t s e l f )  . . . . This  r e a l i s m  ( i n  t h e  s c h o l a s t i c  

s ense  of t h e  word) ,  which conceives  of names a s  t h e  'copyt 

of t h e  i d e a s ,  has  t aken ,  i n  P r o u s t ,  a  r a d i c a l  form. But one 

may wel l  a sk  whether it i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  be a  w r i t e r  wi thout  

some s o r t  of  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

names and essences .  n 4 6  De Man c u t s  a c r o s s  t h i s  i d e a  t h a t  

c o n s t i t u t i v e  language can,  i n  t h e  c a s e  of a  h igh ly  s e l f -  

conscious  w r i t e r  l i k e  P rous t ,  be t o l e r a t e d ;  t h e  mot ivated 

r e l a t i o n  P rous t  p l ays  wi th  i s  simply a  m y s t i f i c a t i o n ,  a  

' v i r t u a l  image' having no power t o  change b a s i c  s t r u c t u r e s  

of consc iousness ,  pe rcep t ion  o r  language. I n  h i s  response,  

De Man now c l e a r l y  echoes t h e  Saussur ian  theory  t h a t  l an -  

guage i s  anonymous and o u t s i d e  t h e  powers of both  t h e  co l -  

l e c t i v e  and t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t g  change i t s  s t r u c t u r e s .  

For Saussure ,  a s  f o r  d e  Man, t h e  s i g n  i s  autonomous and 

a d e l i b e r a t e  change i n  i t s  s t r u c t u r e  o r  i t s  b a s i c  o r i e n t a -  

t i o n  i s  impossible .  "The s i g n i f i e r ,  though t o  a l l  appear-  

ances  f r e e l y  chosen wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  it repre-  

s e n t s ,  i s  f i x e d ,  n o t  f r e e ,  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  

community t h a t  u se s  it. The masses have no v o i c e  i n  t h e  

ma t t e r ,  and t h e  s i g n i f i e r  chosen by language could  be  re- 

placed by no o t h e r  . . . . No i n d i v i d u a l ,  even i f  he  w i l l e d  

i t ,  could modify i n  any way a t  a l l  t h e  cho ice  t h a t  has  been 

made. "47 The connect ion between s i g n i f i e r  and s i g n i f i e d  i s  



always convent iona l  and f o r  d e  Man any c o n s t i t u t i v e  r e l a t i o n  
, 

which seems t o  appear  between them i s  t h e  e f f e c t  of a spe- 

c i f i c  t r o p e .  W e  nex t  hear  de  Man s l i p p i n g  i n t o  a language 

which i s  almost  a Saussur ian  lega l i sm:  

For t h e  convergence of  sound and meaning c e l e b r a t e d  by 
Bar thes  i n  Prous t  and,  a s  Gerard Genet te  has  d e c i s i v e l y  
shown, l a t e r  d ismant led by P rous t  himself  a s  a seduc- 
t i v e  tempta t ion  t o  m y s t i f i e d  minds, i s  a l s o  cons idered  
h e r e  t o  be a mere e f f e c t  which language can p e r f e c t l y  
w e l l  a ch i eve ,  b u t  which b e a r s  no s u b s t a n t i a l  r e l a t i o n -  
s h i p ,  by analogy o r  by o n t o l o g i c a l l y  grounded imi t a -  
t i o n ,  t o  anything beyond t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t .  It  i s  
a r h e t o r i c a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  an a e s t h e t i c  func t ion  of 
language,  an  i d e n t i f i a b l e  t r o p e  (paronomasis)  t h a t  
o p e r a t e s  on t h e  l e v e l  of  t h e  s i g n i f i e r  and c o n t a i n s  no 
r e s p o n s i b l e  pronouncement on t h e  n a t u r e  of  t h e  
world--despite i t s  owerful p o t e n t i a l  t o  c r e a t e  t h e  
o p p o s i t e  i l l u s i o n .  4 8  

De Man has  t h e n  formulated t h e  ca tegory  of 'phonocentrism'  

we found i n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of R i lke  more p r e c i s e l y  a long  

Saussur ian  l i n e s .  'Paronomasis '  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  pun and 

i s  t h e  t r o p e  which r e l i e s  on a p l ay  on words w i t h  t h e  same 

pronunc ia t ion  b u t  d i f f e r e n t  meanings, l i k e  Ulysses '  'Noman' 

o r  'Adam missed h i s  missus.  1 4 '  The i d e a  t h a t  names copy 

essences  (Cra ty l i sm)  i s  t o o  dangerous even t o  be played 

with .  I f  language i s  g iven  t h i s  c a p a b i l i t y  t hen  t h e  whole 

romantic e r r o r  i s  al lowed; Wordsworth's connect ion wi th  God 

through landscape,  R i l k e ' s  ' s a l v a t i o n i s t  s t a n c e , '  perhaps 

even Dostoevsky's  b e l i e f  t h a t  h e  had c r e a t e d  p ro to types  of 

r e a l  minds i n  h i s  nove l s ,  would be p o s s i b l e .  A p r i v i l e g e d  

language which has  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  r e - c r e a t e  o r  a l t e r  i t s  

b a s i s  a s  a s i g n  i s  now exposed by de  Man a s  a r h e t o r i c a l  



s e d u c t i o n .  The i d e a  o f  t h e  a r b i t r a r y  r e l a t i o n  between s i g n i -  
L 

f i e r  and s i g n i f i e d  becomes unwaveringly c o n s t a n t  i n  d e  Man's 

work and w e  now see it f l i c k e r i n g  l i k e  a  me taphys ica l  t r u t h  

w i t h i n  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  h e  f a v o u r s .  

The i n t e r w e a v i n g  of  moral  and t e c h n i c a l  terms i n  t h i s  

p a s s a g e  a b o u t  B a r t h e s  i s  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s '  

d e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  S h e l l e y  on grounds  o f  h i s  immatur i ty  and 

l a c k  o f  o b j e c t i v e  r e f e r e n c e ,  though now ' l a n g u a g e , '  and 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  S a u s s u r i a n  l i n g u i s t i c s  i s  t h e  c r i t i c a l  o b j e c -  

t i v i t y ,  t h e  t o u c h s t o n e ,  which a l l o w s  h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e .  5 0  

B a r t h e s '  t e n t a t i v e  wish  f o r  m o t i v a t e d  s i g n s  i s  ' i r r e s p o n s i -  

b l e , '  a  way of s p r e a d i n g  t h e  powerful  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  language 

can  c r e a t e ,  m a g i c a l l y  and d i r e c t l y ,  a  k i n d  o f  r e a l i t y  w h i l e  

t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e  i l l u s i o n  i s  n o t h i n g  more i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  a  

s o n o r i t y  and pun. W e  can  a l s o  see t h a t  d e  Man's c r i t i q u e s  

of  R i l k e  and B a r t h e s  a g a i n  p l a c e  Wasserman's argument abou t  

S h e l l e y ' s  language i n  t h e  d e p t h s  o f  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n .  

Wasserman's a t t e m p t  t o  show a  coherence  o f  symbols i n  

S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  was t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a n  a n a l y s i s  grounded i n  a  

' s y n t a c t i c a l '  o r  ' n o n - r e f e r e n t i a l '  p e r s p e c t i v e .  S h e l l e y ' s  

imagery i s  c o n s i s t e n t  and p l a u s i b l e  i f  it i s  looked a t  as a 

new phi losophy o f  language which a t t e m p t s  t o  r e a r r a n g e  t h e  

r e f e r e n t i a l  r e l a t i o n  o f  s i g n s  t o  t h e  wor ld .  For  d e  Man, 

Wasserman's n o t i o n  t h a t  a  c o h e r e n t  symbol sys tem,  and a new 

wor ld ,  can  a r i s e  from a n  i n t r a - r e f e r e n t i a l  f u n c t i o n ,  means 

t h a t  h e  h a s  a l s o  been seduced by a  ' ~ r a t y l i s m , '  a  language 

t h e o r y  which,  l i k e  B a r t h e s 1  t e n t a t i v e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  P r o u s t ,  



a l lows  a  confus ing  of s i g n s  and s i g n i f i e d s ;  through it ,  

f i c t i o n  i s  f o r c e d  i n t o  r e a l i t y  and p o e t i c  s i g n s  a r e  d i s t o r t -  

ed i n t o  a c q u i r i n g  t h e  presence and wholeness of a n a t u r a l  

o b j e c t ,  o r ,  i n  t h e  c a s e  of s h e l l e y ,  o b j e c t s  have come t o  

have t h e  e x p r e s s i v i t y  of s i g n s .  To t h e  degree  t h a t  h i s  

c r i t i c i s m  fo l lows  from a  c o n s t i t u t i v e  theory  of words, 

Wasserman i s  a l s o ,  t h e n ,  a  s e n t i m e n t a l i s t  and m y s t i f i e r  of 

romantic language. 

De Man's c r i t i q u e  of t h i s  k ind  of read ing  can be t aken  

a s  t h e  newest development i n  t h e  c r i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  over  t h e  

leg i t imacy  of  romantic symbolism. Having found t h e  gene ra l  

o u t l i n e  of d e  Man's views on r e f e r e n c e  w e  can now s tudy i t s  

p a r t i c u l a r  a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  She l ley .  

D e  Man and S h e l l e y ' s  "The Triumph of  L i f e n  --- -- -- 

This  i s  n o t  t h e  p l a c e  t o  g i v e  a  f u l l  account of de  

Man's a n a l y s i s  of  S h e l l e y ' s  poem; I w i l l  s ave  t h i s  f o r  a  

l a t e r  c h a p t e r  devoted t o  - The Triumph -- of L i f e .  I t  w i l l  

s u f f i c e  he re  t o  ske tch  an  o u t l i n e  of  h i s  s tudy  i n  o rde r  t o  

b r i n g  our  comparison of d e  Man and t h e  deba te  over romantic 

symbolism t o  i t s  most problemat ic  i n s t a n c e  and t h e  i n s t a n c e  

wi th  which my t h e s i s  w i l l  be most concerned. 

I n  de  Man's complex a n a l y s i s  of  S h e l l e y ' s  poem, w e  s e e  

an a l l i a n c e  wi th  a  romantic mind t h a t  i s  unusual f o r  him; w e  

must remember, however, t h a t  d e  Man i s  a  superb  r h e t o r i c i a n  

and t h a t  a  temporary a l l i a n c e  wi th  poe t ry  can o f t e n  be t h e  



most e f f e c t i v e  s t r a t e g y  f o r  decen te r ing  a  c r i t i c a l  read ing .  

I n  "She l ley  Dis f igured"  de  Man a rgues  t h a t  t h e  primary theme 

of - The Triumph of L i f e ,  i s  language i t s e l f .  C r i t i c i s m  l i k e  -- 
Wasserman's o r  Pe rk ins '  which i s  based i n  t h e  acceptance of  

symbolic modes obscures  t h i s  theme. The poem i t s e l f  a t -  

tempts t o  d i v e r t  i t s  own language from a  p r e v a i l i n g  tendency 

toward 'monumentalizat ion'  and romant ic  c r i t i c i s m  has i n -  

v e r t e d  t h e  t e x t .  I n  one sense  d e  Man means t h e  term 'monu- 

mentalism' t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l  hermeneutic by which 

romanticism i s  cont inuously  r ev ived  a s  an  i d e n t i f i e r  of 

contemporary f a i t h s .  But it can a l s o  be read  a s  a  coded t e r m  

f o r  mot ivated language o r  c o n s t i t u t i v e  symbolism. While 

contemporary c r i t i c s  l i k e  Perk ins  and Wasserman might monu- 

menta l ize  S h e l l e y ,  - he  d i d  n o t  u se  symbols a s  a  new k ind  of 

r e f e r e n c e ,  nor d i d  he  u se  language t o  c r e a t e  new worlds;  h i s  

ambiguous t e x t  q u a l i f i e s  both  t h e s e  ques t ionab le  modes. For 

de  Man, because t h e  She l l ey  of "The Triumph of L i f e "  i s  

c l e a r l y  aware of  t h e  symbol a s  a  problem, he  has  p a r t l y  

overcome h i s  own b l indness  and cons t ruc t ed  a  proto-decon- 

s t r u c t i o n i s t  t e x t .  While t h e  a r t i c l e  may seem t o  be i n  

agreement wi th  a  romant ic  a t t i t u d e ,  d e  Man's a n a l y s i s  i s  

based,  a s  Wasserman found i n  t h e  N e w  C r i t i c s ,  on a  remarka- 

b l e  omission.  

According t o  de  Man, i n  "The Triumph of L i f e , "  She l ley  

f i n a l l y  comes t o  doubt l i t e r a t u r e  and i t s  p r o j e c t  of bu i ld -  

i n g  up a  p rog res s ion  of  l i t e r a r y  o r  ph i lo soph ica l  master-  

p i eces .  The poem e n a c t s  a  g e s t u r e  oppos i t e  t o  mastery.  



Through i t s  p e r s i s t e n t  i n t e r l o c u t i o n  o f  p h i l o s o p h e r s ,  a r t -  

is ts  and t h e  powers of  t h e  w'orld a b o u t  ' t h e  meaning of  

l i f e , '  it performs a  series o f  e r a s u r e s  and ' f o r g e t t i n g s '  

( e a c h  q u e s t i o n  i s  unanswered) ,  and t h e  series r e a c h e s  i t s  

n e g a t i v e  peak i n  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  j u s t  a s  S h e l l e y  w i l l  i n e v i -  

t a b l y  ' e r a s e '  Rousseau from h i s  memory a f t e r  w r i t i n g  t h e  

poem, s o  "The S o c i a l  C o n t r a c t  can  b e  s a i d  t o  e r a s e  J u l i e  --- 
from t h e  canon of  Rousseau 's  works,  o r  The Triumph o f  L i f e  - -- -- 
can be  s a i d  t o  r e d u c e  a l l  of S h e l l e y ' s  p r e v i o u s  work t o  

nought .  '52 The t e rminus  o f  t h i s  p r o c e d u r e  i s ,  f o r  S h e l l e y ,  

t h e  e r a s u r e  o f  t h e  language of  p o e t r y  i t s e l f .  These i r r e v o -  

c a b l e  and u n f o r g i v i n g  n u l l i f i c a t i o n s  o f  p r e v i o u s  t e x t s  and 

master-works l e a d  t o  a  s t a g e  when t h e  p o e t  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  

b a s i s  o f  a l l  t e x t s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  l i f e .  Once s t a r t e d  

i n  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n ,  S h e l l e y  must t h e n  r e a c h  t h e  p o i n t  where 

he  w i l l  b e g i n  t o  d e c o n s t r u c t  h i s  own p o e t i c  i n t e n t i o n  i n  t h e  

ve ry  t e x t  h e  i s  c r e a t i n g .  

D e  Man conc ludes  t h a t  t h e  "shape  a l l  l i g h t w  o f  l i n e s  

3 4 3  - 352 i s  t h e  paramount a c t  o f  t h i s  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n .  53 

The s p e c u l a r  b e i n g  which Rousseau sees hover ing  above a  

n a t u r a l  w e l l - s p r i n g  i s  a  p u r e  analogy o f  language,  a n  image 

of  Rousseau ' s  n o t i o n  t h a t  words o r i g i n a t e d  around s o c i a l  

f o c i  l i k e  t h e  w e l l .  W e  can  no l o n g e r  see t h e  s h i n i n g  f i g u r e  

who h o l d s  a  " c h r y s t a l  g l a s s  / Mant l ing  w i t h  b r i g h t  Nepenthe" 

(358)  a s  a  symbol o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  o r  o f  p l a t o n i c  l o v e .  

According t o  d e  Man, by t h i s  t i m e  i n  t h e  poem, S h e l l e y  had 

b r a c k e t e d  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of  s i g n i f i c a t i o n .  The 



i n t e r p l a y  he  s e e s  i n  t h i s  image between i d y l l i c  beauty 

d i s r u p t i o n  echoes an e a r l i e r  read ing  of  Rousseau where 
L 

and 

"The 

f i r s t  r e g i s t e r  [ i n  Rousseau's works] i s  one of d e l i c a c y  of 

f e e l i n g ,  whereas a  cu r ious  brand of  cunning and v io l ence  

pervades t h e  o t h e r .  " 5 4  This  s h i n i n g  shape i n  The Triumph - of 

L i f e  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  s u b t l e ,  and v i o l e n t ,  impos i t ion  of 

symbolic language i t s e l f .  Pa radox ica l ly ,  because it i s  a  

symbol of  symbolism, t h e  shape a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  S h e l l e y ' s  

f i n a l  abandonment of symbolism, ( t h e  r e i f i c a t i o n  of f i g u r e s )  

and of known l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  l i k e  t h e  q u e s t  ("Prometheus 

Unbound") o r  t h e  e legy ( "Adonais") and a  s e t t l i n g  on l an -  

guage i t s e l f  a s  t h e  f i n a l  form and problem. The t e x t  

a rouses  t h e  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  i t s  nega t ions  a r e  a  " Verneinunq, 

an in tended  exorcism,'55 based i n  She l l ey  I s  r e a l i z a t i o n  of 

t h e  madness a t  t h e  h e a r t  of  h i s  own symbolic g e s t u r e s .  This  

then  i s  S h e l l e y ' s  very l a t e  mea cu lpa ;  h i s  r ecogn i t i on  of 

t h e  l i m i t s  of  h i s  own mind and of language,  a  f i n a l  confes-  

s i o n  t h a t  symbolism i s  a  c r o s s i n g  between s i g n i f i e r  and 

s i g n i f i e d  which ' d i s f i g u r e s '  t h e  r e a l  and i n f e c t s  t h e  r e a d e r  

wi th  a  s p e c u l a r  v i s i o n  of something which i s  n o t  y e t ,  pre-  

s en t ed  i n  such a  way t h a t  it appears  t o  be. 

The a n a l y s i s  i s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  provoca t ive  and q u i t e  i n  

keeping wi th  t h e  l i n e  we have seen d e  Man has  taken  genera l -  

l y  wi th  romant ic  l i t e r a t u r e .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  h i s  a n a l y s i s  i s  

no t  simply a  read ing  of S h e l l e y ' s  l a s t  major poem--a number 

of o t h e r  c r i t i c s  have seen - The Triumph of L i f e  a s  a  g iv ing  -- 
up of outworn f a i t h s .  56 H e  d i f f e r s  from t h i s  c r i t i c i s m  



because  h e  c l e a r l y  a g r e e s  w i t h  S h e l l e y ' s  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of 

h i s  own a e s t h e t i c .  The scope  o f  t h e  a n a l y s i s  f o r c e s  one t o  

a g r e e ,  p a r t l y ,  w i t h  L e n t r i c c h i a ' s  i d e a  t h a t  D e  Man's u s e  o f  

s t r u c t u r a l i s t  t e r m s  i s  a  mask f o r  a  t h e m a t i c  cri t icism.57 I 

would, however, go  f u r t h e r  t h a n  s e e i n g  it a s  a  c o v e r  f o r  a n  

e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  c r i t i q u e  of Marxism. There  i s  a l s o  a  theo-  

l o g i c a l  s t r e a k  i n  h i s  approach.  One s e n s e s  t h a t  f o r  d e  Man, 

writers l i k e  S h e l l e y ,  R i l k e ,  Wordsworth and Rousseau (and  

t h e  c r i t i c s  who fo rward  t h e i r  f i g u r e s )  a r e  p l a y i n g  w i t h  

s a c r e d  f i r e s  and b r e a k i n g  a n c i e n t  r u l e s  of  language.  D e  

Man's r e a d i n g  of  S h e l l e y  h a s  something o f  t h e  p u r i t a n  a b o u t  

i t ;  h i s  r e a d i n g  of  The Triumph o f  L i f e  a s  a  t e x t  which - -- 
undoes i t s  own l o g o c e n t r i s m  r e a s s e r t s  pr imary  l i m i t s  and 

b o u n d a r i e s  o f  t h e  s i g n  and r e c a l l s  u s  from a n  i d o l a t r y  o f  

t h e  f i g u r e  t o  more p r o p e r ,  q u i e t i s t i c  modes which l i k e  

p r a y e r  and worship  c o n f e s s  o u r  u n c e r t a i n t y  and o u r  l o s t n e s s  

even w i t h i n  t h e  s p a c e s  of  o u r  own language.  T h i s  q u i e t i s t i c  

t o n e  can  b e  more c l e a r l y  r e c o g n i z e d  when w e  r e a l i z e  t h a t  h i s  

d isavowal  of  symbol ic  modes and m o t i v a t e d  language i s  a l s o  a  

r e t r e a t  from any language of  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

A d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  approach which rel ies s o  h e a v i l y  on 

S a u s s u r i a n  l i n g u i s t i c s  r u n s  t h e  r i s k  o f  r e d u c i n g  t h e  t e x t ' s  

psychology t o  a n  a b s t r a c t  model o f  language a l o n e ,  o r  a  k i n d  

of l i n g u i s t i c  formal ism which d e n i e s  t h e  t e x t ' s  humanity. 

Thus, D e  Man's r e a d i n g  o f  S h e l l e y  can  b e  c o u n t e r e d  through 

an  approach t o  s e m i o t i c s  which f i r s t l y  a l l o w s  symbolism a s  a 

problem S h e l l e y  i s  aware o f ,  and ,  s e c o n d l y ,  does  n o t  u s e  a  



l i n g u i s t i c  model b u t  a  r e l a t i o n a l ,  d i s c o u r s e  model o f  l an -  

guage. , 

D e  Man and S o c i a l  Refe rence  ----- 

The more one t h i n k s  o f  d e  Man's t h e o r y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

what i s  a c t u a l l y  done w i t h  words i n  l i f e ,  t h e  more s t r a n g e  

h i s  v iews become a s  a n  a n a l y s i s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  A l i t t l e  

t h o u g h t  a b o u t  v e r b a l  r e f e r e n c e  shows u s  t h a t  h i s  combinat ion  

of  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m ,  D e r r i d i a n  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  r h e t o r i c  

and S a u s s u r e  d e n i e s  a  ve ry  b a s i c  a s p e c t  o f  t e x t u a l  ' s i g n i f i -  

c a t i o n . '  L e n t r i c c h i a  and o t h e r s  have  n o t i c e d  t h e  a p o l i t i -  

c a l ,  and a h i s t o r i c a l  b i a s  i n  d e  Man's t h e o r y ,  b u t  I t h i n k  

t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  l acunae .  To beg in  a t  t h e  s i m p l e s t  l e v e l :  

What i s  t h e  s t r u c t u r a t i o n  o f  a  whispered  word o f  l o v e ,  a  

c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  a  command t o  g e t  something done,  a n  a p p e a l  f o r  

more j u s t  t r e a t m e n t ,  a  b i l l ,  a  w r i t t e n  law o r  a  c o n t r a c t ?  

A r e  a l l  t h e s e ,  i n  t h e i r  e s s e n c e ,  a c t s  o f  bad f a i t h ,  r e i f i e d  

i n t e n t i o n s ,  mere misuses  of  language?  These u s e s  assume, 

( and  o u r  l i v e s  a r e  s p e n t  i n  t h e m ) ,  t h a t  words and t e x t s  a r e  

always more t h a n  mere a r b i t r a r y  s i g n s ,  more t h a n  ' l a n g u a g e '  

i n  d e  Man's s e n s e ;  words used  w i t h  a n o t h e r  b e i n g  i n  mind a r e  

forms o f  a c t i o n ,  p a t t e r n s  o f  p e r s u a s i v e  energy ,  g e s t u r e s  o f  

s o c i a l i t y ,  b i n d i n g s  and r e l e a s i n g s ,  a  c r e a t i o n  and mainte-  

nance o f  r e l a t i o n .  T h i s  a s p e c t  of  language h a s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  



been recognized long be fo re  decons t ruc t ion .  Jurgen Habermas 

has  developed a  profound theory  of s o c i a l  l i f e  based on a  
$ 

'communicative competence' which i s  t h e  p r i o r  cond i t i on  of 

both  reasoning  and l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c t u r e s .  58 Char les  Taylor 

p l a c e s  t h i s  r e l a t i o n a l  k ind  of r e f e r e n c e  a t  t h e  o r i g i n  of  

language,  "Language i s  fash ioned  and grows n o t  p r i n c i p a l l y  

i n  monologue, b u t  i n  d ia logue ,  o r  b e t t e r ,  i n  t h e  l i f e  of t h e  

speech community" 59 

But t h e r e  i s  growing awareness w i t h i n  t h e  deconstruc-  

t i o n  movement i t s e l f  of t h e  d e c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n  involved i n  

de Man's approach. Rajan, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  would main ta in  a  

d e c o n s t r u c t i v e  approach b u t  c o r r e c t  t h e  problem of an a l i e n -  

a t e d  theory  through t h e  " i n s e r t i o n  of  t h e  r eade r  i n t o  t h e  

l i t e r a r y  equa t ion"  and would r e p l a c e  t h e  con tex tua l  lacunae 

wi th  t h e  s tudy of  how t h e  t e x t  i n c o r p o r a t e s  a  " reader  a s  

someone who g i v e s  a  body t o  t h e  i n t e n t i o n a l  t e x t  by applying 

it w i t h i n  h i s  o r  h e r  own life. '160 To t a k e  ano the r ,  q u i t e  d i f -  

f e r e n t ,  example from w i t h i n  t h e  group of c r i t i c s  who a r e  

a l l i e d  wi th  s t r u c t u r a l i s m  o r  modern semio t i c s ,  Tvtzan Todo- 

rov  has  shown t h e  scope of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  e x c i s i o n  performed 

through d e  Man's u se  of Saussur ian  terms. The category t h a t  

has  been simply ignored i n  d e  Man's theory  of  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  

d i scour se .  For Todorov, t h e r e  i s  a  s e r i e s  of c l a s s i f i c a -  

t i o n s  t h a t  beg ins  wi th  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between d i s c o u r s e  and 

language and which ends  i n  t h e  i n d i r e c t  meanings of  symbol- 

i s m .  



Language e x i s t s  i n  t h e  a b s t r a c t ;  it has  a  l ex i con  and 
grammatical r u l e s  a s  i t s  i n p u t  and sen tences  a s  i t s  
ou tpu t .  Discourse  i s  a  conc re t e  man i f e s t a t i on  of 
language, and it i s  produced, n e c e s s a r i l y ,  i n  a  s p e c i f -  
i c  con tex t  t h a t  i nvo lves  no t  only l i n g u i s t i c  elements 
bu t  a l s o  t h e  c i rcumstances  of t h e i r  product ion:  t h e  
i n t e r l o c u t e r s ,  t h e  t ime and p l a c e ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  pre-  
v a i l i n g  among t h e s e  e x t r a l i n g u i s t i c  elements.  

For Todorov, t h e  o b j e c t  of l i n g u i s t i c s  and t h e  o b j e c t  s tud-  

i e d  when one s t u d i e s  d i s c o u r s e  a r e  s o  d i f f e r e n t ,  they cannot  

be approached i n  t h e  same framework. D e  Man c o l l a p s e s  t h i s  

d i f f e r e n c e  through implying t h a t  t h e  sys temic  of t e x t s ,  

t h e i r  n a t u r e  a s  s i g n s ,  makes a  f i c t i o n  o u t  of t h i s  o t h e r  

meaning of ' s i g n i f i c a n c e . '  He seem t o  imply t h a t  t e x t s  

cannot forward t h e i r  s t r a t e g i e s  of r e l a t i o n  wi th  any hope of 

making a  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  a  r e a d e r / l i s t e n e r ;  t h u s  

t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no 'communicative competence' of w r i t e r s  which 

a l lows  them t o  unders tand,  engage, manipulate  and e f f e c t  an  

audience.  6 1 

This  seems t o  be t h e  t h r u s t  of  "Semiology and Rhetor ic"  

( 1 9 7 3 )  where t h e  c e r t a i n t i e s  of  communication and response 

we u s u a l l y  g i v e  t o  f i g u r e s  and t r o p e s  i s  decons t ruc ted .  I n  

one example, d e  Man draws on Archie Bunker's response t o  h i s  

w i f e ' s  query about  whether he  wants h i s  bowling shoes laced  

over  o r  under. Bunker r e p l i e s  wi th  a  f r u s t r a t e d  "What's t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e ? "  and h i s  w i f e  proceeds ,  p a t i e n t l y  a s  wi th  a  

c h i l d ,  t o  show him. I n  de  Man's a n a l y s i s  of  t h i s  response 

we f i n d  t h a t  one of  t h e  most common forms of r h e t o r i c ,  t h e  

r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n ,  i s  no t  ' pe r suas ive '  because i t s  essence  

i s  a  c o r e  of i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  "it r e v e a l s  h i s  



[ ~ u n k e r ' s ]  d e s p a i r  when c o n f r o n t e d  w i t h  a  s t r u c t u r e  of  

l i n g u i s t i c  meaning t h a t  h e  canno t  c o n t r o l  and h o l d s  t h e  

d i s c o u r a g i n g  p r o s p e c t  o f  a n  i n f i n i t y  o f  s i m i l a r  f u t u r e  

c o n f u s i o n s ,  a l l  of  them p o t e n t i a l l y  c a t a s t r o p h i c  i n  t h e i r  

consequences .  " 6 2  The w i t  i s  somewhat i n f l a t e d  because  i t  

i s  improbable  t h a t  Bunker c o u l d  have  f e l t  t h e  range  of 

u n c e r t a i n t y  d e  Man seems t o  g i v e  him, a n  a r e a  of  doub t  t h a t  

i s ,  t o  u s e  L e n t r i c c h i a ' s  a p p o s i t i o n s ,  ' e x i s t e n t i a l i s t ,  

s e c u l a r ,  d u a l i s t i c ,  t r a g i c ,  f e a r f u l  and a g o n i z e d . '  But t h i s  

a n a l y s i s  d o e s  show u s  t h a t  f o r  d e  Man t h e  comrnunality of  

speech would n o t  work a s  a  model f o r  t e x t s ;  h i s  emphasis  on 

t h e  a b s t r a c t  and fo rmal  n o t i o n s  o f  language,  f i g u r e ,  and 

t r o p e  imply t h a t  s e e i n g  a  t e x t  a s  d i s c p u r s e ,  i s ,  l i k e  sym- 

bo l i sm,  a n  i l l u s i o n ,  and w r i t i n g  i s  r e a l l y  a  one-s ided,  

e x i s t e n t i a l  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  a n  a-human s y s t e m  of  s i g n s  t h a t  

makes writers a lways  i n  e s s e n t i a l  d o u b t  a b o u t  t h e i r  p r o j e c t .  

I n  l i g h t  o f  Todorov 's  d i s t i n c t i o n  between d i s c o u r s e  and 

a b s t r a c t  s t r u c t u r e s  w e  c a n  see t h a t  t h e  v iewpoin t  a c t s  l i k e  

an  a b s o l u t e  minimalism. I t  r a i s e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s t r i p -  

p i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  r a t h e r  comple te ly  b a r e  o f  eve ry  c l a i m  it h a s  

t o  a f f e c t  u s ,  r e l a t e  t o  u s ,  a p p e a l  t o  u s ,  c h a l l e n g e ,  h e l p  o r  

change u s  and w e  can  b e g i n  t o  see why d e  Man h a s  r a i s e d  s o  

much r e s p o n s e .  

A s  w e  have  s e e n ,  t h e r e  a r e  a  number o f  p o s s i b l e  coun- 

t e r - p o s i t i o n s  t o  d e  Man's r e a d i n g  o f  r o m a n t i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  I 

would l i k e  t o  p ropose  t h a t  h i s  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  S a u s s u r i a n  

' s t r u c t u r a l i s t  hyg iene '  t o  S h e l l e y  i t s e l f  b r e e d s  a  form of  



i l l u s i o n  o r  b l indness ;  it i s ,  f i r s t l y ,  t h e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  

i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  l a s t  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  drama ' d i sp roves1  a l l  

t h e  play t h a t  precedes  it; it i s  a l s o  t h e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  t h e  

a v e r t i n g  of c r i t i c a l  consciousness  from a  dimension of 

l i t e r a r y  meaning makes t h i s  meaning d i sappear .  De Man's 

view of She l l ey  obscures  something important  t o  l i t e r a t u r e  

and our  unders tanding of She l ley :  t h e  long,  hard  s t r u g g l e  

of a  poe t  t o  come t o  t e r m s  wi th  h i s  own p r a c t i c e  i n  terms of 

t h e  r e l a t i o n  of  consciousness  t o  language,  p o e t i c  symbol and 

t o  a  community. I t h i n k  t h a t  s e m i o t i c s  can be a  f r u i t f u l  

approach t o  She l l ey ;  h i s  work i s  a  h igh ly  conscious  exper i -  

ment w i th  symbolism, b u t  a  more j u s t  use  o f  t h e  s emio t i c  

pe r spec t ive  must i n c l u d e  and a l l ow both a  s emio t i c  awareness 

and a  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n  i n  h i s  t e x t s .  Rajan n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  

r i go rous  exc lus ion  of t h e s e  dimensions on t h e  b a s i s  of  a  

r h e t o r i c  supported by Saussur ian  l i n g u i s t i c s  den ie s  t h e  

depth of  t h e  ' l i n g u i s t i c - c r i t i c a l '  a s p e c t s  of romantic 

l i t e r a t u r e  i t s e l f .  I t  t h u s  obscures  S h e l l e y ' s  connect ion t o  

a  l i n e  of  ph i lo soph ica l  thought  about  language which was 

i t s e l f  very c r i t i c a l  of  t h e  r e l a t i o n  of  d i s c o u r s e  t o  sym- 

b o l s ,  s e l f ,  and s o c i e t y .  I would l i k e  t o  borrow one t e r m  

from Todorov's  vocabulary which can h e l p  show t h e  dep ths  of  

S h e l l e y ' s  awareness of s emio t i c s .  6 3  The t e r m  i s  a c t u a l l y  a  

d e r i v a t i o n  from Bakh t in ' s  h e t e r o q l o s s i a  and i s  an  a t tempt  t o  

a l low i t s  ranges  i n t o  t h e  vocabulary o f  s e m i o t i c s  whereby 

symbolism i s  n o t  seen  a  d i s t o r t e d  form o f  t h e  s i g n i f i e d -  

s i g n i f i e r  r e l a t i o n .  For Todorov, s t r u c t u r a l i s t  a n a l y s i s  of 



l i t e r a t u r e  l i k e  de  Man's reduces  a l l  of  romantic language t o  

t h e  s i g n .  He would a l low an  i n t e r p l a y  between t h e  two modes 

of  symbol and s i g n .  Symbolism i s  a  form of  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  i n  

i t s  own r i g h t .  

W e  a r e  prepared today t o  a f f i r m  he te ro loqy:  t h e  modes 
of s i q n i f y i n g  a r e  m u l t i p l e ,  and each i s  i r r e d u c i b l e  t o  
any o the r -  their d i f f e r e n c e  l ends  i t s e l f  t o  no va lue  
judgments whatsoever; each one, a s  A.W. Schlegel  would 
say ,  may be exemplary i n  i t s  kind.  6 4  

There i s  a  t o l e r a n c e  of  d i f f e r e n c e  h e r e  t h a t  we do n o t  f i n d  

i n  D e  Man's t e x t s  and it a l lows  u s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a  more 

a c c u r a t e  mapping of  t h e  r e l a t i o n  between symbolism and 

language, u t t e r a n c e  and s i g n  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  t e x t ,  ( i t s  semiot- 

i c s ) .  The d e  Manian exorcism of symbolism f l a t t e n s  s i g n i f i -  

c a t i o n  t o  one type ,  and i n  i t s  q u e s t  t o  demyst i fy ,  it has 

ignored S h e l l e y ' s  l i f e l o n g  s t r u g g l e  wi th  a  language of 

r e l a t i o n ,  t h e  problemat ic  and o f t e n  f r a c t u r e d  consciousness  

of ' o t h e r n e s s '  b u i l t  i n t o  most of  h i s  poe t ry  and t h e  t e n t a -  

t i v e ,  h y p o t h e t i c a l  n a t u r e  of  h i s  u se  of  t h e  symbolic mode t o  

f u r t h e r  h i s  i d e a l s .  Demyst i f ica t ion  by i t s e l f  i s  a  l i m i t e d  

way of l i f e ,  something She l l ey ,  a  very a s t u t e  d e m y s t i f i e r ,  

r e a l i z e d .  H i s  unders tanding of language seems b u i l t  on t h e  

r u i n s  of a  r h e t o r i c  of r e l i g i o n ,  a  p a t r i s t i c  symbolism, 

which f o r  him prevented human r e l a t i o n  and produced a l i e n a -  

t i o n .  For ou r  unders tanding of a  poe t  s o  f i rmly  committed 

t o  a  s o c i a l  v iewpoint  and a  poe t  s o  aware of t h e  s o c i a l  

f o r c e s  of  t h e  symbol, any use  of a model which igno res  t h i s  



r e l a t i o n a l - s o c i a l  d imension a s  i t s  method o f  judgement must 

r a i s e  q u e s t i o n s  of  adequacy. )  

D e  Man and t h e  Chronoloqy of  S h e l l e y ' s  P o e t r y  ---- -- - 

Hete ro loqy ,  t h e n ,  w i t h  i t s  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  symbolism, i s  

a  more f r u i t f u l  n o t i o n  w i t h  which t o  s t u d y  S h e l l e y ' s  semiot -  

ics.  I t  b r i n g s  u s  q u i c k l y  t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  d e  Man's i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  c a n  a l s o  b e  judged on  g rounds  o f  i t s  g e n e r a l i t y .  

H i s  a r t i c l e  on S h e l l e y  i m p l i e s  something a b o u t  S h e l l e y ' s  

p r e v i o u s  p o e t r y  and it a s s e r t s  something a b o u t  i n f l u e n c e s ,  

and t h e s e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  and a s s e r t i o n s  need q u e s t i o n i n g .  

D e  Man sees a  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  i d e a  of  a  'monumen- 

t a l i s m '  ( c o n s t i t u t i v e  o r  symbol ic  l anguage)  i n  "The Triumph 

of L i f e , "  b u t  what e v i d e n c e  d o  w e  have  f o r  a  f a i t h  i n  a  

'monumental language '  o f  L i t e r a t u r e  o r  ph i losophy  i n  She l -  

l e y ' s  p o e t r y  p r i o r  t o  t h i s  v e r y  l a t e  poem? I f  t h e  a p o r i a s  of 

t h e  symbol ic  mode a r e  s o  c l o s e  t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  i n  t h i s  l a s t  

poem, i s  t h e r e  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  p o e t r y  p r e c e d i n g  t h e  "The 

Triumph o f  L i f e n  i s  more h e a v i l y  marked by t h e  m y s t i f i c a -  

t i o n s  o f  symbolism? Is ,  t h e n ,  t h e  chronology d e  Man seems 

t o  s u g g e s t  c o r r e c t ?  Does S h e l l e y  come t o  t h i s  doubled  

language s o  l a t e  i n  h i s  c a r e e r ?  Is t h e r e  coun te r -ev idence  

t h a t  would s u g g e s t  t h a t  a  s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t  symbolism and 

a l l e g o r y  i s  one  o f  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  marks o f  S h e l l e y ' s  s t y l e  

a lmos t  from t h e  ve ry  beg inn ing?  



Secondly,  de  Man has  placed Rousseau a s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  

ph i lo soph ica l  touchs tone  f o i  language i n  t h e  poem. What 

evidence do we have f o r  t h e  c e n t r a l i t y  of  Rousseau i n  Shel-  

l e y ' s  n o t i o n s  of language? A r e  o t h e r  ph i lo soph ica l  i n f l u -  

ences  a l s o  germane t o  h i s  s emio t i c s?  A g r e a t  d e a l  of She l ley  

c r i t i c i s m  seems t o  t h i n k  t h a t  Godwin, Drummond, Berkeley,  

Paine,  P l a t o ,  Wol l s tonecraf t  and Hume, among o t h e r s ,  a r e  

a l s o  impor tan t  i n f luences .  Godwin, e s p e c i a l l y ,  has  some w e l l  

developed i d e a s  about language and She l ley  seems t o  have 

absorbed them very e a r l y .  These i d e a s  a r e  p a r t  of a  con- 

s c i o u s ,  very d e l i b e r a t e  r e v i s i o n  of  Rousseauian theory and 

Godwin i s  n o t  mentioned i n  de  Man's a r t i c l e .  

The a t t empt  t o  answer t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  w i l l  form t h e  

co re  of my t h e s i s  and they inform i t s  chronologica l  ap- 

proach. I w i l l  be ana lys ing  each of  t h e  major phases i n  

S h e l l e y ' s  work i n  o r d e r  t o  s e e  i f  w e  can d e t e c t  something 

l i k e  t h e  s e m i o t i c  consciousness  d e  Man ana lyses  only i n  t h e  

l a s t  phase. I n  Chapter  11, I w i l l  d e a l  w i th  t h e  s emio t i c s  

of S h e l l e y ' s  Gothic  nove ls  and show t h e  b i r t h  of  t h e  ques- 

t i o n  d e  Man uncovers i n  t h e  l a s t  phase. Chapter  I11 w i l l  

d ea l  w i th  t h e  concept ions  of language de r ived  from Godwin 

t h a t  we can f i n d  i n  "Queen Mab," and "Alas tor . "  I n  Chapter  

I V ,  I w i l l  a t t empt  t o  show how t h e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  ' s k e p t i -  

c a l '  s ense  o f  symbolism he has  developed i n  "Alas tor"  i s  

complicated i n  "Mont Blancn and cont inued i n  t h e  mature 

achievement of "Prometheus Unbound." I n  t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  

V ,  I w i l l  have ga the red  t o g e t h e r  enough evidence t o  read  



"The Triumph of L i f e "  a s  a  f i n a l  u se  of a  l i b e r a t e d  syrnbol- 

i s m  s o  p r e c a r i o u s l y  pu t  t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  prev ious  poe t ry .  I 

hope t o  show, i n  t h i s  l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  how d e  Man's read ing  has  

l e f t  o u t  t h e  t r u e  focus  of t h e  poem's thought  about  lan-  

guage. I n  "The Triumph of L i f e "  w e  w i l l  f i n d  a  highly  

r e f i n e d  b u t  d i s c e r n i b l e  use  of Godwin's theory  of op in ion ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a  f i n a l  g iv ing  up of a  Rousseauian symbol. A s  

my answer develops ,  I hope t o  show a  very d i f f e r e n t  kind of 

s emio t i c s  i n  t h e  curve  of  S h e l l e y ' s  development t han  i s  

impl ied by d e  Man. 

I n  h i s  e a r l y  work, She l l ey  seems t o  have wanted t o  c a l l  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  powers and dynamics of  communication i n  a  

number of ways. The c h a r a c t e r s  i n  h i s  two Gothic  novels  

t h e o r i z e  a t  some l eng th  about  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e i r  language 

and t h e  ways i n  which they communicate w i th  one another .  

There a r e  complex r e f l e c t i o n s  on and uses  of s i g n ,  symbol, 

s i g n i f i c a t i o n ,  g e s t u r e ,  f a c i a l  exp res s ion ,  and r e l i g i o u s  and 

o c c u l t  iconography by c h a r a c t e r s  and personae wi th in  t h e  

hor izon  of t h e s e  works; they  a r e  f r u i t f u l  p l a c e s  t o  f i n d  t h e  

seeds  of S h e l l e y ' s  l a t e r  i d e a s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  world of 

t h e s e  e a r l y  novels  and poems i s  animated and orphic :  c r y p t i c  

' s i g n s '  l i k e  t h e  f laming c r o s s  of "Ghasta; O r  t h e  Avenging 

Demon" appear  seemingly from nowhere and t h e r e  i s  much 

a t t e n t i o n  pa id  by She l ley  t o  t h e  way i n  which they 

appear .  The Gothic  a f fo rded  She l l ey  a r i c h  and e x c i t i n g  

a r e a  i n  which t o  experiment wi th  e s o t e r i c  modes of s i g n i f i -  

c a t i o n  and once seen ,  it i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  l i n k  t h i s  



exper imenta l ,  s emio t i c  mode t o  t h e  major v e r s e .  I w i l l  

begin  wi th  S h e l l e y ' s  notions '  about  exp res s ion  a s  they emerge 

from a  number of very unsystemat ic  a r e a s :  a  h igh ly  charged 

f i e l d  of ado le scen t  r e j e c t i o n ,  ph i lo soph ica l  c o n f l i c t ,  

e r o t i c i s m  and Gothic s e n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  informs t h e  t e x t u r e  of 

S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  works. 
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human o r  s o c i a l  e n t i t y .  

 avid Perk ins ,  The Quest - f o r  Permanence: The g m b o l i s m  of - - 
Wordsworth, -- Shel* - and Keqts ( 1959; r p t .  Cambridge, Mass. : 
Harvard Un ive r s i t y  P r e s s ,  l 9 6 5 ) ,  p.  7. 

3 2 ~ r a n k  L e n t r i c c h i a ,  A f t e r  -- t h e  N e w  C r i t i c i s m ,  (Chicago: 
The Un ive r s i t y  of  Chicago P r e s s ,  1980) ,  p. 291. 

3 3 ~ a j a n  sees de  Man's work a s  f a l l i n g  i n t o  an e a r l y  and l a t e  
phase. The e a r l y  phase i s  phenomenological,  " i n  t r e a t i n g  r h e t o r -  
i c a l  f i g u r e s  a s  exp res s ions  of s t a t e s  of  consciousness ."  The 
l a t e  phase,  s i g n a l e d  by t h e  appearance of A l l e g o r i e s  -- of - Re* 
i s  ' p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t '  and more r i g o r o u s l y  concerned with  t e x t  
a s  language. A 1  l e q o r i e s  - - of  Reading in f luenced  a second genera- 
t i o n  of  decons t ruc t ion  c r i t i c s  t o  see " c a t e g o r i e s  l i k e  ' s e l f '  and 



' h i s t o r y '  a s  f i g u r e s  produced by language r a t h e r  t han  a s  f o r c e s  
complicated by language. The r e s u l t  was a  r a d i c a l ,  sometimes 
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CHAPTER I1 

EXPERIMENTS W I T H  THE SYMBOL I N  SHELLEY'S GOTHIC NOVELS 

The n o t i o n  t h a t  S h e l l e y  r e a l i z e d  t h e  " p o s i t i o n a l  power" 

and a r b i t r a r y ,  d i s r u p t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  symbolism only  a t  t h e  

end of  h i s  c a r e e r  i s  n o t  borne  o u t  i f  w e  s t u d y  h i s  f i r s t  

e n t r y  i n t o  l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  i s  n o t  h a r d  t o  f i n d  a  f l e d g l i n g  

s e m i o t i c  awareness ,  and a  c r i t i c a l  d i s t a n c e  towards  symbol- 

i s m ,  i n  t h e  e a r l i e s t  S h e l l e y  t e x t s  w e  have. I n  t h e  Goth ic  

n o v e l s  S h e l l e y  w r o t e  a t  Eton and i n  t h e  ve ry  e a r l y  p o e t r y ,  1 

we f i n d  a  c o n f l i c t  between r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h  and a t h e i s m  t h a t  

g i v e s  rise p r e c i s e l y  t o  a  c o n f l i c t  between s y m b o l i s t s  and 

a n t i - s y m b o l i s t s .  The symbolic  p a t t e r n  i s  enmeshed i n  what 

C o n d i l l a c  c a l l e d  ' n a t u r a l  language '  o r  g e s t u r e  i n  which, f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  a  l o v e r ' s  eyes open t o  d i s c l o s e  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

rea lm.  The a r b i t r a r y  p a t t e r n ,  ( o f  t h e  s i g n i f i e d - s i g n i f i e r  

r e l a t i o n )  i s  g i v e n  i n  t h e  l i e s  and mach ina t ions  of  a  r e b e l -  

l i o u s  a n t i - h e r o  who m a n i p u l a t e s  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  symbol and 

d e s t r o y s  i t s  a d v o c a t e s .  The c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on  s i g n ,  symbol 

and o t h e r  communicative means i s  s o  marked i n  t h e s e  e a r l y  

Goth ic  n o v e l s  and poems t h a t  it i s  n o t  u n r e a s o n a b l e  t o  c a l l  

them s e m i o t i c  exper iments .  These e x p e r i m e n t s ,  however, a r e  

n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  s u c c e s s f u l .  I t  i s  i n  t h e  f a i l e d  a t t e m p t  t o  

r e f o r m u l a t e  symbolism a l o n g  Godwinian l i n e s  a t  t h e  end o f  

S t .  I r v y n e  t h a t  w e  can  see a  n e u t r a l  moment, a  moment when -- 
S h e l l e y  b e g i n s  t o  g r a s p  t h e  d e p t h s  o f  t h e  problem t h a t  

c o n f r o n t s  him. 



-- The Ros ic ruc ian  ( w r i t t e n  Zas t rozz i  and S t .  I r v ~ e ;  Or, -- 

when She l l ey  was seventeen and e igh teen  r e s p e c t i v e l y  1 a r e  

a l s o  f i r s t  experiments i n  w r i t i n g  f i c t i o n .  The i r  bravado, 

overdone i n t e n s i t i e s  and hyperbole  warn u s  of parody; bu t  

t h e s e  works a l s o  have moments of f i n e  landscape d e s c r i p t i o n  

and some s e r i o u s  psychological  a n a l y s i s .  The ques t ion  of 

language and s i g n s  i n  Zas t rozz i  and S t .  I rvyne  i s  an i n t e -  - 
g r a l  p a r t  of experiments w i t h  Gothic  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  wi th  

read ings  i n  s c i e n c e ,  and a s t a n c e  a g a i n s t  r e l i g i o n  and 

a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  gave She l ley  h i s  nickname "Mad She l ley"  and 

"The A t h e i s t n  a t  Eton. We can d e t e c t  t h e  s e n s i t i v i t i e s  of 

t h i s  young mind t o  t h e  world of  s i g n s  i n  t h e  p i c t u r e  Hughes 

p a i n t s  of him from h i s  Eton days: 

H e  was innocent ,  e x c i t a b l e ,  r e c l u s e .  He wore no h a t  
and neg lec ted  h i s  shoe laces .  H e  was 'no good a t  
games',  would 'go o u t  duck- s p e a r i n g  and s p e a r  h i s  own 
l e g s ' .  . . . He would summon s p i r i t s  by ho ld ing  s k u l l s  
over  running water o r  by some r i t u a l  performed i n  
churchyards  a t  dead of n i g h t ,  n i g h t  being ' h i s  jubi-  
l e e ' ,  we a r e  t o l d .  . . . He was 'Mad S h e l l e y ' ,  and he 
was 'The A t h e i s t ' ;  'The A t h e i s t '  perhaps because he 
f e l l  i n  love  wi th  P l i n y ' s  chap te r  D e  Deo and t a l k e d  of  -- 
it a t  l a r g e ;  o r  because t h e  name was given 
convent iona l ly  a s  Hogg t e l l s  us ,  t o  t h e  a r ch -de f i e r  of 
r u l i n g  powers. 3 

I n  t h i s  comment we can t r a c e  something of  t h e  dep th  of 

S h e l l e y ' s  ado le scen t  c o n f l i c t s  and s e e  how they  might e n t a i l  

a  c o n f l i c t  i n  language: w e  f i n d  -- De Deo and t h e  summoning of  

s p i r i t s ,  'Atheism' and r i t u a l s  done a t  t h e  dead of n i g h t ,  

an i s o l a t e  and a h e r o i c  r e b e l  a lmost  i n  t h e  same b rea th .  

S h e l l e y ' s  use  of t h e  word 'Atheism' i s  c e r t a i n l y  no t  t o d a y ' s  

usage; f o r  t h i s  young ' a r c h - d e f i e r '  it has  a range of  per-  



sona l  and ph i lo soph ica l  conno ta t ions ,  and he  w i l l  sometimes 

blend it wi th  supe rna tu ra l i sm and necromancy i n  h i s  q u e s t  

no t  t o  be  s een  as ' R e l i g i o u s q .  The ado le scen t  i d e n t i f i c a -  

t i o n  wi th  such an  e x c i t i n g  l a b e l  and t h e  e x p l o r a t i o n ,  

through h i s  e a r l y  read ing  of Godwin, P l i n y ,  and t h e  ph i lo so -  

phes4 of t h e  ph i lo soph ica l  s t a n c e  i t  might imply,  i s  merged 

wi th  h i s  r ead ing  of Gothic nove ls ,  t h u s  wi th  t h e i r  panoply 

of s p i r i t s ,  haunted hal lways,  ghos t s  and a  ' f l e s h  c reep ing '  

mysticism. Both A t h e i s t  and Re l ig ious  d o c t r i n e s  were mag- 

n e t i c  t o  him and t h e s e  twin po le s  a r e  dramat ized i n  t h e  

c o n f l i c t  between he ro  and a n t i - h e r o  t h a t  forms t h e  theme o f  

t h e  works t h a t  make up h i s  f i r s t  publ i shed  w r i t i n g .  These 

novels  and poems, though juven i l e  i n  t h e i r  l ove  of sensa- 

t i o n a l i s m ,  con f ron t  t h e  r e a d e r  wi th  a  d ramat ic  problem of 

i deas :  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of whether Re l ig ion  can wi ths tand  t h e  

power of Atheism. Zas t rozz i  i s  t h e  f i r s t  and c l e a r e s t  

s ta tement  of t h i s  c o n f l i c t ,  and it i s  h e r e  t h a t  we can f i r s t  

d e t e c t  t h e  theme of  symbolism which, a s  t h e  novel progress-  

e s ,  w i l l  engulf  t h e  a c t i o n .  

C 



ZASTROZZ I 
I 

Zas t rozz i  a s  ant i -Symbol is t :  The Sign a s  L i e  - - -- 

I n  o r d e r  t o  a s s e s s  t h e  s e m i o t i c s  of Zas t rozz i ,  w e  w i l l  

f i r s t  need t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  i d e a s  t h a t  make up t h e  n o v e l ' s  

themat ic  oppos i t i on .  Zas t rozz i ,  t h e  an t i -he ro ,  i s  a  very 

a r t i c u l a t e  and committed A t h e i s t ;  o f  a l l  t h e  n o v e l ' s  charac-  

ters,  he  i s  t h e  one wi th  a  worked o u t  and a r t i c u l a t e d  

s t a n c e ,  a  set of c a r e f u l l y  de r ived  b e l i e f s .  Zas t rozz i  may 

be wrong i n  h i s  system of i d e a s ,  b u t  he  p u t s  them forward 

i n  wel l  rounded pe r iods ,  and i n  a  t h o u g h t f u l ,  academic 

d i c t i o n .  When, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  he  a t t empt s  t o  persuade Mat i l -  

da t o  cont inue  wi th  h e r  p l a n s  f o r  c a p t u r i n g  V e r e z z i ' s  love  

even i f  s h e  must use  co r rup ted  means, h i s  argument s t a n d s  

o u t  a g a i n s t  t h e  h e c t i c  pace and v io l ence  of  t h e  f i r s t  few 

chap te r s .  Ca re fu l ly  de r ived  from h i s  A t h e i s t  p o s i t i o n ,  he 

p r o j e c t s  a  mora l i t y  of  u t i l i t a r i a n  hedonism: 

I am a l i v e  t o  no th ing  b u t  revenge. But even d i d  I 
d e s i r e  t o  persuade you from t h e  purpose on which your 
h e a r t  i s  f i x e d ,  I should no t  say it was wrong t o  a t -  
tempt it; f o r  whatever p rocures  p l e a s u r e  i s  r i g h t ,  and 
consonant t o  t h e  d i g n i t y  of man, who was c r e a t e d  f o r  no 
o t h e r  purpose b u t  t o  o b t a i n  happiness ;  else, why were 
pas s ions  given us? . . . A s  f o r  t h e  confused hope of a  
f u t u r e  s t a t e ,  why should we debar  ou r se lves  of t h e  
d e l i g h t s  of t h i s ,  even though purchaseg by what t h e  
misguided mul t i t ude  c a l l s  immorali ty.  



T h i s  i s  n o t  q u i t e  what w e  would e x p e c t  from t h e  l e a d e r  o f  a 

band o f  r o b b e r s  and k i d n a p e ~ s .  Z a s t r o z z i  f i r s t  seems t r u e  

t o  form, h e  s e e k s  ' n o t h i n g  b u t  r e v e n g e ' ,  b u t  w i t h  a  s u r p r i s -  

i n g  s h i f t  o f  d i c t i o n  w e  a r e  suddenly  i n  t h e  heady r e g i o n s  of 

q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  m o r a l i t y ,  f a t e ,  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of  God and t h e  

c e r t a i n t y  of  a n  a f t e r l i f e .  T h i s  e l e v a t e d  speech produces  a  

d e b a t e  between M a t i l d a  and Z a s t r o z z i  a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  of  

i m m o r t a l i t y  and how it might  b e s t  b e  a c h i e v e d  even by a non- 

b e l i e v e r .  M a t i l d a  a s k s  him whether  h e  t h i n k s  " t h e  s o u l  

decays  w i t h  t h e  body,"  and i f  n o t  t h e n  pe rhaps  i n  Zas- 

t r o z z i ' s  v e r s i o n  o f  a n  a f t e r - l i f e ,  " i t  w a s t e s  i t s  f e r v e n t  

e n e r g i e s  i n  t a s t e l e s s  a p a t h y ,  o r  l i n g e r i n g  torments ." '  

Z a s t r o z z i ' s  r e s p o n s e  shows u s  t h a t  h e  h a s  t h o u g h t  th rough  

h i s  answer t o  t h e  problem o f  h o l d i n g  b o t h  t o  a  b e l i e f  i n  a n  

a f t e r - l i f e  and t o  a  d i s b e l i e f  i n  God. H e  a g a i n  i n d i c a t e s  an 

academic background a s  h e  p r e s e n t s  t h e  remarkab le  i d e a  of  an 

i n d i v i d u a l  o r  a n a r c h i c  i m m o r t a l i t y :  

" t h i n k  n o t  s o ;  r a t h e r  suppose  t h a t ,  by i t s  own i n n a t e  
and e n e r g e t i c a l  e x e r t i o n s ,  t h i s  s o u l  must endure  f o r  
e v e r ,  t h a t  no f o r t u i t o u s  o c c u r r e n c e s ,  no  i n c i d e n t a l  
e v e n t s ,  can  a f f e c t  i t s  h a p p i n e s s ;  b u t  by d a r i n g  b o l d l y ,  
by s t r i v i n g  t o  v e r g e  from t h e  b e a t e n  p a t h ,  w h i l s t  y e t  
t rammel led  i n  t h e  c h a i n s  of  m o r t a l i t y ,  t w i l l  g a i n  
s u p e r i o r  advan tages  i n  a  f u t u r e  s t a t e . "  & 

T h i s ,  t h e n ,  i s  more t h a n  a  g e s t u r e  t o  c u l t i v a t i o n  and t h e  

l e v e l  of i d e a s ;  it a p p e a r s  t o  have a  t o u c h  o f  Godwin's e a r l y  

n o t i o n  a b o u t  a  p o t e n t i a l  i m m o r t a l i t y  on  e a r t h ,  and t h e  

stress on p l e a s u r e  and p a i n  a s  t h e  p r ime  m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  

though t  and a c t i o n  f a v o r e d  by t h e  p h i l o s o p h e s .  - 9 ,is 



s t r a t e g y  i s  n o t  t h e  kind of l u r e  t o  crime w e  f i n d  i n  t h e  

Gothic formulas  of L e w i s  o r 1 R a d c l i f f e .  Zas t rozz i  i s  n o t  a  

daemonic sexua l  tempter  who has  o therwor ld ly  powers; he  i s  

p u t t i n g  himself  forward a s  a  pe r suas ive ,  r e v i s i o n i s t  ph i lo s -  

opher who, proposes  a n  a l t e r n a t e  mora l i t y .  Immortal i ty i s  

won i n  a  very d i f f e r e n t  way than  through a  l i f e  of C h r i s t i a n  

p i e t y ;  it i s  n o t  gained through c a r e f u l  adherence t o  an 

orthodox moral code, o r  through p r a y e r ,  g r ace ,  d i v i n e  i n t e r -  

ven t ion ,  good deeds ,  o r  through any o t h e r  means t h a t  i n d i -  

c a t e  t h e  mediat ion of  a  d i v i n e  being;  r a t h e r  t h e  f u t u r e  

s ta te  can be won on i n d i v i d u a l  terms, through bold e n t e r -  

p r i s e ,  even c r i m i n a l i t y .  Z a s t r o z z i ,  t hen ,  has  thought  

through t h e  problem enough t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  ' r e v i s i o n i s t v  

v e r s i o n  of C h r i s t i a n  e t e r n i t y .  

On t h e  s u r f a c e ,  t h e  a b s t r a c t ,  e r u d i t e  d i c t i o n  seems t o  

be t h e  convincing element;  t h e  argument ' s  under ly ing  l o g i c  

appears  spec ious .  The more ' e n e r g e t i c a l l  t h e s e  e x e r t i o n s  of 

t h e  s o u l ,  t h e  more r i s k s  i t  t a k e s ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  l i k e l i -  

hood of an adventuresome a f t e r - l i f e .  But, towards t h e  end 

of t h e  nove l ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  speeches a r e  p a r t  of 

a  c o n s i s t e n t  s t r u g g l e  wi th  t h e  i d e a  of an  omnipotent d e i t y .  

I n  t h e  f i n a l  courtroom scene ,  when Mat i lda  a t t empt s  t o  

persuade h i m  t o  r e p e n t ,  he completes h i s  argument: 

"Mat i lda ,"  r e p l i e d  Zas t rozz i ,  w h i l s t  a  s m i l e  of con- 
temptuous a the i sm played over h i s  fea tures - -  "Mati lda,  
f e a r  no t :  f a t e  w i l l s  us  t o  d i e :  and I i n t e n d  t o  meet 
dea th ,  t o  encounter  a n n i h i l a t i o n ,  w i th  t r a n q u i l i t y .  Am 
I n o t  convinced of  t h e  non-existence of  a  Deity? am I 
n o t  convinced t h a t  dea th  w i l l  b u t  render  t h i s  sou l  
more f r e e ,  more u n f e t t e r e d ?  Why need I t h e n  shudder a t  



dea th?  why need any one,  whose mind has  r i s e n  above t h e  
shack le s  of p re jua&ce ,  t h e  e r r o r s  of  a  f a l s e  and i n j u r i -  
ous  s u p e r s t i t i o n .  

T h i s  k ind  of i n t e g r i t y ,  wrong-headed and a n a r c h i c  a s  it may 

be i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  n o v e l ' s  outcome, has  been emphasised 

enough t h a t  it produces a  symmetry o f  moral systems. Zas- 

t r o z z i ' s  ou t look  i s  a  condensat ion of t h e  'new phi losophy1 

and seems co loured  by Godwin's e a r l y  views on t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

of a  t i m e l e s s  u t o p i a  r e l e a s e d  by t h e  overthrow of e s t ab -  

l i s h e d  r e l i g i o n  o r  perhaps by Rousseau's  s k e p t i c a l  no t ion  

t h a t  r e l i g i o n  upheld t h e  s t a t e  when reason  could no t .  1 1  

Desp i te  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  judgement of  i t s  ' s o p h i s t i c a l '  t u r n s  

and i t s  r e s u l t s ,  i n  t h e  end Z a s t r o z z i ' s  d e s t r u c t i v e  Atheism 

i s  a s  s t r o n g l y  mainta ined a s  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  p i e t y  evidenced 

by J u l i a  and Verezzi .  I t  has Promethean over tones ;  r i g h t  up 

t o  h i s  d e a t h ,  we a r e  no t  r e a l l y  s u r e  t h a t  he w i l l  no t  f i n d  

h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  brand of a f t e r - l i f e .  Zas t rozz i  has  a t  l e a s t  

t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of a  man w i l l i n g  t o  d i e  f o r  h i s  b e l i e f s  

r a t h e r  t han  r e c a n t i n g  under t h r e a t ,  and he forwards them, i n  

a  da rk ly  e r u d i t e  d i c t i o n ,  t o  h i s  l a s t  moment. This  s t r a i n  

of an t i -mys t i c ,  a t h e i s t  thought ,  drawn from S h e l l e y ' s  ver-  

s i o n  of  t h e  new philosophy,  appears  a s  t h e  counter-theme of 

t h e  novel:  sometimes glimpsed j u s t  below t h e  s u r f a c e ,  some- 

t imes  brazen ly  exposed, it mot iva tes  a c t i o n  and c h a r a c t e r  

u n t i l  w e  s e e  t h a t  it has  been p laced  a s  t h e  c r u c i a l  causa- 

t i v e  agent  of  t h e  a c t i o n .  

W e  beg in  t o  f i n d  Z a s t r o z z i l s  s t r e n g t h ,  and t h e  emer- 

gence of t h e  theme of language, when w e  watch t h e  e f f e c t  of 



h i s  ' p h i l o s o p h y '  on M a t i l d a .  M a t i l d a ' s  subsequen t  a c t i o n s  

and t h e  s t r a t e g y  o f  h e r  a t t a c k  on V e r e z z i ' s  l o v e  f o r  J u l i a ,  

a r e  t o  a  l a r g e  e x t e n t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  c o n v i n c i n g  s t a t e -  

ment of  A t h e i s t - I m m o r t a l i s t  p r i n c i p l e s .  A f t e r  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

f i r s t  a t h e i s t  speech ,  s h e  s t e p s  e n t i r e l y  o u t  o f  t h e  l i g h t  of 

C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i t y  and becomes something l i k e  " W i l l "  o r  

" L u s t , "  a  ' S c a r l e t  Woman' d r i v e n  by h e r  p a s s i o n .  ~ v i d e n t l y ,  

t h i s  ph i losophy  a l s o  e n t a i l e d  something l i k e  f r e e  l o v e ,  o r  

a t  l e a s t  a l lowed  women t h e  r i g h t  t o  e r o t i c  r a t h e r  t h a n  

P l a t o n i c  d e s i r e s .  Although t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  s e x u a l  

nuance and r e l a t i o n s h i p  might  s t e m  from S h e l l e y ' s  s o u r c e s  

h e r e ,  l 2  t h e  emphasis  on t h e  d r a m a t i c  power of  p h i l o s o p h i c  

words t o  l i b e r a t e  seems a n  o r i g i n a l  theme. Contaminated by 

Z a s t r o z z i ' s  ' s o p h i s t i c a l '  r h e t o r i c ,  M a t i l d a  i s  s t a r t l i n g l y  

changed. Before  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  speech ,  s h e  b u r n s  openly  b u t  

u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  f o r  Verezz i  b u t ,  a f t e r w a r d ,  s h e  h a s  been 

g iven  a  method. She d i s s e m b l e s  and masks h e r  r e a l  f e e l i n g s ,  

and becomes, i n  f a c t ,  a  consummate a c t r e s s ,  s k i l l f u l l y  

mimicking a  m o r a l i s t  p o s i t i o n  f o r  t h e  i n d i r e c t l y  e x p r e s s e d ,  

b u t ,  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r ,  q u i t e  d e c i p h e r a b l e  purpose  of  b r i n g i n g  

Verezz i  t o  bed.  W e  have t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t ,  w h i l e  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

p e r s u a s i v e  speech  may seem r a t i o n a l ,  academic,  a t  t i m e s  even 

d i s i n t e r e s t e d ,  t h i s  i s  v e r y  much a  s u r f a c e .  

For  one t h i n g ,  Z a s t r o z z i  i s  a  daemonic g e n i u s  i n  t h e  

way he  g u e s s e s  h i s  moment. H e  h a s  c a l c u l a t e d  M a t i l d a ' s  

weakness f o r  V e r e z z i  p r e c i s e l y  and h i s  argument  c a t c h e s  h e r  

a t  t h e  h i g h - p o i n t  o f  h e r  f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  V e r e z z i ' s  a t t a c h -  



ment t o  J u l i a ;  s h e  r e a d i l y  g r a s p s  t h e  i m p o r t  o f  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

a t h e i s m  f o r  h e r  g o a l  o f  overcoming t h i s  symbol o f  ce les t i a l  

l o v e  and  t h e  l a s t  v e s t i g e s  o f  h e r  o r t h o d o x  f a i t h  q u i c k l y  

l e a v e  h e r .  But  w h i l e  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  words ,  " e x t i n g u i s h  t h e  

f a i n t  s p a r k  o f  r e l i g i o n  which y e t  gleamed i n  M a t i l d a ' s  

bosom, " I 3  La C o n t e s s a  d i  L a u r e n t i n i ,  p o s s e s s e d  by h e r  

p a s s i o n ,  h a s  become Z a s t r o z z i ' s  u n w i t t i n g  weapon. T r i g g e r e d  

by t h i s  a p t  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  Athe ism t h a t  a l l o w s  h e r  p a s s i o n  

and g i v e s  h e r  a method o f  f u l f i l l i n g  i t ,  s h e  w i l l  g r a d u a l l y  

s u p p l a n t  t h e  c e l e s t i a l  J u l i a  i n  V e r e z z i ' s  a f f e c t i o n s  a n d ,  

t h r o u g h  h e r  new ' i n t e l l e c t u a l '  p r i n c i p l e s ,  f i r s t  d e s t r o y  

V e r e z z i  m o r a l l y  t h e n  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  b r i n g  a b o u t  t h e  e v e n t s ,  

p l a n n e d  by Z a s t r o z z i ,  t h a t  w i l l  d e s t r o y  him p h y s i c a l l y .  

S h e l l e y  i n  l a r g e  p a r t  d e r i v e d  t h e  p l o t  a n d  c h a r a c t e r s  

of b o t h  Z a s t r o z z i  and  S t .  I r v y n e  f rom a n o t h e r  G o t h i c  romanc- - -- 
er ,  M r s .  Bryne ,  ( v a r i o u s l y  C h a r l o t t e  Dac re ,  and  'Rosa M a t i l -  

d a '  ) . The v i l l a i n  o f  -- Z o f l o ~ &  o r  The Moor, A Romance o f  t h e  - -- -- - - -- 
F i f t e e n t h  Cen tu ry  ( 1 8 0 6 )  i s  t h e  model f o r  b o t h  Z a s t r o z z i  and  ---- 

t h e  G i n o t t i  o f  S t .  I r v y n e  and  Z o f l o y a  t u r n s  o u t  t o  be none 

o t h e r  t h a n  S a t a n  h i m s e l f .  L i k e  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r ,  Z a s t r o z z i  

h a s  a  h i d d e n  m o t i v e  f o r  c o n v e r t i n g  M a t i l d a  t o  Atheism.  

F u l f i l l i n g  t h e  I t a l i a n a t e  G o t h i c  r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  o r n a t e  

p l o t s ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  V e r e z z i ' s  f a t h e r  s e d u c e d  Z a s t r o z z i t s  

mo the r ,  s i r e d  Z a s t r o z z i  t h e n  d e s e r t e d  h i s  mother  t o  marry 

someone e lse ,  ( V e r e z z i  i s  t h e  o f f s p r i n g  o f  t h i s  second 

u n i o n ) ;  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  mother  d i e d  a s  a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  

n e g l e c t .  To g e t  back  a t  h i s  f a t h e r  f o r  t h i s  murderous t r e a t -  



ment, h e  h a s  k i l l e d  him ( b e f o r e  t h e  nove l  opens )  and w i l l  

now k i l l  h i s  ha1  f - b r o t h e r .  H i s  p e r s u a s i v e  A t h e i s t  argument 

i s  t h e n  p a r t  o f  a  wider  revenge s t r a t e g y ;  it i s  w e l l  worked 

o u t  and based  on s a y i n g  j u s t  t h e  r i g h t  word a t  t h e  r i g h t  

t i m e .  Manipu la t ing  M a t i l d a ' s  i d e a s  a t  t h e  h e i g h t  of  h e r  

f r u s t r a t i o n  w i l l  l e a d  t o  t h e  k i l l i n g  o f  V e r e z z i  and t h i s  

w i l l  compensate him f o r  t h e  e a r l i e r  crime. W e  c a n  b e g i n  t o  

see t h a t  Z a s t r o z z i f s  r e a l  s k i l l  l i e s  n o t  i n  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  

academic argument ,  it l ies  i n  t h e  a r t s  o f  v e r b a l  masking and 

m a n i p u l a t i o n .  S h e l l e y  h a s  r e v i s e d  D a c r e f s  s a t a n i c  c o r r u p t e r  

a l o n g  a  c e r t a i n  dimension:  h e  i s  now p r e s e n t e d  t o  u s  a s  t h e  

consummate r h e t o r i c i a n  o f  t h e  new ph i losophy  and h i s  power 

l ies p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  h i s  i n s i g h t s  a b o u t  words. The s k i l l  

of  t h i s  v o i c e  i s  s o  marked i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  

l i k e  V e r e z z i ,  who does  n o t  speak  v e r y  much, t h a t  h e  can  be 

s a i d  t o  e n a c t  a n  i d e n t i f i a b l e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o s i t i o n  i n  

language.  

Z a s t r o z z i  i s  u s i n g  a  m a t e r i a l i s t  sys tem o f  s i g n s ;  h e  i s  

a  d o g m a t i s t  o f  t h e  new way and c l o s e  t o  d e  Man's ' a r b i t r a r y '  

p o l e  o f  language.  For  him, words a r e  s imply  t o o l s ,  i n s t r u -  

ments ,  s i g n s ,  means towards  a n  end and a s  such t h e i r  meaning 

o r  c o n n o t a t i v e  h o r i z o n  does  n o t  s t r e t c h  beyond h i s  need f o r  

revenge.  The t h e o r e t i c a l  p a r a l l e l  f o r  Z a s t r o z z i f s  a b i l i t y  

t o  m a n i p u l a t e  language masks o r  l e v e l s  o f  language i s  Rous- 

s e a u f s  i d e a  t h a t  c i v i l i z e d ,  a b s t r a c t  d i s c o u r s e  i s  a n  i n s t i -  

t u t i o n a l i z e d  overgrowth c o v e r i n g  a  d e e p e r  l e v e l .  Rousseau, 

a l t h o u g h  w e l l  w i t h i n  t h e  Enl ightenment  camp i n  h i s  n o t i o n s  
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about speech o r i g i n s ,  a rgues  a g a i n s t  t h e  e m p i r i c i s t  i d e a ,  

forwarded p r imar i ly  by Locke, t h a t  words o r i g i n a t e d  i n  

reason.  For Rousseau, ve rba l  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  does no t  have a  

r a t i o n a l  b a s i s ;  it o r i g i n a t e s  i n  t h e  exp res s ion  of emotions: 

I t  seems then  t h a t  need d i c t a t e d  t h e  f i r s t  g e s t u r e s ,  
whi le  t h e  pass ions  s t imu la t ed  t h e  f i r s t  words. . . . 
Whence then  t h i s  o r i g i n  of ve rba l  s i g n s ?  From moral 
needs ,  pass ions .  A l l  t h e  pas s ions  t e n d  t o  bring people  
back t o g e t h e r  aga in ,  b u t  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of seek ing  a  
l i v e l i h o o d  f o r c e s  them a p a r t .  It  i s  n e i t h e r  hunger nor 
t h i r s t  b u t  love ,  h a t r e d ,  p i t y ,  anger ,  which drew from 
them t h e  f i r s t  words . . . . One s t a l k s  i n  s i l e n c e  t h e  
prey on which one would f e a s t .  But f o r  moving a  young 
h e a r t ,  o r  r e p e l l i n g  an  u n j u s t  aggres  Er n a t u r e  d i c -  
ta tes  a c c e n t s ,  cries,  lamenta t ions .  

Thus, f o r  Rousseau, ve rba l  s i g n s  a r e  born i n  t h e  need t o  

pe r suas ive ly  exp res s  f e e l i n g s  and n o t ,  a s  i n  Locke ts  system, 

i n  t h e  need t o  communicate a c c u r a t e  concepts  about t h e  

world. Zas t rozz i  has  shown Mati lda  a  language t h a t  a l lows  

untrammeled e x e r c i s e  of  pass ion  and beneath  h i s  academic 

d i c t i o n ,  we f i n d  h i s  own dep ths ,  an  i n t e n s i t y  t h a t  i s  q u i t e  

l i k e  Rousseau's  no t ion  of an emotion t h a t  was t h e  o r i g i n  of 

words. Language f o r  Zas t rozz i  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  d e n o t a t i v e ,  it 

f u r t h e r s  a  w i l l  t o  power, i t s  r e f e r e n c e  i s  p r imar i ly  s o c i a l  

o r ,  b e t t e r ,  a n t i - s o c i a l  and it p l a y s  w i th  t h e  ideology of 

convent ion;  w e  a r e  a l r eady  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of d i s c o u r s e  and 

l e v e l s  of impl ied meaning. She l l ey ,  t h e n ,  whi le  perhaps n o t  

aware of Rousseau's  p r e c i s e  p o s i t i o n ,  does  seem conscious  of 

some of t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  new ' A t h e i s t '  o r  m a t e r i a l i s t  

philosophy when it i s  a p p l i e d  t o  language. She l ley  knows 

t h a t  t h e  l a y e r s  of a b s t r a c t i o n  i n  philosophy can h ide  deeply 



s e a t e d ,  ' a n t i - i n s t i t u t i o n a l '  emotions,  a  k ind of s u r f a c e  

and dep th ,  which, as de  an n o t e s ,  can mix t h e  i d y l l i c  and 

a  q u e s t  f o r  power. 16 

Z a s t r o z z i ' s  d u p l i c i t y  i s  of  cou r se  t h e  hallmark of 

Gothic nove ls .  The gradual  uncovering of a  hidden ( u s u a l l y  

o c c u l t )  motive l u r k i n g  beneath a  tempting,  a t t r a c t i v e  su r -  

f a c e  i s  t h e  essence  of Dac re ' s  and Lewis' p l o t s .  Dacre 's  

Count Ardolph i s  a  good example of  such exp res s ive  oppos i t e s  

yoked t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  same c h a r a c t e r ,  "Endowed wi th  a  form 

c a s t  i n  n a t u r e ' s  f i n e s t  mould, b l e s t ,  o r  r a t h e r  c u r s t ,  w i th  

a b i l i t i e s  t o  a s t o n i s h  and ens l ave  . . . he  employed t h e s e  

r a r e  and f a s c i n a t i n g  q u a l i t i e s ,  a s  a  demon would p u t  on t h e  

semblance of  an  ange l .  "" But i n  S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  nove l ,  

t h e r e  i s  a  consciousness  of  language which undercuts  an 

o c c u l t i s t  motive.  While Dac re ' s  combination of oppos i t e s  

p r e f i g u r e s  t h e  mys t i ca l  appearance of Satan from hidden 

dep ths ,  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  words a r e  simply given a  'dark b r i l -  

l i a n c e ' ;  t h e  supe rna tu ra l  element has  been q u a l i f i e d  and 

becomes a  s k i l l  i n  manipulat ing convincing,  h igher  l e v e l s  of 

language f o r  hidden ends. Thus whi le  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  d i c t i o n  i s  

a b s t r a c t ,  seemingly of t h e  mind, d i s i n t e r e s t e d  and ph i lo -  

s o p h i c a l ,  i t  i s  motivated by t h e  simmering emotions of h i s  

p r i v a t e ,  f a m i l i a l  s i t u a t i o n .  H i s  e r u d i t e  r e v i s i o n  of  t h e  

orthodox s p i r i t u a l  world forwards a  deep sense  of  p a t e r n a l  

i n j u s t i c e ;  p r o p e l l i n g  h i s  'Atheism' w e  f i n d  t h e  e a r t h y ,  

p a s s i o n a t e  a c c e n t s  of a  s o c i a l  revenge which uses  a  mixture  

of Rousseauian i d e a l s  and Atheism a s  i t s  r a t i o n a l e .  18 



The d a r k  and  s a t u r n i n e  Z a s t r o z z i  i s  t h u s  a l r e a d y  a n  

a g e n t  o f  d e m y s t i f i c a t i o n .  W e  n e x t  see t h a t  h e  h a s  r e a l i z e d  

someth ing  a b o u t  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  symbol;  i t s  f i g u r e s  o f  t r a n -  

s c e n d e n c e  may o n l y  b e  a n  i l l u s i o n  c r e a t e d  by words .  H e  

seems t o  h a v e  g u e s s e d ,  t o  u s e  d e  Man's v o c a b u l a r y ,  t h a t  t h e  

power o f  s y m b o l i c  l anguage  " i s  b o t h  e n t i r e l y  a r b i t r a r y ,  i n  

h a v i n g  a s t r e n g t h  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  r e d u c e d  t o  n e c e s s i t y ,  and  

e n t i r e l y  i n e x o r a b l e  i n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  

it. " 1 9  But  h i s  words have  t h e  f e e l  o f  a new. d i s c o v e r y  a b o u t  

them. L i k e  any o r i g i n ,  t h e y  are  set  a g a i n s t  a n  o l d  way and  

seem t h e  p r o t o t y p e  o f  a  new k i n d  o f  word which i s  s e p a r a t i n g  

f rom p r e v a i l i n g  r e l i g i o u s  c a t e g o r i e s .  W e  watch  as ,  l i k e  a  

f i r e  t h r o u g h  d r y  t i n d e r ,  e v e r y t h i n g  i s  t h r e a t e n e d  t h e n  

i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  t h i s  new, s e c u l a r ,  s e n s e  o f  language .  

Caught  by Z a s t r o z z i ' s  words ,  M a t i l d a  changes  h e r  i d e a s  a n d  

b r e a k s ,  q u i c k l y ,  f rom C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i t y ;  s h e  t h e n  i n f l a m e s  

even  t h e  v i r t u o u s  V e r e z z i  t h r o u g h  h e r  own s u b t l e  u s e  o f  t h e  

same d i s c o u r s e .  Z a s t r o z z i  h a s  i n i t i a t e d  M a t i l d a  b o t h  i n  a 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y  p h i l o s o p h y  and  a new way o f  s p e a k i n g .  U n l i k e  

R o u s s e a u ' s  l i b e r a t i n g  v i ews ,  however,  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  revenge-  

f u l  Athe ism i s  n o  p r e l i m i n a r y  s t a g e  t o  a  b e t t e r ,  n o n - h i e r a r -  

c h i c a l  s o c i e t y ;  d e s t r u c t i o n  i s  h i s  o n l y  g o a l  a n d  a t  t h e  end 

o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  w o r l d  o f  J u l i a  and  V e r e z z i  

h a s  been  b u r n e d  o u t  and s h a t t e r e d .  F o r  S h e l l e y ,  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

new, ' r e v o l u t i o n a r y '  l anguage  i s  a p o w e r f u l  b u t  dange rous  

l i e .  



True Symbol, True  G e s t u r e  - and Desire - i n  Z a s t r o z z i  

I 

A s  t h e  nove l  p r o g r e s s e s ,  t h e  c o n t r a s t  between A t h e i s t  

s i g n  and R e l i g i o u s  symbol becomes h i g h l y  marked, and t h e  new 

way of t h i n k i n g  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  t h e  v i l l a i n .  Chap te r s  V I I  

t h r o u g h  X I I I ,  where t h e  s e r i o u s l y  i l l  V e r e z z i  r e c u p e r a t e s  

under  t h e  b a n e f u l  i n f l u e n c e  o f  M a t i l d a ,  form a g e s t a l t  o r  

whole o f  t h e i r  own. Here t h e  o t h e r  c o n c e r n s  of  t h e  nove l  a r e  

b r a c k e t e d  o f f  and w e  c o n c e n t r a t e  on  t h e  means Mat i lda  u s e s  

t o  conv ince  t h e  r e s i s t a n t  V e r e z z i  o f  h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  o f  

love .  Z a s t r o z z i ,  t h e  v e r b a l  power, h o v e r s  a b o u t  t h e  edges  

of t h i s  new s t a g e  i n  t h e  argument  and a  symbol ic -ges tu ra l  

sys tem o f  e y e s ,  f a c i a l  f e a t u r e s ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  e x p r e s s i v e  

p a r t s  of  t h e  anatomy o f  each  c h a r a c t e r  becomes t h e  new 

ground f o r  t h e  s t r u g g l e  between R e l i g i o n  and Atheism. 

Atheism now v i e s  w i t h  R e l i g i o n  f o r  dominance o v e r  a  new 

medium o f  g e s t u r e  and symbols. For  V e r e z z i ,  g e s t u r e  becomes 

a  b a t t l e g r o u n d ,  a  complex f i e l d  o f  s u r f a c e  and d e p t h  t o r n  

and broken up  under  t h e  a c t i o n  from a  d i s t a n c e  o f  t h e s e  

opposing f o r c e s .  

S h e l l e y  seems t o  have been much t a k e n  w i t h  t h e  p o s s i -  

b i l i t i e s  o f  symbol ic  g e s t u r e  i n  b o t h  h i s  n o v e l s .  A s  w e  

approach t h i s  s e c t i o n  of  Z a s t r o z z i ,  t h e  e y e  language becomes 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r o l i f i c ,  though it can  y e t  b e  a  s i g n  o f  t r u t h .  

When M a l t i d a  and Z a s t r o z z i  f i r s t  c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  p l o t  t o  

dupe V e r e z z i ,  "a pause  ensued,  d u r i n g  which t h e  e y e s  o f  

Z a s t r o z z i  and M a t i l d a  spoke volumes o f  e a c h  g u i l t y  s o u l .  " 2 0  



A t  t h e  end  o f  t h e i r  c o n f e r e n c e ,  Z a s t r o z z i  a l m o s t  c o n f e s s e s  

h i s  d e s i g n  o n  V e r e z z i ' s  l i f e  t o  M a t i l d a ,  b u t  c a t c h e s  h i m s e l f  

i n  t i m e :  " Z a s t r o z z i  paused ;  h i s  e y e  gleamed w i t h  a p e c u l i a r  

e x p r e s s i o n ,  a n d  M a t i l d a  t h o u g h t  h e  meant  more t h a n  h e  had  

s a i d - - s h e  r a i s e d  h e r  eyes- - they  e n c o u n t e r e d  h i s .  The g u i l t -  

b ronzed  cheek  o f  Z a s t r o z z i  w a s  t i n g e d  w i t h  a momentary 

b l u s h ,  b u t  it q u i c k l y  p a s s e d  away, a n d  h i s  coun tenance  

r e c o v e r e d  i t s  wonted f i r m  and  d e t e r m i n e d  e x p r e s s i o n .  "21 

Z a s t r o z z i ' s  c h e e k  h a s  become b ronzed  by g u i l t  b u t  even  t h i s  

r e v e n g e f u l  A t h e i s t ,  i t  seems, must  a t  some t i m e  show h i s  

r e a l  f e e l i n g s  and  t h i s  t r u t h  i s  known t h r o u g h  t h e  s o f t e n i n g  

o f  a  h a r d e n e d  cheek:  a d e l i c a t e  b l u s h  w e l l s  t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  

of  h i s  ' c o u n t e n a n c e ' .  And h e r e  i s  M a t i l d a ,  b e f o r e  s h e  h a s  

l e a r n e d  h e r  d i s c i p l i n e  f rom Z a s t r o z z i ,  l o s i n g  h e r  c o n t r o l ,  

and  c o n f e s s i n g  h e r  a r d e n t  w i sh  t o  t h e  c o o l  and  p r e o c c u p i e d  

V e r e z z i :  

"Unkind V e r e z z i !  i s  it t h u s  t h a t  you w i l l  e v e r  s l i g h t  
m e ?  i s  it f o r  t h i s  t h a t  I have  l a i d  a s i d e  t h e  d e l i c a c y  
o f  my s e x ,  and  owned t o  you a p a s s i o n  which was b u t  t o o  
v i o l e n t  t o  b e  c o n c e a l e d ?  Ah! a t  least  p i t y  m e !  I l o v e  
you: Oh! I a d o r e  you t o  madness!" 

She paused-- the p e c u l i a r  e x p r e s s i o n  which beamed 
i n  her2cJark e y e ,  t o l d  t h e  t u m u l t u o u s  w i s h e s  o f  h e r  
bosom. 

S h e l l e y  i s  p l a y i n g  w i t h  t h e  h e a t e d  d i c t i o n  and  c o n v e n t i o n s  

o f  h i s  s o u r c e s  h e r e  and  t h i s  p a r o d i s t i c  t o n e  i s  shown i n  h i s  

s e n s i t i v e  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e  r e q u i r e d  g e s t u r e s .  H e  seems t o  

have  d i s c o v e r e d ,  f o r  one  t h i n g ,  t h a t  g e s t u r e s  c a n ,  l i k e  

words,  l i e .  Al though M a t i l d a ' s  e y e  i s  d a r k  a n d  l i k e  Zas- 



t r o z z i ' s  ' p e c u l i a r ' ,  i t  y e t  beams outward;  one c a n  y e t  r e a d  

h e r  ' t umul tuous  w i s h e s '  i n  i t s  d e p t h s .  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  e y e ,  

however, c a n n o t  b e  r e a d  f u l l y  and a c c u r a t e l y ;  it 'gleamed 

w i t h  a  p e c u l i a r  e x p r e s s i o n '  and M a t i l d a  h a s  a  h a r d  t i m e  

i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h i s  gleam. While s h e  may have t h o u g h t  t h a t  

Z a s t r o z z i  was b l u s h i n g  because  of a  d e s i r e  f o r  h e r ,  he  was 

a c t u a l l y  on ly  wor r i ed  t h a t  s h e  may have  guessed h i s  p l a n s  

f o r  Verezz i .  

T h i s  sys tem o f  g e s t u r e s  i s ,  n o t i c e a b l y ,  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  

p a r t  of  V e r e z z i ' s  e x p r e s s i v e  r e p e r t o i r e .  A t  one  p o i n t ,  he  

even a r t i c u l a t e s  h i s  awareness  o f  i t s  e f f e c t s ,  r e c o g n i z i n g  

eye  language a s  e i t h e r  a  s i g n  of  c e l e s t i a l  o r  e a r t h l y  love .  

A t  h i s  f i r s t  mee t ing  w i t h  M a t i l d a  h e  compares h e r  e y e s  t o  

J u l i a ' s :  

But s t i l l  h e  c o u l d  n o t  h e l p  o b s e r v i n g  a  comparison 
between h e r  [ ~ a t i l d a ]  and J u l i a ,  whose femin ine  d e l i c a -  
cy sh runk  from t h e  s l i g h t e s t  s u s p i c i o n ,  even ,  o f  i n d e -  
corum. H e r  f r a g i l e  form, h e r  m i l d ,  heavenly  counte-  
nance ,  was c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  a l l  t h e  p a r t i a l i t y  o f  l o v e ,  
t o  t h e  s c i n t i l l a t i n g  e y e ,  t h e  commanding countenance ,  
t h e  b o l d  e x p r e s s i v e  g a z e ,  o f  M a t i l d a .  2 3  

For  V e r e z z i ,  J u l i a ' s  g e s t u r e s  evoke a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  world.  

W e  a r e  reminded th rough  h e r  eye  language,  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s i o n  

and movement t h a t  s h e  i s  p u r e  and v i r t u o u s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

M a t i l d a .  J u l i a  e x i s t s  i n  a n o t h e r  r ea lm;  s h e  h a s  a n  "e the -  

r e a l  form" which " p r e s s e s  on" V e r e z z i ' s  " a c h i n g  s e n s e "  and 

h a s  a n  " u n s p o t t e d  s o u l .  n 2 4  T h i s  g l impse  of  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

d imension,  shown by a  l o v e r ' s  c l e a r ,  ( t h u s  p u r e )  e y e s ,  a g a i n  

shows S h e l l e y ' s  v e r y  e a r l y  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  symbol. 



J u l i a ' s  e y e s ,  f a c e  and form f u l f i l l  most o f  t h e  requ i rements  

f o r  symbols; t h e y  e x p r e s s  th,e i n e x p r e s s i b l e ,  y e t  t h e y  speak  

t o  p e r c e p t i o n ;  t h e y  d o  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  d i r e c t l y  b u t  a r e  ' i n d -  

i r e c t l y  examples o f  something more g e n e r a l ' .  25 This  e x t r a  

l e v e l  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  c o u n t e r p o i n t s  t h e  o t h e r  Gothic  conven- 

t i o n  of p a s s i o n a t e  g l a n c e s ,  swoons, f i e r y  brows, and f l u s h e d  

cheeks .  I n  Z a s t r o z z i ,  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  wor ld  i s  main ta ined  

th rough  v e r b a l  r e t i c e n c e ,  mi ld  e y e s ,  r a d i a n t  f a c e s  and 

e t h e r e a l  forms;  th rough  t h e s e  g e s t u r e s  w e  can  j u s t  make o u t  

a  c e l e s t i a l  d imension of  l o v e  hover ing  above t h e  e v e n t s ,  

i n v i s i b l e ,  i n d i r e c t l y  p r e s e n t ,  b u t  a f f e c t i n g  a l l  a c t i o n .  

S h e l l e y  i s  q u i t e  aware o f  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism wedded t o  

g e s t u r e  i n  h i s  g e n r e .  

T h i s  b a t t l e  between symbols and A t h e i s t  s i g n  i s  t o  

g r a d u a l l y  become t h e  c e n t r a l  theme of  t h e  nove l .  T h e  con- 

f l i c t  between Atheism and R e l i g i o n  soon s p r e a d s  th roughou t  

t h e  whole sys tem and Atheism a lmos t  t a k e s  o v e r  t h e  symbol ic  

rea lm.  The open ing  maneuver from t h e  a t h e i s t  s i d e  i s  t o  

forward  a  l i e  a b o u t  J u l i a .  But t h e r e  i s  a n  i r o n y  h e r e ;  i n  

s t a t i n g  t h a t  ' J u l i a  i s  d e a d ' ,  Z a s t r o z z i  and M a t i l d a  a r e  a l s o  

s a y i n g  something a b o u t  t h e  ' d e a t h '  of  a  symbol, and Ve-  

r e z z i '  s r e a c t i o n  shows t h e  dep th  o f  t h e  t h r e a t :  immediately 

upon h e a r i n g  t h e  l i e  t h a t  h i s  beloved i s  dead ,  h e  a lmos t  

d i e s  on t h e  s p o t  h i m s e l f .  The r e s p o n s e  i s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e ,  

even l a u g h a b l e ,  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  common s e n s e  wor ld  o f  a  

' r e a l i s t '  l i k e  Z a s t r o z z i  w i t h  h i s  s k i l l  i n  m a n i p u l a t i n g  



d i s c o u r s e .  For  Z a s t r o z z i ,  V e r e z z i ' s  f a i t h  i n  symbolism i s  a  
I 

weakness t o  be  e x p l o i t e d .  

S h e l l e y  g i v e s  u s  some v e r y  c l e a r l y  r e n d e r e d ,  a lmos t  

a n a l y t i c a l ,  p i c t u r e s  of  a  P l a t o n i c  l o v e r ' s  b r u s h  w i t h  a  

v e r b a l  l i e .  It i s  t a k e n  i n t o  V e r e z z i ' s  body l i k e  a  poison.  

A t  t h e  f i r s t  r e c e p t i o n  of  t h e  f a l s e  news w e  w i t n e s s  some- 

t h i n g  l i k e  a n  e p i l e p t i c  f i t :  " H i s  e y e s  r o l l e d  h o r r i b l y ,  and 

seemed a s  i f  s t a r t i n g  from t h e i r  s o c k e t s .  . . . Again over-  

powered by t h e  a c u t e n e s s  o f  h i s  s e n s a t i o n s ,  h e  sank on t h e  

f l o o r ,  and,  i n  v i o l e n t  c o n v u l s i o n s ,  h e  remained b e r e f t  o f  

s e n s e .  . . . One f i t  r a p i d l y  f o l l o w e d  a n o t h e r ,  and a t  l a s t ,  

i n  a  s t a t e  o f  t h e  w i l d e s t  d e l i r i u m ,  h e  was conveyed t o  

bed.26 A f t e r  t h i s  a t t a c k ,  "A t h i c k  f i l m  o v e r s p r e a d  h i s  

e y e ,  and h e  seemed sunk i n  i n s e n s i b i l i t y .  '27 There  i s ,  

a g a i n ,  more t h a n  a  n o t e  of  parody h e r e ,  b u t  t h e  parody 

underscoi-es V e r e z z i ' s  v e r b a l  n a i v e t e .  H e  i s  b l i n d  t o  Zas- 

t r o z z i ' s  d e c e p t i o n s  and h i s  phys io logy  i s  s o  u p s e t  by t h e s e  

words t h a t  h e  goes  th rough  a  p e r i o d  where h e  i s  d r a i n e d  o f  

a l l  h i s  s t r e n g t h  and e l a n  v i t a l .  W e  a r e  n o t  s u r e  whether  h e  

i s  t o  s u r v i v e  such v e r b a l  abuse  and f o r  a  long  p e r i o d  h e  

hovers  on  t h e  edge  o f  d e a t h  a s  M a t i l d a  t r ies  e v e r y t h i n g  s h e  

can  t o  win him back.  H i s  r ecovery  w i l l  r e q u i r e  some s i x  

c h a p t e r s  o f  g e n t l e  m i n i s t r a t i o n .  

T h i s  i n t e n s e  p h y s i c a l  r e a c t i o n  comes a b o u t  because  

Verezz i  i s  a  C h r i s t i a n  I d e a l i s t  i n  b o t h  l o v e  and language.  

Love, f o r  him, i s  t h e  d i r e c t  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

t r u t h  and t h i s  means t h a t  h i s  t a l k  w i t h  and a b o u t  J u l i a  must 



be a l m o s t  unmediated i n  i t s  e x p r e s s i o n .  I t  must be communi- 
I 

c a t e d  i n  what Todorov c a l l s  a n  i n t r a p i t i v e  language,  a  

language o f  p u r e  s u b j e c t i v i t y  t h a t  needs  t h e  a b s o l u t e  mini-  

mum of  sensuous  medium f o r  i t s  r e c e p t i o n .  T h i s  symbolic  

language r e a l i z e s  p u r e  i d e a s  i n  themselves ;  it i s  a sys tem 

of r e l i g i o u s  i c o n s  l i k e  J u l i a ' s  m i l d l y  beaming e y e s  and h e r  

c e l e s t i a l  form. 28 A goddess i n h a b i t s  t h e s e  images and t h e  

mere ment ion  o f  them i s  enough t o  invoke a n  unmediated 

p r e s e n c e .  I n  t h i s  world o f  symbolic  g e s t u r e s ,  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

A t h e i s t  l i e ,  e f f o r t l e s s l y  made, h a s  r emarkab le  power. 

Z a s t r o z z i  h a s  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  Verezz i  i s  a  s y m b o l i s t  o f  l o v e  

and,  u s i n g  h i s  new u t i l i t a r i a n  language,  h e  can  e a s i l y  

manipu la te  a  symbol by t r e a t i n g  it a s  a  mere s i g n ;  i t s  

paragon,  who i s  n o t  f u l l y  i n  t h e  wor ld ,  i s  h e l p l e s s  a g a i n s t  

such m a n i p u l a t i o n  because  when it comes t o  J u l i a  he  speaks  a  

language o f  s i l e n t ,  symbolic  g e s t u r e s  and canno t  unders tand  

a  f a c i l e  u s e  o f  words a b o u t  h e r .  

Tha t  t h i s  symmetry o f  o p p o s i t i o n s  between. 'Atheism' and 

' R e l i g i o n '  i s  a l s o  a  symmetry of  o p p o s i t i o n s  between sys tems 

o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  i s  made c l e a r  i n  V e r e z z i ' s  recovery  from 

t h i s  f a l s e  news. V e r e z z i ' s  symbolic  e y e s  a r e  t h e  e x a c t  

c o u n t e r  t o  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  m a t e r i a l i s t  word. *' F i r s t  Mat i lda  

"gazed w i t h  r a p t u r o u s  emotion on t h e  countenance  o f  Ve-  

r e z z i , "  t h e n  " a  b l u s h  of  an imat ion  t i n g e d  h i s  b e f o r e  p a l l i d  

coun tenance , "  t h e n  "She gazed upon h i s  countenance-- the 

f i l m ,  which b e f o r e  had o v e r s p r e a d  h i s  e y e ,  d i s a p p e a r e d ;  

r e t u r n i n g  e x p r e s s i o n  pervaded i t s  o r b i t ,  b u t  it was t h e  



e x p r e s s i o n  o f  deep,  o f  r o o t e d  g r i e f .  30 I f  w e  slow t h i s  

r e a n i m a t i o n  down, w e  can  see a  c a r e f u l  sequence  t h a t  b e g i n s  

w i t h  t h e  p a l l i d  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  f a c e .  F i r s t  t h e r e  i s  a  t i n g e  

of b lood ,  a  ' b l u s h  o f  a n i m a t i o n ' ,  which w e l l s  up i n t o  t h i s  

w h i t e  s u r f a c e  a s  Verezz i  r e v i v e s .  Next a  f i l m  c o v e r i n g  h i s  

eye  i s  d i s s o l v e d  and t h e n  h i s  e y e s  a r e  ' pe rvaded '  w i t h  t h e  

e x p r e s s i o n  o f  g r i e f .  The word ' pe rvaded '  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .  

The emot ion  i s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e  same way w e  know o f  l i f e  

r e t u r n i n g  th rough  t h e  s i g n  of  b lood a p p e a r i n g  under t h e  

w h i t e  s u r f a c e  of  t h e  s k i n . 3 1  But it i s  a  ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  

k i n d  o f  f l u i d  which s e e p s  i n t o  h i s  opaque eye .  T h i s  i n t a n -  

g i b l e  l i q u i d  i s  n o t  l i k e  t h e  meaning t h a t  i s  s i g n i f i e d  by a  

word, it  i s  c o n s t r u e d  a s  s p i r i t  i t s e l f  d i s s o l v i n g  t h e  f i l m  

o f  m a t t e r  and t r a n s f o r m i n g  it i n t o  l i f e .  Under a t t a c k  by 

Z a s t r o z z i ' s  Atheism, V e r e z z i ' s  e y e s  w e r e  t h i c k e n e d  and 

opaque b u t  a s  h e  r e c o v e r s  w e  see t h a t  h e  h a s  s u r v i v e d  t h e  

f i r s t  o n s l a u g h t .  H e  i s  y e t  w i t h i n  t h e  symbol ic  mode, where 

t h e  message i s  s p i r i t u a l  and t h u s  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  sensuous  

medium t h a t  c a r r i e s  i t ;  a l t h o u g h  h e  h a s  been damaged, h i s  

e y e s  can  see a n  i d e a l i z e d  J u l i a .  Thus w e  have a  f i l m  b e i n g  

d i s s o l v e d ,  a  t h i c k e n e d  s u r f a c e  b e i n g  l i q u e f i e d ,  and an  

o p a c i t y  becoming t r a n s p a r e n t .  

The p a s s a g e s  which c o n c e n t r a t e  on V e r e z z i ' s  e y e s  show 

t h e  d e p t h  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  e a r l y  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e s e  d i f f e r -  

e n t  ways o f  l o o k i n g  a t  language;  such  eye  g e s t u r e s  deve lop ,  

i n  m i n i a t u r e ,  t h e  s t r u g g l e  between a n  ' a t h e i s t '  view o f  t h e  

s i g n  and a  C h r i s t i a n - P l a t o n i c  l o v e  symbolism. M a t i l d a ' s  l i e  



a b o u t  J u l i a ' s  ' d e a t h '  h a s  i n f e c t e d  V e r e z z i ' s  c l e a r ,  t r a n -  

s c e n d e n t  s i g h t  w i t h  a  m a t e r i a l  s h e l l ,  a n  o c c l u s i o n .  I n  t h e  

c e l e s t i a l  wor ld  o f  l o v e  t h a t  h o v e r s  above t h e  a c t i o n  i n  

Zas t . rozzi ,  i t  i s  on ly  when w e  l i e ,  and t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  w e  

l i e ,  t h a t  e x p r e s s i o n  becomes c louded  o v e r ,  i s  i n f e c t e d  w i t h  

a  f l e s h y  f i l m  which h i d e s  and d i m i n i s h e s  s p i r i t .  M a t i l d a ' s  

d e c e i t  i s  t h e n  r e p r e s e n t e d  by a  m a t e r i a l  s i g n i f - i e r ,  t h e  d a r k  

f i l m ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l  husk ,  which o v e r l i e s  what ,  i n  l o v e ,  

shou ld  be a n  immediacy o f  ' t h e  t h i n g  s i g n i f i e d , '  a n  imrnedia- 

cy of  form and forming s p i r i t  beaming o u t  th rough  t h e  eye  

from a n  i n n e r ,  i m m a t e r i a l  s o u r c e .  And though he  h a s  been 

i n j u r e d ,  V e r e z z i  can  y e t  speak a n  o p p o s i t e  language t o  t h e  

dangerous ,  v e r b a l  d e c e p t i o n s  o f  Z a s t r o z z i  and M a t i l d a  w i t h  

t h e i r  g u i l t - b r o n z e d  cheeks  and t h e i r  f i e r y ,  d a r k ,  m a t e r i a l -  

i s t  e y e s .  

W e  w i l l  see t h e  g r a d u a l  winning th rough  o f  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  

ph i losophy  a s  t h e  s low o c c l u s i o n  o f  t h e s e  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  non- 

v e r b a l  g e s t u r e s .  V e r e z z i ' s  e y e s ,  a s  t h e y  a r e  c o r r u p t e d  by 

'A the i sm ' ,  w i l l  become confused ,  d a r k e n ,  t h e n  f i n a l l y  f i l l  

w i t h  a n  opaque f l u i d  which b l o c k s  them from s e e i n g  and 

e x p r e s s i n g  t h e  t r u t h ;  and h i s  body, when n o t  scorched  by 

p a s s i o n ,  w i l l  become t o r p i d  and t h i c k e n e d .  

Atheism -- and -- Ges tu re :  - M a t i l d a ' s  Blandishments  

V i c t o r y  f o r  Z a s t r o z z i ,  however, d o e s  n o t  come a s  e a s i l y  

i n  t h i s  medium o f  symbolism a s  it d i d  w i t h  a b s t r a c t  words. 



The g e s t u r a l  

s o m e  lengthy 

s y s t e m  cannot be  made t o  c a r r y  a  l i e  without  

p repa ra t ion .  The primary reason f o r  t h i s  i s  

t h a t  g e s t u r e s  do  n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h  between a  s i g n  and a  s i g n i -  

f i e d ;  t h u s ,  t h e r e  i s  no s u r f a c e  and dep th ,  no p l a c e  t o  h i d e  

a  motive. For Todorov, "This language i s  a t  once n a t u r a l  

( t h a t  i s ,  mot iva ted)  and acqui red ;  it i s  t h e  only language 

t h a t  conforms t o  what it expres ses ,  f o r  it i s  no t  s u b j e c t  t o  

t h e  c o n s t r a i n t  of  l i n e a r i t y .  "32 This  i d e n t i t y  of s i g n  and 

s i g n i f i e d ,  of  g e s t u r e  and meaning, i s  of  course  t r u e  u n l e s s  

one has lea rned  t o  a c t  w e l l .  The d i s c i p l e s  of  Atheism w i l l  

break t h e  power of symbol and g e s t u r e  t h a t  i s  Verezz i ' s  main 

defense ,  through mimicry; they become very good a t  p u t t i n g  

on a  t r u t h f u l ,  v i r t u o u s  mask. 

Mat i lda  soon l e a r n s  t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  h e r  m i n i s t r a t i o n s ,  

Verezzi  i s  committed t o  J u l i a  and t o  dying o r  ' d i s s o l u t i o n '  

i n  o rde r  t o  be w i th  he r .  She bends h e r  whole w i l l  towards 

supplan t ing  J u l i a ' s  image i n  V e r e z z i ' s  mind with  h e r  own. 

H e r  f i r s t  s t e p  i n  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n  i s  t o  l e a r n  t o  dissemble 

and mask h e r  f e e l i n g s ,  t h a t  i s  t o  l i e  on t h e  mani fes t  o r  

g e s t u r a l  l e v e l  .33 She l e a r n s  h e r  l e s s o n  f i r s t  from Zas- 

t r o z z i .  J u s t  be fo re  h i s  pe r suas ive  A t h e i s t  speech,  he t e l l s  

h e r ,  

"My maxim, t h e r e f o r e ,  " s a i d  Z a s t r o z z i ,  "through l i f e  
has  been, wherever I am, whatever pas s ions  shake my 
inmost s o u l ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  appear  c o l l e c t e d  . . . . I 
have a  s p i r i t ,  a r d e n t  and a s  impetuous a s  t h i n e ;  b u t  
acqua in tance  wi th  t h e  world has  induced m e  t o  v e i l  , 
though it s t i l l  cont inues  t o  burn w i t h i n  my bosom." ff 



A f t e r  t h i s  p i e c e  of  adv ice ,  and no longer  he ld  i n  check by 
I 

t h e  twin i n h i b i t i o n s  of "an Omnipotent power" and t h e  hope 

of e t e r n a l  s a l v a t i o n ,  J u l i a  p u t s  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  maxim i n t o  

e f f e c t .  A s  Verezzi  begins  t o  mend, a t  l e a s t  p h y s i c a l l y ,  

Mat i lda  now wages war on J u l i a ' s  image, Verezz i ' s  symbol of 

t r u t h ,  by a t t empt ing  t o  copy it. Whenever Verezzi  s ays  

anyth ing  about  J u l i a ,  Mat i lda  now covers  up h e r  own i n t e n s e  

jealousy and r a g e  and s imu la t e s  a  cool  and pas s ive  e x t e r i o r .  

She t a k e s  him t o  h e r  mountain c a s t l e  and a r r anges  e n t e r t a i n -  

ments t o  t r y  t o  d r i v e  away h i s  d e j e c t i o n .  H e r  decep t ions  on 

t h i s  l e v e l  do  n o t  ach ieve  immediate r e s u l t s .  The i r  e f f e c t s  

a r e  n e u t r a l i z e d ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  when Mat i lda  f i n d s  him re- 

s t o r i n g  J u l i a ' s  image by making p e n c i l  ske t ches  of t h e  

landscapes  he once walked through w i t h  h e r .  By t h i s  t ime,  

though, M a t i l d a ' s  s k i l l  i n  decep t ion ,  i n i t i a t e d  by Zas- 

t r o z z i ,  i s  abso lu t e :  

Mat i lda ,  meanwhile, f i r m  i n  t h e  purpose of  h e r  s o u l ,  
un remi t t i ng ly  persevered ;  she  calmed he r  mind, and 
though, a t  i n t e r v a l s ,  shook by a lmost  superhuman emo- 
t i o n ,  be fo re  Verezzi  a  f i x e d  s e r e n i t y ,  a  well-feigned 
s e n s i b i  $ & t y ,  and a  downcast t ende rnes s ,  marked h e r  
manner. 

Her s k i l l  i n  decep t ion  has  progressed ;  h e r  eyes  can now 

enac t  a  'downcast '  t ende rnes s  and h e r  s e r e n i t y  i s  ' f i x e d ' .  

This k ind  of s imu la t ion  of v i r t u e ,  however, does no t  l eave  

Mat i lda  una f f ec t ed .  When a lone ,  s h e  i s  o f t e n  p rope l l ed  by 

he r  r e a l  emotion i n t o  a  f i t  of t r u t h f u l  express ion .  I n  one 

ca se ,  she  throws h e r s e l f  upon t h e  f l o o r  o f  h e r  apartment 

where, "Outraged p r i d e ,  d i s appo in t ed  love ,  and i n f u r i a t e  



revenge ,  r e v e l e d  th rough  h e r  and t h i s  w i t h  enough 
I 

s t r e n g t h  t h a t  s h e  a l s o ,  l i k e  V e r e z z i ,  d a s h e s  h e r  head 

a g a i n s t  t h e  f l o o r .  H e r  mask o f  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  p i o u s  l o v e  i s  

merely a  f a l s e  f r o n t  b u t  i t  i s  t h r e a t e n i n g  t o  harden and 

t a k e  o v e r  i t s  c r e a t o r .  

I n  t h e  end,  M a t i l d a ' s  d e c e p t i o n  must be t a k e n  a s t e p  

f u r t h e r  t o  win Verezz i .  Z a s t r o z z i  p roposes  h e r  most consum- 

mate performance.  She must ' s a v e '  V e r e z z i  from a n  armed 

a t t a c k  by a r o b b e r  ( Z a s t r o z z i )  and ,  'wounded' i n  h i s  de- 

f e n s e ,  conv ince  him o f  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  a l t r u i s t i c  l o v e .  She 

and Z a s t r o z z i  b r i n g  o f f  t h e  f a l s e  a t t a c k  surrounded by a 

Goth ic  l a n d s c a p e  o f  d a r k  f o r e s t s ,  a  yawning p r e c i p i c e  and a 

g i g a n t i c ,  b lackened mountain which looms behind them. Now 

even b lood h a s  become c o r r u p t e d ,  and can  l i e ;  Mat i lda  

' s a v e s '  V e r e z z i  by a l l o w i n g  h e r s e l f  t o  b e  s t a b b e d  i n  h i s  

p l a c e .  A f t e r  t h e  a t t a c k ,  

M a t i l d a ' s  snowy arm was t i n g e d  w i t h  p u r p l e  gore :  t h e  
wound was n o t  p a i n f u l ,  b u t  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t r iumph 
f l a s h e d  from h e r  e y e s ,  and e x c e s s i v e  p l e a s u r e  d i l a t e d  
h e r  bosom: t h e  b lood s t reamed f a s t  f rom h e r  arm, and 
f j n g e d  t h e  r o c k  whereon t h e y  s t o o d  w i t h  a  p u r p l e  s t a i n .  

V e r e z z i ,  a t  t h e  s i g h t  of  h e r  b lood ,  i s  now convinced and it 

i s  a s m a l l  s t e p  t o  h i s  ' f a l l '  i n t o  e r o t i c  love .  H e  now 

f o r g e t s  J u l i a ,  though t h i s  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  and swears  f e a l t y  

t o  M a t i l d a .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  u n l i k e  Z a s t r o z z i ,  Ve-  

r e z z i ' s  f e a t u r e s ,  d o  n o t  harden a f t e r  t h i s ,  n o r  a r e  h i s  e y e s  

and f a c e  f i x e d  i n  a  d e c e p t i v e  mask l i k e  M a t i l d a ' s .  S h e l l e y  



i s  c o n s i s t e n t  i n  h i s  u s e  of  symbol ic  g e s t u r e .  V e r e z z i  i s  a  

v i c t i m  and h a s  been i n f e c t e d ,  a g a i n s t  h i s  wishes ;  t h u s ,  h e  

does  n o t  f a l l  i n t o  Atheism o u t  of  m a l i c i o u s  i n t e n t .  Shel -  

l e y  g i v e s  h i s  e x p r e s s i v i t y  a  p r e l i m i n a r y  t h i c k e n i n g .  H e  

becomes 'benumbed' and a  "Lethean t o r p o r "  c r e e p s  o v e r  h i s  

s e n s e s  b e f o r e  he  i s  ' s c o r c h e d '  by p h y s i c a l  p a s s i o n .  When 

h e  l a t e r  sees a  ve ry  much a l i v e  J u l i a  i n  Venice ,  " a  f r i g o -  

r i f i c  t o r p i d i t y  o f  d e s p a i r  c h i l l e d  every  s e n s e ,  and h i s  e y e s  

f i x e d l y  gazed on vacancy.  " 3 8  T o r p i d i t y ,  c h i l l s  and numbness 

p l a c e  him one f u r t h e r  s t e p  down from h i s  ' f i l m e d  e y e ' ;  a s  he  

f a l l s  away from t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  i m m a t e r i a l i t y  s i g n i f i e d  by 

J u l i a ' s  eyes and i n t o  M a t i l d a ' s  language o f  ' s i g n s ' ,  h e  i s  

approach ing ,  b u t  h a s  n o t  y e t  r e a c h e d ,  t h e  bronzed h a r d n e s s  

of Z a s t r o z z i ' s  f e a t u r e s .  3 9  

W e  can  now s e e  t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  a  q u i t e  s y s t e m a t i c  view 

of e x p r e s s i v e  means. With M a t i l d a ' s  p e r f e c t i o n  of  a  mask, 

we have  t h e  e x a c t  o p p o s i t e  t o  t h e  t y p e  o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  w e  

found i n  V e r e z z i ' s  f a c e  and eye .  She h a s  managed t o  make 

t h e  g e s t u r a l  sys tem more l i k e  words. F o r  h e r ,  e y e s ,  f a c i a l  

e x p r e s s i o n  and a c t i o n  have become s i g n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  ges-  

t u r e s ;  t h e y  a r e  now a  medium f o r  h idden  d e s i r e .  What, i n  

V e r e z z i ,  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  immate r i a l  and t r a n s p a r e n t ,  i s ,  f o r  

h e r  a  h i e r o g l y p h ,  a  means, t h e  mere s i g n i f i e r  t h a t  a l l o w s  

h e r  t o  f e i g n  a  m o r a l i t y  s h e  does  n o t  h o l d .  



The S e m i o t i c s  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  Z a s t r o z z i  - - 
L 

I n  t h e  d i a l o g u e  between t h e s e  v o t a r i e s  o f  two opposing 

wor ld  v iews ,  Z a s t r o z z i  and M a t i l d a  o n  one  s i d e ,  V e r e z z i  and  

J u l i a  on t h e  o t h e r ,  w e  g l impse  t h e  c a r e f u l  symmetries  of  

S h e l l e y ' s  e a r l i e s t  i d e a s  a b o u t  e x p r e s s i o n  and h i s  i n t e r e s t  

i n  symbol, s i g n  and g e s t u r e .  On V e r e z z i ' s  s i d e  t h e r e  i s  t h e  

f r e s h  d i s c o v e r y  t h a t  words can  b e  a n  i n t i m a t e  i n d e x  o f  t h e  

psyche: f a c e s  are t h e  t r u e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  a n  i n n e r  s t a t e ,  

e y e s  a r e  t h e  s e n s i t i v e  r e g i s t e r s  o f  f e e l i n g  and a t  c r i t i c a l  

moments t h e y  open on a n o t h e r ,  ' r e l i g i o u s '  dimension.  On 

M a t i l d a ' s  s i d e ,  g e s t u r e ,  f a c e s ,  e y e s  and words a r e  mere 

s u r f a c e  and d e l i b e r a t e l y  o c c l u d e  t h i s  o t h e r  s t a t e  o f  be ing .  

Under t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  a t h e i s t  r h e t o r i c ,  expres -  

s i o n  g r a d u a l l y  s h i f t s  from m a n i f e s t i n g  a n  i d e a l  union of  

s o u l s  t o  s e p a r a t i n g  them th rough  v e i l i n g  and o b s c u r i t y .  

Z a s t r o z z i  i s  a n  exper iment  w i t h  t h e  powers o f  e x p r e s s i o n  t o  

b o t h  c o n s e c r a t e  and t o  d e s t r o y .  When it i s  s p i r i t u a l l y  

informed,  even p h y s i c a l  movement c a n  become p u r e  g e s t u r e  and 

symbol a s  V e r e z z i  c o l l a p s e s  a t  t h e  mere news o f  J u l i a ' s  

d e a t h ;  o r ,  under  t h e  o p p o s i t e  A t h e i s t  s p e l l ,  words c a n  

condense s p i r i t  i n t o  a  v i o l e n t  m a t e r i a l i t y  a s  M a t i l d a  f i n a l -  

l y  d o e s  a c t  o u t  t h e  r e a l  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  h e r  l i e ,  ' J u l i a  i s  

dead '  and ,  hav ing  k i l l e d  h e r  i n  words, k i l l s  h e r  p h y s i c a l -  

l y .  W e  are l e d  t o  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  S h e l l e y  w a s  aware o f  

a n  a n t a g o n i s t i c  r e l a t i o n  between s i g n  and symbol from t h e  

s t a r t .  I n  t h i s  p a r o d i s t i c  n o v e l ,  a l t h o u g h  R e l i g i o n  and a  



c e l e s t i a l  symbolism a r e  g i v e n  t h e  v i c t o r y ,  t h e  ant i-symbol-  

i s t s ,  t h e  A t h e i s t s ,  t h e  u s e r s  o f  t h e  new language o f  r e v o l t ,  

E ros  and d i s r u p t i o n  have been g i v e n  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  power. 

T h i s  d e m y s t i f y i n g  language o f  m e d i a t i o n  and t h e  l i e  h a s  a l l  

b u t  d e s t r o y e d  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  symbolism by t h e  end o f  Zas- - 
t r o z z i  . 

A t  l e a s t ,  t h e  l e v e l  and scope  o f  a t t e n t i o n  t h a t  S h e l l e y  

h a s  s p e n t  on  symbolism and s i g n  i n  Z a s t r o z z i  shou ld  by now 

be c l e a r .  I t  i s  a  c r u c i a l  e l ement  o f  t h e  p l o t  and i s  a  

theme of  i t s  own. D e  Man's c l a i m  a b o u t  S h e l l e y ' s  f i n a l  

unders tand ing- - tha t  t h e  Rousseauian  view o f  f i g u r a t i v e  l a n -  

guage was d i s r u p t i v e  and v i o l e n t - - c a n  no l o n g e r  b e  r e s t r i c t -  

ed  t o  - The Triumph of  L i f e .  For  t h e  young S h e l l e y ,  t h e  

m a t e r i a l i s m  r e p r e s e n t e d  by h i s  e a r l i e s t  r e a d i n g s  i n  t h e  

p h i l o s o p h e s  was d i s r u p t i v e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  symbols and he  seems 

w e l l  aware o f  t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  v i o l e n t  ' e r a s u r e s '  from 

t h e  s t a r t .  Z a s t r o z z i  and M a t i l d a  t h r e a t e n  t o  over throw t h e  

s o c i a l  o r d e r  i t s e l f  th rough  a  c a r e f u l l y  c o n s t r u e d  symbolic  

d e c e p t i o n .  I n  t h e  o v e r a l l  v a l u e s  o f  Z a s t r o z z i ,  t h e s e  two 

may have  h e l d  some f a s c i n a t i o n  f o r  S h e l l e y ,  b u t  t h i s  l i a i s o n  

of symbol and a t h e i s m  l e a d s  t o  t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a -  

t i v e s  o f  c e l e s t i a l  l o v e ;  a n  outcome which i s  a l s o  deep ly  

f e l t .  

T h i s  f i g u r e  o f  a n  e x p r e s s i v e  mask h a s  now, though,  

become v o l a t i l e ,  weighted  w i t h  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  Z a s t r o z z i  

i n e v i t a b l y  b r i n g s  up t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  may on ly  be  

a  mask. S h e l l e y  h a s  l e f t  u s  i n  t h a t  queasy  a r e a  i n  which a  



l i e  h a s  been s o  s u c c e s s f u l  t h a t  it h a s  thrown l i g h t  on ,  and 

q u e s t i o n e d ,  t h e  t r u t h .  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  Atheism h a s  shown t h a t  
I 

t h e  g e s t u r e s  o f  R e l i g i o n ,  S p i r i t ,  t r a n s c e n d e n t  l o v e ,  and 

p i e t y  c a n  b e  a c t e d  s o  w e l l  t h a t  p e r h a p s  r e l i g i o n  h a s  been 

empt ied  o f  i t s  meaning; pe rhaps  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  wor ld  w i t h  a l l  

of i t s  symbol ic  powers i s  hollow. Only a  s l i g h t  s h i f t  i n  

o r i e n t a t i o n  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  f i n d  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  and it 

w i l l  become e x p l i c i t  i n  - S t .  I rvyne .  4 0  



ST IRVYNE; OR, THE ROSICRUCIAN 
I 

I n  - S t .  I rvyne  w e  see She l l ey  con t inu ing  h i s  d ramat ic  

oppos i t i on  between t h e  powers of r e l i g i o u s  symbolism and t h e  

powers of t h e  new philosophy he  i s  d i scove r ing  i n  Rousseau 

and Godwin. NOW, however, he  t a k e s  a  d e c i s i v e  s t e p  toward 

Godwin and t h u s  becomes engaged i n  a  Godwin's r e v i s i o n  of  

Rousseau. H e  beg ins  by borrowing a  supe rna tu ra l  motif from 

Dacre' s  of l o y a l 1  and t r ansposes  t h e s e  m a t e r i a l s  i n t o  a  

c o n f l i c t  between opposing ph i losophies .  H i s  he ro  and hero- 

i n e ,  Wolfs te in  and Megalena, a r e  bracketed by a  p a i r  of 

c h a r a c t e r s  who r e p r e s e n t  oppos i t e  ph i lo soph ica l  po les :  

G i n o t t i  and Olympia, a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  Atheism and Theism 

r e s p e c t i v e l y .  l2  Through t h i s  d ramat ic  oppos i t i on  he aga in  

exp lo re s  t h e  theme of t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of e s t a b l i s h e d  r e l i -  

g ious  b e l i e f s  (Megalena-Olympia) by c o r r o s i v e  a t h e i s t - e r o t i c  

f o r c e s  and t h e  q u e s t  f o r  power (Wol f s t e in -Gino t t i ) .  H i s  

agen t  f o r  t h i s  p roces s ,  G i n o t t i ,  i s  a  Zas t rozz i - l i ke  charac- 

ter  who f i r s t  appears  t o  suppor t  t h e  i d y l l i c  l ove  r e l a t i o n  

between Megalena and Wolfs te in  b u t  who g radua l ly  c o r r u p t s  

t h i s  r e l a t i o n .  I n  S t .  I rvyne w e  f i n d  a  new t w i s t  i n  t h e  - 
theme of language. Zas t rozz i  p laced  t h e  c o n f l i c t  between 

t h e  symbol and t h e  a t h e i s t  s i g n  a s  e x t e r n a l ,  r ep re sen ted  by 

two s e p a r a t e  c h a r a c t e r s  and played o u t  w i t h i n  a  s y s t e m  of 

masks and g e s t u r e s .  I n  - S t .  I rvyne ,  She l l ey  gradua l ly  moves 



t h e  c o n f l i c t  i n t o  one mind. Rather  t h a n  simply opposing 

Rel ig ion  and Atheism, t h e n ,  he now t r i e s  t o  p l a c e  r e l i g i o n ' s  

t r anscenden t  symbolism wi th in  a  psychologica l ,  ' a t h e i s t '  

pe r spec t ive .  This  change of viewpoint  g i v e s  r i s e  t o  a  

deeply c o n f l i c t e d  v i s i o n  about  t h e  n a t u r e  and power of 

symbolic language. 

The theme of  symbolism i s  p rog res s ive ly  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  

an h i s t o r i c a l  conspiracy.  G i n o t t i ,  a  n a t u r a l  phi losopher  

and a t h e i s t ,  i s  uncovered a s  an  a n c i e n t ,  immortal a n t i t h e s i s  

t o  C h r i s t i a n i t y ;  t h e  s a t u r n i n e  f i g u r e  of Zas t rozz i  i s  now a  

Ros ic ruc ian  who i s  a l s o ,  p a r t l y ,  t h e  legendary Wandering 

J e w .  G i n o t t i  s lowly awakens Wolfs te in ,  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  t o  

another  v e r s i o n  of  h i s t o r y  and t h u s  t o  ano the r  s e t  of poss i -  

b i l i t i e s  f o r  h i s  own l i f e  and t h i s  change i s  f i g u r e d  a s  t h e  

gradua l  b lending of  h i s  psyche wi th  G i n o t t i ' s .  This  h i s -  

t o r i c a l  theme, t h e n ,  a l lows  She l l ey  t o  combine Atheism w i t h  

symbolism i n  a  more powerful f a s h i o n  t h a n  by simply having 

Atheism mask Rel ig ion .  I t  a l lows  him t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

making h i s  a t h e i s t ,  G i n o t t i ,  r e p r e s e n t  something of  wider 

import t h a n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  who has  been wronged by s o c i e t y  

and who seeks  revenge. G i n o t t i  has  t h e  Gothic ,  dark over-  

t ones  w e  found i n  Zas t rozz i  b u t  he  i s  a l s o  more of a  Prome- 

thean  f i g u r e .  Not only does h e  resist God's law, he begins  

t o  r e p r e s e n t  mankind's e t e r n a l  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  d i v i n e  powers. 

This  a t t empt  t o  w r e s t l e  t h e  pregnanz o f  symbolic language 

away from a  s t anda rd  C h r i s t i a n  iconography and i n v e s t  it i n  

an ' a r c h - d e f i e r '  i s  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  s u c c e s s f u l  and i t s  f a i l -  



u r e  shows t h e  sudden i n f l u e n c e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  e a r l y  r e a d i n g  of 

Godwin and w i t h  it t h e  waning of  t h e  Rousseauian ,  r e v o l u -  

t i o n a r y  c o n t r a s t s  of  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  nove l .  

G e s t u r e  and i t s  Doubles: G i n o t t i  and W o l f s t e i n  -- - -- -. 

W e  c a n  d e t e c t  S h e l l e y ' s  c o n t i n u i n g  concern  w i t h  d i s -  

t i n c t i o n s  between symbols and s i g n s  from t h e  s t a r t  o f  - S t  

I r v y n e .  A s  w i t h  Zastroz&, when t h e  b a t t l e  between a t h e i s m  

and r e l i g i o n  i s  j o i n e d ,  t h e  g e s t u r a l  sys tem becomes t h e  

c e n t r a l  medium o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t .  Eye c o n t a c t s  o f  v a r i o u s  

k i n d s  a r e  p r o l i f i c .  The r o b b e r s  and t h e i r  l e a d e r  

Cavigni--who i s  murdered by W o l f s t e i n  e a r l y  i n  t h e  work--are 

engaged i n  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n ;  i n  g e n e r a l  t h e y  e x e r c i s e  t h e  

lower p a s s i o n s  o f  l u s t ,  g r e e d  and a g g r e s s i o n  and t h e i r  

g e s t u r e s  have  c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y  s e n s u a l  meanings. The a c t i o n -  

bound C a v i g n i ' s  d a r k  e y e ,  "wandered w i l d l y  o v e r  t h e  beau- 

t i e s  o f  t h e  l o v e l y  Megalena d e  M e t a s t a s i o ,  a s  i f  he  had 

s e c r e t l y  d e s t i n e d  them f o r  h i m s e l f .  ''43 By c o n t r a s t ,  Mega- 

l e n a  and W o l f s t e i n  can  perform a n o t h e r  k i n d  of  communication 

w i t h  t h e i r  e y e s ;  a t  t h e i r  f i r s t  mee t ing ,  t h e y  see i n t o  e a c h  

o t h e r  e a s i l y  and immedia te ly .  When Megalena i s  rev iewing  

h e r  f i r s t  s i g h t i n g  o f  W o l f s t e i n ,  " h i s  f i g u r e  m a j e s t i c  and 

l o f t y ,  and t h e  f i r e  which f l a s h e d  from h i s  e x p r e s s i v e  e y e ,  

i n d e f i n a b l y  t o  h e r s e l f ,  p e n e t r a t e d  t h e  inmost  s o u l  o f  t h e  

i s o l a t e d  Megalena. " 4 4  These k i n d s  o f  communication t h u s  

r e s o l v e  i n t o  l e v e l s  of  s u r f a c e  and d e p t h .  I d e a s  o f  s u r f a c e  



and dep th  a r e ,  i n  t u r n ,  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  an  e x p r e s s i v i t y  t h a t  

i s  e i t h e r  hardened o r  f l e x i b l e .  We come upon t h e  i d e a  e a r l y  

t h a t  people  who have f a l l e n  morally have less f l e x i b l e  

countenances.  Agnes, who i s  a s s igned  t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  Mega- 

l ena  when she  i s  f i r s t  c ap tu red ,  has  a  "gui l t -bronzed brow" 

which reminds us  of  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  "gu i l t -b ronzed  cheek" and 

t h i s  p l a c e s  a  woman who has f a l l e n  i n  wi th  robbers  low on 

t h e  s c a l e  of e x p r e s s i v i t y .  The semio t i c  d i s t i n c t i o n s  of 

Zas t rozz i  (o f  a  g e s t u r a l  system of hardened o r  t r a n s p a r e n t  

f e a t u r e s ,  of a  symbolism of  s p i r i t u a l  immediacy and a  Mate- 

r i a l i s t  medium which can h i d e  a  hidden mot ive ) ,  a r e  t hen ,  a t  

l e a s t  i n  t h e  beginning s t a g e s  of t h e  nove l ,  maintained i n  

S t .  I rvyne.  - 45 

A s  t h e  p l o t  p rog res se s ,  though, w e  n o t i c e  a  marked 

r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of va lues  i n  comparison wi th  Zas t rozz i .  I f  

Zas t rozz i  r e p r e s e n t s  a  m a t e r i a l i s t  p o s i t i o n  on language 

because he can manipulate  language masks t o  forward h i s  

pass ion  f o r  revenge,  G i n o t t i  r e p r e s e n t s  ano ther  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of t h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  t h e  blending of  a the i sm and occul t i sm.  

We f i n d ,  a t  t h e  end of t h e  nove l ,  t h a t  he  i s  an  a t h e i s t ,  b u t  

when w e  f i r s t  s e e  him he  h a s ,  o r  seems t o  have,  myster ious  

powers. Like Dacre ' s  s a t a n i c  Zofloya o r  t h e  ' b l eed ing  nun' 

i n  L e w i s ' s  The Monk, G i n o t t i  seems t o  know Wol f s t e in ' s  mind -- 
i n  a  way which goes f a r  beyond Z a s t r o z z i ' s  powers t o  read  

motive and moment. 46 Seed has  no ted  t h a t  " . . . G i n o t t i ' s  

power, l i k e  t h a t  of t h e  Ancient Mariner,  i s  concent ra ted  i n  

h i s  eyes ,  w 4 7  and we can begin t o  d e t e c t  h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  when 



we recognize  him a s  a  master  of  e y e  language. Desp i te  h i s  

p o s i t i o n  a s  second i n  commafld i n  t h e  robber  band, h i s  powers 

of pe rcep t ion  go f a r  beyond t h o s e  gran ted  t h e  l eade r  Cavigni 

( a  name drawn from a  minor c h a r a c t e r  i n  The Monk). Cavigni -- 
has  f a i l e d  i n  h i s  f i r s t  a t t empt  t o  seduce Megalena, bu t  

o r d e r s  a  f e a s t  t o  c e l e b r a t e  t h e i r  'mar r iage '  much a g a i n s t  

he r  w i l l .  Wol fs te in ,  who has  a l s o  f a l l e n  i n  l ove  wi th  

Megalena, ( though wi th  h e r  c e l e s t i a l  s i d e )  w i l l  p revent  t h i s  

by a t t empt ing  t o  poison Cavigni ' s  wine wi th  a  'whi te  pow- 

d e r ' .  But G i n o t t i  seems t o  have guessed h i s  i n t e n t i o n  and 

dashes  t h e  g o b l e t  t o  t h e  f l o o r  be fo re  Cavigni can dr ink .  

Afterward,  " t h e  dark  and myster ious  gaze o f  G i n o t t i  a r r e s t e d  

h i s  wandering e y e b a l l ;  i t s  expres s ion  was t o o  marked t o  be 

misunderstood:--he trembled i n  h i s  inmost s o u l ,  b u t  h i s  

countenance y e t  r e t a i n e d  i t s  unchangeable express ion .  w 4 8  The 

' o b j e c t i f i e d '  eye,  t h e  eye a s  seen by t h e  o t h e r ,  has  a  f e l t  

exp res s ive  s u r f a c e  which can u s u a l l y  be  r e l i e d  on t o  h ide  a  

suspec t  motive b u t ,  f o r  Wolfs te in ,  t h i s  boundary i s  becoming 

tenuous.  We a r e  no t  t o l d  how G i n o t t i  knew of W o l f s t e i n ' s  

in tent ion--he does n o t  have any d i r e c t  knowledge of Wolf- 

s t e i n ' s  f e e l i n g  f o r  Megalena--and we a r e  l e f t  i n  an ambigu- 

ous p o s i t i o n :  he  has  e i t h e r  p ieced  t h i n g s  t o g e t h e r  through 

an i n t e l l i g e n t  connect ing of s i t u a t i o n ,  c h a r a c t e r  and oppor- 

t u n i t y  o r  he  has  myster ious  s i g h t  beyond normal ken. 

The problem of how G i n o t t i  knows Wolfs te in  t u r n s  o u t  t o  - 
be t h e  c e n t r a l  theme o f  t h i s  ep i sode .  When w e  nex t  s e e  t h i s  

eye language it comes t o  have a d e f i n i t e l y  e e r i e  o r  o c c u l t  



q u a l i t y .  I t  occurs  a f t e r  S t e i n d o l p h ' s  ' s p e c t r e  t a l e '  a t  t h e  

f e a s t  thrown t o  c e l e b r a t e  t h e  second a t t empt  o f  Cavigni t o  

f o r c e  Megalena t o  marry him. The consummation of  t h e i r  

'union '  i s  planned f o r  midnight and Wolfs te in  a g a i n  r e s o l v e s  

t o  poison Cavigni be fo re  t h i s  can occur .  Here, though, 

G i n o t t i ' s  gaze does  no t  s t o p  Wolfs te in ;  on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  it 

now a l lows  him t o  murder t h e  robber  c h i e f .  Wolfs te in  once 

aga in  a w a i t s  t h e  moment which w i l l  a l l ow  him t o  drop t h e  

whi te  powder, 'unobserved ' ,  i n t o  C a v i g n i ' s  g o b l e t .  The 

a c t i o n  i s  t r i g g e r e d  by e y e s ;  G i n o t t i  a l l ows  Wolfs te in  t o  

poison Cav ign i ' s  d r i n k  by simply a v e r t i n g  h i s  gaze a t  t h e  

a p p r o p r i a t e  moment. But,  She l ley  has  s o  p o s i t i o n e d  us  t h a t  

we begin t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  G i n o t t i  may n o t  be  q u i t e  e a r t h l y  i n  

h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  read  psychic  e v e n t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  p r e c i s e  

n a t u r e  of Wol f s t e in ' s  i n t e n t i o n s  and when they w i l l  be 

c a r r i e d  through.  A f t e r  Cavigni has  d i e d  i n  a p p r o p r i a t e  

agonies ,  Wolfs te in ,  even though h i s  l i f e  i s  a t  s t a k e ,  admits 

t o  t h e  assembled robber  band t h a t  he has  k i l l e d  him. And 

next  w e  s e e  ano the r ,  more t a n t a l i z i n g ,  example of  t h e  kind 

of knowing t h a t  seems t o  pas s  r a t i o n a l  unders tanding,  a  

s i l e n t ,  p r e -expe r i en t a l  symbol system of eyes .  I t  i s  y e t  

mediated,  though minimally,  through an 'eye-beam'. Wolf- 

s t e i n ,  "who had shrunk n o t  a t  dea th ,  had shrunk no t  t o  avow 

himself  g u i l t y  of  murder, and had prepared t o  meet h i s  

reward, s t a r t e d  from G i n o t t i ' s  eye-beam a s  from t h e  emana- 

t i o n  of some s u p e r i o r  and preter-human be ing .n49  The reac-  

t i o n  may appear  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  u n t i l  w e  s e e  t h a t  G i n o t t i  



might have the power to see through wolfstein's bravado and 

into a corrupted interior. ' 

When we first meet Wolfstein, alone and lost in the 

wildernesses of the Alps during an appropriate Gothic storm 

of 'scintillating' flashes of lightning and great crashes of 

thunder, he is contemplating suicide for crimes we are only 

allowed to guess. His confession to the robbers seems to be 

part of the same motive. Wolfstein's fear of this preter- 

natural quality of Ginotti's eyes seems, then, to be the 

reaction of a guilty man to a being who has somehow glimpsed 

his innermost wish. 

But Shelley does not allow us to abandon reason and 

revel unequivocally in Ginotti's occult powers; we have 

been given just enough physical evidence to suggest a com- 

monsense explanation: either Ginotti may know Wolfstein, 

perhaps from experiences they had together before the novel 

opens, or Wolfstein is seeing things in Ginotti that may not 

be there. Critical thought about - St. Irvyne, reflects this 

ambiguity in the sources of Ginotti's knowledge: For Mur- 

phy, Ginotti is a straightforward piece of the Gothic con- 

vention: he is a supernatural being, 'The ~osicrucian', and 

he has powers of occult insight.50 But David Seed recognizes 

the possibility that he might also be a projection of Wolf- 

stein's mind: "Partly we could say that Ginotti becomes a 

personification of Wolfstein's conscience" and he hovers, 

"literally and metaphysically, just on the edge of Wolf- 

stein's vision."51 The insight is, in part, revealing. 



G i n o t t i  may be a  haunted p a r t  of W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind bu t  t h i s  

i s  no more t h a n  say ing  he  i s  a  psycholoqica l  symbol; t h e  

' p r e t e r - n a t u r a l '  communication between t h e  two i s  then  

r e a l l y  i n t r a -psych ic ,  a  d ramat ic  f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  i n t e r -  

course  between t h e  i n t e r n a l  s p e c t a t o r ,  W o l f s t e i n ' s  own 

conscience,  and h i s  ego. She l ley  h a s ,  i n  t h i s  view, an 

a c u t e  unders tanding of t h e  psychology of moral c o r r u p t i o n  

and i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  symbols: G i n o t t i  i s  a  s c reen  f o r  Wolf- 

s t e i n ' s  conscience and t h e s e  s t r a n g e ,  unmediated i n t e r a c -  

t i o n s  can be expla ined  a s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  i n  W o l f s t e i n ' s  over-  

heated imagina t ion ;  a s  he s l i p s  morally and murders Cavigni ,  

h i s  conscience i s  divorced from him, p r o j e c t e d  on to  G i n o t t i ,  

and appears  t o  watch him from a  d i s t a n c e .  G i n o t t i  i s  then  a  

symbol of  h i s  moral f a l l .  

Up t o  a  c e r t a i n  p o i n t  i n  t h e  nove l ,  we f i n d  o t h e r  

i n s t a n c e s  which seem t o  bear  o u t  t h i s  l i n e  of  i n t e r p r e t a -  

t i o n .  When G i n o t t i  i s  f i r s t  seen  by Wolfs te in  a f t e r  h i s  

escape from t h e  robber  band, h e  i s  "convulsed w i t h  involun- 

t a r y  ho r ro r "52  and somehow G i n o t t i  f o r c e s  him t o  swear an 

oa th  t h a t  when h e  d i e s ,  Wolfs te in  w i l l  f i r s t  l i s t e n  t o  h i s  

t a l e  and t h e n  g i v e  him a  C h r i s t i a n  b u r i a l .  G i n o t t i ,  he re ,  

seems a  v i o l e n t ,  impuls ive  c r i m i n a l  who i s  t h r e a t e n i n g  

Wolfs te in  p h y s i c a l l y  i f  he does  n o t  comply wi th  h i s  s t r a n g e  

wish f o r  a  C h r i s t i a n  redemption. But She l ley  a l lows  us  a  

glimpse of W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind and w e  s e e  t h a t  he has  h i s  own 

problemat ic .  The words ' convuls ion '  and ' i nvo lun ta ry '  

sugges t  a  f o r c e  w i th in  t h e  psyche t h a t  appears  a s  i f  it were 



b e i n g  c o n t r o l l e d  i n v i s i b l y  by a n o t h e r  o r  from a d i s t a n c e ;  

t h a t  i s ,  t h e  c o n t r o l  i s  f e l t  t o  be  unmediated.  When G i n o t t i  

l e a v e s ,  t h i s  compuls ive  f o r c e  goes  w i t h  him, and " a  weight  

seemed t o  have  been t a k e n  from t h e  b r e a s t  of  W o l f ~ t e i n , " ~ ~  

though it i s  soon  r e p l a c e d  when h e  remembers G i n o t t i ' s  

i n j u n c t i o n  which p r e s s e s  " l i k e  a l o a d  o f  ice,  upon h i s  

b r e a s t .  '"* To W o l f s t e i n ,  G i n o t t i  a p p e a r s  t o  have i n t r a -  

p s y c h i c  e f f e c t s ,  h i s  p r e s e n c e  b r i n g s  a n  u n b e a r a b l e  ' i n n e r '  

p r e s s u r e ,  h e  seems even t o  c r o s s  t h e  i n t e r - s u b j e c t i v e  

t h r e s h o l d  and t a k e  o v e r  f u n c t i o n s  o f  W o l f s t e i n ' s  ego.  I t  i s  

y e t  p o s s i b l e ,  t h e n ,  t o  see G i n o t t i ,  a s  a ' symbol ic  p r o j e c -  

t i o n '  whose powers a r e  r e a l l y  t h o s e  o f  W o l f s t e i n ' s  con- 

s c i e n c e  a s  it a c t s  t o  c a u s e  him i n n e r  a n g u i s h  f o r  h i s  wish 

f o r  s u i c i d e  and f o r  h i s  p a s t  crimes. 

But ,  a s  t h e  novel  p r o g r e s s e s ,  t h i s  l i n e  o f  i n t e r p r e t a -  

t i o n ,  ( a l s o  no ted  by S e e d ) ,  b e g i n s  t o  b reak  down. T h i s  i s  

because  S h e l l e y  now b e g i n s  t o  u n d e r c u t  t h e  m e d i a t i o n  occur -  

r i n g  i n  t h e  communication between W o l f s t e i n  and G i n o t t i .  I f  

w e  s t u d y  t h e  n e x t  few i n t e r c h a n g e s  between t h e s e  two, w e  see 

t h a t  a sys tem o f  symbol ic  g e s t u r e s ,  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  one w e  

found i n  V e r e z z i ' s  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  unmediated,  communication 

w i t h  J u l i a ,  i s  now beg inn ing  t o  dominate  t h e  a c t i o n ,  though 

t h i s  sys tem i s  a l s o  c a r e f u l l y  ba lanced  w i t h  a commonsense, 

world o f  med ia ted  d i s c o u r s e .  I t  t h i s  v a r i a n c e  between 

everyday s i g n s  and o c c u l t  f o r c e s  and symbols which keeps  o u r  

i n t e r e s t  and keeps  o u r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f f  b a l a n c e .  



The communicative s t r u c t u r e  of  G i n o t t i ' s  n e x t  appear-  

ance  i s  s o  ambiguously p l a c e d  w e  canno t  t e l l  i f  w e  have  a n  

o b j e c t i v e  judgement of  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  o r  i f  w e  a r e  s e e i n g  t h e  

haun ted  e f f e c t s  of t h e  o c c u l t  on W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind. A t  t h e  

p a r t y  h e l d  by t h e  Duca d i  Th ice  a t  Genoa, W o l f s t e i n  can  now 

f e e l  a n  i n t e n s e  gaze  emanat ing  from t h e  crowd. H e  t r ies  

d e s p e r a t e l y  t o  a v o i d  t h e s e  e y e s  and does  n o t  r e c o g n i z e  them; 

t h e  n a r r a t o r  must now t e l l  u s  t h a t  t h e y  be long  t o  G i n o t t i ,  

" f o r  i t  was Ginot t i - - f rom whose s c r u t i n i z i n g  g l a n c e  Wolf- 

s t e i n  t u r n e d  a p p a l l e d ; - - i t  was G i n o t t i ,  of  whose s t r a n g e l y  

and f e a r f u l l y  gleaming e y e b a l l  W o l f s t e i n  endeavoured t o  

evade t h e  f a s c i n a t i o n  i n  v a i n . " 5 5  W e  can  d e t e c t  t h e  n o t e  of 

parody o f  t h e  Goth ic  w e  found i n  Z a s t r o z z i  b u t ,  more impor- 

t a n t l y ,  t h e  i n t e r - s u b j e c t i v e  boundary h a s  now been broached.  

W o l f s t e i n  c a n n o t  p r e v e n t  t h e s e  e y e s  from ' s e e i n g ' .  h i m  and a  

f e e l i n g  of  a b s o l u t e  exposure  f o r c e s  him t o  re t i re  from t h e  

g a t h e r i n g .  A s  t h i s  o c c u r s  j u s t  a f t e r  he  h a s  produced a  

p a s s i o n a t e ,  A t h e i s t  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  h i s  s e d u c t i o n  o f  Megale- 

n a ,  w e  might  c o n s t r u e  t h a t  h e  i s  r a p i d l y  s l i p p i n g  i n t o  a  

moral vacuum. The mora l ly  s e n s i t i v e  n a r r a t o r  h a s  warned u s  

t h a t ,  " y e t  d i d  h e  l o v e  h e r  now; a t  l e a s t  i f  h e a t e d  admira- 

t i o n  o f  h e r  p e r s o n  and accomplishments ,  independen t ly  of  

mind, be  l o v e .  ' t56 The r e a d i n g  t h a t  G i n o t t i ' s  powers a r e  mere 

p r o j e c t i o n  seems borne  o u t ;  a s  W o l f s t e i n  s i n k s  i n t o  e r o t i c  

and o t h e r  m a t e r i a l i s t  p l e a s u r e s ,  he  becomes t h e  v i c t i m  of  a  

g u i l t y  c o n s c i e n c e .  The e y e s  symbol ize  h i s  knowledge o f  h i s  

own s t a t e  and t h e  s e n s e  of  b e i n g  watched i s  i l l u s o r y ;  t h e s e  



magical 'eye-beams1 do  n o t  r e a l l y  s e e  through him. They 

show u s  t h a t  he i s  s u f f e r i n g  t h e  necessary  moral pena l ty  of 

h i s  cr imes;  b u t  h i s  pena l ty  i s  a d e l u s i o n  and She l ley  i s  

showing us  t h e  psychological  b a s i s  o f  an a c t i v e  r e l i g i o u s  

conscience.  

But t h e r e  a r e  now a number of p r a c t i c a l  ques t ions  t h a t  

can be r a i s e d .  What i s  G i n o t t i  do ing  i n  t h e  crowd a t  t h i s  

p r e c i s e  moment? How does he know t h a t  Wolfs te in  has  seduced 

Megalena? I f  G i n o t t i ' s  motive i s  t o  g a i n  some reward from 

Wolf s t e i n  f o r  suppor t ing  him a g a i n s t  t h e  robber  band, why 

d i d  he  n o t  come forward be fo re  t h i s  i n s t e a d  of hover ing 

about t h e  edges  of W o l f s t e i n ' s  v i s i o n ?  The co inc idences  of  

W o l f s t e i n ' s  cr imes wi th  G i n o t t i ' s  appearances  a r e  now t o o  

p a t  t o  be  exp la ined  a s  chance, ( o r  a s  t h e  r e s u l t  of Shel-  

l e y ' s  l ack  of  a t t e n t i o n  t o  c o n t i n u i t y ) .  She l l ey  i s  drawing 

us i n t o  an a r e a  of deep u n c e r t a i n t y  about  t h e  mind's  a b i l i -  

t i es  t o  communicate: Are we watching a g radua l  dismemberment 

of Wol f s t e in ' s  mental powers, caused by h i s  ' immora l i ty ' ,  o r  

a r e  t h e s e  t r u e  ' o c c u l t  f o r c e s '  emanating from G i n o t t i ' s  

eyes?  Is G i n o t t i  a  psycholoqica l  symbol, t h u s  exp la inab le  

i n  r a t i o n a l  t e r m s ,  o r  i s  he  a t r u e  symbol of  r e l i g i o u s  o r  

o c c u l t  import?  57  

G i n o t t i  a s  Symbol - 

G i n o t t i  does  appear t o  have a f u l l y  s e p a r a t e  ex i s t ence .  

A s  i f  t o  underscore  t h i s  phys i ca l  independence, She l ley  



emphasises h i s  s i z e ;  he has  a  " g i g a n t i c  form" and "a supe r i -  

o r  and towering f i g u r e . "  But t h i s  s e p a r a t i o n  does n o t  

r e a l l y  s o l v e  t h e  problem of  how we a r e  t o  i n t e r p r e t  G i n o t t i ;  

it adds t o  our  mala i se .  G i n o t t i ' s  s i z e  would make him a  

very good sc reen  f o r  symbolic p r o j e c t i o n s .  Rousseau can 

aga in  be used a s  an a u t h o r i t y  he re .  The no t ion  t h a t  G i n o t t i  

i s  a p r o j e c t i o n ,  ( a  q u i t e  l e g i t i m a t e  r ead ing  g iven  S h e l l e y ' s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  of W o l f s t e i n ' s '  i n n e r  s t a t e s ) ,  i s  remarkably 

c l o s e  t o  Rousseau's  no t ion  t h a t  v e r b a l  s i g n s  were o r i g i n a l l y  

f i g u r a t i v e ;  t h e i r  b i r t h  i n  t h e  pas s ions  f i r s t  gave rise t o  a  

k ind  of language d i f f e r e n t  t h a n  s i g n s  based i n  a r b i t r a r y  

s i g n i f i c a t i o n .  I n  Rousseau's The O r i g i n  - of Lanquaqe, w e  

f i n d  t h a t  symbolism i t s e l f  stems from j u s t  such fearsome 

p r o j e c t i o n s  o n t o  an enemy, 

Upon meeting o t h e r s ,  a savage man w i l l  i n i t i a l l y  be 
f r i g h t e n e d .  Because of h i s  f e a r  he  sees t h e  o t h e r s  a s  
b igge r  and s t r o n g e r  t han  h imse l f .  H e  c a l l s  them gi- 
a n t s .  A f t e r  many exper iences ,  he recognizes  t h a t  t h e s e  
so -ca l l ed  g i a n t s  a r e  n e i t h e r  b igge r  nor s t r o n g e r  than  
he.  The i r  s t a t u r e  does  n o t  approach t h e  i d e a  h e  had 
i n i t i a l l y  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  word g i a n t .  So he i n v e n t s  
ano the r  name common t o  them, and t o  him, such a s  t h e  
name - man, f o r  example, and l eaves  g i a n t  t o  t h e  f i c t i -  
t i o u s  o b j e c t  t h a t  had impressed him du r ing  h i s  i l l u -  
s i o n .  That  i s  how t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  word i s  born be fo re  
t h e  l i t e r a l  word, w&n our  gaze i s  he ld  i n  pas s iona t e  
f a s c i n a t i o n  . . . . 

The dynamics of  W o l f s t e i n ' s  pe rcep t ion  of  G i n o t t i  a r e  re- 

.markably c l o s e  t o  t h i s  f i r s t  paranoiac  b i r t h  of  f i g u r e s  of 

speech.  I n  Rousseau's  no t ion ,  a  s t r a n g e r  of  equal  s t a t u r e  

has  been imagined as a  g i a n t ;  perce ived  phys i ca l  s i z e  cor re -  

sponds e x a c t l y  t o  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  of f e a r  about  t h i s  s t range-  



ness .  Symbolism, t hen ,  i n  Rousseau's  view, i s  reduced t o  

psychology; it i s  based i n  i l l u s o r y  i d e a s  and pe rcep t ions .  

The important  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  i n  - S t .  I rvyne  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

i n t e r c e d e s  and has  t o l d  u s  t h a t  G i n o t t i  - i s  g i g a n t i c  and does 

seem t o  know W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind e x a c t l y  and wi th  no obvious 

means; She l ley  has  brought t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  of  mediat ion t o  

t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  w e  r e a l i z e  G i n o t t i  may very wel l  have t h e  

t i t a n i c  powers a s c r i b e d  t o  him. Thus, i n s t e a d  of t r a v e l i n g  

forward from t h e  source  of symbols i n  ' t h e  pas s ions '  t o  t h e  

convent ional  s i g n ,  w e  a r e  t r a v e l i n g  i n  a  d i r e c t i o n  oppos i t e  

t o  Rousseau's .  I n  - S t .  I rvyne t h e  ' l i t e r a l  word' i s  gradual-  

l y  being over taken by symbolic s i g n i f i c a n c e s ;  we a r e  uncov- 

e r i n g  t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  r o o t s  i n  W o l f s t e i n ' s  ' conven t iona l ' ,  

mediated d i scou r se .  

This  i n c r e a s e  i n  symbol i sa t ion  and t h e  'backward' 

motion toward o r i g i n s  becomes p rog res s ive ly  emphasised. 

Wolfs te in  i s  r a p i d l y  s i n k i n g  i n t o  a  moral abyss  and She l ley  

conjures  up G i n o t t i  a s  he  passes  each s t a g e  of t h i s  downward 

movement. J u s t  a s  he  i s  about t o  gamble away a  huge sum of  

money, G i n o t t i  suddenly appears  and Wolfs te in  "gazed on t h e  

myster ious  s c r u t i n e e r  who s tood  be fo re  him."59 By now, 

Wolfs te in  himself  has  become aware of  t h i s  unnerving play 

between e x t e r i o r  and i n t e r i o r ,  by a  f i g u r e  who seems t o  be 

both i n s i d e  and o u t s i d e  h imse l f ;  he  s eeks  t o  f i n d  o u t  how "a 

fel low-mortal  might be a b l e  t o  g a i n  s o  s t r o n g ,  though s i g h t -  

l e s s ,  an  empire over him. H e  f e l t  t h a t  he was no longer  

independent.  "60 The c o n t r a s t  of  s t r e n g t h  wi th  ' s i g h t l e s s '  i s  



i m p o r t a n t ;  i n  c o n t e x t ,  ' s i g h t l e s s '  means ' e x t r a  s e n s o r y t ,  
I 

t h a t  i s ,  w i t h o u t  med ia t ion .  W o l f s t e i n  i s  now c o n s c i o u s  t h a t  

G i n o t t i  can  see i n t o  and c o n t r o l  him w i t h o u t  a  m a t e r i a l  

means t o  d o  s o .  The s u b t l e  u s e  of  p e r s p e c t i v e  a l lowed by 

t h e s e  t e r m s  f o r  med ia t ion ,  t h u s  a l l o w s  u s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

t h a t  W o l f s t e i n  i s  n o t  s imply becoming de luded  i n t o  t h i n k i n g  

t h a t  a  ' f e l l o w - m o r t a l '  h a s  magica l  powers o v e r  him. Wolf- 

s t e i n  i s  t o o  aware o f  t h e  problem, and o f  i t s  b a s i s  i n  

unmediated communication, t o  b e  de luded .  Our s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  

G i n o t t i  may ve ry  w e l l  have t h e s e  powers h a s  been g i v e n  a n  

added b i t  of  p r o o f .  

S h e l l e y  h a s  t h e n  used t h i s  doub le  mystery i n  G i n o t t i ' s  

a b i l i t y  t o  'know' W o l f s t e i n  t o  i t s  f u l l e s t  and h a s  g r a d u a l l y  

r e v e a l e d  t o  u s  t h a t  he  i s  n o t  s imply  a  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p r o j e c -  

t i o n .  An ambigu i ty  i n  f i g u r a t i o n  i s  b e i n g  p layed  o u t  h e r e ,  

one w e  can  a l s o  f i n d  i n  Rousseau ' s  e s s a y  on language.  The 

f i r s t  s i g h t i n g  o f  Rousseau 's  ' g i a n t '  e n g u l f e d  p e r c e p t i o n ;  it 

i s  on ly  l a t e r  t h a t  t h e  word ' g i a n t t  i s  r e a l i z e d  a s  a  f i g u r a -  

t i v e  word which can  b e  c o r r e c t e d  by t h e  l i t e r a l  word. But 

what happens i n  t h i s  f i r s t  moment o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n ?  I f  it 

can b e  ' e x p l a i n e d '  and s e e n  a s  a  m i s t a k e n  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  f e a r  

on ly  i n  h i n d s i g h t ,  what a r e  t h e  s e m i o t i c s  of  t h i s  f i r s t  

i m a g i n a t i v e  u s e  of  words? A t  t h i s  f i r s t  moment o f  s i g n i f i -  

cance ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  i s  convinced t h a t  h e  i s  s e e i n g  a  myth ic ,  

f a b u l o u s ,  t i t a n i c  b e i n g ;  t h e r e  c a n  b e  no  f i g u r a t i v e  p l a y  

d u r i n g  t h i s  moment. S h e l l e y  seems t o  p l a y  w i t h  t h e  p o s s i -  

b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p r o j e c t i o n  does  n o t  



f u l l y  e x p l a i n  symbols. There i s  more t o  G i n o t t i ' s  powers 

than could be  g iven  him by an  e r r o r  i n  percep t ion .  The f e l t  

s ens ing  of h i s  r e a l i t y ,  what d e  Man would c a l l  h i s  

' p resence '  6 1 ,  cannot ,  i n  t h i s  t e x t ,  be expla ined  away by 

simply s t a t i n g  t h a t  he  i s  a  d i s t o r t i o n  of s i g n s  t h a t  a r e  i n  

essence  ' a r b i t r a r y '  o r  convent iona l ,  (Rousseau's  ' l i t e r a l  

word ' )  because She l ley  seems f u l l y  aware of t h e  no t ion  of 

' p r o j e c t i o n '  and i s  seek ing  t o  go beyond it. 

I n  G i n o t t i ' s  nex t  appearance we can c l e a r l y  d e t e c t  t h i s  

awareness. Now s i c k  of Megalena, Wolfs te in  

r e t r a c e d ,  i n  mental review, t h e  p a s t  e v e n t s  of  h i s  
l i f e ,  and shuddered a t  t h e  darkness  of  h i s  f u t u r e  
d e s t i n y .  He s t r o v e  t o  r e p e n t  of  h i s  cr imes;  b u t ,  
though conscious  of t h e  connexion which e x i s t e d  between 
t h e  i d e a s ,  a s  o f t e n  a s  repentance  presen ted  i t s e l f  t o  
h i s  mind, G i n o t t i  rushed upon h i s  t r o u b l e d  imaginat ion,  
and a  da rk  g 2 i l  seemed t o  s e p a r a t e  him f o r  eve r  from 
c o n t r i t i o n .  

This i s  t h e  psychologica l  view of  conscience.  G i n o t t i  i s  an 

image i n  W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind which has  now taken  up r e s idence  

where h i s  conscience should be.  He i s  t h u s  a p r o j e c t i o n  and 

symbol of W o l f s t e i n ' s  i n n e r  s t a t e .  However, p e r f e c t l y  

ba lanc ing  what would seem t o  be a  psychologica l  exp lana t ion ,  

G i n o t t i  now appears ,  q u i t e  i n  t h e  f l e s h ,  from behind a 

p o r t a l .  A s  Wolfs te in  t u r n s  t o  e n t e r  t h e  p o r t a l ,  "a g r a s p  

of i r o n  a r r e s t e d  h i s  arm, and, t u r n i n g  round, he recognized 

t h e  t a l l  f i g u r e  of G i n o t t i ,  which, enveloped i n  a  mant le ,  

had leaned a g a i n s t  a  j u t t i n g  b u t t r e s s .  ' l f j3 We have been 

shown, d e c i s i v e l y ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no e x t e r i o r  motive f o r  



G i n o t t i ' s  appearance.  No obvious means, no mediat ions ,  a r e  

p r e s e n t  he re ;  G i n o t t i  i s  a b l e  t o  r ead  Wol f s t e in ' s  moral and 

mental s t a t e  d i r e c t l y  and h i s  o b j e c t i v e  e x i s t e n c e  i s  com- 

p l e t e l y  l i nked  t o  t h i s  i n t e r i o r  s t a t e .  He comes t o  l i f e  

j u s t  a f t e r  a moment of i n t r o s p e c t i o n  i n  which h i s  f i g u r e  has  

obscured Wol f s t e in ' s  conscience.  G i n o t t i ,  t h e n ,  has  both a  

s e p a r a t e  e x i s t e n c e  wi th in  w o l f s t e i n ' s  mind, and he has  a  

s e p a r a t e  e x i s t e n c e  o u t s i d e  t h i s  mind. W e  can s e e  t h a t  

She l ley  i s  q u i t e  aware of t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of  symbolism; 

symbols a r e ,  p r e c i s e l y ,  more t h a n  s u b j e c t i v e  p r o j e c t i o n s .  He 

knows very w e l l  t h a t  t o  be e f f e c t i v e  t hey  should have a  l i f e  

of t h e i r  own and appear  t o  us a s  a r b i t r a r y  presences  beyond 

human psychology. 

G i n o t t i  i s  t a k i n g  on more f a r  r each ing  resonances;  he 

i s  now ' omni sc i en t1  and a b l e  t o  move i n s i d e  and o u t s i d e  

Wolfs te in  wi th  ease .  The d i s t i n c t i o n  between " i n s i d e "  and 

"ou t s ide"  has  become obscure.  A s  a  s e p a r a t e  be ing ,  t h u s  

' o u t s i d e ' ,  G i n o t t i  has  t aken  on t h e  power of a  double who 

knows W o l f s t e i n ' s  every thought  and he  can ,  d i s t u r b i n g l y ,  

be f e l t  ' i n s i d e '  because he  now b locks ,  (ve ry  much l i k e  t h e  

f i l m  over  V e r e z z i l s  e y e ) ,  t h e  l i g h t  of  r e l i g i o u s  mora l i t y .  

I t  i s  t h i s  we l l  developed u n c e r t a i n t y  of  l o c a t i o n  t h a t  

i n c r e a s e s  W o l f s t e i n ' s  t e r r o r  and t h e  r e a d e r ' s  awareness t h a t  

She l ley  i s  exp lo r ing  a  double p a t t e r n  i n  s i g n i f i c a t i o n .  

She l ley  w i l l  concede t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  p r o j e c t i o n s ,  based i n  

t e r r o r  o r  g u i l t y  conscience,  b u t  G i n o t t i  i s  n o t  one of them. 

G i n o t t i  i s  n o t  an  i l l u s i o n  of language,  he i s  a  symbol 



because She l l ey  has ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y ,  made him 'hover '  i n  a  

medial p o s i t i o n  between the ,mind  and an  e x t e r i o r  e x i s t e n c e .  

The s ta tement  from Rousseau should remind us ,  however, 

t h a t  t h i s  i n d e c i s i v e  e x i s t e n c e  of l o c a t i o n  and c o n t r o l  a l s o  

a l i g n s  w e l l  wi th  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  between symbolic and 

convent ional  modes of  express ion  we found i n  Zas t rozz i .  

G i n o t t i  has  t aken  over  some of  t h e  symbolic func t ions  ac- 

corded t o  J u l i a  bu t  t h i s ,  a s  She l ley  would have known, i s  

c l o s e  t o  i d o l a t r y ;  one senses  a  s t r u g g l e  he re  s i m i l a r  t o  

t h e  a t h e i s t - s y m b o l i s t  s t r u g g l e  w e  found i n  V e r e z z i ' s  eye.  

While he  seems t o  be t a k i n g  on miraculous ,  seemingly d i v i n e ,  

powers of  unmediated knowledge, w e  must remember t h a t  t h i s  

i s  an a t h e i s t  who i s  'coming t o  l i f e '  a s  a  symbol. A s  such 

She l ley  cannot  r e l y  on any of  t h e  customary r e l i g i o u s  i co -  

nography and unders tandings  t o  g i v e  h i s  symbol c r e d i b i l i t y .  

G i n o t t i  cannot  be 'daemonic ' ,  nor  can he  be  d i v i n e  nor can 

he  be a  demi-urge. For Seed he  appears  t o  "possess  knowledge 

and powers r e se rved  f o r  God, w 6 4  y e t  l a t e r  when w e  a r e  t o l d  

he i s  t h e  Wandering J e w ,  t h e r e  i s  no " d i r e c t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  

t h e  r e l i g i o u s  o r i g i n  of t h e  legend,  s o  t h a t  t h e  image now 

sugges t s  a  quas i -hero ic  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  f o r c e s  of adve r s i -  

t y  " 6 5  Seed has  mapped t h e  range between t h e i s t ,  o c c u l t i s t  

and a t h e i s t  (p sycho log ica l )  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of G i n o t t i .  

W e  can beg in  t o  d e t e c t  S h e l l e y ' s  r e c o g n i t i o n  of t h i s  

problem i n  t h e  development of G i n o t t i ' s  ' eye  beams' o r  

' r a d i a t i o n s ' .  A f t e r  Wolfs te in  r u n s  away from t h e  gambling 

sa lon  t o  f i n a l l y  co rne r  h i s  p e r s e c u t o r  and demand an expla-  



n a t i o n ,  " t h e  eyes  of G i n o t t i  f l a s h e d  w i t h  co rusca t ions  of 

i n e x p r e s s i b l e  f i r e ' ' 6 6  and a f t e r  he  has  found him i n  p l a c e  of 

h i s  conscience by t h e  p o r t a l ,  " t h e  p a l e  ray  of t h e  moon f e l l  

upon h i s  ( G i n o t t i ' s )  dark  f e a t u r e s ,  and h i s  co rusca t ing  eye  

f i x e d  on h i s  t rembl ing  v i c t i m ' s  countenance,  f l a s h e d  wi th  

a lmost  i n t o l e r a b l e  b r i l l i a n c y .  "" And j u s t  as he  i s  about 

t o  s o l v e  t h e  mystery and t e l l  Wolfs te in  of h i s  o r i g i n s ,  " A  

pause ensued; dur ing  which t h e  eyes  of G i n o t t i ,  g l a r i n g  with  

demoniacal s c i n t i l l a t i o n s ,  spoke t e n f o l d  t e r r o r s  t o  t h e  sou l  

of wolf s t e i n .  "68 These a r e  d ramat ic ,  evoca t ions  of ' o the r -  

w o r l d l i n e s s ' ,  b u t  they have become c l e a r l y  p a r o d i s t i c .  

Desp i te  t h e  py ro t echn ic s ,  t h e  e f f e c t  i s  t o  l eave  Wolfs te in  

on t h e  o u t s i d e .  There i s  no c o n t a c t  w i th  o r  s ens ing  of a  

t r anscenden t  o r  o c c u l t  world he re ;  W o l f s t e i n ' s  t e r r o r  i s  

r e f l e c t e d  back t o  him i n  G i n o t t i ' s  eyes .  H e  a c t u a l l y  s e e s  a  

s u r f a c e ,  t h e  f l a s h  of  t h e  eye-beam, a  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of l i g h t  

t h a t  i s  very c l o s e  t o  f i r e ;  t h e r e  i s  no d i s t i n c t  in format ive  

con ten t .  The beam i s  a l s o  much more ' m a t e r i a l '  t han  Ju- 

l i a ' s ;  it remains a  medium and i t s  symbolic import  unde- 

f i ned .  T h i s ,  t h e n ,  i s  a  very conscious  a t t empt  t o  go beyond 

mediated d i s c o u r s e  i n t o  symbolic language without  t h e  means 

t o  do  s o .  The l i g h t  may h u r t  because of i t s  b r i l l i a n c e  b u t ,  

a s  y e t ,  it has  no r e a l ,  gene ra l  import ;  t o  Wolfs te in  it 

remains a  s i g n  and communicates no th ing  conc re t e  beyond a  

sugges t ion  of  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  Wolfs te in  i n -  

t e n s e l y  wishes t o  know who G i n o t t i  i s ,  and it i s  wi th  an 

equal  i n t e n s i t y  t h a t  G i n o t t i ' s  m a t e r i a l  eye-bal l  f l a r e s  and 



f l ames .  S h e l l e y  i s  t r y i n g  h a r d  t o  c r o s s  t h e  l i m i t s  of 

r a t i o n a l  m e d i a t i o n  b u t  t h e s e  f l a s h e s  and s c i n t i l l a t i o n s  a r e  

m e r e  g e s t u r e s  towards  symbolism. For  W o l f s t e i n  t o  know who 

~ i n o t t i  i s ,  and how h e  came t o  have  h i s  s t r a n g e  powers,  

would r e q u i r e  t h a t  S h e l l e y  e i t h e r  c o l l a p s e  t h e  i l l u s i o n  of 

t h e  doub le  i n t o  some normal human r e l a t i o n ,  ( t h u s  come down 

on t h e  s i d e  of G i n o t t i  a s  a  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  symbol o r  ' p r o j e c -  

t i o n ' )  o r  p r e s e n t  u s  w i t h  a  c o h e r e n t ,  s u p e r n a t u r a l  exp lana-  

t i o n  which t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  media ted  language t h e y  have  been 

u s i n g .  H e  w i l l  have t o  p r e s e n t  G i n o t t i  a s  new k i n d  of  

o t h e r w o r l d l y  b e i n g  who i s  known th rough  symbols ,  o r  he  w i l l  

have t o  make him t a l k  i n  a  c o n v e n t i o n a l  way, pe rhaps  a s  a  

F a u s t i a n - s c i e n t i s t .  

G i n o t t i  -- and t h e  P o t e n t i a l  - U n i t i e s  of  Mind -- 

For  Murphy, G i n o t t i ' s  s t r a n g e  powers a r e  a d e q u a t e l y  

e x p l a i n e d  a s  S h e l l e y ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  Ros ic ruc ian i sm;  he  h a s  

found h i s  way i n t o  W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind th rough  a  r e l i g i o u s  

r i t u a l  which i s  unorthodox b u t  y e t  w i t h i n  t h e  world of  

s p i r i t s  and a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  d i v i n i t y .  S h e l l e y  i s  e x p l o r i n g  

t h e  ' a r e a s  o f  t h e  mind y e t  haun ted  by r e l i g i o n ' .  69  To Seed 

he i s  a  much more ambiguous c h a r a c t e r ,  and h e  i s  n o t  s o  

e a s i l y  e x p l a i n e d :  " S h e l l e y  c a r e f u l l y  m a i n t a i n s  a  margin of 

mystery which p r e v e n t s  a t t r i b u t i n g  any c a t e g o r i c a l  i d e n t i t y  

t o  G i n o t t i .  " 7 0  Seed a s c r i b e s  t h i s  u n c e r t a i n t y  t o  a  f a l l i n g  

o f f  of  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  Goth ic  a s  S h e l l e y  comes under  t h e  



i n f l u e n c e  of  Godwin's own G o t h i c  n o v e l ,  S t .  Leon, and t h e  -- 
r a t i o n a l  ph i losophy  of  ~ o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e .  I n  S h e l l e y ' s  

i n t r o d u c t o r y ,  1812, l e t te r  t o  Godwin w e  f i n d  " i t  i s  now a  

p e r i o d  o f  more t h a n  two y e a r s  s i n c e  f i r s t  I saw your  i n e s -  

t i m a b l e  book on ' P o l i t i c a l  ~ u s t i c e  ' n 7  which would d a t e  t h e  

f i r s t  r e a d i n g  a t  a b o u t  t h e  same t i m e  t h a t  he  was a t t e m p t i n g  

t o  f i n i s h  - S t .  I r v y n e  ( l a t e  1 8 1 0 ) .  A Godwinian 

r a t i ~ n a l i s m ~ ~ ,  t h e n ,  c o u l d  v e r y  w e l l  b e  u n d e r c u t t i n g  t h e  

o c c u l t  symbolism o f  f l a s h i n g  e y e s  and m y s t e r i o u s  knowledge 

and e f f e c t s .  The u n c e r t a i n t y ,  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  k i n d s  o f  

s i g n i f i c a t i o n  S h e l l e y  u s e s ,  now becomes more i n t e n s e  a s  

G i n o t t i  t r ies  t o  e x p l a i n  h i s  powers t o  W o l f s t e i n .  I n  c h a p t e r  

V I I I ,  W o l f s t e i n  i s  f i n a l l y  a l lowed  i n t o  G i n o t t i ' s  h i s t o r y ,  

and t h e  problem of  media t ion  i s  immedia te ly  r a i s e d .  

H e  b e g i n s  w i t h  a n  a c c o u n t  o f  W o l f s t e i n ' s  own p a s t ,  " L e t  

it b e  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  you t o  know, t h a t  e v e r y  e v e n t  i n  your  

l i f e  h a s  n o t  on ly  been known t o  m e ,  b u t  h a s  o c c u r r e d  under  

my p a r t i c u l a r  mach ina t ions .  "73 H e  c o n f e s s e s ,  f u r t h e r ,  t o  

hav ing  known e v e r y  "opening i d e a "  which marked W o l f s t e i n ' s  

d e s t i n y  and "even when f a r ,  f a r  away, when t h e  ocean pe rhaps  

h a s  r o a r e d  between u s ,  have  I known your  t h o u g h t s ,  Wolf- 

s t e i n ;  y e t  have  I known them n e i t h e r  by c o n j e c t u r e  n o r  

i n s p i r a t i o n .  " 7 4  T h i s  would a p p e a r  t o  s o l v e  t h e  problem; 

G i n o t t i  h a s  o m n i s c i e n t  powers. I n  a n o t h e r  s e n t e n c e  t h a t  

a lmos t  s t a t e s  t h e  c a s e  d i r e c t l y ,  G i n o t t i  c l a i m s  t o  have  been 

t h e  f o r m a t i v e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  ' e x c e l l e n t '  p a r t  of  Wolf- 

s t e i n ' s  mind. I n  t h e  web o f  i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  h a s  made up 



W o l f s t e i n ' s  c h a r a c t e r  and a b i l i t i e s ,  G i n o t t i  i s  c la iming t h e  

god- l ike  power of  an o c c u l t  source .  With t h i s  knowledge 
, 

imparted w e  s e e m  t o  be coming t o  a  r e s o l u t i o n ,  now G i n o t t i ' s  

" exp res s ive  eye ,  d i v e r t e d  of i t s  f i e r c e n e s s  and mystery 

r e s t e d  on W o l f s t e i n ' s  countenance wi th  a  mild  ben ign i ty .  117 5 

Given t h e  way i n  which She l l ey  has  used ambigu i t i e s  i n  

mediat ion t o  keep us  o f f  ba lance ,  t h e  n o t i o n  of  t h e  'double '  

could e a s i l y  c o l l a p s e  he re .  And it f i r s t  appears  t o  do 

t h i s .  W e  a r e  dragged through a  long d i g r e s s i o n  and a  new 

sub-plot  i nvo lv ing  Wol f s t e in ' s  s ister,  E l o i s e ,  and a new s e t  

of c h a r a c t e r s ,  one of whom i s  c a l l e d  Nempere. Nempere, a t  

t h e  end of t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  i s  k i l l e d  by E l o i s e ' s  p r o t e c t o r ,  

Mountfort ,  and--to add t o  t h e  confusion--we a r e  informed 

l a t e r  t h a t  Nempere i s  a  d i s g u i s e  f o r  G i n o t t i .  This  would 

seem t h e  Godwinian, r a t i o n a l  s o l u t i o n ;  Nempere-Ginotti g e t s  

h i s  j u s t ,  r a t i o n a l ,  punishment f o r  h i s  t r ea tmen t  of  E l o i s e .  

But t h e  o c c u l t  a s p e c t  of G i n o t t i ' s  c h a r a c t e r  has  been 

s t r e s s e d  throughout  t h e  novel  and it a l s o  must, somehow, be  

explained.  When w e  f i n a l l y  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  problem i n  commu- 

n i c a t i o n  between a  very much a l i v e  G i n o t t i  and Wolfs te in ,  

She l ley  has  r a d i c a l l y  changed h i s  t a c t i c s .  The dilemma i n  

mediat ion invoked by G i n o t t i  i s  now c a s t  on a  very a b s t r a c t  

l e v e l .  G i n o t t i ' s  hover ing,  ambiguous iden t i t y - -ha l f  d i v i n e ,  

h a l f  a t h e i s t ;  h a l f  symbol, h a l f  s i g n ;  h a l f  i n s i d e ,  h a l f  ou t -  

s i d e  W o l f s t e i n ' s  mind--is now r e s t a t e d  a s  t h e  wavering 

t h r e s h o l d  between God's omniscient  powers and t h e  knowledge 

l i m i t s  of  man's s c i ence  t h a t  G i n o t t i  explored a s  a  u n i v e r s i -  



t y  s t u d e n t .  The emphasis  on s c i e n c e  and a t h e i s m  i n  t h i s  

' e x p l a n a t i o n '  might  mean t h a t  Godwin may be hav ing  a n  e f f e c t  
, 

h e r e  a s  w e l l ,  b u t  t h e  problem of  G i n o t t i ' s  knowledge o f  

W o l f s t e i n  remains ,  though it h a s  been r e s t a t e d  on a n o t h e r ,  

h i g h e r ,  l e v e l  of  d i s c o u r s e .  

Though h e  p r o v i d e s  no e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  G i n o t t i ' s  omnis- 

c i e n c e ,  S h e l l e y  d o e s ,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  make a d e c i s i o n  abou t  h i s  

i m m o r t a l i t y .  A t  t h e  end of  t h e  l o n g  t a l e  o f  G i n o t t i ' s  p a s t  

w e  a r e  f i n a l l y  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  him a s  "The R o s i c r u c i a n . "  

G i n o t t i  t h e n  promises  t o  i m p a r t  t h e  secret o f  immortal  l i f e  

t o  W o l f s t e i n ,  he  g i v e s  him d i r e c t i o n s  on how t o  mix a cer- 

t a i n  p o t i o n  and t h e n  h e  i s  t o  m e e t  him a t  S t .  I rvyne .  

Before  t h i s  l a s t  i n j u n c t i o n  he  adds  a h i g h l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  

" ' N e e d l e s s  were it f o r  m e , '  c o n t i n u e d  G i n o t t i .  ' t o  
e x p a t i a t e  f u r t h e r  upon t h e  means which I have 'used  t o  
become m a s t e r  o v e r  your e v e r y  a c t i o n ;  t h a t  w i l l  b e  
s u f f i c i e n  l y  e x p l a i n e d  when you have  fo l lowed  my d i r e c -  
t i o n s .  t "7 f 

The problem i s  t h a t  t h i s  knowledge i s  n e v e r  impar ted .  I n  

t h e  f i n a l  s c e n e  i n  t h e  grave-yard  o f  t h e  church  of  S t .  

I r v y n e ,  G i n o t t i  i s  t a k e n  down i n t o  h e l l  by S a t a n  h imse l f  and 

W o l f s t e i n  d ies - -a  ve ry  p r o b l e m a t i c  e n d i n g  a s  Ginotti /Nempere 

h a s  been k i l l e d  p r i o r  t o  t h i s .  However, G i n o t t i ,  t r u e  t o  

h i s  Promethean n a t u r e ,  h a s  managed, b r i e f l y ,  t o  c a p t u r e  and 

h o l d  one d i v i n e  power, omnisc ience ,  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a d  

minds w i t h o u t  m e d i a t i o n ,  and l o s e s  t h e r e b y  any p o s s i b i l i t y  

of s a l v a t i o n .  S h e l l e y  never  t e l l s  u s  how it was a l l  done. 



Although we have a  r a t h e r  h u r r i e d  r e in s t a t emen t  of C h r i s t i a n  

orthodoxy, t h e  problem of  mediat ion remains unresolved.  The 
I 

l i n e  of d i v i s i o n  between m a t e r i a l i s t  concept ions  of symbolic 

language a s  p r o j e c t i o n s  and o c c u l t  concept ions  of  symbols a s  

openings t o  a  myster ious  realm i s  mainta ined,  s t r i c t l y ,  t o  

t h e  end. G i n o t t i  i s  an  e e r i e  double who knows eve ry th ing  

about Wolfs te in  and a l l  of  human h i s t o r y ,  and he  i s  a l s o  a 

very s p e c i f i c ,  Godwinian c h a r a c t e r  w i th  a l l  of t h e  l i m i t s  of 

i n d i v i d u a l  humanity; how t h e s e  two be ings  a r e  r e l a t e d ,  i s  

l e f t ,  f i n a l l y ,  t o  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  imagina t ion .  

The Semiot ics  of G i n o t t i  a s  Symbol - - -- - - 

The i n t e r m e d i a t e  s t a t e  which G i n o t t i  i n h a b i t s  i s  a  

p ro to type  f o r  f i g u r e s  l i k e  Prometheus, f o r  t h e  doubl ing of 

pe r spec t ive  i n  "Alas to r "  and "Mont Blanc,"  and f o r  t h e  

'shape a l l  l i g h t '  of -- t h e  Triumph of L i f e ,  a s  it whispers  

a c r o s s  t h e  pool b i l l owing  o u t  t h e  wate r  wi thout  touching it. 

D e  Man ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h i s  l a s t  image i s  t h e  ' f i g u r e  f o r  a l l  

f i g u r a t i o n '  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  works b u t  w e  can now see t h e  poss i -  

b i l i t y  of a  very d i f f e r e n t  read ing .  The s i g n i f i c a t o r y  

' p l a c e '  i n h a b i t e d  by G i n o t t i  i s  g radua l ly  won from two 

s e p a r a t e  language s y s t e m s ;  they  c l u s t e r  a t  t h e  edges  of  each 

d e s c r i p t i o n  w e  a r e  given of him and he  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  them a s  

a  f i g u r e  i s  de f ined  by i t s  background. G i n o t t i  i s  t h e  f i r s t  

of S h e l l e y ' s  ' f i g u r e s  - f o r  a l l  f i g u r a t i o n ' ;  and,  f o r  a l l  of 



h i s  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  powers,  h e  marks S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  aware- 

n e s s  o f  t h e  d e p t h  of  t h e  prbblem o f  symbolism. 

A t  t h e  end of  S h e l l e y ' s  ' G o t h i k '  p h a s e ,  t r u n c a t e d  by 

h i s  r e a d i n g  o f  Godwin, w e  c a n  g l i m p s e  t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  a  new 

mode i n  l anguage ,  a  k i n d  o f  language t h a t  w i l l  a t t e m p t  a  co- 

e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s t  s i g n  and t h e  symbolic  language 

of c e l e s t i a l  l o v e  o r  t h e  o c c u l t ,  a  h e t e r o l o g i c a l  v iewpoin t  

which p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y  a l l o w s  bo th .  Between t h e  p o l e s  of a  

m a t e r i a l i s m  which canno t  a l l o w  t r a n s c e n d e n t  powers and an  

e q u a l l y  p r o b l e m a t i c  r e l i g i o n  t h a t  c a n n o t  a l l o w  a  humanly 

made i m m o r t a l i t y ,  w e  can  j u s t  g l impse  t h e  o u t l i n e  of  a  

f i g u r e  a s  o l d  a s  man, a s  f a r  r e a c h i n g  a s  human c u l t u r e ,  a s  

f u l l  of  p o t e n t i a l  a s  r e a s o n  and s c i e n c e  l i n k e d  t o  s o c i a l  

p r o g r e s s  and m o r a l i t y .  G i n o t t i ,  t h e  ~ o s i c r u c i a n ,  The Wan- 

d e r i n g  J e w ,  h o v e r s  i n  a  c u r i o u s  middle  s t a t e  between symbol 

and s i g n  and t h u s  between s p i r i t  and m a t t e r ,  m o r t a l i t y  and 

i m m o r t a l i t y ,  m e d i a t i o n  and i n t r a n s i t i v i t y ,  p u r e  communality 

and a n  i n f i n i t e ,  empty a l o n e n e s s .  H e  s p e a k s  b o t h  l anguages  

and p r o j e c t s  t h e  i m p o s s i b l e  phantasm o f  a  l y r i c a l  d i a I o g u e ,  

t h e  l y r i c a l  'I' who remains  a n  e n c l o s e d  s e l f  and y e t  who i s  

a l s o  t h e  f u l l e s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  t h e  symbol,  o f  humankind. 

I n  t h e s e  two ' g o t h i c  m o n s t r o s i t i e s '  w e  have found some 

of  t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  t h e  problem t h a t  w i l l  engage S h e l l e y  a  

g r e a t  d e a l  i n  f u t u r e  works. I n  t h e  p o e t r y  w r i t t e n  w i t h i n  and 

j u s t  a f t e r  t h e  same p e r i o d ,  w e  f i n d  poems t h a t  e x p l o r e  t h e  

same themes a s  have  Z a s t r o z z i  and -- S t .  I r v y n e .  Some o f  t h e s e  

e a r l y  e f f o r t s  u s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p o e t i c  forms l i k e  t h e  ode  and 



a r e  n o t  o v e r t l y  concerned w i t h  language o r  ' s e m i o t i c s ' .  The 

k i n d  o f  a d d r e s s  found i n  t h e  many l y r i c s  o r  songs  t o  e i t h e r  

H a r r i e t  Grove, S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  c o u s i n ,  o r  t o  H a r r i e t  

Westbrook w r i t t e n  d u r i n g  t h e i r  f a t e  l a d e n  c o u r t s h i p  and 

m a r r i a g e  d o  n o t  r i se  above t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l  l y r i c ,  though 

t h e  c o n t e x t  i n  which t h e y  were w r i t t e n  shows them a s  a f -  

f r o n t s  t o  f a m i l i a l  a u t h o r i t y .  W e  a l s o  d o  n o t  f i n d  comments 

on language i n  t h e  e a r l y  Godwinian po lemics  a g a i n s t  King- 

s h i p ,  R e l i g i o n  and ' I n t e r e s t '  a s  i n  t h e  "Letter t o  Edward 

Fergus  Graham, " (May 4 ,  1811) "Falsehood and V i c e "  o r  t h e  

two v e r s i o n s  o f  "The D e v i l ' s  Walk" ( 1 8 1 2 ) .  But t h e r e  a r e  

a l s o  a  l a r g e  number of  poems t h a t  d o  n o t  f i t  i n t o  t h e s e  

c a t e g o r i e s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  polemic  o r  l y r i c .  When s a t i r i z i n g  

k i n g s  o r  making l o v e  i n  words, t y p i c a l l y ,  S h e l l e y  h a s  a  

r e a l  human r e c i p i e n t  i n  mind, b u t  t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  

poem i n  which t h e  a u d i t o r  i s  f i c t i o n a l  o r  s p i r i t u a l ,  i n  

a n o t h e r  p l a n e  o f  e x i s t e n c e  a l t o g e t h e r .  I n  t h e  i r r e g u l a r  

Odes l i k e  "Love,"  "To a  S t a r , "  o r  i n  t h e  v a r i o u s  e x p e r i -  

ments w i t h  t h e  Goth ic  g e n r e  i n  p o e t r y  l i k e  "Sadak t h e  Wan- 

d e r e r "  and "Ghasta ;  o r ,  The Avenging Demon" w e  f i n d  a  

h e i g h t e n e d ,  i d e a l i z e d  o r  m y s t i c a l  k i n d  o f  d i s c o u r s e  and 

o f t e n  a l o n g  w i t h  i t ,  e x p l i c i t  commentary on language and 

t h e  dilemmas o f  t h e s e  poems a r e  v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  o f  t h e  

two G o t h i c  n o v e l s .  

A s  w e  have  s e e n  i n  t h e  n o v e l s ,  t h e  d r i v i n g  mot ive  

behind i t  a l l  i s  t h e  power S h e l l e y  h a s  found i n  symbolism. 

I n  t h i s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  t h i s  t y p e  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  i t s e l f  



w e  f i n d  t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f  a , s e n s i t i v i t y  which w i l l  mark 

S h e l l e y ' s  l a t e r  s t y l e .  W e  c a n  now see t h a t  d e  Man's p o s t -  

s t r u c t u r a l i s t  c r i t i q u e  o f  S h e l l e y  h a s  uncovered a n  i n s i g h t  

a t  t h e  t e r m i n u s  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  c a r e e r  which i s  t h e  v e r y  mot ive  

f o r  i t s  beg inn ing .  The e a r l y  g o t h i c  works show a n  i n t e n s e  

awareness  of  t h e  problem o f  symbols.  T h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  i m -  

p o r t ,  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  g e s t u r e ,  how t h e y  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  

d i s r u p t i v e  wor ld  view o f  t h e  new p h i l o s o p h y ,  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  

p r o b l e m a t i c  o f  t h e i r  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  form t h e  c e n t r a l  theme of  

S h e l l e y ' s  g o t h i c  phase .  S h e l l e y  a s  ' a r c h - d e f i e r t  knew t h a t  

b o t h  m a t e r i a l i s m  and t h e  o c c u l t  were d i s r u p t i v e  of  conven- 

t i o n a l  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism. By t h e  t i m e  h e  wro te  S t .  Ir- -- 
vyne,  h e  a l s o  seemed t o  have known t h a t  h i s  tendency toward 

o c c u l t ,  o t h e r w o r l d l y  symbolism went a g a i n s t  Godwin and i f  it 

were t o  be u s e d ,  it  must now b e  t h o u g h t  th rough  w i t h i n  t h e  

Godwinian framework o f  s o c i a l  f o r c e s ,  i d e a l s  and u t o p i a .  

T h i s  r e l o c a t i n g  o f  a n  a c u t e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  b o t h  t h e  psy- 

c h o l o g i c a l  and o c c u l t i s t  s i d e s  o f  symbolism makes a l l  t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e  i n  o u r  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  major  works. W e  

can  no l o n g e r  a s s i g n  a l l  t h e  work p r i o r  t o  - The Triumph o f  - 
L i f e  t o  t h e  c a t e g o r y  of  a  less s o p h i s t i c a t e d  romant ic ism 

based i n  i g n o r a n c e  o f  r h e t o r i c  and t h e  way i n  which language 

can  b e  r e i f i e d .  S h e l l e y ' s  p r o j e c t  w i l l  now b e  marked a s  t h e  

overcoming o f  t h e  dilemma of  t h e  ' c o n s t r u c t e d  symbol1.  
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Notes 

' ~ h e s e  i n c l u d e d  Z a s t r o z z i ,  - S t .  I r v y n e ;  o r  The Rosicru-  -- 
c i a n ,  Posthumous Fragments o f  Margare t  --- Nicholson,  O r i g i n a l  
P o e t r y  a V i c t o r  and ~ a z i r e T l 8 1 0 )  and t h e  poems which make 
up t h e  - The E s d a i l e  Notebook. The c r i t i c s  have been somewhat 
d i v i d e d  a s  t o  t h e  v a l u e  of  t h e s e  works. The f i r s t  c r i t i c s  I 
c o u l d  f i n d  who t o o k  S h e l l e y ' s  g o t h i c  s e r i o u s l y  were A. B. 
Young, i n  " S h e l l e y  and M. G .  Lewis,"  -- Modern Languaqe Review, 
i ( 1 9 0 6 ) ,  322-324 and A. M .  D. Hughes i n  " S h e l l e y ' s  Zas- - 
t r o z z i  and - S t .  I r v y n e , "  -- Modern Lanquaqe Review v i i  ( 1 9 1 2 ) ,  
54-63. Young t h o u g E  t h a t  S h e l l e y  had become i n f e c t e d  by 
cheap Goth ic i sm and c o u l d  n o t  see how h e  c o u l d  have  known s o  
much a b o u t  women. T h i s  doub t  l e d  t o  a  s e a r c h  f o r  s o u r c e s .  
Hughes ' ,  The Nascent  -- Mind of  S h e l l e y  (1947)  and Cameron's 
The Younq S h e l l e y :  Genes i s  o f  a  R a d i c a l  (1962)  b o t h  devo ted  - -- -  
a  r e a s o n a b l e  amount of s p a c e  t o  t h i s  phase  of  S h e l l e y ' s  
w r i t i n g .  Hughes i s  more p o s i t i v e  t h a n  Cameron. Hughes saw 
a n  e a r l y  form o f  t h e  l a t e r  t i t a n i c  h e r o e s  i n  such  f i g u r e s  a s  
Z a s t r o z z i  and G i n o t t i  whereas Cameron c l a s s e d  them a s  
' g o t h i c  m o n s t r o s i t i e s '  and used  them a s  a  backdrop t o  show 
h i s  c o n v e r s i o n  t o  Godwin's ph i losophy .  L a t e r  c r i t i c s  have 
a l s o  r e l e g a t e d  t h e  g o t h i c  works t o  a  v e r y  f a r  and d a r k  r e a c h  
of  S h e l l e y ' s  p a s t .  For  Harold Bloom, u s i n g  B u b e r ' s  d i s -  
t i n c t i o n ,  "The myth of  t h e  I-Thou r e l a t i o n s h i p  does  n o t  
p r e c e d e  t h e  1816 Hymns" (see S h e l l e y ' s  ~ ~ t h m a k i n ~ ,  p. 8. 
For  Wasserman t h e y ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a l l  o f  h i s  e a r l y  work, show a  
much t o o  f a c i l e  s y n t h e s i s  of  Godwin's ' p e r f e c t i b i l i t y  o f  man 
on e a r t h '  and a  b e l i e f  i n  a n  a f t e r  wor ld ,  see Wasserman, 
S h e l l e ~  & --- C r i t i c a l  Reading,  p .  4 .  

2 ~ e e  David Seed,  " S h e l l e y ' s  'Go th ick '  i n  S t .  I r v y n e  and 
a f t e r , "  i n  Essays  on S h e l l e y ,  ed.  Miriam ~ l l o t ~ ( ~ i v e r ~ o o l :  
L i v e r p o o l  u n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 2 ) ,  p .  68. 

'A. M .  D. Hughes, The Nascent  Mind of  S h e l l e y ,  (Oxford:  -- 
Clarendon,  19471, p .  15. 

' ~ i c h a r d  Holmes h a s  S h e l l e y  ' g l i m p s i n g '  Godwin's work d u r i n g  
h i s  f i r s t  t u t e l a g e  under  D r .  Lind a t  Eton beg inn ing  i n  1808. 
S h e l l e y  would t h e n  have  been s i x t e e n .  See  Richard  Holmes, She l -  
ley: - The P u r s u i t ,  (1974;  r p t .  Viking Penguin:  E l i s a b e t h  S i f t o n  
Books Penguin Books, 1 9 8 7 ) ,  p .  26. A.M.D. Hughes p l a c e s  t h e  
a c t u a l  r e a d i n g  o f  P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e  c l o s e r  t o  1810, y e t  w h i l e  
S h e l l e y  was a t  Eton and under t h e  g u i d i n g  hand o f  Lind. See 
A.M.D. Hughes, The Nascent  -- Mind of  S h e l l e y ,  pp. 26-29, p.  25 n .  



Cameron has  Rousseau a s  p a r t  of h i s  Republican phase a t  Oxford, 
bu t  admi ts  " j u s t  how e a r l y  he  had e n t e r e d  t h i s  r epub l i can  phase,  
how long he remained i n  it ('before pas s ing  over  t o  Godwinism), o r  
how much o r  what read ing  i n  r epub l i can  l i t e r a t u r e  he d i d  a t  t h i s  
t i m e ,  w e  cannot  a c c u r a t e l y  t e l l . "  Cameron admi ts ,  though t h a t  
Rousseau's  "Discours s u r  l ' o r i g i n e  , . . de  l ' i n e g a l i t e  parmi 
l e s  hommes," was on h i s  r ead ing  l i s t  a t  Oxford which would have 
placed i t s  i n f l u e n c e  i n  1810. See Cameron, Young She l l ey ,  p .  69. 

5 ~ h e  n a r r a t o r  o f t e n  comments on t h e  ' s o p h i s t i c a l '  n a t u r e  of 
Z a s t r o z z i ' s  arguments. See She l l ey ,  " ~ a s t r o z % i "  i n  The Prose  

7 

Works of Percy Bysshe She l ley  From The Or ig ina l  E d i t i o n s ,  ed. - -- 
~ i c h a r F ~ e r n e  Shepherd (London: Cha t to  and ~ i n & ~ ,  1883)  , 11, p. 
50. 

6 ~ h e l l e y ,  I b i d . ,  p. 50. 

' p r i e s t l e y  s i t u a t e s  Godwin i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  French t r a d i -  
t i o n  i n  t h e  fo l lowing  way, "The a t t i t u d e  of  t h e  French school  
towards moral v a l u e s ,  a s  towards t r u t h ,  t e n d s  t o  be r e l a t i v i s t  
and s u b j e c t i v i s t .  The only a b s o l u t e  good and e v i l  a r e  my p l ea s -  
a n t  o r  unpleasan t  s e n s a t i o n s .  What g i v e s  m e  p l ea su re  i s  my good; 
it may n o t  be  your good o r  t h e  g e n e r a l  good. The essence  of 
good, a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  c r i t e r i o n ,  i s  u t i l i t y  . , . . The end of  a l l  
a c t i o n s  i s  p l e a s u r e .  I f  my good, o r  p l e a s u r e ,  does  n o t  co inc ide  
wi th  t h e  g e n e r a l  good, i .e . ,  h e l p  t o  produce t h e  maximum q u a n t i t y  
of p l e a s u r a b l e  s e n s a t i o n s ,  it can be changed t o  my e v i l  by t h e  
adding of p a i n  a s  punishment. 

The whole of  t h i s  d o c t r i n e ,  based upon a  hedon i s t  psycholo- 
gy, i s  remote from Godwin's main s y s t e m  of thought ,  t o  which 
a b s o l u t e  v a l u e s  a r e  a s  necessary a s  a b s o l u t e  t r u t h s .  But t h e  
language of  u t i l i t y  was almost  i ne scapab le  f o r  a  w r i t e r  of God- 
win ' s  gene ra t ion .  Consequently, w e  f i n d  Godwin accep t ing  t h e  
d o c t r i n e  t h a t  p l e a s u r e  and pa in  a r e  t h e  only a b s o l u t e  good and 
e v i l ,  and from t ime t o  t ime subord ina t ing  v a r i o u s  v i r t u e s  t o  
u t i l i t y ,  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  they have va lue  only a s  means t o  p l ea s -  
u re . "  See P r i e s t l e y  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Godwin's Enquiry Concerninq 
P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e  I11 (1946; r p t .  Toronto: un ive r s i t y -o f  Toronto 
P r e s s ,  1969) ,  pp. 14-27. 

1 0 ~ h e l l e y ,  I b i d . ,  p .  107. 

'  or Godwin, e s t a b l i s h e d  r e l i g i o n  was r e p r e s s i v e  because it 
prevented t h e  f low and forward p rog res s  of op in ion ,  " t h e  system 
of r e l i g i o u s  conformity ,  i s  a  system o f  b l i n d  s u b m i ~ s i o n ' ~  and 
" t h e  tendency of  a  code of r e l i g i o u s  conformity ,  i s  t o  make men 
hypocr i tes . ' '  See Godwin, - P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e ,  11, pp. 233-239. W e  
f i n d  Rousseau's  view i n  t h e  "Second Discourse"  where he  i s  study- 
i n g  t h e  i r r a t i o n a l i t y  and i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  l e g a l  power of t h e  
s t a t e ,  "But t h e  f r i g h t f u l  d i s s e n s i o n s ,  t h e  i n f i n i t e  d i s o r d e r s  
t h a t  t h i s  dangerous power would n e c e s s a r i l y  e n t a i l  demonstrate 



more t h a n  a n y t h i n g  else how much human governments needed a  b a s i s  
more s o l i d  t h a t  r e a s o n  a l o n e ,  and how n e c e s s a r y  i t  was f o r  p u b l i c  
r e p o s e  t h a t  d i v i n e  w i l l  i n t e r v e n e d  t o  g i v e  s o v e r e i g n  a u t h o r i t y  a  
s a c r e d  and i n v i o l a b l e  c h a r a c t e r  which t o o k  from t h e  s u b j e c t s  t h e  
f a t a l  r i g h t  o f  d i s p o s i n g  o f  i t . "  See  Rousseau,  Second D i s c o u r s e ,  
p .  170. 

121n 1906 A. B. Young n o t e d  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  c r i t i c a l  b e l i e f  
t h a t  t h e  " r e p e a t e d  a c c o u n t s  o f  M a t i l d a ' s  v i o l e n t  p a s s i o n s  a r e  
beyond t h e  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  o f  s o  y o u t h f u l  a n  i m a g i n a t i o n  a s  She l -  
l e y ' s  a t  t h a t  t ime . "  I t  was t h i s  d i s b e l i e f  t h a t  S h e l l e y  c o u l d  
have known a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  s e x  a t  h i s  a g e  t h a t  l e d  t o  t h e  h u n t  f o r  
s o u r c e s  i n  Monk Lewis,  R a d c l i f f e  and Dacre. See  A. B. Young, 
"She l l ey  and M .  G.  Lewis ," Modern Lanquaqe Review, i ( 19065, pp. 
322-324. 

1 3 s h e l l e y ,  I b i d . ,  p. 51. 

I 4 ~ u g h e s  l i s ts  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  i n f l u e n c e s :  Lewis,  R a d c l i f f e  
and Dacre;  b u t  Z a s t r o z z i ' s  name i s  o b v i o u s l y  d e r i v e d  from t h e  
" S t r o z z i "  g i v e n  a s  Megalena ' s  surname i n  Zof loya  and h e  h a s  a  
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CHAPTER I11 
I 

THEORY OF OPINION I N  "QUEEN MAB" AND "ALASTOR" 

I f  a n  a n g e l  o r  a  heavenly  s p i r i t  had i n v e n t e d  language 
how c o u l d  i t s  e n t i r e  s t r u c t u r e  f a i l  t o  b e a r  t h e  i m p r i n t  
of  t h e  manner o f  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h a t  s p i r i t ,  f o r  th rough  
what c o u l d  I know t h e  p i c t u r e  o f  a n  a n g e l  i n  a  p a i n t i n g  
i f  n o t  th rough  i t s  a n g e l i c  and s u p e r n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e s ?  
But where d o e s  t h e  l i k e  o c c u r  i n  o u r  language? S t r u c -  
t u r e  and d e s i g n  and even t h e  a r l i e s t  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  
t h i s  p a l a c e  r e v e a l s  humanity. 7 

The t e x t s  t h a t  mark S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  s e r i o u s  s t e p s  i n t o  

p o e t r y  on a n  e p i c  s c a l e  a r e  d e e p l y  concerned w i t h  a  v a r i a -  

t i o n  o f  H e r d e r ' s  i d e a .  --- Queen - Mab, ( 1 8 1 1 - 1 3 )  A l a s t o r ,  

( 1 8 1 5 - 1 6 )  and t h e  o t h e r  p o e t r y  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d  a l l  show a  

v i g o r o u s  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  how t o  p l a c e  p o e t i c  

language i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i g u r e s  of  t r a n -  

s c e n d e n ~ e . ~  Whether p o e t r y  c a n  b e a r  t h e  ' i m p r i n t  o f  s p i r i t 1  

o r  whether  it i s  a  human c o n s t r u c t i o n  whose t r a n s l u c e n c e  

b o d i e s  f o r t h  t h e  more l i m i t e d  b u t  r a t i o n a l  human q u e s t  f o r  

moral p e r f e c t i o n  and s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  i s  ve ry  much w i t h i n  t h e  

complex of  t h e o r y ,  i n f l u e n c e s ,  cri t icisms, q u e s t i o n s  and 

doub t s  which make up t h e s e  poems.3 I n  i t s  e s s e n c e ,  t h e  

problem i s  t h e  s o c i a l  r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e  f i g u r e s  o f  a l l e g o r y  

and symbol. 



W e  have  a l r e a d y  s e e n  S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  s t r u g g l e s  w i t h  t h e  

q u e s t i o n  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  and  l anguage  i n  t h e  G o t h i c  n o v e l s ,  
I 

Z a s t r o z z i  and  -- S t .  - I r v y n e .  P l a y i n g  w i t h  G o t h i c  o c c u l t i s m  and  

t h e  dange rous  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  s o c i a l  d i s r u p t i o n  S h e l l e y  

found i n  Godwin, Rousseau and t h e  p h l l o s o p h e s ,  h e  h a s  d i s -  

c o v e r e d  t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  symbols  c a n  mask d e e p  s e a t e d  m o t i v e s  

l i k e  r e v e n g e  o r ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  t h e o r y ,  s e x u a l  p a s s i o n .  Bu t ,  

i n  S t .  I r v y n e ,  h e  h a s  founde red  on  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  whether  - - 

symbolism c a n  b e  a d e q u a t e l y  e x p l a i n e d  as  a  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

a b e r r a t i o n  c a u s e d  by g u i l t .  The problem o f  a n  ' a t h e i s t  

symbol '  posed  by G i n o t t i  i s  now g r a p p l e d  w i t h  i n  a  more 

s e r i o u s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  manner and  Godwin f i g u r e s  s e r i o u s l y  i n  

t h e  e q u a t i o n .  S h e l l e y ' s  p roblem i s  t o  f i n d  a way o f  s i t u a t -  

i n g  t h e  o l d e r  f i g u r a t i v e  l anguage  o f  a l l e g o r y  and  symbol,  

d e e p l y  t i e d  t o  r e l i g i o u s  i c o n o g r a p h i e s ,  w i t h i n  t h e  framework 

o f  a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  d i s c o u r s e  a b o u t  s o c i a l  o p p r e s s i o n  and 

s o c i a l  r e n e w a l .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  m a j o r  poem w r i t t e n  unde r  t h e  

new d i s p e n s a t i o n ,  Queen Mab, w e  f i n d  S h e l l e y  i n v o k i n g  t h e  - 
t r i u m v i r a t e  o f  symbol,  a l l e g o r y  and  d i s c o u r s e  a s  more o r  

less e q u a l s .  But h i s  f i r s t  a p p r o a c h  i s  a b s t r a c t  and formu- 

l a i c :  S h e l l e y  i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  f l e s h  o u t  a  t h e o r y  and o f t e n  

t h e  d i s c o u r s e  model o f  p o e t r y  a p p e a r s  s imply  a s  a n  i d e a ,  a n  

i n c l u s i o n  o f  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t e r m i n o l o g y  y e t  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  i t s  

s o u r c e  i n  Godwin 's  P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e .  I n  " A l a s t o r "  w e  b e g i n  - 

t o  see a  more f u l l y  r e a l i z e d  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  t h e o r y  i n  t h e  

i r o n i c  a c c o u n t  o f  a v i s i o n a r y  l i f e  d e d i c a t e d  t o  a symbol ,  

" t h e  dream maiden."  I t  i s ,  t h e n ,  n o t  u n t i l  A l a s t o r  t h a t  t h e  



i d e a  of  poe t ry  a s  a  weapon po ised  a g a i n s t  e s t a b l i s h e d  s o c i a l  

f o r c e s  beg ins  t o  a f f e c t  SheLley 's  u s e  of a l l e g o r y  and symbol 

and t o  t a k e  i t s  p l a c e  a s  t h e  o v e r r i d i n g  category of language 

i n  h i s  poe t ry .  

I n  t h e  poe t ry  w r i t t e n  between 1812 and 1816, and now 

f u l l y  under t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of ~ o d w i n , ~  She l l ey  begins  t o  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism f i x e d  human thought  and 

language i n  r i g i d  moulds. But t h i s  i n s i g h t  l e f t  open t h e  

ques t ion  of  whether a  form of symbolism could be found which 

would l i b e r a t e  r a t h e r  t h a n  oppress  t h e  r evo lu t iona ry  s p i r i t  

of humanity. H e  beg ins ,  i n  Queen - Mab wi th  a  r e l a t i v e l y  

c l e a r  ques t ion :  Is  t h e  symbol m e r e l y  an  express ion  of  o r tho-  

doxy, t h e  p r o j e c t i o n  of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  custom a t  war wi th  

p rog res s ive  s o c i a l  f o r c e s ,  o r  can symbolic language be  

l e g i t i m a t e l y  used t o  f u r t h e r  t h e  i d e a l  image of  humanity he 

has  l ea rned ,  p r i n c i p a l l y ,  from Godwin? We s h a l l  s e e  t h a t  

i n  t r y i n g  t o  answer t h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  he  seems t o  t h i n k  through 

a  s e r i e s  of  i d e a s  about  f i g u r e s  t h a t  i s  very much l i k e  t h e  

antagonism between a l l e g o r y  and symbol analyzed by de  Man. 

For d e  Man, t h e r e  i s  a  c o n s t i t u t i v e  r e l a t i o n  between 

t i m e  and a l l e g o r y  which makes it more accep tab le  t han  t h e  

i r r a t i o n a l  c la ims  of symbolism. I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  symbol 

wi th  i t s  confusion of s p a t i a l  s i m u l t a n e i t y  and i d e n t i f i c a -  

t i o n  between poe t  and n a t u r e ,  a l l e g o r y  stresses sequence. 

. . . . i n  t h e  world of a l l e g o r y ,  t i m e  i s  t h e  o r i g i n a r y  
c o n s t i t u t i v e  ca tegory .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between a1  l e -  
g o r i c a l  s i g n  and i t s  meaning ( s i g n i f e )  i s  no t  decreed 
by dogma . . . . W e  have,  i n s t e a d  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be- 



tween s i g n s  i n  which t h e  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  
meanings has  become of  secondary importance. But t h i s  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s i g n s  n e c e s s a r i l y  con ta ins  a  
c o n s t i t u t i v e  temporal element;  it remains necessary ,  i f  
t h e r e  i s  t o  be a l l e g o r y ,  t h a t  t h e  a l l e g o  i c a l  s i g n  
r e f e r  t o  another  s i g n  t h a t  precedes  it. 5 

There i s  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  equa t ion  i n  t h i s  view of a l l e g o r y .  

While t ime and language have been bound t o g e t h e r  i n  a  spec- 

t r a l  r e l a t i o n ,  t h e r e  i s  a  d i s t i n c t  weight ing i n  favour of  

language. D e  Man appears  t o  be  say ing  t h a t ,  i n  t h e  imagina- 

t i v e  world o f  a l l e g o r y ,  an i l l u s i o n  of t i m e ' s  passage i s  

c r e a t e d  o r  c o n s t i t u t e d  by language through t h e  pure  sequence 

of s i g n s  it r e q u i r e s .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  temporal  dimension 

' c r e a t e d '  by a l l e g o r y  i s  i n  essence  i r r e a l  and t h e  maker of 

a l l e g o r y  i s  aware of t h i s  i l l u s i o n .  Symbolism, on t h e  o t h e r  

hand r e q u i r e s  t h e  kind of i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  which deny poe t ry  

a s  an  a c t  of language; t h u s ,  denying t h a t  t h e s e  i d e n t i t i e s  

a r e  i l l u s i o n s .  This  throws an  i n t e r e s t i n g  l i g h t  on t h e  

f i g u r a t i v e  language of Queen Mab. A s  Queen Mab ushers  i n  - 
t h e  f i n a l ,  glowing p o i n t  of  human p e r f e c t i o n ,  she  l o s e s  h e r  

s t a t u s  a s  an a l l e g o r i c a l  f i g u r e  and t a k e s  on more of t h e  

s i m u l t a n e i t i e s  and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  of  a  symbol. She does 

t h i s  because t ime  has  become con t ingen t .  Although t h e  t e x t  

makes both  m a t t e r  and t ime f u n c t i o n s  of  ' a l l -pe rvad ing  

wisdom' o r  mind, She l ley  a c t u a l l y  makes t h i s  t r ans fo rma t ion  

through a  f i g u r a t i v e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  specu- 

l a r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  of  symbolism d e  Man has  shown. By t h e  

end of t h e  poem, T i m e  i t s e l f  has  a l s o  become c o n s t i t u t e d  a s  

a  symbol and it i s  now wholly dependent on language. 



Except  f o r  t h e  problem of  t i m e ,  S h e l l e y ' s  r h e t o r i c a l  

p r a c t i c e  i n  t h e s e  two poems,does ,  however, show a  much more 

a c u t e  awareness  of  t h e  i s s u e s  of i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  r a t i o n a l i t y  

and m y s t i f i c a t i o n  t h a n  d e  Man would g i v e  him c r e d i t  f o r .  

The l i m i t s  o f  d e  Man's a n a l y s i s  of  S h e l l e y  become a p p a r e n t  

a s  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  background o f  t h e s e  poems i s  uncovered.  

Godwin's i d e a s  o f  s o c i a l  change are based on a  concep t  o f  

s o c i a l  o p i n i o n  and o f  t h e  way i n  which s o c i a l  en l igh tenment  

can  be  d i s s e m i n a t e d .  A s  w e  w i l l  see, it i s  w i t h i n  t h i s  k i n d  

of u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  language,  n o t  a n  a b s t r a c t  s e n s e  of  

f i g u r e s  a s  b r e a k i n g  o r  conforming t o  t h e  laws o f  s i g n s ,  t h a t  

S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  must b e  s t u d i e d .  

Queen - Mab - and -- t h e  Genera l  P r i n c i p l e s  -- o f  A l l e g o r y .  

Queen Mab h a s  c a l l e d  f o r t h  deep  d i v i s i o n s  i n  c r i t i c i s m  

and t h e  d i v i s i o n s  a r e  o f t e n  r e l a t e d  t o  Godwin's i n f l u e n c e  i n  

t h e  poem. P r i e s t l e y  f i n d s  t h i s  i n f l u e n c e  a b s o l u t e ,  though 

it i s  n o t  a  " s i m p l e  e x p o s i t i o n  o f  Godwinism" because  " t h e  

poem d i s p l a y s  i t s  immatur i ty  i n  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  of  i t s  

t h o u g h t ,  a  c o n f u s i o n  which t e n d s  t o  o b s c u r e  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  

p r i n c i p l e s .  '' Wasserman d i s m i s s e s  t h e  poem a s  'unguardedly  

o p t i m i s t i c '  and a n  example o f  ' o p t i m i s t i c  u top ian i sm.  1 7  

According t o  Ross Woodman, t h e  poem's ph i losophy  shows a  

g r a d u a l  movement from a  u n i f i e d ,  thoroughgoing m a t e r i a l i s m  

t o  a  Godwinian p o s i t i o n  which a l lowed  a  p r o g r e s s i v e  s p i r i t u -  



a l i t y  and moral p rogress .  She l ley  becomes a  d i s c i p l e  only 

when Godwin i s  c l o s e s t  t o  Berkeley and g la ton ism.^ A.M.D. 

Hughes, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, sees Queen - Mab beginning a  v a r i a -  

t i o n  of Godwinfs views a long  Neo-Platonis t  l i n e s :  

' Godwinism was h i s  f i r s t  home, and h e  becran from t h e  
o u t s e t  a d j u s t i n g  it t o  h i s  own i n s t i n c t s  and s p i r i t u a l -  
l y  underpinning it . . . . Godwin gave him p o l i t i c s  
and e t h i c s ;  p l a t 0  t h e  I n t e l l e c t u a l  Beauty and i t s  
f l y i n g  and beckoning l i g h t .  9 .ri 

These c r i t i c s  show u s  t h e  major sou rces  f o r  t h e  poem and 

have touched on one of i t s  fundamental d i f f i c u l t i e s .  10 

Shel ley  a t t empt s  t o  keep t h e  powers of mys t i ca l  t ranscend-  

ence and immor ta l i ty  u sua l ly  a s c r i b e d  t o  Pla tonism o r  Neo- 

P l a t o n i c  C h r i s t i a n i t y  w i th in  a  Godwinian framework of a the -  

i s m  and evo lu t iona ry  s o c i a l  p rogress .  

Godwin's philosophy i s  n o t a b l e  f o r  i t s  r e v i s i o n  of  

Rousseau on t h e  p o i n t  of  t h e  means of  s o c i a l  change. For 

Mark P h i l i p ,  Godwin " d e c i s i v e l y  breaks  away from t h e  b a s i c  

c o n t r a c t a r i a n  framework wi th in  which t h e  ph i losophes  [espe- 

c i a l l y  Rousseau] cons t ruc t ed  t h e i r  arguments,"  and "God- 

w i n ' s  account  of r e v o l u t i o n  i s  f u l l y  c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  h i s  

b a s i c  p r i n c i p l e s ,  and t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  much more t h o s e  

of l i b e r a l i s m  than  of  r evo lu t iona ry  republ icanism.  Indeed 

he prov ides  u s  wi th  an  account  of non-violent  change and 

t r a n s i t i o n  which i s  i n  many ways more conse rva t ive  t h a n  

Locke i n  i t s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  v i o l e n t  

p o l i t i c a l  a ~ t i o n . " ~  ' Although, a s  P r i e s t l e y  shows, t h e r e  

i s  a  l ean ing  toward Berkeley i n  Godwin's thought  a t  t h i s  



t i m e ,  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  s o c i a l  dogma i s  a  r a t i o n a l  

e v o l u t i o n i s m .  l 2  I n  Godwin's view, r e p u b l i c a n i s m  and revo lu -  

t i o n a r y  a c t i o n  a r e  e r r o r s ;  N e c e s s i t y  w i l l  g r a d u a l l y  and more 

s u r e l y  r e f i n e  s o c i a l  m o r a l i t y  and t h i s  w i l l  l e a d  t o  t h e  

a t r o p h y  o f  t h e  a r i s t o c r a c y ,  a l l  economic i n j u s t i c e  and t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n .  T h i s  b l o o d l e s s  r e v o l u t i o n  i s  t o  b e  

f o u g h t  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  o p i n i o n .  For  Godwin, 

There  i s  no conduct  which can  b e  shown t o  be reasona-  
b l e ,  t h e  r e a s o n s  of  which may n o t  sooner  o r  l a t e r  be  
made i m p r e s s i v e ,  i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  and m a t t e r  of  h a b i t u a l  
r e c o l l e c t i o n .  L a s t l y ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  conduc t ,  t h e  r e a s o n s  
o f  which a r e  t h u s  c o n c l u s i v e  and  t h u s  communicated, 
which w i l l  n o t  i n f a l l i b l y  and uni form1 b e  adopted  by 
t h e  man t o  whom t h e y  a r e  communicated. 7 3  

T h i s  a c t i o n  o f  a n  informed p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  l i b e r a t e d  from 

f e a r  and c o n v e n t i o n a l  t h o u g h t  w i l l  c o n t i n u a l l y  r e f i n e  human 

i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i k e  government and r e l i g i o n  u n t i l  t h e y  a r e  no  

l o n g e r  n e c e s s a r y .  W e  see t h a t  t h e  v i e w p o i n t  p l a c e s  a  g r e a t  

d e a l  o f  stress on language,  r e a s o n ,  and  t h e  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  o f  

i d e a s ;  men, a t  b a s e  r a t i o n a l  b e i n g s ,  w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  b e  won 

from t h e i r  o p p r e s s i v e  a t t i t u d e s  th rough  r a t i o n a l  argument ,  

t a l k  o r  d i s c o u r s e .  

I n  Queen Mab, - S h e l l e y  t a k e s  t h i s  n o t i o n  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  

th rough  l i b e r a t e d  o p i n i o n  ve ry  s e r i o u s l y .  For  him, Godwin's 

sys tem i m p l i e s  u t o p i a ,  a  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  a n  i d e a l  form o f  

e x i s t e n c e  a s  s p i r i t  and t h e  e v e n t u a l  end o f  a l l  change,  

e v o l u t i o n  o r  h i s t o r y ;  i n  Queen - Mab, h i s  g o a l  i s  no  less t h a n  

t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a n  image of p e r f e c t e d  humanity. But 

S h e l l e y ' s  l anguage  m i r r o r s  a  d o u b l e  v i s i o n :  h e  d e m y s t i f i e s  



s t anda rd  r e l i g i o u s  s t o r i e s  and imagery a s  a  fo rced  symbolism 

of t ranscendence and shows them a s  a l l e g o r i e s  of i l l e g i t i -  
I 

mate power. A t  t h e  same t ime he uses  a n  a l l e g o r y  of t h e  

r evo lu t iona ry  s p i r i t  which g radua l ly  becomes transformed 

i n t o  a  symbolism of Utopia modeled on t h e  e t e r n a l  p r e s e n t  of 

Heaven. She l l ey  wants t o  produce symbols of u t o p i a  t h a t  a r e  

cop ie s  of  t h e  very symbols of  heaven h e  s o  e f f e c t i v e l y  

des t roys .  A l l e g o r i c a l  d i c t i o n  and symbolic d i c t i o n  v i e  f o r  

dominance throughout  Queen - Mab. 

I n  t h e  opening,  a  r a t i o n a l  k ind  of  a l l e g o r y  i s  s t rong-  

l y  s t r e s s e d .  Queen Mab - uses  a  s y s t e m  of p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  

which w i l l  h e l p  us t o  p i c t u r e  mora l i t y  and ph i lo soph ica l  

a b s t r a c t i o n s  i n  d e l i g h t f u l  and e n t e r t a i n i n g ,  a s  wel l  a s  

i n s t r u c t i v e ,  ways. l 4  We r e a l i z e  t h a t  w e  a r e  n o t  i n  a  world 

of  c o n c r e t e  d e t a i l  and a c t i o n ,  b u t  a r e  worrying over 

I a n t h e ' s  awakening a s  a  f i g u r e  of  r evo lu t iona ry  idea l i sm.  15 

The m a t e r i a l  world,  a t  t h i s  s t a g e ,  i s  very much p r e s e n t  b u t  

it has  been made background s o  t h a t  t h e s e  evolu t ionary  

S p i r i t s  can beg in  t h e  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  of t h e  world a s  it is .  

But w e  know from t h e  beginning t h a t  we a r e  no t  t o  t a k e  Queen 

Mab o r  I a n t h e  wi th  t h e  same s e r i o u s n e s s  a s  we t a k e  such 

e s t a b l i s h e d  man i f e s t a t i ons  of s p i r i t  a s  ange l s ,  ghos t s  o r  

d e v i l s .  This  l i g h t ,  a l l e g o r i c a l  world of  f i c t i o n s  p reven t s  

r e i f i c a t i o n ,  t h e  t a k i n g  of f i g u r e s  i n  themselves l i t e r a l l y ,  

o r  t o o  s e r i o u s l y .  The p rog res s ive ,  p o l i t i c a l  i d e a s  t o  which 

they p o i n t  a r e  t h e  s e r i o u s  p a r t .  With such a  Godwinian 

a l l e g o r y ,  s o c i a l  condi t ions--pover ty ,  k ingsh ip ,  wea l th ,  



s l a v e r y ,  custom--and i d e a s  a b o u t  how t o  change them, a r e  t h e  

u l t i m a t e  r e f e r e n c e  o f  Queen,Mab and I a n t h e .  Queen Mab's 

a l l e g o r i c a l  d i c t i o n  does  n o t ,  t h e n ,  c r e a t e  a  p o e t r y  of  

c o n c r e t e  s i t u a t i o n ;  it does  n o t  have t h e  l o v i n g  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

p h y s i c a l  d e t a i l  f o r  i t s  own s a k e  w e  f i n d  i n  Wordsworth o r  

Kea t s .  I n  t h i s  mode, d e t a i l  i s  c o n s c i o u s l y  p o e t i z e d  and n o t  

g i v e n  o v e r l y  e l a b o r a t e  a t t e n t i o n .  

S h e l l e y  d e l i g h t s  i n  t h i s  k i n d  o f  language f o r  i t s  own 

s a k e .  I n  d e s c r i b i n g  a  s l e e p i n g  I a n t h e ,  h e  h a s  "Her golden 

tresses shade  / The bosom's s t a i n l e s s  p r i d e ,  / C u r l i n g  l i k e  

t e n d r i l s  o f  t h e  p a r a s i t e  / Around a  marble  column," ( I .  42-  

4 4 )  and Queen Mab's h o r s e s  a r e  " C e l e s t i a l  Course r s"  which 

"paw t h e  u n y i e l d i n g  a i r . "  T h i s  a l m o s t  r o c o c o  d i c t i o n  w i t h  

i t s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between body and mind i s  made, t h e n ,  t o  

p l a y  o f f  a g a i n s t  t h e  dogmat ic  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  

world.  There  i s ,  though,  a  s e r i o u s  meaning t o  t h e  l i g h t  

which u s h e r s  i n  Queen Mab: 

Those l i n e s  o f  rainbow l i g h t  
A r e  l i k e  t h e  moonbeams when t h e y  f a l l  
Through some c a t h e d r a l  window, b u t  t h e  t e i n t s  
A r e  such  a s  may n o t  f i n d  
Comparison on e a r t h .  ( I .  54-58) 

T h i s  i s  a n  i n v o c a t i o n  o f  a  t r u e  wor ld  o f  s p i r i t  and a l s o  a  

backward i r o n y ;  Mab's ' t e i n t s '  o f  l i g h t  a r e  t h e  r e a l  t h i n g ,  

whereas  t h e  c a t h e d r a l ' s  t e i n t s  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  

C h r i s t i a n  symbols and a r e  e a r t h l y  and c o r r u p t e d .  I a n t h e  h a s  

been chosen t o  r e c e i v e  Queen Mab's message ( i n  d i s t i n c t i o n  

t o  t h o s e  who a t t e n d  c a t h e d r a l s )  because  s h e  h a s  " b u r s t  t h e  



i c y  c h a i n s  o f  custom";  s h e  i s  a  n a t u r a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  an  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s p i r i t .  Queen,Mab h e r s e l f  i s  a l l e g o r i c a l  o f  

t h e  t o t a l ,  u n f e t t e r e d  human i m a g i n a t i o n  and i t s  p o t e n t i a l .  

She w i l l  show I a n t h e ,  " t h e  wonders o f  t h e  human wor ld"  and 

i s  a b l e  t o  " d i s c e r n  t h e  secrets o f  t h e  immeasurable p a s t  i n  

t h e  u n f a i l i n g  c o n s c i e n c e s  of  men." From t h i s  s h e  can  d i v i n e  

t h e  f u t u r e  and show I a n t h e ,  "how s o o n e s t  t o  accompl ish  t h e  

g r e a t  e n d , "  ( I ,  168-187)  which means t h e  comple t ion  of  such 

s e r i o u s  p r o j e c t s  a s  b r i n g i n g  a b o u t  t h e  downfa l l  of  r e l i g i o n  

and t h e  comple te  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h u m a n i t y ' s ,  now r e p r e s s e d ,  

p o t e n t i a l .  

Up t o  t h i s  p o i n t ,  w e  can  r e c o g n i z e  Queen - Mab a s  a  

c o n s c i o u s ,  a l l e g o r i c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  I a n t h e  and Queen Mab 

a r e ,  w i t h o u t  d o u b t ,  charming and f a n c i f u l .  They a r e  i n t e r -  

e s t i n g ,  p r o v o c a t i v e ,  b u t  i n s u b s t a n t i a l  a s  dreams,  d i s p l a y s  

of  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  a s  S h e l l e y  p a i n t s  up Godwin's a b s t r a c -  

t i o n s .  Inasmuch a s  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e ,  t h i s  i s  a  s i g n  sys tem 

y e t  w i t h i n  t h e  mode of  r e a s o n  and i n t e l l e c t .  I t  i s  t h e  

p o i n t  by p o i n t  b u i l d i n g  up of  a  g r a d u a l l y  more complex 

sys tem o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  based on  s i m p l e  t r a n s p o s i t i o n s  of  

meaning: image "A" ,  [ s a y  Queen Mab] w i l l  e q u a l  i d e a  "B", 

[Godwin's n o t i o n  o f  humani ty ' s  t r u e  moral  i m a g i n a t i o n ] ;  

image "C",  [ s a y   anth he] w i l l  e q u a l  i d e a  "D" , t h e  f r e e  revo-  

l u t i o n a r y  s p i r i t .  These images w i l l  c a r r y  t h e i r  s i g n i f i -  

cance  b e s t ,  a s  i n  a l l  a l l e g o r y ,  when t h e r e  i s  no s u r p l u s  

meaning l e f t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r ,  no  ambigui ty  o r  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  

polysemy. A s  d e  Man p u t s  i t ,  t h e  a l l e g o r y  i s  " a  s i g n  t h a t  



r e f e r s  t o  one s p e c i f i c  meaning and t h u s  e x h a u s t s  i t s  sugges-  

t i v e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  once it 'has  been d e c i p h e r e d .  " I 6  A t  t h i s  

l e v e l ,  Queen - Mab i s  i m a g i n a t i v e ,  n e a t l y  t u r n e d ,  p h i l o s o p h i -  

c a l  propaganda and S h e l l e y  h a s  u n d e r l i n e d  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  

i n  h i s  t i t l e ,  "A P h i l o s o p h i c a l  Poem." Once, however, Queen 

Mab and I a n t h e  e n t e r  "The H a l l  o f  S p e l l s , "  (1. 4 2 ) ,  and 

S h e l l e y  b e g i n s  t o  t a k e  on t h e  problem o f  R e l i g i o n  s q u a r e l y ,  

h i s  a l l e g o r y  b e g i n s  t o  f a l t e r .  

Here, "below l a y  s t r e t c h e d  t h e  u n i v e r s e "  and i n  t h i s  

a e r i a l  mansion,  " m a t t e r ,  s p a c e  and t i m e  . . . . c e a s e  t o  

a c t ;  / and a l l - p r e v a i l i n g  wisdom, when it r e a p s  / t h e  ha r -  

v e s t  o f  i t s  e x c e l l e n c e ,  o ' e rbounds  / Those o b s t a c l e s ,  o f  

which a n  e a r t h l y  s o u l  / F e a r s  t o  a t t e m p t  t h e  conques t . "  (11  

91-96) These l i n e s  u s h e r  i n  t h e  a t t e m p t  by Queen Mab and 

I a n t h e  t o  s u r p a s s  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  wor ld  more o r  

less unaided and t h i s  p l a c e s  s e r i o u s  s t r a i n s  on t h e  a l l e g o r y  

of  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  s p i r i t  w i t h  which S h e l l e y  began. T h i s  

a l l e g o r y  r e q u i r e d  a n  i n t e r p l a y  between a s p e c t s  o f  m a t e r i a l  

l i f e ,  l i k e  I a n t h e ' s  s l e e p i n g  body, ' s t a i n s  o f  e a r t h l i n e s s '  

( 1 3 5 )  o r  ' t h e  c o l d  h e a r t  o f  a  c o n q u e r o r '  ( 3 6 )  and t h e  poten-  

t i a l s  f o r  moral  p r o g r e s s  S h e l l e y  h a s  found i n  Godwin1s 

phi losophy.  But  i n  t h e  " H a l l  of  S p e l l s "  t h e  m a t e r i a l  wor ld  

i s  f a s t  d i s a p p e a r i n g  a l t o g e t h e r  and t h e  s p i r i t u a l  p o t e n t i a l  

o f  humankind i s  a b o u t  t o  b e  shown a s  r e a l i z e d .  Queen Mab i s ,  

t h e n ,  beg inn ing  t o  have  r e l i g i o u s  s c a l e ;  s h e  h a s  become t h e  

f i n a l  c a u s e  of  t h e  whole domain o f  human achievement  i n  

i m a g i n a t i o n  and t h o u g h t .  S h e l l e y  i s  no  l o n g e r  s imply  i n d i -  



c a t i n g  t h e  f u t u r e ;  h e  i s  s o  r e a r r a n g i n g  t h i n g s  t h a t  w e  beg in  

t o  f e e l  t h e  f u t u r e  a s  p r e s e n t .  And i f  ' m a t t e r ,  s p a c e  and 

t i m e '  a r e  t o  b e  c h a l l e n g e d ,  w e  a r e  c l o s e  t o  a  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  - 
myst ique ;  S h e l l e y  i s  l e a v i n g  d i d a c t i c  a l l e g o r y  f o r  t h e  more 

r i s k y  h e i g h t s  of  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  symbolism. 

Queen Mab and Godwin's P e r f e c t i b i l i t y  of  Man - I_ --- &- -- 

The ph i losophy  of  Queen Mab seems, t h e n ,  t o  combine two - 
d i s t i n c t  and i n c o m p a t i b l e  s t r e a m s  of  t h o u g h t .  I n  S h e l l e y ' s  

Notes t o  t h e  poem, h e  s t a t e s ,  w i t h  b o t h  s u r e t y  and equivoca-  

t i o n ,  "There i s  no God. T h i s  n e g a t i o n  must b e  unders tood 
I--- 

s o l e l y  t o  a f f e c t  a  c r e a t i v e  D e i t y .  The h y p o t h e s i s  o f  a  

pe rvad ing  S p i r i t  c o - e t e r n a l  w i t h  t h e  u n i v e r s e  remains  un- 

shaken.  " I 7  The c r i t i c s  w e  have  canvassed  on Godwin's i n f l u -  

ence  have  i n t e r p r e t e d  t h i s  doub le  v i s i o n  i n  a  number o f  

ways. According t o  Woodman, i t  i s  i n  Queen Mab t h a t  S h e l l e y  - 
s h i f t s  h i s  ph i losophy  and t r ies  t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e  d e t e r m i n i s -  

t i c  m a t e r i a l i s m  of t h e  p h i l o s o ~ h e s  ( H e l v e t i u s ,  d r H o l b a c h ) ;  

Thomas T a y l o r  and John Frank Newton's Orphism; and Godwin's 

more d i s i n t e r e s t e d ,  h i g h e r  f a c u l t i e s  o f  p h i l a n t h r o p y  and a n  

i n s t i n c t i v e  human a l t r u i s m  o r  c o l l e c t i v e  s e n s e .  l 8  The 

Godwin S h e l l e y  m e t  i n  1812 was, " a n  i m m a t e r i a l i s t  and a n  

admire r  o f  Berke ley .  " I 9  T h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  harmonize and 

c l a r i f y  competing p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i n f l u e n c e s  i s  n o t  however 

s u c c e s s f u l  though it p o i n t s  t h e  way t o  t h e  s y n t h e s i s  h e  w i l l  

f i n d  i n  Adonais and Prometheus Unbound. C.E. P u l o s  keeps  ----- ---A- 



t h e  Godwinism and t h e  Pla tonism on a n  equa l  f o o t i n g  and 

c la ims a  Humean skep t i c i sm i,n S h e l l e y ' s  ou t look  which re- 

f u s e s  any dogmatic a s s e r t i o n  whether it be m a t e r i a l i s t  o r  

s p i r i t u a l i s t .  2 0  The two viewpoints  p r e s e n t  are regarded a s  

phases of  a  change o r  a s  a  hea l thy  s o r t  of se l f -doubt  neces- 

s a ry  f o r  growth. This doubl ing of viewpoints  i s  t h e  cause  

of S h e l l e y ' s  ambiguous approach t o  p o e t i c  language, and 

towards t h e  end of t h e  poem, a  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  c o n f l i c t  

between modes develops.  2 1 

The r e c o g n i t i o n  by t h e s e  c r i t i c s  of a  P l a t o n i c  dimen- 

s i o n  i n  t h e  poem i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i t s  symbolism i s  more than  

an a t tempt  t o  simply image Godwin's u t o p i a .  For Godwin, 

s o c i a l  p rog res s  i s  t o  be r e a l i z e d  through t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  of 

communication and t h e  d i ssemina t ion  of i d e a s ,  b u t  t h i s  i s  an 

h i s t o r i c a l  p roces s  waged a g a i n s t  an  a n t a g o n i s t .  The f o r c e  

which p reven t s  t h i s  d i ssemina t ion  i s  government c o n t r o l  of 

op in ion  and r e l i g i o u s  orthodoxy. 22 The i n s t i t u t i o n s  of 

government and r e l i g i o n  have r ep re s sed  mankind's p ro fe s s ion  

of a  n a t u r a l  a l t r u i s m .  "Opinion i s  t h e  c a s t l e ,  o r  r a t h e r  t h e  

temple o f  human n a t u r e , "  and "Whatever i n s t r u c t i o n s  a  code 

of r e l i g i o u s  un i formi ty  may f a i l  t o  convey, t h e r e  i s  one 

t h a t  it always communicates, t h e  wisdom of s a c r i f i c i n g  our  

unders tandings ,  and main ta in ing  a  pe rpe tua l  d i s c o r d  between 

our  p r o f e s s i o n s  and our  sen t iments .  " 2 3  I n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e l i -  

g ion had fo rced  i t s  p r a c t i t i o n e r s ,  u n w i l l i n g l y ,  i n t o  one 

u n i v e r s a l  mode of  express ion  which goes a g a i n s t  t h e i r  r e a l  

op in ions .  I f  op in ion  were f r e e d  from a l l  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  



blockage ,  p r o g r e s s  would b e  n a t u r a l  and i n e v i t a b l e ;  a  non- 

v i o l e n t  d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  a u t h ~ r i t y  would f o l l o w  t h e  d issemina-  

t i o n  o f  m o r a l l y  e n l i g h t e n e d  i d e a s .  W e  c a n  see Godwin's 

n o t i o n s  of  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  e f f e c t s  o f  f r e e  speech c l e a r l y  

i n  S h e l l e y ' s  poem; b u t  i n  h i s  a t t e m p t e d  symbolism w e  see a  

r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  i d e a l s  t h a t  erases t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  

d imension.  

D e s p i t e  h i s  p r o f e s s e d  Atheism, t h e  scope  o f  h i s  f a i t h  

i n  Godwin's i d e a  i s  immense. The wor ld  w e  see a s  m a t t e r  i s  

r e a l l y  a  k i n d  o f  b e i n g  from which w e  have  been c u t  o f f  by 

custom. According t o  S h e l l e y ,  even  t h e  most s u b s t a n t i a l ,  

mass ive  examples o f  t h i s  world a r e  a c t u a l l y  S p i r i t :  

Throughout t h i s  v a r i e d  and e t e r n a l  world 
Soul  i s  t h e  on ly  e lement ;  t h e  b l o c k  
t h a t  f o r  uncounted a g e s  h a s  remained 
The moveless  p i l l a r  o f  a  m o u n t a i n ' s  we igh t  
Is A c t i v e ,  l i v i n g  s p i r i t .  Every g r a i n  
Is s e n t i e n t  b o t h  i n  u n i t y  and p a r t ,  
And t h e  m i n u t e s t  atom comprehends 
A world  o f  l o v e s  and h a t r e d s ;  t h e s e  b e g e t  
E v i l  and good: hence t r u t h  and f a l s e h o o d  s p r i n g ;  
Hence w i l l  and t h o u g h t  and a c t i o n ,  a l l  t h e  germs 
Of p a i n  o r  p l e a s u r e ,  sympathy o r  h a t e ,  
Tha t  v a r i e g a t e  t h e  e t e r n a l  u n i v e r s e .  (11 139-153) 

T h i s  i s  t h e  f i r s t  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  mounta ins  and 

it i s  a  mass ive  i n v e r s i o n  o f  commonsense p e r c e p t i o n .  W e  a r e  

w i t h i n  a  P l a t o n i c  o r  Berkeleyean u n i v e r s e  shaped by Godwin- 

i a n  n o t i o n s  o f  N e c e s s i t y  and o p i n i o n .  There  i s  no m a t t e r  a s  

. i n s e n s a t e  s u b s t a n c e ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  a  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  everywhere 

and it seems t o  work j u s t  l i k e  o u r  own. Every th ing  t h a t  w e  

have been t a u g h t  t o  b e l i e v e  a s  m a t e r i a l  i s ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  



Mind. And i n  t h e  ' b e g e t t i n g  o f  e v i l  and good'  w e  see t h a t  

t h e s e  g r a i n s  o f  mind-matter a l s o  seem a b l e  t o  i n t e r a c t  and 

communicate. A s  i l l u s t r a t e d  even more c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  n e x t  

example, Godwin's p r i n c i p l e  o f  freedom o f  o p i n i o n  now i n -  

h e r e s  even i n  t h e  s m a l l e s t  p a r t i c l e  of  t h i s  u n i v e r s a l  aware- 

n e s s :  

I t e l l  t h e e  t h a t  t h o s e  v i e w l e s s  b e i n g s ,  
Whose mansion i s  t h e  s m a l l e s t  p a r t i c l e  
Of t h e  i m p a s s i v e  a tmosphere  
Think,  f e e l  and l i v e  l i k e  man, 
Tha t  t h e i r  a f f e c t i o n s  and a n t i p a t h i e s  
L i k e  h i s ,  produce  t h e  laws 
R u l i n g  t h e i r  moral  s t a t e .  (I1 11. 2 3 1 - 3 7 )  

T h i s  c o n s c i o u s  wor ld  t h a t  s u r r o u n d s  u s  i s ,  l i k e  man's ,  

de termined by ' a f f e c t i o n s '  and ' a n t i p a t h i e s ' ,  t h a t  i s  by 

m i c r o s c o p i c  l o v e s  and h a t e s ;  t h e s e  i n  t u r n  produce  t h e  

n a t u r a l  laws t h a t  r e s u l t  i n  a  moral  c o n d i t i o n .  S h e l l e y  h a s  

humanized t h e  Newtonian laws o f  a t t r a c t i o n  and r e p u l s i o n  

between e l e m e n t s .  The shock t o  modern s e n s i b i l i t y  comes 

from a  vocabu la ry  of p h y s i c s  t h a t  i s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  d e s c r i b -  

i n g  s o c i a l  behav iour  o r  human r e l a t i o n s .  One h a s  a f f e c t i o n  

o r  a n t i p a t h y  f o r  o t h e r  b e i n g s ,  moral  s t a t e s  c o n t r o l  a c t i o n s  

i n  s o c i e t y  and r u l i n g  laws b i n d  i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h i n  a  group.  

S h e l l e y  h a s  s o c i a l i z e d  a n  i n d i f f e r e n t  and ahuman n a t u r e ;  

even a tomic  r e l a t i o n s  seem based on  ' f reedom o f  o p i n i o n . '  

T h i s  i s ,  t h e n ,  a  marvelous  r e n d e r i n g  of  Godwin's i d e a  pro- 

j e c t e d  a s  t h e  ve ry  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  F r e e  o p i n i o n  

i s  a t  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  p e r f e c t ,  n a t u r a l  laws.  When l e f t  a l o n e ,  

t h e  workings o f  N e c e s s i t y  produce  t h e  b e s t  and most j u s t  o f  



o r d e r s ;  s o c i a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i s  a g a i n s t  n a t u r e .  T h i s  o r i e n -  

t a t i o n  i s  n o t  t h e n  o n t o l o g i c a l ,  i t s  fundamenta l  c a t e g o r i e s  

a r e  communicative. S h e l l e y  i s  p r o j e c t i n g  Godwin's i d e a  a s  a 

r e a l i z e d  p l a t o n i c  heaven which h a s  come a b o u t  th rough  t h e  

p e r f e c t  communication a l lowed i n  n a t u r e ,  a  heaven o f  com- 

p l e t e  freedom of  o p i n i o n  and d e s i r e  which was e i t h e r  h idden  

from u s  o r  which i s  a w a i t i n g  o u r  d i s c o v e r y .  

Here, t h e n  i s  t h e  s e m i o t i c  b a s e  f o r  S h e l l e y ' s  Godwinian 

symbolism. I f  man i s  l i k e  t h e  atoms and,  o p p o s i t e l y ,  t h e s e  

a r e  ' b e i n g s '  l i k e  u s ,  t h e n  t h e  two w o r l d s  o f  n a t u r e  and man 

a r e ,  i n  t r u t h ,  one.  On t h e  l e v e l  o f  s i g n s ,  t h i s  s o  r e d i s -  

t r i b u t e s  r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  man c a n n o t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  h i s  own 

language from n a t u r e ' s .  I f  t h e r e  i s  no  r e a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between mind and m a t t e r ,  i f  a l l  i s  mind, t h e n  human s i g n s  

which seem t o  r e f e r  t o  n a t u r e  a r e  a c t u a l l y  r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e  

s i g n s  o r  ' o p i n i o n s '  of  a n o t h e r  s u b j e c t .   his i m p l i e s  t h a t  

a l l  n a t u r a l  e n t i t i e s ,  now broken o f f  from one a n o t h e r ,  c o u l d  

communicate; man c o u l d  conce ivab ly  c o n t a c t  t h e  world o f  

atoms and mountains a s  one s u b j e c t  t o  a n o t h e r .  I t  i s  t h i s  

p o s s i b i l i t y  which i s  c r e a t i n g  havoc w i t h  S h e l l e y ' s  a l l e g o r y .  

The a l l e g o r i c a l  mode rel ies on c l e a r ,  s t a b l e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  

between such  e n t i t i e s  a s  s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t ,  s p i r i t  and 

m a t t e r ,  r e f e r e n t  and s i g n ,  man and God, t i m e  and e t e r n i t y .  

The newer way, b e i n g  t r a n s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  poem, now means t h a t  

f i g u r e s  o f  l i b e r a t i o n  l i k e  Queen Mab and I a n t h e ,  hover  

between a  f i g u r a l ,  p l a y f u l  s t a t u s  and  a  l i f e  a s  symbols--at 

one moment t h e y  a r e  s p e c t r a l  p r o d u c t s  o f  language,  a t  anoth-  



er  t h e y  seem myth ic ,  l i v i n g  s p i r i t s  who a r e  l e a d i n g  u s  i n t o  

24  a n  u t t e r l y  new u n i v e r s e .  , 

D e  Man's g e n e r a l  n o t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  complex i n t e r p l a y  

between symbol and a l l e g o r y  i n  r o m a n t i c  p o e t r y  seem t h e n  a n  

a c c u r a t e  r e n d i t i o n  o f  t h i s  f i g u r a t i v e  e lement  i n  t h e  poem. 

The g e n e r a l  f i g u r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  Queen Mab s h i f t s  from a  - 
r a t i o n a l i s t ,  a l l e g o r i c a l  view o f  s p i r i t u a l  p o t e n t i a l  and 

p o s s i b i l i t y  t o  a  symbol ic  view i n  which a r e v o l u t i o n  i n  

s p i r i t  i s  a b o u t  t o  b e  r e a l i z e d  i n  t h e  poem i t s e l f .  But ,  d e  

Man's p e r s p e c t i v e  becomes less comprehensive when w e  r e a l i z e  

a n o t h e r  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  model now deep ly  i n  e f f e c t  

i n  t h e  poem.  his i n t e r m e d i a t e ,  s h i f t i n g  s t a t u s  o f  f i g u r e s  

i s  n o t  r e a l l y  p l a y e d  o u t  ' i n  i t s e l f t ;  it i s  t h e  p r o d u c t  of  

a n  a n t a g o n i s t .  P r e v e n t i n g  t h i s  f o r c e  f o r  change,  and t h e  

Godwinian u t o p i a ,  w e  f i n d  r e l i g i o u s  or thodoxy.  By t h e  t i m e  

w e  r e a c h  t h e  c r i t i q u e  of  r e l i g i o n ,  S h e l l e y  seems t o  know 

t h a t  l anguage  i s  t h e  key t o  overcoming i t s  powers: he  

d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  i s  b o t h  f a l s e  and  a  symbolism, a 

ve ry  human c o n s t r u c t i o n  masquerading a s  S p i r i t .  T h i s  k i n d  

of awareness  a g a i n  c o m p l i c a t e s  any n e a t  judgement of  t h e  

e a r l y  S h e l l e y  a s  e n t i r e l y  enmeshed i n  a  m y s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  

symbols.  

Queen -- Mab: R e l i q i o n  A 1  l e g o r y  t h e  - L i e  - 

For  S h e l l e y ,  a s  f o r  Godwin, r e l i g i o n  manufac tu res  a  

f a l s e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  d e s i g n e d  t o  keep  a n  o p p r e s s i v e  p o l i t i c a l  



sys tem i n  p l a c e .  I t  i s  a language o f  s t a s i s ,  weight  and 

f i x i t y .  W e  b e g i n  t h e  c r i t i q u e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism, 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y  enough f o r  S h e l l e y ,  w i t h  a  vocabu la ry  of  f r a u d  

and d i s e a s e .  There  i s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  Mayan p r i e s t h o o d  

which used animism t o  c o l l e c t  wea l th :  The Mayan r u i n s  a r e  

a n  example o f  t h e  c u r s e  of overabundance,  where ". . . 
w e a l t h ,  t h a t  c u r s e  o f  man, / B l i g h t e d  t h e  bud o f  i t s  pros -  

p e r i t y . "  (11. 11 205-6) The p r i e s t s  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  e s t a b -  

l i s h e d  r e l i g i o n s  a r e  c r i m i n a l  and a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  s l a v e r y ,  

o r  t h e  t r a d e  i n  b lood ,  " . . . what was h e  who t a u g h t  them 

t h a t  one God / o f  n a t u r e  and benevo lence  had g i v e n  / A 

s p e c i a l  s a n c t i o n  t o  t h e  t r a d e  o f  b lood."  (I1 11 155-7).  I n  

t h e  wor ld  o f  Queen Mab, e v e r y t h i n g  heavy,  s u b s t a n t i a l ,  

m a t e r i a l  o r  s e n s u a l  i s  connected  w i t h  t h i s  c o r r u p t i n g ,  

o p p r e s s i v e  sys tem o f  f a i t h .  Kings k i l l  t hemse lves  th rough  

h e a v i n e s s .  The accumula t ion  o f  w e a l t h  and t h e  s l a v e r y  

needed t o  amass it e n e r v a t e s  u n t i l  t h e y  can  no l o n g e r  f ee l ,  

t h i n k  o r  imagine  u n l e s s  it i s  t o  s t i n g  themse lves  w i t h  a  

c o n s c i e n c e  t h a t  a l s o  l o o k s  d i s e a s e d :  

Behold him now 
S t r e t c h e d  on  t h e  gorgeous  couch;  h i s  f e v e r e d  b r a i n  
R e e l s  d i z z i l y  awhi le :  b u t  ah! t o o  soon 
The s lumber  o f  in temperance  s u b s i d e s ,  
And c o n s c i e n c e ,  t h a t  undying s e r p e n t ,  c a l l s  
H e r  venomous brood t o  t h e i r  n o c t u r n a l  t a s k .  (11 58-63) 

T h i s  King, l i k e  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l i s t  o r  t h e  p r i e s t ,  i s  a ' w i t -  

h e r e d  s o u l '  who w i l l  p a s s  unremembered i n t o  a  m a t e r i a l  

o b l i v i o n .  The v i r t u o u s  man o r  woman, however, w i l l  "never  



p a s s  away." (11 1 6 9 )  The k i n g  i s  a n o t h e r  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of  a  

misshapen human w i l l  t h a t  wquld b l o c k  a n  i n e v i t a b l e  p r o g r e s s  

towards  s p i r i t  working i t s  way b e n e a t h ,  and beyond t h e  

c u r r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  s t a t e .  

The r e a l  c a t e g o r y  o f  a n a l y s i s  h e r e  and th roughou t  t h i s  

s e c t i o n  i s  c l e a r l y  language:  f r e e i n g  o n e s e l f  from r e l i g i o n  

i s ,  i n  e s s e n c e ,  no  more t h a n  f r e e i n g  o n e s e l f  from a  l i e .  

Although r e l i g i o u s  imagery c l a i m s  s p i r i t u a l  c o n n e c t i o n ,  it  

o p e r a t e s  s o l e l y  on t h e  p l a n e  o f  words and i s  n o t  connected  

w i t h  a n y t h i n g  more s o u l  l i k e  t h a n  a  few key t e rms :  "They 

have t h r e e  words:--well t y r a n t s  know t h e i r  u s e ,  / Well pay 

them f o r  t h e  l o a n ,  w i t h  usury  / Torn from a  b l e e d i n g  world!  

/ God, H e l l ,  and Heaven." (11 208-10)  There  i s  a  wor ld  o f  

s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  f i g u r a t i o n  bound up i n  t h i s  metaphor o f  t h e  

misuse  o f  money. The metaphor i s  used  by S h e l l e y  c o n s i s t -  

e n t l y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  poem t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  way i n  which 

o p p r e s s i v e  power i s  main ta ined .  These t h r e e  words,  "God," 

" H e l l  , " and "Heaven" a r e  ' loaned '  , and i f  t h e  t y r a n t s  pay 

w e l l  f o r  t h i s  l o a n ,  w i t h  usury  ' t o r n  from a  b l e e d i n g  w o r l d ' ,  

t h e y  d o  n o t  pay i t  back a t  a l l ;  t h e y  i n s t e a d  r e l o a n  t h e  

words back t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  l e n d e r  and c h a r g e  t h e i r  own 

i n t e r e s t  f o r  t h e  r e i n v e s t m e n t .  I f  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e n  

t h e s e  words have  been g i v e n  back w i t h  a  t w i s t - - a  new r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  t r u e  s p i r i t ;  humanity i s  now robbed th rough  

them r a t h e r  t h a n  a i d e d  by them. 

W e  are, once  a g a i n ,  a n a l y s i n g  t h e  same a b i l i t y  of 

language t o  mask and h i d e  t h e  t r u t h  t h a t  w e  n o t i c e d  i n  



Z a s t r o z z i .  Now, however, R e l i g i o n  - i s  a  f a l s e  f r o n t  f o r  

v e n a l i t y .  25 W e  see a n o t h e r  ,emphasis on  t h e  powers o f  l an -  

guage,  and a n o t h e r  l i n k  t o  r e l i g i o n ,  i n  t h e  metaphor of  

cu r rency  used  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  c o r r u p t i n g  

e f f e c t s  o f  t y r a n n y  on youth:  "Red glows t h e  t y r a n t ' s  stamp- 

mark on  i t s  bloom, / Wither ing  and c a n k e r i n g  deep  i t s  pas-  

s i v e  prime.  H e  h a s  i n v e n t e d  l y i n g  words and modes, / Empty 

and v a i n  a s  h i s  own c o r e l e s s  h e a r t "  ( I V  230-233).  T h i s  

stamp mark e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  language o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  i s  

s o  much t h e  o b j e c t  of Godwin1s s c o r n . 2 6  But t h e r e  i s  a  

complex i n t e r a c t i o n  between t h e  mark and t h e  b l i g h t .  With 

' s tamp1 t h e  n o t i o n  o f  a  heavy handed f o r c e  i s  c o n t r a s t e d  

w i t h  t h e  more d e l i c a t e  s p i r i t  of  y o u t h ,  b u t  t h e  metaphor 

c u r i o u s l y  works a g a i n s t  any o v e r t l y  v i o l e n t  e f f e c t :  Even 

though t h e s e  e f f e c t s  a r e  d e a d l y ,  what c o u l d  be  a  l i g h t e r  and 

more d e l i c a t e  a c t i o n  t h a n  t o  i n s c r i b e  a  p e t a l ?  W e  see t h i s  

d u a l i t y  a t  work i n  t h e  o t h e r  metaphors  S h e l l e y  u s e s  f o r  t h e  

dynamics of  e s t a b l i s h e d  or thodoxy.  I n  a n o t h e r  i n s t a n c e ,  

R e l i g i o n  i s  compared w i t h  s e l f i s h n e s s  and ' shuns  t h e  l i g h t 1 :  

"Twin sister  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  s e l f i s h n e s s !  . . . . /Shunning t h e  

l i g h t ,  and owning n o t  i t s  name; / Compelled, by i t s  deformi-  

t y ,  t o  s c r e e n  / With f l i m s y  v e i l  o f  j u s t i c e  and o f  r i g h t ,  / 

I ts  u n a t t r a c t i v e  l ineaments"  ( V  22-29).  S h e l l e y  h a s  exposed 

r e l i g i o n  a s  based i n  t h e  most d e l i c a t e ,  a i r y  o f  a c t s ,  nam- 

i n g ;  it i s  a  v i o l e n c e  o f  words,  words a r e  t h e  s u b t l e  f o r c e  

t h a t  c a n  s tamp f l o w e r s  and v e i l  s e l f i s h n e s s .  W e  have  n o t  

r e a l l y  l e f t  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  f i g u r a t i o n  t h a t  w e  began 



w i t h  I a n t h e  and Mab, though t h e  mood i s  d i f f e r e n t .  The 

v a r i o u s  examples w e  have been g i v e n  o f  k i n g s h i p ,  commerce 

and r e l i g i o n  show t h e  v e i l e d  and dangerous  c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  

t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n ' s  language o f  d o u b l e  meaning, and a r e ,  

t h e n ,  expos ing ,  n e g a t i v e ,  c o r r u p t e d  forms o f  a l l e g o r y .  

S h e l l e y ,  i n  t h i s  c r i t i q u e ,  h a s  a n  awareness  o f  t h e  two, 

d i s t i n c t  d imensions  t h a t  d e  Man h a s  found n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  

a l l e g o r i c a l  mode, a n  awareness  o f  language a s  such and 

t i m e  . 27 The r e l i g i o u s  a l l e g o r y ,  t h e n ,  f o r  d e  Man r e c o g n i z e s  

human l i m i t s  and would r e q u i r e  a  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t r a n s c e n d -  

e n c e ,  o r  a  s p i r i t u a l  p l a n e  unapproachable  i n  human terms. 

Two p l a n e s  a r e  p r e s e n t  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  c r i t i q u e  o f  r e l i g i o n  b u t  

t h e i r  o r d e r  i s  r e v e r s e d .  I n s t e a d  o f  a n  o p p o s i t i o n  between a  

f a l s e ,  e a r t h l y  p l a n e  and a  r e a l ,  s p i r i t u a l  p l a n e ,  w e  have  a  

f a l s e ,  s p i r i t u a l  f r o n t  and a  ' l o w e r , '  h i d d e n ,  and ve ry  

e a r t h l y ,  mot ive .  The images o f  t h i s  o p p r e s s i v e  language a l l  

show a n  e x t e r i o r  ( c a t h e d r a l  windows, p i e t y ,  t e i n t s ,  s i g n e t s ,  

stamp-marks, s e a l s  and words)  which h a s  a  h idden ,  i n t e r i o r  

s i g n i f i c a t i o n  o f  g r e e d ,  s e l f i s h n e s s  and t h e  q u e s t  f o r  abso-  

l u t e  power. T h i s  doub le  language o f  a l l e g o r y ,  s o  c u r i o u s l y  

ephemeral ,  and s o  c u r i o u s l y  powerful  comes o u t  a g a i n  i n  t h e  

s t u d y  o f  commerce: "Commerce h a s  s e t  t h e  mask o f  s e l f i s h n e s s  

/ The s i g n e t  o f  i t s  a l l - e n s l a v i n g  power / Upon a  s h i n i n g  

o r e ,  and c a l l e d  it g o l d "  (V 53-55).  S h e l l e y  i s  a g a i n  s a y i n g  

t h a t  a  sys tem of  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  (money) h a s  been humanly and 

d e l i b e r a t e l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  t o  e n s l a v e ;  it o n l y  a p p e a r s  t o  have 

a n  a b s o l u t e  v a l u e ,  and i t s  t e m p t i n g  s h i n e  v e i l s  i t s  a l l e g o r -  



i c a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  it d e c e i v e s  t h r o u g h  a n  e x t e r i o r  p r e s e n c e  

which h i d e s  a  mal ign  and veky human mot ive .  

I n  a l l  o f  t h e s e  i n s t a n c e s ,  w e  are b e i n g  shown t h e  

empt iness  of  a n  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  p r a c t i c e d  symbolism. Symbolism 

i t s e l f  seems t h e  t a r g e t ;  S h e l l e y  i s  t e l l i n g  u s  t h a t  t h e  

p r e s e n c e s  and  powers o f  r e l i g i o n ,  and i t s  sub-orders  o f  

money and k i n g s h i p ,  a r e  r e a l l y  a l l e q o r i e s  t h a t  have  been 

made i n t o  o p p r e s s i v e  f o r c e s  and p r e s e n c e s .  They must be 

r e a d  c r i t i c a l l y  i n  o r d e r  t o  be uncovered a s  r e i f i e d ,  v e r y  

human, s t r u c t u r e s  o f  s i g n s ,  words, o p i n i o n .  Although t h e  

poor ( a n d  t h u s  v i r t u o u s )  man d o e s  n o t  a c c e p t  o r  l aughs  a t  

t h i s  " r h e t o r i c  o f  t y r a n n y , "  (V 113)  t h e  l i b e r a l ,  t h e  "man of  

ease1'  i s  duped by i t s  " c o l d  s o p h i s t r y . "  I n  f a c t ,  t h i s  form 

of r e l i g i o u s  language h a s  become t h e  a b s o l u t e  method o f  t h e  

enforcement  of  t h e  world a s  it is:  

" A l l  t h i n g s  a r e  s o l d :  t h e  v e r y  l i g h t  o f  heaven 
Is v e n a l  . . . . 

t h a t  sets / 
On e a c h  i t s  p r i c e ,  t h e  stamp-mark o f  h e r  r e i g n . "  (V 
177-188).  

Here, a g a i n ,  i s  t h e  c u r i o u s  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h e  most i n s u b s t a n -  

t i a l  t h i n g s ,  a  ' l i g h t ' ,  and a  'stamp-mark' t o  h o l d  a l l  

t h i n g s  i n  p l a c e .  Bu t ,  w e  c a n  now see t h a t  t h i s  power i s  

i l l u s o r y ;  it i s  r e a l l y  something which i s ,  i n  e s s e n c e ,  

w e i g h t l e s s  as a  word, ephemeral  a s  a n  a l l e g o r y .  W e  p r e p a r e  

f o r  t h e  f i n a l  i n s i g h t ,  b u t  f i r s t  t h e  i d e a s  o f  R e l i g i o n  must 

be  connec ted  w i t h  s o c i a l  power: 



How power less  w e r e  t h e  m i g h t i e s t  monarch 's  arm, 
Vain h i s  loud  t h r e a t ,  and i m p o t e n t  h i s  frown! 
How l u d i c r o u s  t h e  p r i e s t ' s  dogmat ic  r o a r !  
The we igh t  of  h i s  e x t e f m i n a t i n g  c u r s e ,  
How l i g h t !  and h i s  a f f e c t e d  c h a r i t y ,  
To s u i t  t h e  p r e s s u r e  of  t h e  chang ing  t i m e s ,  
What p a l p a b l e  dece i t ! - -bu t  f o r  t h y  a i d ,  
R e l i g i o n ! "  ( V I  62-69) 

W e  a r e  a  s t e p  away from a n  u l t i m a t e  u n v e i l i n g .  Fol lowing 

S h e l l e y  t o  h i s  c o n c l u s i o n ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  u l t i m a t e  Power 

i s  n o t h i n g  b u t  a n  empty word. God h imse l f  now becomes 

vacancy under  t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  s e m a n t i c  a n a l y s i s .  "There i s  

no God! / . . . . The name of  God / Has f e n c e d  a b o u t  a l l  

crime w i t h  h o l i n e s s ,  / Himself t h e  c r e a t u r e  o f  h i s  worship-  

ers . . . . " ( V I I  13, 2 7 - 2 9 ) .  S h e l l e y  h a s  r ecogn ized  t h a t  

t h e  e s s e n t i a l  anchor  o f  s o c i a l  power l i e s  i n  a l l e g o r y ;  t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  God i s  a  ve ry  human c o n s t r u c t i o n  which h a s  become, 

th rough  f o r c e  and s a n c t i o n ,  r e i f i e d  a s  a p r e s e n c e  o r  symbol. 

I n  t h i s  t i g h t l y  c o n t r o l l e d  a n a l y s i s  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  re- 

v o l v i n g  around t h e  a l l e g o r y  o f  s i g n s  used  a s  commerce and 

money, w e  t h u s  g e t  a  backward g l impse  o f  b o t h  t h e  power and 

t h e  l i m i t s  o f  language.  T h i s  r e l i g i o u s  sys tem o f  d o u b l i n g ,  

v e i l i n g ,  and m i r r o r i n g  c o n t i n u e s  i n  i n f i n i t e  r e g r e s s ;  it 

e x p l a i n s  t h e  wor ld .  S h e l l e y  h a s  s e e n  a  s p l i t  between words 

and t h e i r  r e a l  meaning and t h i s  i s  t h e  key t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  

how t h e  c u r r e n t  sys tem i s  main ta ined .  W e  can  see, t h e n ,  a  

c l ea r -headed  a n a l y s i s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism h e r e  t h a t  u s e s  

a l l e g o r y  n o t  a s  i r o n i c  self-commentary ( d e  Man) b u t  a s  a  

means of  u n v e i l i n g  and d e m y s t i f y i n g  a  f a l s e  sys tem o f  f i g -  

u r e s  q u i t e  e x t e r i o r  t o  t h e  p o e t .  



But a n o t h e r ,  less c r e d i b l e ,  d i a l o g u e  emerges from 

w i t h i n  t h i s  c r i t i c a l  d i scou$se  w i t h  r e l i g i o n - - t h e  conversa-  

t i o n  S h e l l e y  i s  having w i t h  t h e  t r u e  O t h e r ;  t h e  one who w i l l  

p i e c e  t o g e t h e r  h i s  v a r i o u s  a l l e g o r i e s  ( f r a c t u r e s )  and how 

t h e y  converge  a t  a n o t h e r  l e v e l  of  meaning. T h i s  broken s i g n  

sys tem o f  r e l i g i o n  i s  a  m i r r o r  i n  which w e  can  c a t c h  t h e  

i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  t r u e  S p i r i t  and t h e  t r u e  s i g n .  W e  see and 

h e a r  it f a i n t l y ,  f rom some h e i g h t ,  a s  a  t h i r d  meaning: t h e  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  ' c o l d  s o p h i s t r y '  

of r e l i g i o n  i s  i t s e l f  t r u e  and i s  based  i n  t h e  t r u e  e s s e n c e  

of words. True  o p i n i o n s  w i l l  n o t  b e  s u b s t a n t i v e  f o r c e  n o r  

w i l l  t h e y  borrow o n l y  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e l o a n  what t h e y  borrow a t  

c r i m i n a l  r a t e s  o f  i n t e r e s t ;  f r e e  speech  h a s  t h e  power t o  

undo t h i s  f a l l e n ,  m a t e r i a l  wor ld .  

Queen - Mab: -- The P a r a d o x i c a l  Symbol 

Although S h e l l e y  shows a n  a c u t e  awareness  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  

of  symbol ic  language a s  a  m y s t i f i c a t i o n ,  toward t h e  end o f  

t h e  poem w e  see him t r y i n g ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  t o  r e i n s t a t e  it. 

Having d e s t r o y e d  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  

heaven,  h e  now c l a i m s  it a s  t h e  wish  o f  everyone f o r  a n  

i d e a l ,  " 0  happy Ear th !  r e a l i t y  o f  Heaven! / To which t h o s e  

restless s o u l s  t h a t  c e a s e l e s s l y  / Throng t h r o u g h  t h e  human 

u n i v e r s e ,  a s p i r e ;  / Thou consummation o f  a l l  m o r t a l  hope!" 

1 - 4  H e  i s  t h e n  c l o s e  t o  a  Godwinian Utop ia ,  b u t  

t h e r e  i s  a  one more h u r d l e  t o  overcome. Now w e  see Queen 



Mab fo rward ing  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  language i s  p a r t  of  a  more 

g e n e r a l  a b i l i t y  t b  r e a l i z e  e h i n g s  of  t h e  mind. A t  t h e  end 

of h i s  Promethean s t o r y  of  A h a s e u e r u s l s  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  an  

o p p r e s s i v e  d e i t y ,  S h e l l e y  emphasises  t h e  s e m a n t i c  p o i n t .  

The m i s t s  and shades  i n  a  t w i l i g h t  g r o v e  a r e ,  "The m a t t e r  of 

which dreams a r e  made / Not more endowed w i t h  a c t u a l  l i f e  / 

t h a n  t h i s  phantasmal  p o r t r a i t u r e  / O f  wandering human 

though t . "  ( V I I  272-275 )  Presumably,  t h e n ,  Ahasuerus,  Queen 

Mab and God a r e ,  a l l  a l i k e ,  a l l e g o r i e s ;  t h e y  a r e  human 

c o n s t r u c t i o n s ,  p r o j e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  mind t o  b e  "endowed w i t h  

m a t t e r ,  b e i n g  and r e a l i t y "  i n  i n s t a n c e s  l i k e  t h e s e  t h a t  

r e q u i r e  a  mora l ,  n e v e r ,  however, t o  be  mis taken  f o r  r e a l i t y .  

But t h e r e  i s  a  d i s t i n c t  danger  i n  t h i s  view of  language 

when it i s  r e a p p l i e d  t o  a  s o c i a l  Utop ia .  The danger  i s  i t s  

c o n v e r s i o n  i n t o  a  symbolism and t h i s  becomes most a p p a r e n t  

when S h e l l e y  a p p l i e s  t h e  same k i n d  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  t o  

t i m e .  

I n  t h e  l a s t  Canto ,  w e  see t h a t  t i m e  h a s  been p l a c e d  i n  

t h e  same c a t e g o r y  a s  r e l i g i o n  and commerce; it h a s  a lmos t  

l o s t  a n  a b s o l u t e  s t a t u s  and become a n o t h e r  a s p e c t  of  t h e  

a l l e g o r y  o f  o p p r e s s i o n .  

"Even T i m e ,  t h e  conqueror ,  f l e d  t h e e  i n  h i s  f e a r ;  
Tha t  hoary g i a n t ,  who, i n  l o n e l y  p r i d e ,  
So l o n g  had r u l e d  t h e  wor ld ,  t h a t  n a t i o n s  f e l l  
Beneath h i s  s i l e n t  f o o t s t e p  . . . . " 

"Time", t h e n ,  i s  composed o f  t h e  same s e m a n t i c  s t u f f  a s  God. 

' H e 1  i s  now a  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n ,  t h u s  s imply  a  f i g u r e  t o  b e  

handled  i n  t h e  same way a s  God: d e m y s t i f i e d  a s  a n  i l l u s i o n  



of  language.  Although T i m e  h a s  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  undo t y r a n n y ,  

i t s  t y r a n n y  i s ,  i n  t u r n ,  undone by a n  u n s t a t e d  m e d i a t o r  t h a t  

l o o k s  s u s p i c i o u s l y  l i k e  language:  "T ime  was t h e  k i n g  o f  

e a r t h :  a l l  t h i n g s  gave way / B e f o r e  him, b u t  t h e  f i x e d  and 

v i r t u o u s  w i l l ,  / The s a c r e d  sympath ies  o f  s o u l  and s e n s e ,  / 

t h a t  mocked h i s  f u r y  and p r e p a r e d  h i s  f a l l . "  ( I X ,  34 )  

S h e l l e y  indeed  seems t o  be s a y i n g  t h a t  a  v i r t u o u s  humanity 

would have t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  s t o p  t i m e  i n  t h e  same way t h a t  i t  

can d e s t r o y  r e l i g i o n ,  and t h i s  i s  accompl ished by some 

harmony between i n n e r  and o u t e r  b e i n g  t h a t  'mocks' it. I n  

l i g h t  o f  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  God i s  a  mere name, w e  c a n  

see t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  a  change i n  o p i n i o n  i s  a l l  t h a t  i s  

r e q u i r e d  f o r  T i m e ' s  downfa l l .  28  

P r o p e l l e d  by t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  h i s  c r i t i q u e  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  

S h e l l e y  nowhere seems c o n s c i o u s  of  t h e  danger  i n  t h e  d i r e c -  

t i o n  h e  i s  now t a k i n g .  A f t e r  humanity h a s  s u r p a s s e d  re l i -  

g i o n ' s  ' r e i g n  o f  crime',  w e  f i n d  t h a t  d u r a t i o n  now b e g i n s  t o  

have a n  ephemeral  e x i s t e n c e .  W e  know i t ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  on ly  

th rough  t h e  same t y p e  o f  b l i g h t i n g  s i g n  t h a t  w e  knew o f  t h e  

f a l s e  C h r i s t i a n  God, "How v i g o r o u s  t h e n  t h e  a t h l e t i c  form of  

age! / How c l e a r  i t s  open and unwrinkled  brow! / Where 

n e i t h e r  a v a r i c e ,  cunning,  p r i d e ,  o r  c a r e ,  / Had stamped t h e  

s e a l  o f  g rey  d e f o r m i t y  / On a l l  t h e  m i n g l i n g  l i n e a m e n t s  of  

t i m e . "  W e  now see S h e l l e y ' s  ' s tamp markt - -h is  pr imary  

metaphor f o r  o p p r e s s i v e  language i n  Queen Mab--beginning t o  

o s c i l l a t e  between two p o l e s .  On t h e  one  s i d e  w e  see t h e  

s tamp a s  a  human c o n s t r u c t i o n  ( a l l e g o r y )  and o n  t h e  o t h e r  it 



becomes a  f i g u r e  which i n  i t s  absence  a l l o w s  d i v i n e  powers 

( symbol i sm) .  I f  t h e  s tamp is removed, t h e  s i g n s  o f  a g i n g  

a r e ,  m i r a c u l o u s l y ,  no  l o n g e r  p r e s e n t  i n  ' a l l  t h e  ming l ing  

l i n e a m e n t s  o f  t i m e ' .  Aging i s  no l o n g e r  p r e s e n t  i n  a g i n g .  

F i n a l l y ,  a t  t h e  end,  t h e  pa radoxes  o f  t r y i n g  t o  p r e s e n t  

human p e r f e c t i o n  and a  s t a t e  w i t h o u t  t i m e  and s p a c e  i n  t h e  

l i m i t e d ,  m o r t a l  language of a l l e g o r y  become only  t o o  appar-  

e n t .  S h e l l e y  i s  now d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  a f t e r m a t h  of t h e  r e i g n  

of R e l i g i o n  and t h e  e v e n t u a l  dismemberment of  a l l  t h e  

c h u r c h e s ,  c a t h e d r a l s  and monuments: 

These r u i n s  soon l e f t  n o t  a  wreck behind:  
T h e i r  e l e m e n t s ,  wide s c a t t e r e d  o ' e r  t h e  g l o b e ,  
To h a p p i e r  shapes  were moulded, and became 
M i n i s t r a n t  t o  a l l  b l i s s f u l  impulses :  
Thus human t h i n g s  were p e r f e c t e d ,  and e a r t h ,  
Even a s  a  c h i l d  benea th  i t s  m o t h e r ' s  l o v e ,  
Was s t r e n g t h e n e d  i n  a l l  e x c e l l e n c e ,  and grew 
F a i r e r  and n o b l e r  w i t h  each  p a s s i n g  y e a r . ( I X ,  1 3 0 )  

Because S h e l l e y  h a s  n o t  come down on t h e  s i d e  of e i t h e r  

symbol o r  a l l e g o r y ,  he  i s  caugh t  a t  t h e  end i n  a  ve ry  u n s a t -  

i s f a c t o r y  middle  ground between t h e  two ways. H e  i s  u s i n g  a  

r a t i o n a l i s t ,  time-bound a l l e g o r y  w h i l e  a t  t h e  same t i m e  he  

i s  p r o j e c t i n g  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  r ange  and a tempora l  dimension of 

t h e  symbol. Wasserman n o t e s  t h e  d e p t h  of  t h e  ambigui ty  

between t i m e  and e t e r n i t y  he re :  "On t h e  one s i d e ,  he  h a s  

r a t i o n a l  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  a  S p i r i t  of Na tu re  t h a t ,  o p e r a t i n g  i n  

t h e  same manner on n a t u r e  and man, c a n  impel  them i n t e r m i n a -  

b l y  toward p e r f e c t i o n ;  on t h e  o t h e r ,  h e  a s p i r e s  t o  a  p e r f e c t  

e t e r n a l  a f t e r l i f e ,  s a n c t i o n e d  n o t  by d i v i n e  r e v e l a t i o n  and a  

t r a n s c e n d e n t  d e i t y  b u t  on ly  by h i s  f e e l i n g  and wishes .  I1 2 9 



Shel ley  has  become mired i n  a  paradoxica l  s y s t e m  of f i g u r e s  

which both symbolizes a  f i n a l  s t a t e  of humanity a s  a  per fec-  
I 

t i o n  and i s  an a l l e g o r y  of an ' e x c e l l e n c e '  which i s  f a i r e r  

and noble r  w i th  each pass ing  year .  

I n  S h e l l e y ' s  defense ,  we can say t h a t  Queen M& shows a  

s k i l l f u l  c r i t i q u e  of t h e  r o l e  played by a l l e g o r y  i n  t h e  

c r e a t i o n  of  Re l ig ious  b e l i e f s ,  a l though  h e  seems i n c o n s i s t -  

e n t  i n  h i s  a t t i t u d e  towards symbolism. We can a l s o  s e e  t h a t  

h i s  c r i t i q u e  of  r e l i g i o n  and t h e  f a n c i f u l  c r e a t i o n s  upon 

which t h e  poem depend a r e  p a r t  of a  p o t e n t i a l l y  c o n s i s t e n t  

theory .  I n  Queen Mab, r e l i g i o u s  symbolism i s  r e i f i e d  o r  

hypos t a t i zed  imagery and uncovered a s  f o r c e  and t r i c k e r y ;  

t h e  language used by t y r a n t s  i s  in fused  with  a  v i o l e n t  form 

of d i s r u p t i o n ,  a  p r o j e c t i o n  of an  imagined world t h a t  i s  

he ld  t o  be r e a l .  But t h i s  symbolism i s  r e a l l y  an  a l l e g o r y ,  

imagery t h a t  i s  humanly made. S h e l l e y ' s  flawed Utopian 

v i s i o n  i n  Books V I I I  and I X  i s  brought  about  by t h e  a t tempt  

t o  l i f t  o f f  t h e  oppress ive  weight of  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism 

a long  wi th  such b a s i c  c a t e g o r i e s  of  human exper ience a s  t ime 

and space  a s  i f  they a l s o  w e r e  mere words. 

For d e  Man, our  view of romant ic  l i t e r a t u r e  has  been 

d i s t o r t e d  by a  'supremacy of t h e  symbol' i n  romantic c r i t i -  

cism. W e  have seen  t h e  va lue  of t h i s  view i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

Queen Mab - and a l s o  i t s  l i m i t s .  She l l ey ,  a t  twenty,  seems 

o f t e n  conscious  of some of t h e  s p e c i f i c  r e l a t i o n s  between 

symbol and a l l e g o r y  t o  which d e  Man p o i n t s .  Queen - Mab i s  a  

r a t h e r  complete d e s t r u c t u r i n g  of  t h e  language of p r i d e  a s  it 



i s  p r e s e n t  i n  r e l i g i o n ,  p o l i t i c s ,  commerce, and marriage 

through t h e  u se  of a l l e g o r y .  The poem a l s o  shows t h e  dep th  
L 

c f  Godwin's i n f l u e n c e  and t h e  r e v i s i o n  of  Rousseau t h a t  i s  

a t  t h e  h e a r t  of  Godwin's theory  of op in ion .  S h e l l e y ' s  f i r s t  

use  of t h i s  t heo ry ,  however, i s  a b s t r a c t  and he  seems una- 

ware t h a t  he has  contained Godwin's freedom of opinion i n  a  

symbolism which a c c u r a t e l y  m i r r o r s  t h e  symbols of Re l ig ion  

he has  d e s t r u c t u r e d .  Discourse  has  now been made a  magical 

f o r c e ,  t h e  powers of d i v i n e  symbolism have been r e i n s t a t e d  

wi th in  t h e  f i e l d  of op in ion ,  s o c i a l  c r i t i c i s m ,  and i t s  d i s -  

seminat ion.  I n  t h e  nex t  poem, "Alas to r "  w e  w i l l  see t h i s  

paradoxica l  symbolism of l i b e r a t i o n  t a k e  on a  more conscious  

and h igh ly  de f ined  shape. 

"Alas tor"  : Discourse  - --- and - S i l e n c e  

Queen - Mab when it convinces ,  convinces  through i t s  

p a s s i o n a t e  d e d i c a t i o n  t o  change and i t s  f i e r y  antagonism t o  

i n j u s t i c e .  Yet, w i th in  t h i s  h igh ly  charged,  s o c i a l l y  aware 

r h e t o r i c ,  w e  have a l s o  found ano the r  p o t e n t i a l :  an i n n e r ,  

c o n s t i t u t i v e  dynamic of symbolism and presence.  With 

" A l a s t o r , "  w r i t t e n  two yea r s  l a t e r  i n  t h e  f a l l  and e a r l y  

win te r  of 1815,  She l ley  beg ins  t o  develop and c l a r i f y  t h i s  

symbolic dimension by p l a c i n g  it i n  dramat ic  c o n f l i c t  t o  h i s  

language of s o c i a l  ac t iv i sm.  A t  f i r s t  s i g h t  t h e  poem's 

argument seems weighted a g a i n s t  t h e  symbolic mode, b u t  

g radua l ly  w e  see t h a t  She l ley  i s  q u i t e  sympathet ic  t o  t h e  



v i s i o n a r y  q u e s t  f o r  t r u t h  and i t s  f i g u r e s .  The ques t ion  of 

whether he d e m y s t i f i e s  o r  b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e  symbols of t r a n -  

scendence forms t h e  c o r e  of  t h e  c r i t i c a l  deba t e  about t h e  

poem, and c r i t i c s  who have taken  t i m e  wi th  "Alas tor"  seem 

themselves a t  war about which of t h e  two ways wins i n  t h e  

end. 

Evan K .  Gibson, one of  t h e  f i r s t  t o  sound t h e  depth of  

t h e  poem's phi losophy,  be l ieved  t h a t  d e s p i t e  a  s t r u c t u r a l  

looseness ,  "Alas tor"  c o n t a i n s ,  "a  u n i t y  of thought  through- 

ou t .  1130 She l l ey  i s  showing u s  t h a t  i d e a l s  must be a p p l i e d  t o  

e a r t h l y ,  s o c i a l  problems. The v i s i o n a r y  symbolism i n  t h e  

poem i s  c a r e f u l l y  b racke ted  s o  t h a t  there i s  no ques t ion  o f  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  I n  t h e  end, t h e  poem t eaches  u s  t h a t  f a i t h  

i n  a  t r anscenden t  symbolism i s  i l l u s o r y  and l e a d s  t o  vacancy 

and an  u n f u l f i l l e d  l i f e .  I f  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e ,  t hen  She l ley  

has  now chosen t o  deny a  t r anscenden t  dimension i n  poe t ry  

and t o  t u r n  away, f o r t h r i g h t l y ,  from t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  he 

began t o  uncover i n  Queen Mab. - Ross Woodman has  taken  t h e  

oppos i t e  p o s i t i o n .  He proposes t h a t  by t h e  t ime She l ley  had 

come t o  w r i t e  "Alas to r , "  he  was d i s s a t i s f i e d  wi th  t h e  l i m i t s  

of ma te r i a l i sm and Godwin's philosophy and was reopening t h e  

occu l t i sm and s p i r i t u a l i s m  we saw i n  t h e  E s d a i l e  poems and 

h i s  Gothic phase.  The poem i s  a  p l e a  f o r  a  s p i r i t u a l  dimen- 

s i o n  i n  e x i s t e n c e  and i n  t h e  slow, t o r t u r e d  demise of  t h e  

v i s i o n a r y  p o e t ,  She l l ey  shows t h e  t ragedy  of a t t empt ing  t o  

l i v e  a  l i f e  of  s p i r i t  i n  a  Godwinian un iverse .  According 

t o  Woodman, t h i s  m a t e r i a l i s t - s p i r i t u a l i s t  ambiguity was t h e  



index of S h e l l e y ' s  poe t ry .  He was "governed by two powerful 

pass ions :  a  d e s i r e  t o  reform' t h e  world and a  d e s i r e  t o  

t r anscend  it. n 3 1  The poem, seen from t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  

forwards t h e  s h i f t  from ma te r i a l i sm toward a  neo-Platonic  

s p i r i t u a l i s m  t h a t  Woodman d e t e c t s  f i r s t  i n  Queen - Mab. 

E a r l  Wasserman, developing i d e a s  found i n  Pulos '  - The 

Deep Tru th  about  H u m e ' s  i n f l u e n c e  on S h e l l e y ,  s e e s  t h e  poem 

a s  thoroughly s k e p t i c a l .  I n  " A l a s t o r , "  accord ing  t o  Wasser- 

man, She l l ey  becomes a  poe t  r a t h e r  t h a n  an a p o l o g i s t  f o r  

Godwin. The a t t empt  a t  a  s y n t h e s i s  w e  found i n  Queen - Mab i s  

pu t  a s i d e  and She l ley  begins  t o  unders tand t h a t  t h e  q u e s t  

f o r  immor ta l i ty  and t h e  q u e s t  f o r  s o c i a l  p rog res s  a r e  i r r e -  

so lvab le  oppos i t e s .  32 She l l ey ,  accord ing  t o  Wasserman, now 

p u t s  an i d e a l i s t  Vis ionary and a  p o l i t i c a l l y  aware, mate r i -  

a l i s t  Na r ra to r  on t h e  same l e v e l  and a l l ows  each pe r spec t ive  

t o  play o f f  i r o n i c a l l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  o t h e r .  The i r o n i c  

s t r a t e g y  m i r r o r s  t h e  argument between D e i s t  and C h r i s t i a n  

Apologis t  found i n  h i s  s h o r t ,  e a r l i e r  t r a c t ,  - A Refu t a t i on  o f  

Deism, (1814). I n  "Alas to r , "  n e i t h e r  Idea l i sm,  nor Materi-  

a l i s m  i s  given up, b u t  each c o n f r o n t s  t h e  o t h e r  and t h e  

f i n a l  p o s i t i o n  i s  a s k e p t i c a l  anti-dogmatism. 

Whi le  t h e  c r i t i c s  of  t h i s  poem might d i s a g r e e  on how 

t h i s  drama of i d e a s  i s  resolved--whether She l l ey  i n  f a c t  

r e j e c t s  o r  embraces a  t ranscendent  i d e a l i s m  i n  

"Alas to rW-- the re  i s  very l i t t l e  disagreement about  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l  l i n e s  of t h e  i s s u e :  t h e  b a t t l e  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  mind 

between opposed ph i lo soph ica l  p e r s p e c t i v e s .  Using t h i s  more 



o r  l e s s  agreed  upon schism i n  i d e a s  a s  a  b a s i s ,  I w i l l  a rgue 

t h a t  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  i s  p r e s e h t ,  unresolved,  i n  t h e  poem's 

symbols. I n  "Alas to r "  She l ley  develops  h i s  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  

problem t h a t  symbolism p r e s e n t s  f o r  t h e  new, r a d i c a l  poe t ry  

he was beginning t o  w r i t e  and t h e r e  i s  an  advance: t h e  

symbol has  now been f r e e d  from t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n s  we found i n  

Queen - Mab and w e  s e e  and f e e l  i t s  e f f e c t s  i n  t h e  f l e s h  and 

blood s i t u a t i o n  of an  i n d i v i d u a l  l i f e .  The outcome i s  very 

c l e a r :  t h i s  l i f e  becomes a l i e n a t e d  t h e n  wasted through an  

a t t empt  t o  l i v e  i n  an  i l l u s o r y  symbol world ( r e p r e s e n t e d  by 

t h e  dream-maiden) of  t r anscenden t ,  p e r f e c t  love.  However, 

t h e  c r i t i c a l  deba t e  about  t h i s  poem should warn us  of t h e  

d i f f i c u l t y  i n  main ta in ing  one-sided judgments about  "Alas- 

t o r . "  Skept ic ism i s  only one v o i c e  i n  t h i s  poem; f a i t h  i n  

symbolism i t s e l f  i s  no t  y e t  r e j e c t e d ,  only one form of i t s  

r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  poe t ry .  To t h e  s i d e  of t h e  consc ious ,  worked 

skept ic i sm,  very e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  poem, t h e r e  i s  a  s t r o n g  

undercur ren t  of  a s s e n t  g iven t h e  symbol which i n d i c a t e s  a  

deeply h e l d  b e l i e f  i n  some k ind  of  s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .  33 A s 1  

hope t o  show, it i s  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  between t h e  c la ims of  a  

r evo lu t iona ry  consciousness  which w i l l  n o t  a b i d e  a  t r a n -  

scendent power and an  s tubborn ly  h e l d  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  poss i -  

b i l i t y  of a  l i b e r a t e d  s p i r i t u a l i s m  t h a t  She l ley  begins  t o  

f i n d  t h e  t e n t a t i v e ,  exper imental  approach t o  symbols which 

w i l l ,  a f t e r  " A l a s t o r , "  mark h i s  p o e t i c  s t y l e .  

I n  " A l a s t o r , "  She l ley  a t  f i r s t  appears  t o  have given 

t h e  e s s e n t i a l  mode of t r u t h  i n  p o e t i c  language no t  t o  a  



v i s i o n a r y  symbol i s t  bu t  t o  an i r o n i c ,  
, 

But we a r e  now working wi th  a  p o e t i c  

s k e p t i c a l  Nar ra tor .  

vo i ce  t h a t  i s  much more 

aware of  t h e  f i e l d  of i t s  powers t h a n  was ev iden t  i n  Queen 

Mab. Wasserman comes very c l o s e  t o  recogniz ing  t h e  change, 

though h e  seems t o  s t o p  s h o r t  a t  r e a l i z i n g  i t s  depth.  The 

Nar ra to r ,  f o r  Wasserman, i s  a  'd ramat ic  s p e a k e r f ;  t h e  r a d i -  

c a l  form used i n  "Alas tor"  i s  t h e  "d ia logue"  and " t h e  

dominant motif  of t h e  N a r r a t o r ' s  i nvoca t ion  i s  love  equa l ly  

r e c i p r o c a t e d .  " 3 4  The n a r r a t o r ,  t h e n ,  i s  working wi th in  t h e  

genera l  i d e a  t h a t  p o e t i c  language i s  a  h ighe r  form of  'opin- 

i o n '  o r  s o c i a l  d i s cou r se .  H i s  vo i ce  has  i t s  r o o t s  i n  t h e  

r e c i p r o c a l  dynamic of  an  informed conve r sa t ion ,  t h e  s t r u g g l e  

of a  language of s o c i a l  c r i t i c i s m  a g a i n s t  an  oppos i t i on ,  of  

speech t o  and from o t h e r s .  The n a r r a t o r  might be s k e p t i c a l  

bu t  he i s  Godwinian i n  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of  

r i g h t  op in ion .  The b a s i s  f o r  t h e  N a r r a t o r ' s  argument i s ,  

aga in ,  Godwin's engaged i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m .  

For t h e  Nar ra to r ,  a s  f o r  Godwin, language i s  a  means of 

conveying e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h s  t o  o t h e r  minds and t h e  o b j e c t  of 

such language i s  s o c i a l  change. 35 I t  i s ,  f u r t h e r ,  ( l i k e  

Wordsworth's e a r l y  view i n  t h e  P re face  t o  t h e  L y r i c a l  Bal- -- - 
l a d s ) ,  opposed t o  a  s t a t i c  o r  formal s t r u c t u r e  of  r h e t o r i c a l  

f i g u r e s  a s  a  means of  accomplishing t h i s  aim. I n  o rde r  t o  

s e e  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of Godwinfs view on "Alas to rn  and i t s  

i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  read ing  t h e  f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  poem, w e  must 

look f i r s t  a t  t h e  Preface .  



The P r e f a c e  i n t r o d u c e s  u s  t o  t h e  t h r e e  c a t e g o r i e s  i n  

language w i t h  which " A l a s t o r "  w i l l  be concerned:  a l l e g o r y ,  

symbol and a  s t r o n g l y  engaged, s o c i a l  v o i c e  which can  deve l -  

op and h o l d  t o  a  sympa the t i c  human r e l a t i o n .  The poem i s ,  

f i r s t l y ,  " a l l e g o r i c a l  of one of  t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  s i t u a -  

t i o n s  o f  t h e  human mind," namely o f  a n  v i r t u o u s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

who a t t e m p t s  t o  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  s o c i a l  problems t h a t  su r round  

him. The method o f  t h i s  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  i s  t h e  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  

and wish t o  be  a t  one w i t h  a n  i d e a l i z e d ,  f i c t i o n a l  woman; 

t h u s  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  i s ,  s e c o n d l y ,  a  s y m b o l i s t  who "images t o  

h imse l f  t h e  [ n o n - e x i s t e n t ]  Being whom h e  l o v e s n  and h e  i s ,  

t h i r d l y ,  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from t h o s e  who " l o v i n g  n o t h i n g  on 

t h i s  e a r t h ,  and c h e r i s h i n g  no  hopes beyond, y e t  keep a l o o f  

from sympath ies  w i t h  t h e i r  k i n d ,  r e j o i c i n g  n e i t h e r  i n  human 

joy n o r  mourning w i t h  human g r i e f  . . . . They l a n g u i s h ,  

because  none f e e l  w i t h  them t h e i r  common n a t u r e . "  The 

v i s i o n a r y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from t h i s  l a s t  g roup  because  h e  s e e k s  

a n o t h e r  community of  l ike-minded s p i r i t s ,  though it i s  a  

community i m p o s s i b l e  t o  f i n d  on t h i s  e a r t h .  "Among t h o s e  

who a t t e m p t  t o  e x i s t  w i t h o u t  human sympathy, t h e  p u r e  and 

t e n d e r - h e a r t e d  p e r i s h  th rough  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  and p a s s i o n  of  

t h e i r  s e a r c h  a f t e r  i t s  communit ies ,  when t h e  vacancy o f  

t h e i r  s p i r i t  makes i t s e l f  f e l t .  w 3 6  The l a s t  c a t e g o r y  of 

language used  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  shows a  more p o e t i c  

u s e  of  Godwin's f r e e  ' p r o f e s s i o n  o f  o p i n i o n ' .  3 7  The v i s i o n -  

a r y ,  d e s p i t e  h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  " a l l  t h a t  i s  e x c e l l e n t  and 

m a j e s t i c f m  h a s  n o t  l e a r n e d  t o  fo rward  h i s  i d e a s  th rough  t h e  



l i b e r a t i n g  d i s c o u r s e s  of reason ,  l ove ,  Eros ,  p o l i t i c s ,  o r  a  
, 

poetry  o f  s o c i a l  c r i t i c i s m ,  He i s  a  s o l i t a r y ,  n e i t h e r  

' f r i e n d ,  l o v e r ,  f a t h e r  o r  bene fac to r  of  h i s  coun t ry f  and has  

no community. H i s  i s  a  poe t ry  n o t  simply of i n t e n t i o n ,  b u t  

of pure  p o t e n t i a l ;  and t h i s  poe t ry  i s  impotent  because it 

does n o t  a f f e c t  t h e  f low of  l i f e  around it nor does  it a l t e r  

t h e  wider cou r se  of s o c i a l  op in ion  and,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  h i s t o r y .  

This  l a s t  ca tegory  of  d i s c o u r s e  i s  weighted a s  t h e  most 

impor tan t  of t h e  t h r e e .  We have noted i t s  a b s t r a c t  presence 

i n  Queen - Mab a s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  of fpan-comrnunication' among 

a l l  s p i r i t s  of n a t u r e .  Here, though,  w e  f i n d  it t a k i n g  t h e  

preeminent p l a c e  i n  an o rde r ing ,  o r  v a l u a t i o n ,  of  t h e  b a s i c  

e lements  of  poe t ry .  She l l ey ,  i n  t h e  P re face ,  has  c l e a r l y  

begun t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between a poe t ry  seen a s  a  l i b e r a t i n g  

d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  o t h e r s  and t h e  two t y p e s  of r h e t o r i c a l  appeal  

( a l l e g o r y  and symbol).  This  s ense  of  a  poe t ry  a s  a  lan-  

guage which can engage s o c i a l  f o r c e s  i s  now t h e  framework i n  

which he  can p l a c e  t h e  o l d e r  r e l i g i o u s  modes. The evidence 

f o r  t h i s  i s  t h a t  when a l l e g o r y  and symbol a r e  nex t  used,  

they come enfo lded  w i t h i n  t h e  frame of  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  model 

and through c o n t r a s t s  between t h e s e  modes we d e t e c t  a  very 

s u b t l e ,  very c l e a r ,  no t e  of i rony .  

The  poem begins  w i t h  a  s t r o n g  c l a im  t o  human sympathy 

i n  t h e  form of an  add res s  t o  t h e  g r e a t  Mother, t h e  " S p i r i t  

of Nature." And t h e  r e sou rces  of  t h i s  new dramat ic  vo ice ,  

begun w i t h  t h e  Nar ra to r ,  a r e  formidable .  She l ley  has  found 

a p o e t i c  form, t h e  o d i c  add res s ,  t h a t  can c a r r y  h i s  new 



n o t i o n  o f  o p i n i o n .  W e  f i n d  a  v o i c e  t h a t  i s  concerned,  

generous ,  charming,  open,  f o r m a l l y  c o r r e c t ,  e l e g a n t ,  pro-  

foundly  c a r e f u l ,  engaging,  f u l l y  aware  o f  a n o t h e r :  

Favour my solemn song,  f o r  I have  loved  
Thee e v e r ,  and t h e e  o n l y ;  I have  watched 
Thy shadow, and t h e  d a r k n e s s  of  t h y  s t e p s ,  
And my h e a r t  e v e r  g a z e s  on  t h e  d e p t h  
Of t h y  d e e p  m y s t e r i e s .  I have  made my bed 
I n  c h a r n e l s  and on c o f f i n s ,  where b l a c k  d e a t h  
Keeps r e c o r d  o f  t h e  t r o p h i e s  won from t h e e .  
Hoping t o  s t i l l  t h e s e  o b s t i n a t e  q u e s t i o n i n g s  
Of t h e e  and t h i n e  . . . . ( 1 9  - 26). 

T h i s  sudden,  d r a m a t i c  c l a i m  f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n  i s  s o  i n t e n s e  

t h a t  one i s  c a u g h t  and wonders whether  s h e  c o u l d  have  known 

where and when h e  w a i t e d  f o r  h e r  r e s p o n s e .  I t  i s ,  f u r t h e r ,  

a  s e n s i t i v e  and f l u e n t  v o i c e ,  n o t  concerned whether  i t s  

a l l e g o r i c a l  t a b l e a u  a r e  r a t i o n a l ,  b u t  how e f f e c t i v e  t h e y  a r e  

i n  winning a  g e s t u r e  i n  r e t u r n .  The s p e a k e r  n e x t  c a t c h e s  h i s  

own tendency t o  se l f -aggrand izement  and mutes it w i t h  an  

q u i c k  change i n  t o n e  and t a c t i c ;  t h e r e  i s  a  s l i g h t  lower ing  

of  s i g h t s :  " I n  l o n e  and s i l e n t  h o u r s  . . . Have I mixed 

awful  t a l k  and a s k i n g  looks /  With my most i n n o c e n t  l o v e t W ( 3 3  

-35) .  H e r  r e s o u r c e s  must a l s o  b e  f o r m i d a b l e ;  h e  i s  remind- 

i n g  h e r  of  h i s  d e v o t i o n  and wants  some s i g n ,  some s i g n a l  

which h e  c o u l d  win,  h e  t h i n k s ,  w i t h  h i s  v o i c e  a l o n e .  A l l  h e  

h a s  r e c e i v e d ,  though,  a r e  h i n t s ,  g e s t u r e s ,  v e i l e d  movements 

i n  dreams and day t ime  f a n t a s i e s .  The speech  e n d s  i t s  a p p e a l  

by a s k i n g  o n l y  t h a t  t h e  s p e a k e r  be a l lowed  t o  'modula te '  

w i t h  ' v o i c e  o f  l i v i n g  b e i n g s  . . . t h e  d e e p  h e a r t  o f  man'; 

t h u s ,  t h a t  h e  b e  gu ided  away from u n r e a l  l anguage  and remain 



i n  t u n e  w i t h  t h e  v o i c e s  o f  hpman l o v e  and sympathy. I t  

seems, however,  t h a t  on ly  one b u r s t  of  such  a n  a d d r e s s  can  

be  s u s t a i n e d  though it i s  enough t o  s e r v e  a s  a  b a s i s  f o r  

comparison w i t h  o t h e r  modes o f  p o e t r y :  A s  w e  t u r n  t o  t h e  

p a r a b l e  o f  t h e  V i s i o n a r y ,  w e  w i l l  see t h a t  h i s  a l l e g o r i e s  - 
a r e  now n o t  q u i t e  b e l i e v a b l e .  

For  Wasserman, t h e  N a r r a t o r  i s  a  s t r ic t  m a t e r i a l i s t  

who, " c o n c e i v e s  o f  h imse l f  a s  a  s e r e n e  and e q u a l  member of  

t h e  e n t i r e  e a r t h l y  community. " 3 8  T h i s  may b e  t r u e ,  b u t  h e  i s  

no Wordsworthian dalesman;  h e  i s  much t o o  p r a c t i c e d  i n  t h e  

s u b t l e t i e s  o f  f i g u r a t i v e  speech.  The G r e a t  P a r e n t ,  Na tu re ,  

i s  t a l k e d  t o  w i t h  such  e l e g a n t  and o d i c  f e r v o r  t h a t  s h e  

seems t o  have  a n  e x i s t e n c e ;  w e  see t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  a  r e c i p i -  

e n t .  The n a r r a t o r  knows t h a t  t h e  V i s i o n a r y ' s  k i n d  of  'mu- 

t e d '  l anguage  a l s o  h a s  such  p o t e n t i a l .  H e  s t a t e s  it, howev- 

e r ,  w i t h i n  a  d e l i c a t e l y  wrought ,  i r o n y  o f  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n .  

H e  l i v e d ,  h e  d i e d ,  h e  sung ,  i n  s o l i t u d e .  
S t r a n g e r s  have  wept t o  h e a r  h i s  p a s s i o n a t e  n o t e s ,  
And v i r g i n s ,  a s  unknown h e  p a s t ,  have  p i n e d  
And wasted  f o r  fond l o v e  of  h i s  w i l d  e y e s .  
The f i r e  o f  t h o s e  s o f t  o r b s  h a s  c e a s e d  t o  burn  
And S i l e n c e ,  t o o  enamoured o f  t h a t  v o i c e ,  
Locks i t s  mute music i n  h e r  rugged ce l l .  
( 6 0  - 6 6 )  

There i s  a  s u b t l e  i n t e r p l a y  between d i s c o u r s e  and a l l e g o r y  

h e r e  and t h e  l i m i t  o f  t h e  a l l e g o r i c a l  mode i s  very  much i n  

view. The v i s i o n a r y  s i n g s  and h i s  song i s  u l t i m a t e l y  compel- 

l i n g .  H e  a l s o  s i n g s  t o  a t r a n s c e n d e n t  s p i r i t ,  n o t  a n  e a r t h -  

l y  one ,  t h u s  h i s  song must b e  l i m i t e d ,  a l l e g o r i c a l .  But h i s  



s i n g i n g  h a s  been i r o n i c a l l y  f i g u r e d  by t h e  N a r r a t o r  th rough  

t h e  pr imary  r e s o u r c e  o f  a l l e g o r y - - t h e  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n - - a s  

d i r e c t e d  t o  a  woman c a l l e d  " S i l e n c e . "  With in  t h i s  t e l l i n g  

f i g u r e  w e  h e a r  a n o t h e r  message. Even t h e  s i l e n t  a l l e g o r y  o f  

t r a n s c e n d e n c e ,  i f  r e a d  c o r r e c t l y ,  i s  a n  a t t e m p t  a t  d i s -  

c o u r s e ;  it i s  r e a l l y  a n  a d d r e s s  t o  a  v e r y  human being.  W e  

have been shown i n  t h e s e  v i r g i n s  and t h i s  ' t o o  enamoured' 

f i g u r e  what t h e  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t  c a n n o t  see, t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  

h i s  t r u e  r e c i p i e n t .  H i s  music i s  s o  amorously b e a u t i f u l  

t h a t ,  n u n - l i k e ,  s h e  ( S i l e n c e )  must c a n c e l  it o u t .  And i n  

t h e  s i l e n t  songs  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  w e  now h e a r  t h e  s a d  music 

of a  one-s ided ,  e r o t i c  r h e t o r i c  t h a t  would conv ince  on a  

ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l  t h a n  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  though t h e  

s i n g e r  i s  unaware of  t h e  d e p t h s  of  h i s  i n t e n t .  

The f o r c e  which i s  producing t h i s  complex i r o n y  i s  t h e  

awareness  t h a t  language i s  a lways ,  a t  a l l  p o i n t s ,  d i s c o u r s e ,  

some k i n d  of  exchange o r  t e l l i n g  t o  a n o t h e r  of e a r t h l y ,  

human t h i n g s .  The same s u b t l e ,  o v e r r i d i n g  view i s  found i n  

S h e l l e y ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  v i s i o n a r y ' s  a n t i - t y p e ,  t h e  

v i s i o n  o f  a  p e r f e c t  companion: 

H e  dreamed a  v e i l e d  maid 
S a t e  n e a r  him, t a l k i n g  i n  low solemn t o n e s .  
H e r  v o i c e  was l i k e  t h e  v o i c e  of  h i s  own s o u l  
Heard i n  t h e  calm o f  t h o u g h t ;  i t s  music l o n g ,  
L i k e  woven sounds of  streams and b r e e z e s ,  h e l d  
H i s  inmost  s e n s e  suspended i n  i t s  web 
Of many-coloured woof and s h i f t i n g  hues  . . . 
H e r s e l f  a  p o e t .  (150 - 1 6 0 )  



Male and female  s i d e s  o f  t h e  p e r s o n a  a r e  bound t o g e t h e r  h e r e  
I 

i n  a  P l a t o n i c  v i s i o n  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  b u t  t h e i r  c o n n e c t i o n  i s  

i r o n i c .  The s o l i t a r y  V i s i o n a r y  I s  a n t i - t y p e 3 9  i s ,  i n d e e d ,  

h i m s e l f ;  c a u g h t  i n  a  m i r r o r  wor ld ,  h e ,  t h r o u g h  ' h e r ' ,  s e n d s  

h i s  p o e t r y  t o  h i m s e l f ,  and it i s  t r u l y  ' t h e  v o i c e  o f  h i s  own 

s o u l '  h e  i s  h e a r i n g .  T h i s  a l i e n a t e d  v o i c e  i s  t r a p p e d  i n  a  

world o f  p u r e  a l l e g o r y ,  a  s o l i p s i s t i c  world i n  which t h e  

s p e a k e r  on ly  t h i n k s  h e  i s  t a l k i n g  t o  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  be ing ;  

i n  a c t u a l i t y ,  b o t h  s p e a k e r  and l i s t e n e r  e x i s t  i n  a  s e l f -  

e n c l o s e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n  which w e  h e a r  o n l y  a s  o v e r t o n e .  The 

e r r o r  h a s  developed t o  t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  

t h e  s e l f  h a s  r e p l a c e d  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n  t h e  p o e t  shou ld  b e  

hav ing  w i t h  a  r e a l  woman. Once a g a i n ,  t h e  i r o n y  i s  a l lowed  

us  th rough  t h e  framework o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  u s e  o f  language.  

H i s  i s  t h e  v o i c e  t h a t  speaks  t o  o t h e r s ,  t h e  v o i c e  t h a t  h a s  

n o t  l o s t  i t s  sympath ies  w i t h  l i f e ,  l o v e ,  s o c i e t y ,  Eros-- the 

S p i r i t  o f  Na tu re .  

Bu t ,  t h e  beau ty  and ' g e n e r o s i t y '  o f  t h i s  e r r o r  p r e v e n t s  

S h e l l e y  from o u t r i g h t  condemnation. T h i s  maiden i s  a  v a r i a -  

t i o n  o f  t h e  J u l i a ,  Mab, I a n t h e  f i g u r e s  w e  have s e e n  i n  

p r e c e d i n g  works. She i s  "a  dream o f  hopes  t h a t  never  y e t  / 

Had f l u s h e d  h i s  cheeks ."  ( 1 5 0 )  The music o f  h e r  v o i c e  i s  

"Like woven sounds  o f  s t r e a m  and breezes ' '  ( 1 5 4 )  and "knowl- 

edge and t r u t h  and v i r t u e  were h e r  theme / and l o f t y  hopes 

of  d i v i n e  l i b e r t y . "  ( 1 5 9 ) .  She h a s  t h e n  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  be  

a  t i m e l y ,  s t i r r i n g  image o f  p r o g r e s s ,  o r  pe rhaps  t h e  model 



however, t h i s  p o t e n t i a l  i s  n o t  r e a l i z e d ;  a l l  t h e  energy of  
5 

human improvement s h e  r e p r e s e n t s  i s  t u r n e d  inward and h e r  

potency i s  p r o g r e s s i v e l y  d i f f u s e d  a s  s h e  i s  t a k e n  f u r t h e r  

and f u r t h e r  i n t o  t h e  mind; s h e  becomes mere ly  a  menta l  

e v e n t .  H e r  song t a k e s  on s t r a n g e  o v e r t o n e s ,  "sweeping from 

some s t r a n g e  h a r p  / S t r a n g e  symphony, and i n  t h e i r  b ranch ing  

v e i n s  / The e l o q u e n t  b lood t o l d  a n  i n e f f a b l e  t a l e . "  W e  

b e g i n  t o  see t h e  d i r e c t i o n  i n  which s h e  i s  b e i n g  t a k e n ,  " a t  

t h e  sound h e  t u r n e d ,  / And saw by t h e  warm l i g h t  o f  t h e i r  

own l i f e ,  / h e r  glowing l imbs  b e n e a t h  t h e  s i n u o u s  v e i l  / Of 

woven windt' ( 1 7 4 ) .  She h a s  been reduced  from a  p o t e n t i a l  

symbol o f  l i b e r a t i o n  w i t h  a l l  o f  i t s  e x t e r n a l  r e f e r e n c e  t o  

a n  e r o t i c  f a n t a s y  and t h e  v i s i o n a r y ' s  q u e s t  i s  now shading 

i n t o  p a t h o s .  The poem e n d s  on t h e  same, s u b t l e  i r o n i c  n o t e .  

The i d e a l  maiden i s  reduced t o  a  p a i r  o f  e y e s  and s e e n  a s  a  

p r o j e c t i o n  on  t h e  p o i n t s  o f  a  c r e s c e n t  moon; t h e  v i s i o n a r y ,  

even a t  t h e  moment o f  d e a t h ,  i n s i s t s  o n  s e e i n g  what i s  n o t  

t h e r e .  H e  p r o j e c t s  a n  image o f  p e r f e c t  e y e s  and h e  i s  b l i n d  

t o  t h e  end. A t  t h e  l a s t ,  h e  "Upon a n  i v i e d  s t o n e /  Rec l ined  

h i s  l a n g u i d  head . . . . I t  ( 6 3 4 )  and h e  d i e s  i n  t h e  rocky 

arms of  a  mountain nook, t h i n k i n g  them t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  arms 

of a  p e r f e c t  ep ipsyche .  

I n  t h i s  d e l i c a t e  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  de luded  v i s i o n a r y ,  t h e  

f i g u r e  o f  a l l e g o r y  h a s ,  however, been q u i t e  c l e a r l y  and 

thorough ly  c o n t a i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e  h i g h e r ,  more g e n e r a l i z e d  

c a t e g o r y  o f  d i s c o u r s e ,  o f  p o e t r y  s e e n  a s  a  " c o n c r e t e  mani- 

f e s t a t i o n  o f  language.  " 4 0  P o e t r y ,  S h e l l e y  i s  s a y i n g ,  becomes 



f r u i t f u l  o n l y  i n  t h e  t r a n s f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  i d e a l  i n t o  a  con- 
, 

t e x t  w h e r e  it can  modula te  and e n e r g i z e  l i f e .  A l l e g o r y ,  

h e r e ,  i s  a  dead language,  a  s i l e n t  p r a y e r  t o  a n  p e r f e c t  

o b j e c t  and a  w a s t e f u l  t u r n i n g  away from humanity. 

A l a s t o r ' s  Symbolism 

A s  w e  have  s e e n ,  though,  t h e r e  i s  more t h a n  a  h i n t  of  

p o s i t i v e  f e e l i n g  toward t h e  v i s i o n a r y  q u e s t  i n  " A l a s t o r . "  

S h e l l e y ' s  u s e  o f  a  d i s c o u r s e  mode a s  a  form of  i r o n i c  com- 

ment on a  'mute p o e t r y '  o f  a l l e g o r y  i s  n o t  b rough t  t o  a n  

u l t i m a t e ,  Godwinian d e n i a l .  The i r o n i c  mode b r e a k s  down 

f u r t h e r  a s  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  b e g i n s  t o  approach t h e  Caucasus. 

Before  t h i s ,  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  l a n d s c a p e  have  been ab- 

s t r a c t ,  f l e s h e d  o u t  when n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a n  a l l e g o r i c a l  p o i n t .  

But ,  now, t h e  n a r r a t o r  seems t o  g e t  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  s h e e r  

s c a l e  o f  t h e  d e t a i l s  r e q u i r e d  f o r  h i s  commentary on t h e  

v i s i o n a r y ' s  p l i g h t .  Mountains,  a s  w e  have  s e e n ,  have  some 

c r u c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  S h e l l e y  and h e r e  t h e y  seem t o  have  

awakened a n o t h e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  n o t i o n  o f  a  p o e t r y  of  

'human sympathy. '  A s  w e  r e a c h  t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  b i r t h  o f  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  ( a s  S h e l l e y ' s  t i m e s  knew i t ) ,  a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f  

symbolism becomes a p p a r e n t .  4 1  The swan t h a t  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  

f r i g h t e n s  i n t o  f l i g h t  reminds him o f  h i s  a b s o l u t e  a l i e n a t i o n  

from l o v e r ,  f r i e n d  o r  f a m i l y ,  and,  when h e  pushes  o u t  i n  t h e  

l i t t l e  s h a l l o p  from t h e  " l o n e  Chorasmian s h o r e , "  h e  seems 

aware t h a t  h e  i s  l e a v i n g  beh ind  a l l  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  human 



community. I t  i s  a t  t h i s  moment t h a t  he  s i g h t s  t h e  moun- 

t a i n s  : 

A t  midnight 
The moon a rose :  and lo !  t h e  e t h e r i a l  c l i f f s  
Of Caucasus, whose i c y  summits shone 
Among t h e  s t a r s  l i k e  s u n l i g h t ,  and around 
Whose cave rn 'd  base  t h e  wh i r lpoo l s  and t h e  waves 
Burs t ing  and eddying i r r e s i s t i b l y  
Rage $qd resound f o r  e v e r .  --Who s h a l l  save?-- 

A t  t h i s  p r e c i s e  moment of  u t t e r  a l i e n a t i o n ,  t h e r e  i s  a  

s t r o n g  concen t r a t i on  on t h e  landscape i t s e l f .  The c l i f f s  

seem t o  beckon b u t  w e  a r e  no t  g iven  an i r o n i c  v e r s i o n  of 

Jerusalem o r  an  e t e r n a l  c i t y ,  on ly ,  wi th  t h e  e p i t h e t  ' e the-  

r i a l , '  a  h i n t  of a l l e g o r y .  W e  a r e  shown, w i th  much c l e a r e r  

focus ,  t h e  e x t e r i o r  d e t a i l s  of  a  fo rb idd ing  mountain cha in .  

A t  t h i s  l one ly  s i g h t i n g ,  t h e  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n  between a l l e g o r -  

i c a l  i n s t a n c e  and i r o n i c  meaning beg ins  t o  break down and 

t h e  poem's images come t o  have a  l i f e  of t h e i r  own. 

Gibson c a l l s  t h i s  p a r t  of  t h e  poem an  i n s t a n c e  of 

' n a t u r a l  a l l e g o r y .  ' 4 3  But a s  w e  have seen ,  t h e  a l l e g o r y  

begins  be fo re  t h i s  and it i s  i r o n i c .  And i f  t h e  i r o n i c  

a t t i t u d e  which produced an  enamoured ' S i l e n c e '  i s  being 

mainta ined,  t h e s e  ' j agged  a rms , '  ' e d d i e s '  and 'wh i r lpoo l s '  

should a l s o  have p r e c i s e ,  second meanings b u t  it i s  no t  easy 

t o  f i n d  them.  The s h a l l o p  could ,  perhaps ,  f i t  i n  wi th  a  

s e r i o u s l y  t aken  q u e s t  mot i f :  "It had been long abandoned, 

f o r  i t s  sides/Gaped wide wi th  many a r i f t ,  and i t s  f r a i l  

j o i n t s  /Swayed wi th  t h e  undu la t ions  of t h e  t i d e . "  (310-303) 



For Gibson,  t h i s  s e c t i o n  i s  s t r o n g l y  a l l e g o r i c a l ,  "may n o t  

t h i s  s e t t i n g  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  end o f  m o r t a l  e x i s t e n c e  when t h e  
, 

s t r e a m  o f  l i f e  e n t e r s  t h e  ocean of  e t e r n i t y ?  . . . . C e r -  

t a i n l y  t h e  l i t t l e  b o a t  w i t h  i t s  g a p i n g  s i d e s  and f r a i l  

j o i n t s  i s  s u g g e s t i v e  o f  t h e  b o d i l y  c o n d i t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t .  1144 

W e  can  h e a r  t h e  o t h e r  meaning q u i t e  c l e a r l y  once t h e  a l l e -  

g o r i c a l  key i s  p r e s e n t e d ,  b u t  even h e r e  t h e r e  i s  a l s o  a  

p e c u l i a r  s l i p p a g e  between image and s i g n i f i c a n c e .  W e  r e a l -  

i z e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h a t  such a  v e s s e l  c o u l d  n o t ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  

c a r r y  anyone w i t h  such speed th rough  t h e  s to rm t h a t  i s  n e x t  

p r e s e n t e d .  Could t h i s  b e  t h e  meaning? The b o a t  would t h e n  

r e p r e s e n t  t h e  f r a i l  body o f  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  a s  h e  goes  th rough  

t h e  wrack and agony of  dy ing .  The problem i s  t h a t  t h e  

v i s i o n a r y  s u r v i v e s  t h e  s to rm.  Gibson a g a i n  a s s i g n s  t h i s  

k i n d  o f  s l i p p a g e  t o  t h e  a l l e g o r y ,  e v e r y t h i n g  h e r e  i s  f i g u r a -  

t i v e  and t h u s  n o t  i n t e n d e d  t o  be p l a u s i b l e .  " S h e l l e y ,  

i n t e n d s  t o  conduc t  t h e  p o e t  i n t o  t h e  r e a l m s  of  d e a t h ,  how 

else b u t  by a l l e g o r y  may t h e  m a t e r i a l  b e  p r e s e n t e d ?  1145 

Again, though,  t h e  p o e t  does  n o t  a c t u a l l y  d i e  u n t i l  q u i t e  

some t i m e  a f t e r  t h i s ,  and t h e  c o u r s e  up t o  t h e  mountain i s  

compl ica ted  by p a s s a g e s  of  subl ime d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  n a t u r e .  

The d i s j u n c t i o n  between d e t a i l  and a l l e g o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

r e a c h e s  i t s  w i d e s t  p o i n t  when t h e  s h a l l o p  h a s  been c a r r i e d  

by t h e  s t o r m  i n t o  a  cavern .  

The b o a t  pursued  
The winding o f  t h e  cavern .  Day- l ight  shone 
A t  l e n g t h  upon t h a t  gloomy r i v e r ' s  f low;  
Now, where t h e  f i e r c e s t  war among t h e  waves 
Is calm, on  t h e  unfa thomable  s t r e a m  



The boa t  moved slowly.  Where t h e  mountains,  r i v e n ,  
Exposed t h o s e  b lack  dep ths  t o  t h e  a z u r e  sky ,  
Ere y e t  t h e  f l o o d ' s  enormous volume f e l l  
Even t o  t h e  base  of t h e  Caucasus, w i th  sound 
That shook t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  rocks ,  t h e  mass 
F i l l e d  wi th  one whi r lpool  a l l  t h a t  ample chasm; 
S t a i r  above s t a i r  t h e  eddying wate rs  r o s e ,  
C i r c l i n g  immeasurably f a s t  and laved  
With a l t e r n a t i n g  dash t h e  kna r l ed  r o o t s  
Of mighty t r e e s ,  t h a t  s t r e t c h e d  t h e i r  g i a n t  arms 
I n  darkness  over  it. I '  t h e  mids t  was l e f t ,  
R e f l e c t i n g ,  y e t  d i s t o r t i n g  every c loud ,  
A pool of t r eache rous  and tremendous calm. 
Se ized  by t h e  sway of t h e  ascending s t ream,  
With d i zzy  s w i f t n e s s ,  round, and round, and round, 
Ridge a f t e r  r i d g e  t h e  s t r a i n i n g  boa t  a r o s e  . . . . " 

( 3 6 9 - 3 8 9 )  

T h i s  i s  more t h a n  a l l e g o r y ,  such images a r e  now dream-like,  

haunted,  and f u l l  of  v e i l e d  meaning. These Wordsworthian 

dep ths  and a z u r e  s k i e s ,  t h e  f l o o d ' s  s t reaming  volume and t h e  

knar led  r o o t s  of  mighty t r e e s  a r e  rendered wi th  a  mass of 

d e t a i l  n o t  necessary f o r  i rony  o r  an  e f f e c t i v e  a l l e g o r y .  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  f o r c e s  a t  work i n  wate r  and wind a r e  almost  

human i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  push t h e  v i s i o n a r y  forward,  q u i t e  

p r e c i s e l y ,  t o  h i s  d e s t i n a t i o n .  The trees s t r e t c h  o u t  t h e i r  

' g i a n t  a rms ' ,  t h e  r i v e r  i s  gloomy and i t  i s  a s  i f  t h e  whole 

landscape were a l i v e  wi th  being and f e e l i n g .  We a r e  glimps- 

i n g  ano the r  world and ano the r  mode of  d i s c o u r s e  than  i rony  

and a l l e g o r y .  There a r e  echoes of  t h e  mountain block t h a t  

was "Act ive ,  l i v i n g  s p i r i t n  of Queen - Mab and something of  

t h e  dramat ic ,  p e r s o n i f i e d  motions of  wate r  and wind i n  t h e  

Vale of  Chamonix of  "Mont Blanc." Irony could n o t  work 

here. I f  t h e  scene  were i r o n i c ,  it would be heavy-handed 

because w e  a r e  watching a  passage toward dea th .  W e  g e t ,  

r a t h e r ,  a  f e e l i n g  of  t h e  t e r r o r  of  t h e  v i s i o n a r y ' s  a l i e n a -  



t i o n ,  t h e  scope  and d e p t h  o f  h i s  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  h i s  own 

d e e p e s t  n a t u r e  a s  a n  image o f  t h e  s e a  smashing a g a i n s t  

mountainous c l i f f s ,  and i n  t h e  c u r r e n t  and o u t s t r e t c h e d  

trees, t h e  r e a c t i o n  o f  t h e  g r e a t  Mother h e r s e l f ,  p e r h a p s ,  t o  

h i s  s i n s  o f  omiss ion .  Under ly ing t h e  a l l e g o r y ,  t h e  deeper  

f i g u r a t i v e  d imension a t  work i n  t h i s  haunted  l andscape  i s  

t h e  symbol and i n  t h i s  mode one i s  n e v e r  s u r e  of t h e  o b j e c -  

t i v e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  d e t a i l s  t h a t  make up  a  scene .  The 

n a r r a t o r  i s  s t r e s s i n g  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n s  and t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

i s  no l o n g e r  s imply  i n s t a n t a n e o u s ,  d i r e c t  and a l l e g o r i c a l .  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e s e  c l i f f s ,  t rees and r o o t s  have  a  s t a r k  

' t r a n s l u c e n c e ' ;  t h e y  d o  n o t  ' r e p r e s e n t ' ,  w e  see th rough  them 

i n t o  a  d imension t h a t  h i n t s  o f  t h e  d i r e c t  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  

s p i r i t u a l .  4 6  

W i t h  t h i s  a d d i t i o n  of  a  new f i g u r a t i v e  mode, w e  have 

come t o  t h e  e s s e n t i a l s  o f  t h e  l anguages  o f  " A l a s t o r . "  A l l  

t h r e e  a s p e c t s  w e  saw i n  t h e  P r e f a c e  have  now been r e a l i z e d .  

The a l l e g o r i c a l  mode h a s  been i t s e l f  d e m y s t i f i e d  by t h e  

d i s c o u r s e  f rame,  b u t  t h e  language o f  s o c i a l  ' o p i n i o n '  and 

human sympathy h a s  now, i t s e l f ,  been modulated and made more 

complex by a  p a r t i a l l y  r e v e a l e d ,  p e r h a p s  unconsc ious ,  sym- 

bol ism.  The c o n c r e t e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  mountain h i n t  o f  some- 

t h i n g  l i k e  a  p o t e n t i a l  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  r e a l i z e d ,  a  h i n t  t h a t  

t h e  paean w i t h  which w e  began was n o t  mere p l a y  o r  i l l u s o r y ;  

n a t u r e  h e r s e l f  might  b e  communicable. There  a r e  t o u c h e s  o f  

p r e s e n c e  i n  t h i s  l andscape  t h a t  remind u s  of S h e l l e y ' s  

e a r l i e r  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  G o t h i c  mode w i t h  i t s  s p i r i t s  



and v o i c e s  o f  n a t u r e  and t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  wind, r i v e r  and t r e e  

g i v e  u s  a  g l impse  of  a n  approach t o  t h i s  p r e s e n c e  which 

might  b e  a  more a c c e p t a b l e  t h a n  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  communicate 

w i t h  a  p e r f e c t ,  u n a t t a i n a b l e ,  i r r e a l ,  f i g u r e  o f  love .  47 

But t h e  d i s j u n c t i o n s  i n  " A l a s t o r n  a r e  t o o  n o t i c e a b l e  t o  

h o l d  t h a t  it  shows a  ' u n i t y  of  t h o u g h t  t h r o u g h o u t , '  and w e  

a r e  n o t  q u i t e  s o  c l o s e  t o  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s k e p t i c i s m  t h a t  

Wasserman c l a i m s .  The s k e p t i c i s m  i s  t h e r e ,  b u t  t h e  promise  

of  t h e  dream maiden and t h e  symbol ic  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h e  Cauca- 

s u s  have  u n d e r c u t  a  u n i f i e d  i r o n y .  48 O v e r a l l ,  however, w e  

can  s a y  t h a t  " A l a s t o r "  i s  a  l i m i t e d  exper iment  w i t h  t h e  

d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  c e r t a i n  k i n d  o f  symbolism. S h e l l e y ' s  

v i s i o n a r y  p o e t  b e l i e v e s  i n  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  symbol w i t h  a n  

i n t e n s i t y  t h a t  s h i n e s  "As i n  a  f u r n a c e  b u r n i n g  s e c r e t l y /  

From h i s  d a r k  e y e s  a lone . "  ( 2 5 3 )  Such l anguage  i s  aware a t  

a l l  p o i n t s  o f  t h e  s o l i p s i s m  and f e r v o r  o f  p r o j e c t i o n  t h a t  

can  b e  found i n  t h e  symbolic  mode; and t h i s  k i n d  o f  d i s t r u s t  

i s  p r e v a l e n t  i n  t h e  poem because  t h e  symbols and f a i t h  o f  

t h e  v i s i o n a r y  a r e ,  more o f t e n  t h a n  n o t ,  u n d e r c u t  by t h e  

N a r r a t o r .  T h i s  s k e p t i c a l  v o i c e  b e g i n s  a n  i r o n i c  c o u n t e r -  

d i s c o u r s e  which shows u s  t h a t  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  

i s ,  w h i l e  b r i l l i a n t ,  a l i e n a t e d .  H e  i s  " a t t e m p t i n g  t o  e x i s t  

w i t h o u t  human sympathy, w 4 9  t h u s  w i t h  no  s o c i a l  t e x t u r e ,  no  

grounding i n  v i t a l  human r e l a t i o n s  and s e e k s  t o  e n t e r ,  

somewhat l i k e  K e a t s '  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  t h e  "Endymion" o r  t h e  

"Ode on  a  G r e c i a n  Urn," a  symbol ic  r e a l m  o f  p e r f e c t  l o v e  

d i r e c t l y ,  w i t h  no  m e d i a t i n g  h i s t o r y  o f  s o c i a l  e x p e r i e n c e  and 



no p h y s i c a l  r e l a t i o n  w i t h  a  r e a l  l o v e r .  But ,  pe rhaps ,  i n  

t h i s  a l i e n a t e d  language t h e k e  i s  a  t r u t h .  The image t h e  

v i s i o n a r y  h a s  ' c o n s t r u c t e d 1  i s  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e q u a l  and i s  

' h e r s e l f  a  p o e t 1 ;  t h u s ,  s h e  r e t a i n s  h e r  p o t e n t i a l  a s  a  s i g n  

o f  l i b e r a t i o n ,  and i s  a n  image S h e l l e y  c a n  i l l  a f f o r d  t o  

s imply  b a n i s h  a s  i l l u s o r y .  The i n t e l l e c t u a l  and p o e t i c  

a b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  dream maiden a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  animated  moun- 

t a i n  imagery show u s  t h a t  t h e  dilemma o f  how t o  make symbol- 

i c  f i g u r e s  o f  a n  i d e a l  humanity w i t h i n  a  Godwinian t h e o r y  of 

o p i n i o n  and d i s c o u r s e  remains .  W e  are t o  see t h e  most 

c o n s c i o u s  and most complex a t t e m p t  t o  r e s o l v e  t h i s  problem 

i n  S h e l l e y ' s  n e x t  major  poem a b o u t  h i g h  peaks ,  Mont Blanc.  



Notes 

' ~ o h a n n  G o t t f r i e d  Herder ,  "Essay on t h e  O r i g i n  o f  Lan- 
quaqe." Trans .  Alexander Gode. ( N e w  York: F r e d e r i c k  Ungar, 
1 9 6 6 )  p.  131. 

H e r d e r ' s  p r i z e  winning e s s a y  on t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  language 
i s  modern i n  i t s  p o r t r a y a l  of  language a s  a  s k i l l  won over  
aeons  and p r o g r e s s i v e l y -  developed from humanity 's  p e r c e p t u a l  
a b i l i t i e s  t o  mark o u t  s p e c i f i c  e v e n t s .  I t  i s  n o t  modern i n  
t h e  d e p t h  o f  i t s  commitment t o  a  n o n - r e l i g i o u s  view of  
language.  The e s s a y  i s  f o r m a l l y  a n  argument f o r  a  human 
s o u r c e ,  and one  f e e l s ,  s t r o n g l y ,  t h e  beau ty  and weight  o f  
t h e  a d v e r s a r y  i n  each  of  H e r d e r ' s  d i f f i c u l t  d e s c r i p t i o n s .  
W e  a r e  h e r e ,  ( a s  i n  many o f  t h e  e s s a y s  on  language t h a t  
informed H e r d e r ' s  p e r i o d ) ,  w i t n e s s i n g  a  s t r u g g l e  between two 
t h e o r i e s  o f  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  and t h e  l i n e  o f  c o n f l i c t  was more 
confused t h a n  i t  i s  today .  A s  t h e  c o u r t  m i n i s t e r  (Hofpre-  
d i g e r )  a t  Weimar, Herder ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  s h a r e d  many of  h i s  
a d v e r s a r y ' s  p o s i t i o n s .  

*I am u s i n g  t h e  t e r m  ' symbol '  i n  a  wide s e n s e  h e r e  t o  
mean a l l  m o t i v a t e d  s i g n s ;  t h u s ,  t h e  c r o s s  o r  a  c a t h e d r a l  
c o u l d  b e  c o n s t r u e d  a s  symbols a s  c o u l d  Queen Mab h e r s e l f  
when s h e  b e g i n s  t o  l o s e  h e r  a l l e g o r i c a l  s t a t u s  and body 
f o r t h  man's p e r f e c t e d  s t a t e .  T h i s  wider  s e n s e  t h e n  a c c e p t s  
any f i g u r e  which u s e s  c o n c r e t e  f o r  g e n e r a l  o r  p a r t  f o r  whole 
r e l a t i o n s  and which h a s  a  mythic  o r  r e l i g i o u s  impor t  a s  
symbolic .  Roland B a r t h e s '  i n  Mythologies  u s e s  a  s i m i l a r l y  
broad d e f i n i t i o n  when a n a l y s i n g  myth; f o r  him, t h e  symbolic  
domain would b e  "a second o r d e r  s e m i o l o g i c a l  system" and 
i n c l u d e  any language which had language i t s e l f  a s  i t s  s i g n .  
The s e n s e  of  ' symbol '  I am a t t e m p t i n g  t o  g e t  t o  h e r e  i s  t h a t  
of a  more g e n e r a l  o r d e r  o f  meaning which i n t e r p e n e t r a t e s  
w i t h  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  imagery and s c e n e  i n  a  poem, and which 
i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  s i n g l e ,  d i s c r e t e  images. 

3 ~ h e  n o t i o n  o f  t r a n s l u c e n c e  i s  C o l e r i d g e ' s ,  and i s  found i n  
t h e  comparison between symbol and a l l e g o r y  i n  The S t a t e s m a c s  
Manual. 

4 ~ h o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  o t h e r  t o u c h s t o n e s  l i k e  H u m e ,  Rous- 
s e a u ,  P l a t o  and Wil l iam Drummond. 

5 ~ a u l  d e  Man, "The R h e t o r i c  o f  Tempora l i ty , "  p .  207. 

6 ~ e e  P r i e s t l e y ' s  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  --- P o l i t i c a l  -- J u s t i c e ,  pp. 108- 
110. 

7 ~ a r l  R .  Wasserman, S h e l l e y :  - - A ------ C r i t i c a l  Readinq,  ( B a l t i m o r e :  
Johns  Hopkins U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1 9 7 1 ) ,  p .  4. 



8 ~ o o d m a n  h o l d s  t h a t  " i n  1812 S h e l l e y  d i d  n o t  b e l i e v e  i n  a  
' d i v i n e r  n a t u r e . '  H e  b e l i e v e d ,  o r  t h o u g h t  h e  b e l i e v e d ,  t h a t  
m a t t e r  i n  a  s t a t e  o f  mot ion  was t h e  on ly  r e a l i t y ,  t h a t  t h e  p h y s i -  
c a l  u n i v e r s e  was t h e  o n l y  u n i v e r s e .  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  Wil l iam Godwin, 
among o t h e r s ,  pe r suaded  him o t h e r w i s e .  Woodman, - The A p o c a l y p t i c  
V i s i o n  in the P o e t r y  - o f  S h e l l e y ,  p.  4, 

'A.M.D. Hughes, The Nascent  Mind -- o f  S h e l l e v ,  (Oxford: The 
Clarendon P r e s s ,  1 9 4 7 ) ,  p .  204. 

l o ~ r i e ~ t l e y  sees t h e  poem a s  o f t e n  confused  and immature and 
a s  a  complex m i x t u r e  of e l ements  t a k e n  from v a r i o u s  p h i l o s o p h i e s .  
H e  d e t e c t s  S p i n o z i s t  pantheism,  H e l v e t i a n  condemnation o f  i n s t i -  
t u t i o n s ,  d l H o l b a c h ' s  m a t e r i a l i s m  a s  w e l l  a s  Godwin i n  t h e  poem. 
However, "When t h e s e  d e v i a t i o n s  have been n o t e d  . . . t h e  'under-  
l y i n g  p r i n c i p l e s '  remain" c l o s e  t o  Godwin's though t .  See P r i e s t -  
l e y ,  111, p.  109 - 111. 

' n a r k  P h i l i p ,  Godwin's --- P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e ,  (London: Duck- 
wor th ,  19861, p .  48, p.  77. 

 or P r i e s t l y ,  S h e l l e y  q u i c k l y  became a d i s c i p l e  upon 
meet ing  Godwin. But " t h e  Godwin whom h e  m e t  was t h e  Godwin of  
1812, n o t  o f  1793, a  Godwin who was a n  ' i m m a t e r i a l i s t '  and a n  
admire r  o f  Berke ley .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  a f t e r  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  
w i t h  him on  r e a d i n g ,  S h e l l e y  o r d e r e d  Berke ley  and began t o  move 
away from t h e  French m a t e r i a l i s m  s o  consp icuous  i n  Queen - Mab. 
See P r i e s t l e y ,  p.  1 1 1 .  

1 3 ~ o d w i n ,  P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e .  I p.  80. 

I 4 ~ h e  open ing  a l s o  i n t r o d u c e s  u s  t o  c o n s c i o u s  p e r s o n i f i c a -  
t i o n s  l i k e  "Dream," "S leep" ,  and "Death".  

1 5 ~ c c o r d i n g  t o  Hughes, I a n t h e  i s  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a l  
f i g u r e d  a s  a  woman emancipated  from a l l  customary r o l e s .  W e  f i n d  
h e r  a g a i n  i n  Laon and Cythna. "She [Cythna]  i s  a t y p e  t h a t  modern 
r e v o l u t i o n s  have  made f a m i l i a r ,  t h e  woman i n  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  
s t o r m ,  a t  t h e  head o f  t h e  crowd, d i f f u s i n g  t h e  joy o f  
d e v o t i o n  . . . . From Queen Mab t o  H e l l a s  s h e  w a i t s  and watches  
i n  unwavering hope f o r  t h e  good Cause." See  Hughes, p. 210. 

Man, p .  188. 

l 7 ~ h i s  i s  Note 13 ,  V I I .  13. I have  t a k e n  t h e  opening sen-  
t e n c e  from N e v i l l e  Rogers ,  - The Complete -- Works - o f  Percy =she  
S h e l l e y  (Oxford:  Clarendon,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  I ,  309, 

8 ~ o s s  G r e i g  Woodman, The A p o c a l y p t i c  V i s i o n  is t h e  P o e t r y  
of S h e l l e y ,  (1964 r p t ;  Toronto:  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Toron to  P r e s s ,  - 
1 9 6 6 ) ,  p .  75,  78. 



*Osee C.E. Pu los ,  The Deep Truth:  A Study of S h e l l e y ' s  
Scept ic i sm,  (Lincoln:  Un ive r s i t y  o f  ~ e b F a s k a  Press, 1962) pp. 24 
- 66. 

2 1 ~ i c h a r d  Holmes i n  She l ley :  - The P u r s u i t  i n d i c a t e s  some of 
t h e  range  of o t h e r  i n f l u e n c e s  on She l l ey .  For him, " t h e  i n f l u -  
ence of Godwin i s  l o c a l ,  r a t h e r  t han ,  a s  u s u a l l y  s t a t e d ,  domi- 
nan t . "  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  " S h e l l e y ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o  na tu re ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l  
un ive r se  and t h e  f u n c t i o n i n s  of n a t u r a l  processes  i s  drawn from 
L u c r e t i u s ' s  -- On t h e  Nature 2 Things and Baron d 'Holbach 's ,  System 
de l a  Nature ,  backed up wi th  d e t a i l e d  in format ion  and s t a t i s t i c s  -- 
from t h e  new range o f  'Encyclopedias. '  With regard  t o  man's r o l e  
i n  s o c i e t y ,  i t s  p o l i t i c a l ,  e t h i c a l  and economic a s p e c t s ,  t h e  
i n f l u e n c e s  are more d i v e r s e ,  b u t  t h e  most powerful shapers  of  
S h e l l e y ' s  t h i n k i n g  a r e  t h e  s c e p t i c i s m  o f  Hume and t h e  m i l i t a n t  
republ ican ism of Tom Paine.  These a r e  supported on s p e c i f i c  
i s s u e s  such a s  f r e e  love  and labour  theory  by writers a s  d i f f e r -  
e n t  a s  Adam Smith, Mary Wol l s tonec ra f t ,  Lord Monboddo, Godwin, 
Lawrence, and T r o t t e r  (On Nervous D i s e a s e s ) . "  On t o p  of t h i s  
r a t h e r  fo rb idd ing  l i s t ,  h e  a l s o  mentions Count Volney's  %Ruins  
of Empire, Byron's  Cain and Erasmus Darwin's 'poems of s c i ence  - -- 
and s o c i e t y .  ' See pp. 201-203. For some reason ,  Holmes has  ne- 
g l e c t e d  William Drummond's Academical Questions which a r e  exp l i c -  
i t l y  mentioned i n  S h e l l e y ' s  Notes, (see Note 13: V I I .  13, i n  t h e  
Rogers'  e d i t i o n  Vol 1 ,  p.  316.)  

2 2 ~ e e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  P r i e s t l e y  ' s review of  Godwin's r e v i -  
s i o n s .  "He had decided e a r l y  i n  t h e  f i r s t  w r i t i n g  t h a t  t h e  grand 
ins t rument  of  p rog res s  i s  n o t  government b u t  t r u t h ,  t h a t  t r u t h  i s  
no t  t o  be  publ i shed  by governmental o r d e r ,  b u t  by f r e e  d i scus -  
s i o n ,  and t h a t  it must be  communicated e n t i r e ,  wi thout  governmen- 
t a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e . "  P r i e s t l e y ,  p.83. 

2 3 ~ o d w i n ,  -- P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e ,  p. 215, 238. See a l s o  Book I V ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  c h a p t e r ,  "Of Res i s tance" .  The stress would be 
today c a l l e d  " S o c i a l i s t "  o r  evo lu t iona ry  a n a r c h i s t  r a t h e r  t han  
"Marxist"  i n  t h a t  Godwin i s  convinced t h a t  "Government i s  founded 
i n  op in ion  . . . . Destroy t h e  e x i s t i n g  p r e j u d i c e  i n  favour  of 
any ou r  p r e s e n t  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and they  w i l l  f a l l  i n t o  s i m i l a r  
d i s u s e  and contempt. Act ive  ve r sus  v e r b a l  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  t o  used 
only i n  t h e  wors t  c a s e s  of violence. ' '  ( p .  251.) 

2 4 ~ o l m e s  c a l l s  them, " t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  machinery of t h e  
Fa i ry  Queen," see Holmes, p. 201. 

2 5 ~ o t e  t h a t  She l ley  ' s f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  may have engen- 
dered t h i s  metaphor. He i s  now t rapped  i n t o  d e b t  through t h e  
' e s t a t e  bond' system of  a t t a i n i n g  money. H e  must o b t a i n  h i s  
d a i l y  expense money through promissory n o t e s  made on h i s  f u t u r e  
e s t a t e .  A s i t u a t i o n  brought about  by Timothy's r e f u s a l  t o  pay 
h i s  b i l l s .  

26'' . . . i f  op in ion  be rendered a  t o p i c  of  p o l i t i c a l  super-  
in tendence,  w e  a r e  immediately involved i n  s l a v e r y ,  t o  which no 
imaginat ion of man can s e t  a  t e rmina t ion .  The hopes of our  i m -  



provement a r e  a r r e s t e d ;  f o r  government f i x e s  t h e  mercur ia lness  of 
man t o  an  ass igned  s t a t i o n . )  W e  can no longer  enqui re  o r  t h i n k ;  
f o r  enquiry  and thought  a r e  u n c e r t a i n  i n  t h e i r  d i r e c t i o n ,  and 
unshackled i n  t h e i r  t e rmina t ion .  W e  s i n k  i n t o  mot ionless  inac-  
t i v i t y  and t h e  b a s e s t  cowardice; f o r  o u r  thoughts  and words a r e  
b e s e t  on every s i d e  wi th  pena l ty  and menace." Godwin, 11, p. 
216. 

27  For de  Man, t h e  symbol has  been o v e r s t r e s s e d  i n  romantic 
c r i t i c i s m ,  t h e  a l l e g o r y  i s  t h e  roman t i c ' s  t r u e  f i g u r e .  A coher- 
e n t  r ead ing  of any romantic t e x t  w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  r a t i o n a l i s t  
a l l e g o r y  and i rony  undercut  t h e  o v e r t  symbolism. De Man goes 
f u r t h e r ,  t h e s e  two hidden vo ices  a r e  never  simply play and orna- 
ment, t hey  a r e  t h e  honest  p a r t  of t h e  romantic a t t i t u d e  and a r e  
borrowed from t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  cen tury :  "Far from being a mannerism 
i n h e r i t e d  from t h e  e x t e r i o r  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  baroque and t h e  roco- 
co ,  they appear  a t  t h e  most o r i g i n a l  and profound moments . . . 
when an  a u t h e n t i c  vo ice  becomes audib le . " (De  Man, "The Rhe to r i c  
of Temporal i ty ,"  p .  204) These a r e  a l s o  t h e  two modes of poe t ry  
t h a t  could p reven t  t h e  romantic p o e t ' s  " . . . l e a p  o u t  of  l an -  
guage i n t o  f a i t h . "  ( I b i d . ,  p. 222) I t  i s  a  l e a p  t h a t  i s  t h e  
r e s u l t  of t h e  s educ t ions  of  symbolism: "Whereas t h e  symbol 
p o s t u l a t e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  an  i d e n t i t y  o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  
a l l e g o r y  d e s i g n a t e s  p r imar i ly  a  d i s t a n c e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  i t s  own 
o r i g i n ,  and, renouncing t h e  n o s t a l g i a  and t h e  d e s i r e  t o  co inc ide  
[w i th  f e a t u r e s  of a  landscape f i g u r e d  a s  a  s i g n  of d i v i n e  
presence,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ] ,  it  e s t a b l i s h e s  i t s  language i n  t h e  vo id  
of t h i s  temporal  d i f f e r e n c e .  I n  s o  doing,  it prevents  t h e  s e l f  
from an  i l l u s o r y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  wi th  t h e  non-se l f ,  which i s  now 
f u l l y ,  though p a i n f u l l y ,  recognized a s  a  non-sel f .  I t  i s  t h i s  
p a i n f u l  knowledge t h a t  w e  pe rce ive  a t  t h e  moments when e a r l y  
romantic l i t e r a t u r e  f i n d s  i t s  t r u e  vo ice . "  ( I b i d . ,  p. 207) This  
i s  a  r a d i c a l  and provoca t ive  i n v e r s i o n  of  t h e  mytho-poetic read-  
i ng  of romant ic  poe t ry ,  bu t  i t  i s  a l s o  e v a l u a t i v e  i n  another  
d i r e c t i o n .  For d e  Man, t h e  very s t r u c t u r e  of a l l e g o r y  i s  t h e  
mechanism of t r u t h  i n  p o e t i c  language. H i s  c r i t i q u e  of romantic 
symbolism rests on a  normative,  t e c h n i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of r h e t o r i c a l  
s u r f a c e s  a l o n e  o r  i s  concerned only wi th  r e l a t i o n s  between r e f e r -  
e n t s ,  ( l i k e  a  p a r t i c u l a r  l andscape)  s i g n s  and consciousness.  
Both d i r e c t i o n s  very d e l i b e r a t e l y  deny t h e  f u l l  dimensions of  t h e  
con tex t  i n  which such imagery i s  working. 

2 8 ~ e  see t h e  same ambiguity i n  S h e l l e y ' s  long argument f o r  
vege ta r ian ism i n  t h e  Notes. The legend of  Prometheus i s  an a l l e -  
gory f o r  man's g i v i n g  up of  a  v e g e t a r i a n  d i e t  and subsequent f a l l  
i n t o  cooked food and a  d i s e a s e  r i d d e n  ex i s t ence .  The ambiguity 
a l s o  r e s i d e s  i n  h i s  q u o t a t i o n  from Thomas C a d e l l ' s  Return - t o  
Nature,  o r  Defence -- of  Veqetable Regimen where Cadel l  s ays ,  " Man 
a t  h i s  c G a t i o n  was endowed wi th  t h e  g i f t  of  pe rpe tua l  youth;  
t h a t  i s ,  h e  was n o t  formed t o  be a  s i c k l y  s u f f e r i n g  c r e a t u r e  a s  
we now see him, b u t  t o  enjoy h e a l t h ,  and t o  s i n k  by slow degrees  
i n t o  t h e  bosom o f  h i s  pa ren t  e a r t h  wi thout  d i s e a s e  o r  pain ."  
(Note 17: V I I I .  212, 212. Rogers, I ,  pp. 326 - 328.) 

2 9 ~ a s s e r m a n ,  She l ley :  A - C r i t i c a l  Readinq, p.  4 .  



3 0 ~ v a n  K. Gibson,  " A l a s t o r :  A R e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n '  i n  She1 l e y  ' s 
P o e t r y  - and P r o s e ,  Eds. Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers, 
( N e w  York: W.W. Norton & Company I n c . ,  1 9 7 7 ) ,  pp. 545-69. 

l ~ o o d m a n ,  I b i d . ,  p .  3 .  

32 The S h e l l e y  o f  Queen - Mab i s  " t h e  n a i v e l y  o p t i m i s t i c  
S h e l l e y  w e  have  c u s t o m a r i l y  r e s i s t e d ,  Matthew A r n o l d ' s  ' b e a u t i f u l  
and i n e f f e c t u a l  a n g e l ,  b e a t i n g  i n  t h e  v o i d  h i s  luminous wings i n  
v a i n .  ' But t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  S h e l l e y ,  who becomes a  p o e t  when h i s  
two a s p i r a t i o n s ,  s o  i m p e r f e c t l y  h e l d  t o g e t h e r  i n  Queen - Mab and 
h i s  e a r l y  l e t te rs  beg in  t o  f a l l  a p a r t  i n t o  a n  o p p o s i t i o n . "  See 
E a r l  R.  Wasserman, S h e l l e y :  A C r i t i c a l  Readinq,  (Ba l t imore :  
Johns  Hopkins U n i v e r s i t y  ~ ress ,  1971 ) p. 5 .  

33 T h i s  u n d e r c u r r e n t  i s  m a n i f e s t  most c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  moun- 
t a i n  imagery t h a t  comes i n t o  p l a y  l a t e  i n  t h e  poem. 

3 4 ~ a s s e r m a n ,  pp. 1 1 ,  15, 16. 

3 5 ~ o r  B a r r e l ,  Godwin i s  a  P l a t o n i s t  i n  t h i s  f a i t h  t h a t  t h e  
r i g h t  communication o f  o p i n i o n  o r  i d e a s  w i l l  change men's behav- 
i o r ,  "Thus i n  Godwin wrong a c t i o n s  s p r i n g  from wrong o p i n i o n s ,  
and v i c e  i s  e x p l a i n e d  a s  e r r o r .  

Now t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  new a b o u t  t h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t  t h e o r y  
of  e v i l .  I t  was P l a t o ' s  t h e o r y .  But P l a t o  recogn ized  t h a t  i n  
whole c l a s s e s  o f  men t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f a c u l t y  i s  weaker t h a n  
e i t h e r  t h e  a p p e t i t e s  o r  t h e  emot ions ,  and it would n e v e r  have  
o c c u r r e d  t o  him t o  propose  t h e  d i s c o u r s e s  o f  h i s  Academy a s  a  
panacea f o r  e v i l .  Godwin, though,  w i l l  admit  o f  no  b a s i c  d i f f e r -  
ence  i n  t h e  minds o f  men." see Joseph  B a r r e l l ,  S h e l l e y  -- and t h e  
Thouqht - o f  -- H i s  --- T i m e :  A S tudy  i n  The H i s t o r y  - o f  I d e a s ,  (1947;  
r p t .  Archon Books, 1 3 6 7 ) ~  p . 4 7 7  

3 6 ~ e i m a n ,  S h e l l e y ' s  P o e t r y  and P r o s e ,  p .  70. 

3 7 ~ o d w i n ,  t o  s a y  t h e  l e a s t ,  h a s  been f i g u r i n g  s t r o n g l y  i n  
S h e l l e y ' s  l i f e .  W e  h e a r  echoes  o f  P o l i t i c a l  ~ u s t i c e  i n  the- famous  
let ter  t o  t h e  Duke o f  Norfolk  on  May 28, 1813 which d e f e n d s  h i s  
s t a n d  a g a i n s t  h i s  f a t h e r .  Timothy had asked  h i s  lawyer ,  Whi t ton ,  
t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  r e q u e s t  f o r  a  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  ( t h e y  
were y e t  e s t r a n g e d  o v e r  t h e  e x p u l s i o n  from Oxford and S h e l l e y ' s  
elopement  w i t h  H a r r i e t  Westbrook).  Whi t ton  a p p a r e n t l y  s u g g e s t e d  
t h a t  S h e l l e y  " p u b l i k l y  disavow" h i s  Atheism and  S h e l l e y ' s  r e p l y  
i s  something o f  a  man i fes to :  "I  was p r e p a r e d  t o  make my f a t h e r  
eve ry  r e a s o n a b l e  c o n c e s s i o n ,  b u t  I a m  n o t  s o  degraded & m i s e r a b l e  
a  s l a v e ,  a s  p u b l i c k l y  t o  disavow a n  o p i n i o n  which I b e l i e v e  t o  b e  
t r u e .  Every man o f  common s e n s e  must p l a i n l y  see t h a t  a  sudden 
r e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  s e n t i m e n t s  s e r i o u s l y  t a k e n  up i s  a s  u n f o r t u n a t e  a  
tes t  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  u p r i g h t n e s s  a s  c a n  p o s s i b l y  b e  d e v i s e d . "  
Cameron, S h e l l e y  -- and h i s  Circ le ,  111, p .  190. 

3 9 ~ h i s  c o n c e p t  becomes f o r m a l i z e d  i n  t h e  l a t e r  p r o s e  f r a g -  



ment, "On Loven (1818) a s  "Not only  t h e  p o r t r a i t  of ou r  e x t e r n a l  
being,  b u t  a n  assemblage of t h e  minutes t  p a r t i c u l a r s  of which our  
n a t u r e  i s  composed: a  mi r ro r  whose s u r f a c e  r e f l e c t s  only t h e  
forms of  p u r i t y  and b r igh tnes s :  a  s o u l  w i t h i n  our  sou l  t h a t  
d e s c r i b e s  a  c i r c l e  around i t s  proper  Pa rad i se  which pa in  and 
sorrow and e v i l  d a r e  n o t  over leap .  To t h i s  w e  e age r ly  r e f e r  a l l  
s e n s a t i o n s ,  t h i r s t i n g  t h a t  they  should resemble o r  correspond 
wi th  it. The discovery of  i t s  a n t i t y p e :  t h e  meeting w i t h  an 
unders tanding capable  of c l e a r l y  e s t i m a t i n g  t h e  deduc t ions  of  o u r  
own, and imagina t ion  which should e n t e r  i n t o  and s e i z e  upon t h e  
s u b t l e  and d e l i c a t e  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  which w e  have d e l i g h t  t o  cher-  
i s h  and unfo ld  i n  s e c r e t  . . . ." Reiman, p. 474. 

4 0 ~ o d o r o v ,  Symbolism - -  and I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  p. 9 .  

"Reiman has  t h i s  n o t e  about  t h e  geography of She l ley  ' s  day: 
" I f  we unders tand t h e  Poet t o  embark on t h e  Aral  Sea, h i s  s h a l -  
l op ,  a  small open boa t ,  would be c a r r i e d  by a  super -na tura l  
impulse up t h e  Oxus t o  i t s  headwaters i n  t h e  Hindu Kush 
Mountains . . . . I n  S h e l l e y ' s  day t h e  s c i e n t i s t  Buffon and 
o t h e r s  be l i eved  t h a t  t h e  Hindu Kush ( I n d i a n  Caucasus) r eg ion  was 
t h e  c r a d l e  of  t h e  human r a c e . "  See Reiman, S h e l l e y ' s  Poetry  and - 
Prose ,  p.  76. n. 

4 2 ~ h e l l e y ,  "Alastor '  11. 353-360. 

4 4 ~ e e  Gibson 's  essay  i n  Donald H .  Reiman and Sharon Powers 
eds . ,  S h e l l e y ' s  --- Poetry  . -- and Prose ,  p. 560. 

4 6 ~ ~ d o r o v  summarizes t h e  romant ic  approach t o  symbols a s  
'mot iva ted '  language: "As f a r  a s  t h e  symbol i s  concerned, we f i n d  
t h e  f u l l  panoply of c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a c c r e d i t e d  by t h e  romantics:  
it i s  produc t ive ,  i n t r a n s i t i v e ,  mot ivated;  it ach ieves  t h e  f u s i o n  
of c o n t r a r i e s ;  it i s  and i t  s i g n i f i e s  a t  t h e  same t ime;  i t s  
con ten t  e l u d e s  reason:  it expres ses  t h e  i n e x p r e s s i b l e .  I n  con- 
t r a s t ,  a l l e g o r y ,  obvious ly ,  i s  a l r eady  made, t r a n s i t i v e ,  a r b i -  
t r a r y ,  pure  s i g n i f i c a t i o n ,  an  exp res s ion  of  reason."  Todorov, 
Theor ies  of t h e  Symbol, p. 206. -- 

4 7 ~ h e  problem now a r i s e s  of which of  t h e  t h r e e  ( s o c i a l -  
communicative, symbo l i c - sp i r i t ua l  o r  a l l e g o r i c a l - t r a n s c e n d e n t )  
modes i s  primary.  The dilemma appears  i n  o t h e r  works of t h i s  
per iod .  I n  "Oh! There a r e  S p i r i t s  o f  t h e  A i r  . . ." w r i t t e n  
s h o r t l y  be fo re  "Alas to r , "  t h e r e  i s  a  s i m i l a r  c o n f l i c t  between t h e  
l i f e  of a  s o l i t a r y  i d e a l i s t  and t h e  l i f e  based i n  exper ience.  
Here though, t h e  i d e a l i s t ,  a lone  wi th  h i s  "mountain winds, and 
babbl ing s p r i n g s ,  / and moonlight s e a s "  seems favored,  and it i s  
exper ience  t h a t  b l i g h t s  t h e  pure ,  i n n e r  a l l e g o r i e s  of  love .  

4 8 ~ n  a  l e t t e r  t o  Hogg da t ed  November 22-23, 181 3 we f i n d  



t h i s  comment on Hume: "I have  examined Hurnes [ s i c ]  r e a s o n i n g s  
w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  non e x i s t e n c e  o f  e x t e r n a l  t h i n g s .  & I c o n f e s s  
t h e y  a p p e a r  t o  m e  t o  f o l l o w  from t h e  d o c t r i n e s  of  Locke. What am 
I t o  t h i n k  o f  a  ph i losophy  which c o n d u c t s  t o  such a c o n c l u ~ i o n ? ~  
Cameron, S h e l l e y  - and - h i s  -- Circle ,  111, p .  260 .  T h i s  comment would 
seem t o  i n d i c a t e  some r e s e r v a t i o n  a b o u t  Hume, b u t  Cameron h a s  
t h i s  g l o s s  on  t h e  le t ter :  " S h e l l e y  d o e s  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  mean t o  
e x c l u d e  a l l  o f  H u m e ' s  ph i losophy  b u t  o n l y  h i s  s k e p t i c a l  e p i s t e -  
mology. Hume's argument on m i r a c l e s ,  t h e  " i n f i n i t e  r e g r e s s , "  and 
c a u s a t i o n ,  S h e l l e y  had l o n g  s u p p o r t e d .  And l a t e r  h e  came c l o s e r  
t o  H u m e ' s  v iew on  m a t t e r  and mind a l s o . "  ( p .  266.)  

4 9 ~ h e l l e y ' s  " P r e f a c e "  t o  ' A l a s t o r " ,  p .  69. 



CHAPTER I V  

I 

THEORY OF OPINION I N  "MONT BLANC" 

Mont Blanc:  D i s c o u r s e  v e r s u s  Symbol. --- 

W e  have  s o  f a r  fo l lowed  t h e  r ise  of  S h e l l e y ' s  s k i l l  i n  

f i t t i n g  t h e  f i g u r e s  of a l l e g o r y  and symbol w i t h i n  a  Godwin- 

i a n  t h e o r y  o f  r a t i o n a l  d i s c o u r s e .  S h e l l e y ,  a t  twenty  was 

p ro found ly  s t r u c k  by Godwin's ph i losophy  and became some- 

t h i n g  of  a  d i s c i p l e .  H e  h a s  a t t e m p t e d ,  w i t h  some s u c c e s s ,  

t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  p o e t r y  which w i l l  engage and l i b e r a t e  o p i n i o n  

and y e t  remain e l e v a t e d  and th rough  i t s  b e a u t i e s  g i v e  p l e a s -  

u r e . '  H i s  p r o j e c t  d u r i n g  t h e s e  y e a r s  was t o  a r g u e  a g a i n s t  

c o n s e r v a t i v e  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  i n  a  form s o  c l e a r l y  and pe r sua-  

s i v e l y  t r u e  t h a t  it  would work on t h e  mind o f  i t s  r e c i p i e n t  

and change o p i n i o n .  I t s  u l t i m a t e  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  language a r e  

t h e n  n o t  ' r e f e r e n c e '  o r  ' t h e  s i g n i f i e r - s i g n i f i e d  r e l a t i o n '  

b u t  s o c i a l  l i f e  and s o c i a l  t h o u g h t ,  t h e  dimension of  l a n -  

guage which c o n n e c t s  one human b e i n g  t o  a n o t h e r .  S h e l l e y ' s  

use  of  t h e  symbol ic  mode w i t h i n  t h i s  f i e l d  o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s ,  

however, ambiguous and u n s t a b l e .  Imagery o f  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

r e f e r e n c e  l i k e  t h e  v i s i o n a r y ' s  dream maiden i s  a t a r g e t  f o r  

a  g e n t l e  i r o n y  and t r a d i t i o n a l  n o t i o n s  o f  d i v i n e  b e i n g  have 

come i n  f o r  some s h a r p  s a t i r e  i n  Queen Mab. However, de- 

s p i t e  Godwin, S h e l l e y  p e r s i s t s  i n  exper iment ing  i n  t h e  



symbol ic  mode. W e  w i l l  n e x t  t u r n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a  poem of 

S h e l l e y ' s  e a r l y  m a t u r i t y ,  "Mont B l a n c , "  w r i t t e n  a f t e r  t h e  

f i r s t  e f f e c t s  of  Godwin, i f  n o t  h i s  ph i losophy ,  had worn o f f  

and see i f  w e  c a n  d e t e c t  t h e  same p r o b l e m a t i c  a t  work i n  a 

poem a b o u t  one  o f  t h e  most a s o c i a l  and ' r e f e r e n t i a l '  of 

o b j e c t s .  2 

Mont B lanc ,  ( a t  15,781 f e e t ,  t h e  h i g h e s t  o f  t h e  A l p i n e  

p e a k s )  seems, on t h e  s u r f a c e ,  b e t t e r  f i t t e d  t o  symbol iz ing  

e t e r n i t y  and a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  r ea lm o r  God t h a n  l i b e r a t i o n .  

Even t h e  modern E n c y c l o p e d i s t  seems caugh t  i n  t h e  s p e l l  of 

o p p o s i t i o n s  between man and t h e  powers o f  n a t u r e :  

The mounta ins  on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  o f  t h e  v a l l e y ,  [Chamo- 
n i x ]  though a t t a i n i n g  a n  a l t i t u d e  o f  8 ,500 f e e t ,  a r e  
n o t  covered  w i t h  snow i n  summer; b u t  t h o s e  on t h e  e a s t  
s i d e ,  i n  t h e  r a n g e  o f  Mont Blanc ,  b e i n g  from 10,000 t o  
15,000 f e e t  h i g h ,  a r e  a lways  snow c l a d ,  e x c e p t  where 
t h e  peaks  a r e  t o o  p e r p e n d i c u l a r  f o r  snow t o  l i e .  From 
t h e  snowy r a n g e  p roceed  g l a c i e r s ,  some approach ing  n e a r  
t h e  c u l t i v a t e d  f i e l d s .  The t h r e e  most i m p o r t a n t  a r e  
t h e  G l a c i e r  d l A r g e n t i e r e ,  t h e  G l a c i e r  d e s  Bossons, and 
t h e  Mer d e  G l a s ,  t h e  l a s t  b e i n g  one o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  i n  
t h e  Alps .  From i t s  lower e x t r e m i t y  t h e  m e l t i n g s  o f  t h e  
g l a c i e r  f l o w ,  i n  g r e a t e r  o r  less volume a c c o r d i n g  t o  
t h e  s e a s o n  of  t h e  y e a r ,  from under  a  n a t u r a l l y  formed 
ice a r c h ,  t h e  s o u r c e  of  t h e  Arveyron,  a  small s t r e a m  
f l o w i n g  i n t o  t h e  Arve. 

I t  i s  e a s y  t o  see i n  t h i s  image a  p a s s a g e  from t h e  moun- 

t a i n ' s  peak,  th rough  i t s  s e a s  of  ice  t o  t h e i r  m e l t i n g s  i n t o  

r i v e r s  and t o  f o l l o w  t h e s e ,  i n  t u r n ,  downward i n t o  man's 

i n f i n i t e s i m a l  world.  Mont Blanc  l e n d s  i t s e l f  t o  symbolic  

m e d i t a t i o n s  on e t e r n i t y  and t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  d i v i n e  powers i n  

t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  men. P e r k i n s  h a s  a t t e m p t e d  t o  show t h a t  such 



images p r o v i d e d  a  s t a b i l i z i n g ,  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism f o r  

romant ic  wr i te rs  i n  a  s c i e n t i f i c  and e m p i r i c i s t  m i l i e u .  For  

d e  Man, t h e  r o m a n t i c  a f f i n i t y  f o r  such  imagery i s  a l s o  based 

on t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  permanence o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  

o b j e c t  and t h e  e p h e m e r a l i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  N a t u r a l  

o b j e c t s  have a comfor t ing  s o l i d i t y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h i n g s  o f  

t h e  mind. 

. . . The n a t u r a l  o b j e c t ,  s a f e  i n  i t s  immediate b e i n g ,  
seems t o  have  no beg inn ing  and no end.  I ts permanence 
i s  c a r r i e d  by t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  i t s  b e i n g ,  whereas a  
b e g i n n i n g  i m p l i e s  a  n e g a t i o n  o f  permanence, t h e  d i s c o n -  
t i n u i t y  o f  a  d e a t h  i n  which a n  e n t i t y  r e l i n q u i s h e s  i t s  
s p e c i f i c i t y ,  l i k e  a n  empty s h e l l .  E n t i t i e s  engendered 
by c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o r i g i n a t e  i n  t h i s  f a s h i o n .  4 

For  d e  Man, t h e  romant ic  symbol c o n f u s e s  t h e s e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  

t h e r e b y  seeming t o  l e n d  t o  ' e n t i t i e s  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s '  l i k e  

poems t h e  permanence o f  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t s  l i k e  mountains.  But 

S h e l l e y  i s  much more aware t h a n  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s  o f  t h e  

t e m p t a t i o n s  o f  l andscape  symbolism. Wordsworth's r e s p o n s e  

t o  Mont Blanc  i n  - The P r e l u d e ,  (1804-5, 1850) and Coler -  

i d g e ' s  r e s p o n s e  t o  a n  imagined 'Va le  o f  Chamouni' (1802)  

a r e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  b o t h  r e f l e c t i v e  of  a  p o s i -  

t i v e  the i sm.  I n  t h e  c a s e  of  Wordsworth t h i s  i s  i n d i v i d u a l -  

i s t i c  b u t  e s s e n t i a l l y  C h r i s t i a n  and o r t h o d o x ,  ' a  unique  

n a t u r a l  r e l i g i o n '  and w i t h  C o l e r i d g e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  Bloom, a n  

example o f  comple te  or thodoxy,  " t h e  Hebra ic  subl ime.  '15 A s  

w e  have  s e e n ,  S h e l l e y  h a s  a  deep  f e l t  c o n n e c t i o n  t o  'Athe- 

i s m ' ,  and t o  Godwin's n o t i o n s  a b o u t  e s t a b l i s h e d  r e l i g i o n ,  

and t h u s  c o u l d  n o t  t a k e  up t h e  f a i t h s  o f  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ;  



i n  Mont Blanc  w e  w i l l  see him c h a l l e n g e  b o t h  t h a t  f a i t h  and 

i t s  new symbol. 
I 

Bloom h a s  shown t h a t  Woxdswortk and C o l e r i d g e  a r e  v e r y  

much w i t h i n  t h e  h o r i z o n  of  S h e l l e y ' s  Mont Blanc ,  b u t  w e  can  

see t h a t  t h e  c o n t r a s t  h e  draws between S h e l l e y  and h i s  

p r e d e c e s s o r s  i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a  mytho-poet ic  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  

poem. For  Bloom, S h e l l e y  h a s  a s e n s e  o f  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

and t h e  s a c r e d ,  though it i s  v e r y  f a r  from or thodoxy.  H e ,  

i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Wordsworth and C o l e r i d g e ,  " b e g i n s  t h e  p r o c e s s  

of compounding a new myth ( p a r t i a l l y  o u t  o f  o l d e r  e l e m e n t s ,  

i n  t h i s  c a s e )  by f i t t i n g  t h e  i n s i g h t  d e r i v e d  from landscape  

p e r c e p t i o n  i n t o  a  p e r s o n a l l y  f a b r i c a t e d  ~ i s i o n . " ~  Bloom has  

emphasised t h e  c o n s t r u c t i v e ,  d e l i b e r a t e  e l ement  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  

approach t o  t h i s  new g e n r e .  However, h e  c o n c e i v e s  it a s  a  

problem S h e l l e y  succeeds  i n  s o l v i n g .  There  i s  a  s k e p t i c a l  

c o u n t e r - v o i c e  i n  - Mont -1 Blanc b u t  it ends  i n  t h e  f i n a l  r e j e c -  

t i o n  o f  a  U r i z e n - l i k e  God who i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  and c r u e l  and 

i s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n s c i o u s l y  c o n s t r u c t  poe t -  

r y ;  una ided  by t h e  s e n s e  of  d i v i n e  powers and f o r c e s ,  t h e  

human w i l l  i s  o n l y  c a p a b l e  o f  making a n  a l l e g o r y  o f  i t s  own 

ty ranny .  The t r u e  myth-symbol shows a  b e n e f i c e n t ,  n a t u r a l  

and l i b e r a t i n g  Power which i s  p r e s e n t  i n  language p r e c i s e l y  

i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  c o n s c i o u s  p o e t i c  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  For  Bloom, 

S h e l l e y ' s  mountain i s  " a  f i r s t h a n d  a c c o u n t  o f  a  p e r s o n a l  

r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  '' and t h i s  accoun t  i s ,  f o r e m o s t ,  t h e  

r e c o r d i n g  of  r e c e p t i o n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  makings. Bloom's r ead-  

i n g  was new i n  i t s  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  myth e lement  i n  t h e  



poem and was made t o  c o u n t e r  n e g a t i v e  r e a d e r s  l i k e  Leav i s  

and B u t t e r  who found Mont Blanc  t o  be on ly  a  confused  jumble -- 
of r e l i g i o n ,  metaphor,  p o l i t i c s  and  metaphysics .  Bloom t h u s  

emphasises  a  u n i t y  o f  a t t i t u d e  and S h e l l e y ' s  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  p r e s e n t e d  b e n e f i c e n t  Power. But t h i s  r e a d i n g  

g l i d e s  o v e r  S h e l l e y ' s  p r e v i o u s  u s e s  o f  a l l e g o r y  t o  c r i t i q u e  

t h e  symbols of  t r a n s c e n d e n c e ,  h i s  commitment t o  Godwin's 

n o t i o n s  o f  ' o p i n i o n '  and h i s  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  w i t h  h i g h l y  

unor thodox,  l i b e r a t i n g  f i g u r e s  l i k e  t h e  dream-maiden o f  

" A l a s t o r " ,  I a n t h e  o r  Mab. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  r e c e n t  c r i t i c s  have 

become less s u r e  t h a t  any k i n d  o f  symbolism of  p r e s e n c e  

a p p e a r s  i n  "Mont Blanc ."  

T i l o t t a m a  R a j a n ' s  r e a d i n g  o f  t h i s  poem f u r t h e r s  t h e  

d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  c r i t i q u e  o f  mytho-poesis  and i s  probably  

t h e  most s u c c i n c t  c o u n t e r - v o i c e  t o  Bloom's r e a d i n g .  For  

Ra jan ,  t h e  poem i s  fundamenta l ly  e q u i v o c a l :  a  s e a r c h  " f o r  a  

language t h a t  m e d i a t e s  between i r o n y  and i d e a l i s m .  "8 While 

Shel l ' ey  needs  t o  " t r a n s c e n d  l i f e  by p o s i t i n g  some t r a n s c e n d -  

e n t ,  form-giving f i c t i o n t t g 9  he  on ly  f i n d s  it th rough  a n  a c t  

o f  bad f a i t h ,  which i s  i n t e r m i t t e n t  and o v e r r i d d e n  by s t a n z a  

I V  i n  which a n  i n d i f f e r e n t  u n i v e r s e  r e a s s e r t s  i t s e l f .  I 

b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  t w i n  p o l e s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by a  s k e p t i c a l  

d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  myth and Bloom's mytho-poesis a r e  good 

g u i d e p o s t s  w i t h  which t o  approach t h i s  poem, b u t  n e i t h e r  

c r i t i c  h a s  mentioned t h e  c u r r e n t  o f  s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t  sym- 

b o l s ,  and t h e  framework of  d i s c o u r s e ,  o p e r a t i n g  a t  a l l  

p o i n t s  i n  it. 



S h e l l e y  marks some c l e a r  s t a g e s  o f  approach t o  h i s  

problem of  how t o  a l l o w  t h e  m a g n i f i c e n t  imagery of  a  r i v e r  

r a v i n e  and a mountain i n t o  p o e t i c  l anguage  i n  such a way 

t h a t  it w i l l  c r i t i q u e  t h e  o r thodox  symbol of  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  

found i n  p r e v i o u s  poems a b o u t  t h i s  mountain and a t  t h e  same 

t i m e  p ropose  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e .  H e  f i r s t  p roposes  a  t h e o r e t -  

i c a l  i d e a  and t h e n  a p p l i e s  it i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s t a n z a s  t o  

t h e  mountain which s t r e t c h e s  o u t  i n  a l l  o f  i t s  subl ime 

magni f i cence  b e f o r e  him. Then h e  b a l a n c e s  a n  a l m o s t  formal  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h i s  t h e o r y  between t w i n  n o t i o n s  o f  e x t e r i o r -  

i t y  and d i s c o u r s e .  I n  t h e  f i r s t ,  p o s i t i v e ,  approach t o  

n a t u r e  h e  i n t u i t s  a  s e p a r a t e  and b e n e f i c e n t  Being who, a t  

c e r t a i n  moments, can  b e  unders tood  b u t  who i s  fundamenta l ly  

beyond u s :  t h e  p o e t  i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  speak  w i t h  t h e  s p e a k e r  

of  t h e  s u p e r i o r  language o f  n a t u r e .  I n  t h e  second,  a n o t h e r  

e x t e r i o r  a p p e a r s  which i s  s imply  beyond t h e  r e a c h  of  such  

d i a l o g u e ,  and  t h i s  c o l d  a-human Power seems, i n  t h e  end,  t o  

d e f e a t  mind, s o c i a l i t y  and l anguage ,  though t h i s  d e f e a t  

t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  a  v i c t o r y  b o t h  f o r  mankind and language.  

Fa r  from t h e  n a i v e  c o n f u s i o n  o f  l a n d s c a p e  and mind d e  Man 

sees i n  such  p o e t r y ,  w e  f i n d  a  v e r y  c a r e f u l  a t t e m p t  t o  t a k e  

a p a r t  t h e  e a r l i e r  symbol ic  r e n d i t i o n  o f  t h i s  mountain,  t o  

t es t  i t s  c r e d i b i l i t y ,  and p ropose  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e .  W e  w i l l  

look a t  each  o f  t h e s e  phases  i n  t u r n .  



S t a n z a  - I: Theory of  Language - 

The famous f i r s t  s t a n z a  o f  Mont B1an.c i s  s u r e l y  one o f  

t h e  most i n t r i g u i n g  and p e r p l e x i n g  p u z z l e s  of  r e f e r e n c e  i n  

p o e t r y .  Wasserman, f o r  one ,  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e  complex i n t e r -  

weaving of epis temology and language i n  t h i s  s t a n z a  i s  a n  

a t t e m p t  t o  answer empi r i c i sm th rough  Drummond's " I n t e l l e c t u -  

a l  Phi losophy"  : 

The u l t i m a t e  d o c t r i n e  o f  t h e  I n t e l l e c t u a l  Phi losophy i s  
t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  a n  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  u n i t y ,  n e i t h e r  
t h o u g h t  n o r  t h i n g ,  and y e t  bo th .  From one i m p e r f e c t  
p e r s p e c t i v e  t h i s  r e a l i t y  i s  c a l l e d  t h e  ' u n i v e r s e  of 
t h i n g s ' ;  from a n o t h e r ,  it i s  t h e  t h o u g h t s  t h a t  f low 
t h r o u g h  h e  mind. But t h e  t r u e  u n i t y  of  r e a l i t y  re- 
q u i r e s  a s  a  l i n g u i s t i c  approx imat ion  t h a t  t h i n g  and 
t h o u g h t  b e  a s s i m i l a t e d  i n t o  each  o t h e r  by one c o n s t i -  
t u t i n g  t h e  s u b i ~ c t  and t h e  o t h e r  t h e  p r e d i c a t e  of t h e  
same s e n t e n c e .  

Wasserman n o t e s ,  t h e n ,  a  new language i n  t h e s e  l i n e s .  Taken 

a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  t h e y  seem t o  p u l l  toward a  convergence o f  

word, mind, s p i r i t ,  s e l f  and t h e  e x t e r i o r  o b j e c t s  of n a t u r e .  

Y e t  t h i s  g r a v i t a t i o n a l  a t t r a c t i o n  i s  a  tendency n o t  a  com- 

p l e t i o n ;  t h e  f u l l  r e a c h  of  t h e  poem e q u a l l y  p r e s e n t s  a  f i e l d  

i n  which t h e s e  c a t e g o r i e s  remain p a r t i c u l a t e  and s e p a r a t e .  

Wasserman c l a i m s ,  however, t h a t  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  impulse  i s  

toward un i son :  t h e  metaphys ics  o f  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e s  l e a d s  us  

on t o  some c e n t r a l  p o i n t  o f  convergence  between s i g n i f i e r  

and s i g n i f i e d ,  mind and o b j e c t ,  o p e r a t i n g  on u s  a s  i n e v i t a -  

b l y  a s  s t r e a m s  which merge i n t o  r i v e r s  which,  i n  t u r n ,  f l o w  

i n t o  oceans .  I n  t h i s  c u r i o u s  mind-world, s e p a r a t i o n  and 



d i f f e r e n c e  of  mind from o b j e c t  i s  amel iora ted  and we a r e  

drawn beyond s e p a r a t i o n  an'd i n t o  t h e  ocean ic  S p i r i t  of t h e  

One Mind of  n a t u r e .  

According t o  Wasserman, t h e n ,  t h e  c r u c i a l  opening l i n e s  

blend ep is temologies  and c r e a t e  a  new way of speaking and 

knowing. However, ano ther  p a t t e r n  becomes ev iden t  when 

t h e s e  l i n e s  a r e  looked a t  a s  t h e o r e t i c a l  s t a t emen t s  about 

how t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  symbol: 

The e v e r l a s t i n g  un ive r se  of t h i n g s  
Flows through t h e  mind, and r o l l s  i t s  r a p i d  waves, 
Now dark--now g l i t t e r ing- -now r e f l e c t i n g  gloom-- 
Now lending  splendour ,  where from s e c r e t  s p r i n g s  
The source  of  human thought  i t s  t r i b u t e  b r ings  
Of waters--with a  sound b u t  h a l f  i t s  own. 

For Bloom, coun te r ing  L e a v i s ' s  charge of a  confusion of 

metaphor and pe rcep t ion ,  t h e s e  l i n e s  'mingle '  metaphoric 

t e n o r  and v e h i c l e  a l though he f i n d s  no th ing  ob jec t ionab le  i n  

t h i s .  l 2  Wasserman would ag ree  h e r e ,  though he  s e e s  dep ths  of 

convergence beyond 'mingl ing ' .  The sequence which begins  i n  

darkness  and ends  i n  splendour  does  p r e s e n t  t h e  t i g h t e s t  

weaving of t h e  a r b i t r a r y  s i g n s  of  a l l e g o r y  and t h e  mot ivated 

language of symbolism w e  have y e t  seen .  The 'weaving' i s  

accomplished by f o r c i n g  t h e s e  t y p e s  of  language i n t o  a  t i g h t  

series; S h e l l e y ' s  p o l i t i c a l  and ph i lo soph ica l  b e l i e f s  now 

bind t h e  d i f f e r e n t  modes of  imagery w e  have followed i n  t h e  

e a r l i e r  poems t i g h t l y  t o g e t h e r :  we move from a  Lockean 

dark ,  ba re  n a t u r e ,  unknowable and e x t e r i o r  t o  language, 

through g l i t t e r i n g  h i n t s  of  s i g n i f i c a n c e  where t h e  poe t  

draws pe rcep t ions  i n t o  an  a l l e g o r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  used by t h e  



mind t o  r e f l e c t  on i t s  own s t a t e s  and f e e l i n g s  o f  happ iness  

and gloom, t o  a  f i n a l  t r a n s f e r e n c e  o f  s p l e n d o u r  from n a t u r e  

which can  symbol ize  a  Platonic-Godwinian r e a l m  o f  t h e  b e s t  

and most e x p a n s i v e  moral  a c t i o n s  and t h o u g h t s  o f  man. The 

movement seems a  ve ry  c o n s c i o u s  b u i l d i n g  up  o f  t h e  p o s s i b i l -  

i t y  of  a  l i b e r t a r i a n  symbol, a l m o s t  a t e x t b o o k  c a s e  on how 

t o  c o n s t r u c t  one.  And t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  l e a d s  u s  from s i l e n c e  

t o  d i s c o u r s e :  w e  end w i t h  a  ' l e n d i n g '  which i s  worked up i n  

a  c e r t a i n  d i r e c t i o n  t o  show t h a t  t h e  f i n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of  

n a t u r e  t o  language i s  a n  exchange. T h i s  l a s t  metaphor i s  

h i g h l y  charged  w i t h  meaning and w e  need t o  s t u d y  it a t  some 

l e n g t h  b e f o r e  w e  can  u n r a v e l  i t s  p o t e n t i a l  a s  a  s t a t e m e n t  

a b o u t  t h e  symbols of  p o e t r y .  

Na tu re ,  i n  t h i s  l a s t  movement, ' l o a n s '  t h e  p o e t  i t s  

s p l e n d i d  images;  t h e y  a r e  n o t  g i f t s .  But ,  w h i l e  t h e s e  images 

a r e  n o t  - h i s  t h e y  a r e ,  e q u a l l y ,  p a r t  of  h i s  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  

The metaphor o f  l e n d i n g  stresses t h e  two s i d e s  o f  t h e  c r e a -  

t i o n  of  a  p o e t i c  image; on t h e  one s i d e  t h e r e  i s  t h e  a c t i v i -  

t y  o f  n a t u r e ,  on t h e  o t h e r ,  t h e  a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  borrower ,  

t h e  p o e t  who w i l l  endow t h e s e  images w i t h  s p e c i f i c  r e f e r -  

e n c e s .  I f  t h i s  i s  a  metaphor f o r  p o e t r y ,  t h e n ,  h i s  v i s i o n  

can  never  b e  mis taken  f o r  t h e  r e a l  t h i n g ,  a s  d e  Man would 

c l a i m ,  n o r  can  it r e p r e s e n t  a  t y r a n n i c a l  God. S h e l l e y  w i l l  

u s e  t h e s e  ' s u b l i m e '  e l e m e n t s  f o r  h i s  own purposes .  E q u a l l y ,  

however, t h e  metaphor o f  ' l e n d i n g '  p o s i t s  a n  a c t i v e  p r i n c i -  

p l e  i n  n a t u r e  t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n :  t h e r e  

i s  t h e  f e e l i n g  o f  a  b e n e f i c e n t  Power which can  d e t e c t  t h e  



r i g h t  moment i n  which t o  ' l e n d '  t h i s  symbol. Seen on t h e  

l e v e l  of language,  t h i s  s t r i n g  of images i s  a  c a r e f u l  rendi -  

t i o n  of  t h e  achievement of l i n g u i s t i c  in te rchange .  A t  base 

it i s  a  dramat ic ,  d i a l o g i c a l ,  theory :  language and world,  

humanity and n a t u r e ,  commingle a s  e q u a l s  i n  t h e  making of 

symbols. The image i s  loaned b u t  it i s  a l s o  cons t ruc t ed ;  

t h e  power of Mont Blanc i s  a b s o l u t e l y  fo rb idd ing  b u t ,  t h e n ,  

p o e t i c  language a l s o  has  i t s  powers. The world of Locke and 

t h e  s k e p t i c s  (Hume and Drummond) and t h e  One Mind of Berke- 

ley and P l a t o ,  " t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of an  i n d i v i d u a l  I t o  a  

u n i v e r s a l  Thou, ' I 3  a r e  p u t  i n t o  s o c i a l  c o n t a c t .  A t  t h e  end, 

t h e  gap seen by Rajan "between r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  and r e a l i t y "  1 4  

i s  c l o s e d ,  a l though t h e  c l o s u r e  i s  momentary, a  ' l end ing '  of 

splendour  t h a t  i s  very d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  kind of  usury we 

saw i n  Queen - Mab. This  approach t o  p o e t i c  language s t r e s s e s  

t h e  momentary, f l u i d ,  ephemeral i ty  of  a  p o e t ' s  works. A t  

some t ime  a  loan  w i l l  have t o  be pa id  back, t h e  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p s  made between scene and moral i n s t a n c e  a r e  temporary, 

words can s l i d e  back t o  t h e i r  b a s i c ,  f l a t  l e v e l ;  language i s  

always under t h e  p r e s s u r e  of new c o n t e x t s ,  it cannot be 

f i x e d  i n  t h e  s t a t i c  channels  of a  f i x e d  symbolism. 

I n  comparison wi th  t h e  u su r ious  ' r e l o a n i n g '  of language 

i n  r e l i g i o u s  symbolism w e  found i n  Queen - Mab, t h i s  l a s t  

moment of  t r a n s f e r e n c e  i s  a l s o  spontaneous,  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ,  

unrehearsed and f r e e l y  done. Magnif icent ,  sublime, examples 

of splendour  l i k e  Mont Blanc a r e ,  a t  a p p r o p r i a t e  moments, 

al lowed i n t o  a  poem. These moments occur  when t h e  mind 



s e e k s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  f o r  t r u e  a c t s  o f  sub l ime  o r  i n t e l l e c -  

t u a l  heroism.  l 5  The n e x t  l i n e s  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e .  

The r e f e r e n c e  t o  a  l o c a t i o n  i n  "where from secret s p r i n g s  / 

The s o u r c e  o f  human t h o u g h t  i t s  t r i b u t e  b r i n g s  / Of w a t e r ,  

--with a  sound b u t  h a l f  i t s  own'' i s  ambiguous. I t  can ,  

however, s u p p o r t  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  i f  w e  t h i n k  o f  t h e  

'where1 a s  meaning ' o c c u r r i n g  on a  l e v e l  o f  mental  i n t e n s i t y  

which p a r a l l e l s  t h e  mounta in ' s  s p l e n d o u r ' .  The s p l e n d o u r  o f  

a  n a t u r a l  shape  can  b e  loaned  by n a t u r e  on ly  'where '  t h e  

menta l  o r  p o e t i c  s o u r c e  i n  man a l s o  b r i n g s  a n  e q u a l l y  sub- 

l i m e ,  though v e r y  much s m a l l e r ,  t r i b u t e .  And t h e  ' sounds '  it 

u s e s ,  t h e  phon ic  l e v e l  o f  language,  a r e  on ly  ' h a l f  i t s  own'; 

one f a c e  o f  p o e t r y  i s - - l i k e  Mont Blanc--sensuous and t h u s  a  

p a r t  o f  n a t u r e ,  o n l y  t h e  o t h e r  h a l f ,  o r  s i d e ,  i s  s u b j e c t i v e ,  

t h u s  t h e  p o e t ' s .  

S t a n z a  One, t h e n ,  g a t h e r s  t o g e t h e r  a l l  of  t h e  e l e m e n t s  

n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a  t h e o r y  o f  p o e t i c  symbolism which w i l l  n o t  

damage S h e l l e y ' s  l i b e r t a r i a n  b e l i e f s .  W e  a r e  k e p t  on t h e  

l e v e l  o f  g e n e r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  p o e t i c  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  t h e  

metaphors  o f  r e f l e c t i o n ,  l o a n ,  r i v e r  and t h e  s u b s i d i a r y  

s p r i n g  o f  t h e  mind; b u t  a l l  o f  t h e s e  a r e ,  a t  t h i s  s t a g e ,  

a p p l i c a b l e  t o  any p o e t i c  i n s t a n c e .  F a i n t l y  showing th rough  

t h e s e  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  however, w e  beg in  t o  s e n s e  t h e  magnif i -  

c e n t  s c a l e  o f  t h e  Arve,  t h e  Arveyron and t h e  o p p r e s s i v e  

Power o f  Mont Blanc  t o w e r i n g  above u s .  



Stanza - 11: F i r s t  Appl ica t ion  -- of  t h e  Theory 

I 

The modern approach t o  Mont Blanc beg ins  wi th  both  

Bloom's and Char les  V iv i an ' s  f i n d i n g s  of a complex coherency 

i n  t h e  poem. According t o  Vivian,  S h e l l e y ,  i n  Mont Blanc, 

i s  making a d i f f i c u l t  t r a v e r s e  from a M a t e r i a l i s t  d o c t r i n e  

t o  an  I d e a l i s t  d o c t r i n e .  The mountain f i g u r e s  t h e  permanent 

i d e a l  behind t h e  f l u x  of exper ience :  "Mont Blanc symbolizes 

t h i s  p r i n c i p l e  o f  permanence of  which She l l ey  has  awareness 

and which he  i s  t r y i n g  t o  unders tand.  -I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h i s  

phrase ,  P r i n c i p l e  of Permanence, i s  t h e  b e s t  d e f i n i t i o n  t h a t  

w e  can g i v e  f o r  t h e  r e f e r e n t  of  t h e  symbol. " 1 6  While t h i s  

might be one phase of S h e l l e y ' s  q u e s t  t o  come t o  terms wi th  

what he cons idered  t h e  Wordsworthian, orthodox use  of land- 

scape  i n  p o e t r y ,  t h i s  'Symbol of Permanence' i s  by no means 

t h e  whole t r u t h  of t h i s  image of t h e  mountain, and whether 

it i s  t h e  main 'symbol' of t h e  poem o r  i n  what s ense  it i s  a 

'symbol' a t  a l l ,  i s  p r e c i s e l y  what must f i r s t  be  determined.  

W e  do n o t  come upon Mont Blanc i t s e l f  u n t i l  Stanza I11 

and i n  Stanza I1 w e  pas s  through something l i k e  an equa l  and 

oppos i t e  ' P r i n c i p l e  of Impermanence' which seems very much 

more a t t r a c t i v e  and a s  powerful i n  i t s  symbolic over tones  a s  

t h e  permanence of  t h e  mountain i t s e l f .  Rajan has  t h e  moun- 

t a i n  of S tanza  I11 a s  " t h e  c l e a r ,  i f  i n a c c e s s i b l e  a n t i t h e s i s  

of t h e  r a v i n e ,  and I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h i s  beg ins  t o  g i v e  u s  

t h e  c o r r e c t  p e r s p e c t i v e  on Stanza 11. Following o u t  Ra jan ' s  

i d e a ,  t h e  r a v i n e ,  u n l i k e  t h e  mountain, i s  a c c e s s i b l e  t o  



p o e t r y  o r  language and a s  such it e f f e c t i v e l y  i l l u s t r a t e s  

t h e  approach t o  t h e  p o e t i c  image w e  found i n  t h e  f i r s t  
I 

s t a n z a .  

When w e  t u r n  t o  t h e  Arve, w e  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a  s c e n e  

of  t remendous a g i t a t i o n .  The r a v i n e  and i t s  r i v e r  i s  'many 

v o i c e d '  and f a s t  c l o u d s  and sunbeams ' s a i l '  o v e r  i t ;  t h e  

r a v i n e  r e c e i v e s  t h e  ' b u r s t i n g '  r i v e r  o f  t h e  Arve a s  a  ' f l ame  

of l i g h t n i n g ' ;  it i s  f u l l  of  ' c h a i n l e s s  w i n d s ' ,  echo ing  

c a v e r n s  and ' u n r e s t i n g  s o u n d ' .  The s u c c e s s i v e  g l i m p s e s  o f  

something i n  d a n c i n g ,  c o n t i n u a l  movement on t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  

o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  words b e g i n s  t o  c o a l e s c e  i n t o  a  f i g u r e  a s  

complex v i s u a l l y  and a u d i t o r i a l l y  a s  a  p r o c e s s i o n ,  though it 

i s  a  p r o c e s s i o n  of  d i s t i n c t  g e s t u r e s  f l u n g  from a n  i n f i n i t e -  

l y  c r e a t i v e  power. A s  b o t h  Reimen and Wasserman s u g g e s t ,  t h e  

whole e f f e c t  i s  t h a t  one c o n t a c t s  a  r e n d i t i o n  o f  t h e  Univer- 

s a l  Mind, a n  unimaginably powerful  0 t h e r . 1 8  A theme of 

communication w i t h  t h i s  Mind t a k e s  o v e r  t h e  a c t  of  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n  u n t i l  by l i n e s  47 t o  48 w e  a r e  q u i t e  p r e p a r e d  t o  g i v e  

c r e d e n c e  t o  t h e  ' f a s t  i n f l u e n c i n g s '  and  a n  ' i n t e r c h a n g e '  

between t h e  p o e t  and t h e  s c e n e  h e  i s  p e r c e i v i n g .  By t h i s  

t i m e ,  t h i s  ' o t h e r '  can  b e  a c c e p t e d  a s  a n  a d d r e s s a b l e  'Thou' .  

T h i s  e f f e c t  i s  a c h i e v e d  on t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  l e v e l  th rough  

a  development  o f  s u c c e s s i v e l y  r i c h e r ,  d r a m a t i c  p e r s o n i f i c a -  

t i o n s ;  b u t  mingled  w i t h  t h i s ,  a s  a n a t u r a l  p a r t  of  i t s  

t e x t u r e ,  i s  a n  o d i c  a d d r e s s  t o  t h e s e  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s .  A s  

w i t h  " A l a s t o r , "  t h e  a d d r e s s  soon t a k e s  on  t h e  t w i s t s ,  t u r n s ,  

and e x c i t e d  f l i g h t s  o f  a  one-s ided c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  someone 



who, more and more, i s  showing a l l  t h e  s i g n s  o f  g i v i n g  a n  

answer. The a t t e m p t  t o  g e t  i n t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of  h e a r i n g  a 
I 

r e s p o n s e  i s  n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s  r e s i s t a n c e s .  W e  b e g i n  w i t h  t h e  

v o c a t i v e  a d d r e s s  o f  ' t h o u  r a v i n e  o f  Arve '  t o  a  someone ( o r  

something)  y e t  merged w i t h  ' p i n e s ,  c r a g s  and c a v e r n s ' ;  t h e  

image of  b e i n g  who would h e a r  and respond  t o  t h i s  a d d r e s s  

y e t  h o v e r s  amongst t h e  d e t a i l s  which a r e  supposedly  p a r t  o f  

it. Then, w e  t r y  a n o t h e r  t a c k  and "Power i n  l i k e n e s s  o f  t h e  

Arve" comes down from " t h e  ice g u l f s  t h a t  g i r d  h i s  secret 

t h r o n e . "  L i k e n e s s  o r  s i m i l e  s o f t e n s  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

Other  and i n a n i m a t e  n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s  such  t h a t  t h i s  tremen- 

dous w a t e r - f a l l  i s  now a mask f o r  a  N e c e s s i t a r i a n  s p i r i t  o f  

n a t u r e .  But a  mask a l s o  canno t  speak  back t o  u s  and conf i rm 

our  i n t u i t i o n  o f  a  l i v i n g  power behind it and w e  must t r y  

a g a i n .  Next ,  t h e  Arve l i es  w i t h  " a  g i a n t  brood o f  p i n e s  

around t h e e  c l i n g i n g "  who a r e  " c h i l d r e n  o f  e l d e r  t ime ."  

These t i t a n i c  p h y s i c a l  s h a p e s  a r e  now n o t  s imply  a  simile, 

t h e y  a r e  coming c l o s e  t o  metaphor and t h u s  t o  b e i n g  bonded 

t o  t h e  v e r y  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  scene .  And w i t h  t h i s  t h e  p o s s i -  

b i l i t y  o f  a  r e s p o n s e  i s  g r e a t e r .  

Enmeshed i n  t h e  theme o f  d i s c o u r s e  and p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n ,  

t h e n ,  i s  a f i g u r a t i v e  p l a y  which i s  g r a d u a l l y  changing t h e  

s u b s t a n t i v e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  s c e n e ;  w i t h  t h e  image o f  a  brood 

o f  p i n e - c h i l d r e n ,  w e  b e g i n  t o  c a t c h  t h e  v a s t  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  

s c a l e  between humanity and l a n d s c a p e  and t h i s  s c a l e  works 

back i n t o  t h e  f i g u r e s  and w e  b e g i n  t o  p i c k  up  t h e  s i z e  and 

temporal  d imension o f  a n  o t h e r n e s s  t h a t  i s  n o t  human. Once 



we have  g l impsed t h i s  s c a l e ,  and have  c a r r i e d  o v e r  t h e  

n o t i o n  o f  communication i n t o  i t ,  w e  c a n  l e t  g o  of  a p r e c i s e  
I 

human shape  a s  t h e  r e c i p i e n t  o f  o u r  message and begin  t o  

e x p e c t  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  form and c o n t e n t ,  pe rhaps  t h e  

ve ry  n a t u r e  of  t h e  k i n d  of  r e s p o n s e  w e  c a n  e x p e c t .  The 

v o c a t i v e  a d d r e s s ,  p a r t  of  t h e  o d i c  t r a d i t i o n  S h e l l e y  h a s  

i n h e r i t e d  from C o l e r i d g e ,  Wordsworth and e a r l i e r  from Col- 

l i n s ,  Thomas Gray and Southey,  l 9  h a s  t h e  r a t h e r  u n e a r t h l y  

a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e  t h e  o u t l i n e  o f  a r e c i p i e n t ,  and S h e l l e y  

becomes p r o g r e s s i v e l y  more c e r t a i n  of  t h e  way i n  which t h i s  

b e i n g ,  h o v e r i n g  somewhere behind o r  immanently w i t h i n  t h i s  

s c e n e ,  s p e a k s .  I t  i s  n o t  a g r e a t  s t e p  from t h i s  t o  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  some v a s t  Mind whose mode o f  communication i s  

th rough  t h e s e  m a g n i f i c e n t ,  s u b l i m e l y  b e a u t i f u l  g e s t a l t e n  of 

n a t u r e .  The r a v i n e  i n  t h i s  communicative mode i s  now f u l l  

of a s i g n i f i c a n c e  j u s t  beyond r e a c h ;  meaning and s c e n e  a r e  

woven i n t o  e a c h  o t h e r  a s  i s  s i g n  and s i g n i f i e d  and w e  d e t e c t  

t h e  meaning when w e  s e n s e  i t s  b e a u t y .  With "Thine e a r t h l y  

rainbows s t r e t c h e d  a c r o s s  t h e  sweep / Of t h e  e t h e r i a l  water -  

f a l l ,  whose v e i l  / Robes some u n s c u l p t u r e d  image" w e  now 

l e a v e  t h e  mode o f  anthropomorphism and c a t c h  one  o f  t h e  

g e s t u r e s  o f  t h i s  o t h e r n e s s .  What form o f  v e i l  and r o b e  i s  

t h i s ?  I t  i s  d e c i d e d l y  n o t  a t y p e  o f  Wordsworthian God-haunt- 

ed  l andscape ;  it moves between t h e  c o n c r e t e  image o f  wa te r -  

f a l l  and g r a c e f u l  g e s t u r e ,  b u t  t h e  g e s t u r e  i s  c o n s c i o u s l y  

metonymic o f  a b e i n g  w e  a r e  n o t  a l lowed  t o  see, w e  can  on ly  

see i t s  e f f e c t s ,  and i t s  e f f e c t s  a r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  f a s h i o n e d  



a s  s i g n s .  'Thine '  and ' r o b e s '  and ' v e i l '  p r e s e n t  t h e  f a i n -  

tes t  h i n t s  of  o p a c i t y ,  of  p resence ,  j u s t  enough t o  g i v e  us  

t h e  a f t e r - e f f e c t  of ano ther  be ing ,  a  r i p p l e  of s p i r i t ,  n o t  a  

coheren t  shape.  And now t h i s  s t r a n g e  s i l e n c e  speaks;  it i s  

e n t i r e l y  a  s i g n ,  e n t i r e l y  on i t s  own, o p e r a t i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  

l i m i t s  of  humanity b u t  i n  a  language we can,  through t h e  

agency of  poe t ry ,  dec ipher .  ~ i s t e n i n g  aga in ,  we e n t e r  a  

" s t r a n g e  s l e e p  / Which when t h e  v o i c e s  of  t h e  d e s a r t  f a i l  / 

Wraps a l l  i n  i t s  own deep e t e r n i t y . "  By t h i s  s t a g e  i n  t h e  

s t a n z a  our  commitment t o  t h e  frame of  d i s c o u r s e  i s  s o  i n -  

t e n s e  t h a t  w e  a r e  deeply i n  touch wi th  t h i s  Other ,  s o  much 

aware of t h e  scene  a s  i t s  s i g n  t h a t  w e  now have tu rned  f u l l  

c i r c l e  and can s e e  ou r se lves  from i t s  p o i n t  of view. We a r e  

now l i s t e n e r s :  "Dizzy Ravine! and when I gaze on t h e e  / I 

seem a s  i n  a  t r a n c e  sublime and s t r a n g e  / t o  muse on my own 

s e p a r a t e  phantasy,  / My own, my human mind, which pas s ive ly  

/ Now rende r s  and r e c e i v e s  f a s t  i n f l u e n c i n g s  . . . . " 
According t o  Bloom, w e  have been watching a  success ion  

of f a i l u r e s  of symbolism i n  t h i s  v e r s e .  Each metaphor and 

s i m i l e  f a i l s  t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  exper ience  She l ley  i s  

having and w e  need one f i n a l  modulation be fo re  w e  can accep t  

t h e  f i n a l  image a s  a  t r u e  symbol. With a  sudden, d ramat ic  

i n s i g h t ,  She l l ey  g i v e s  up t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  a  symbol can be 

cons t ruc t ed ,  and h e  i s  then  g i v e n  a  response.  I n  t h e  l a s t  

l i n e  She l l ey  c a l l s  back h i s  v a r i o u s  a b o r t i v e  a t t empt s  t o  

image t h e  t r anscenden t  o t h e r  wi th  " t i l l  t h e  b r e a s t  / From 



which t h e y  f l e d  r e c a l l s  them," and t h e n  w i t h  " thou  a r t  

t h e r e ! "  h i s  l anguage ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  Bloom, i s  

s u c c e s s f u l :  

The p o e t  t r i e s  t o  f i t  i m a g i n a t i v e  symbol ( " s h a d e , "  
"phantom") a f t e r  i m a g i n a t i v e  symbol t o  t h e  "Power," 
on ly  t o  c o n f e s s  h i s  d e f e a t  ( h i s  " b r e a s t  r e c a l l s "  t h e  
"phantoms" 1. Then sudde3by when h e  s t o p s  s e a r c h i n g ,  
t h e  symbol i s  g i v e n  him. 

The problem w i t h  Bloom's r e a d i n g  i s  t h a t  t h e  imagery i s  a l l  

o f  a  p i e c e ;  w e  began w i t h  a  'Thou' and w e  end w i t h  a  'Thou' .  

There  i s  no  sudden s t o p p a g e  o r  p e r i p e t y  h e r e .  The l a s t  

a p p e a l  i s  a b r e a t h l e s s  r e i n s t a t e m e n t  and l a s t  emphat ic  

g e s t u r e  o f  a  deepening c o n v e r s a t i o n  which h a s  been g o i n g  on 

f o r  some 3 6  l i n e s .  The whole s t a n z a  i s  s a t u r a t e d  w i t h  t h e  

n o t i o n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  and what h a s  been g i v e n  up i s  p r e c i s e l y  

a  s t a t i c  v e r s i o n  o f  symbolism, o r  a symbolism o f  n a t u r e  

which d i v o r c e s  i t s e l f  from t h e  modes o f  d i s c o u r s e .  The 

problem S h e l l e y  i s  working w i t h ,  t h e n ,  i s  n o t  t h e  c o n s t r u c -  

t i v e  u r g e ;  it i s  how t o  s i t u a t e  t h i s  m a g n i f i c e n t  imagery,  

w i t h  i t s  tendency t o  t r a n s c e n d e n t  e x t e r i o r i t y  and o b j e c t i v i -  

t y ,  w i t h i n  a  frame o f  d i s c o u r s e ,  how t o  keep  it a l i v e  w i t h i n  

a  c o n s t i t u t i v e  a c t  o f  language t h a t  a lways  i n c l u d e s  t h e  

l i b e r t a r i a n  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  exchange w i t h  a  l i s t e n e r .  I f  

t h i s  i s  a  f a i l e d  symbolism, it i s  a  v e r y  d e l i b e r a t e  f a i l u r e .  

W e  c a n  see t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c o n v e r s i o n  from s t a t i c  image 

t o  d i s c o u r s e  i n  t h e  whole o u t l i n e  o f  t h e  s t a n z a  and i n  any 

of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t  images. I n  S h e l l e y ' s  r e n d e r i n g  o f  t h e  

Arve w e  have  it, " B u r s t i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e s e  d a r k  mountains l i k e  



t h e  f lame / Of l i g h t n i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  t empes t . "  T h i s  i s  

d i s r u p t i v e  imagery b u t  t h e r e  i s  a v e r y  c a r e f u l  v i s u a l  b lend-  

i n g  h e r e .  L i g h t n i n g  a s  f l ame  i s  u n u s u a l ;  t h e  metaphor 

e r a s e s  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  b r i l l i a n t  l i n e  o f  l i g h t  which w e  

u s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  l i g h t n i n g .  I n  t h i s  c o a l e s c e n c e  of  

f lame and l i g h t  w e  a r e  g i v e n  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e  f l a s h  and 

a t  t h e  same t i m e  t h e  broken,  i r r e g u l a r  s h a p e ,  t h e  s l o w e r ,  

f u l l e r  movement and f l i c k e r i n g  boundary o f  f i r e .  W e  are, 

t h e n ,  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  t o t a l i t y  o f  a  p e r c e p t u a l  e v e n t ,  what 

used t o  be  c a l l e d  ' a p p e r c e p t i o n ' ,  t h u s  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  e x p e r i -  

ence  o f  a  s u b j e c t .  T h i s  i s  n o t  a  d i s t a n t ,  r a t i o n a l  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n ;  i t  i s  a dangerous ,  d i s r u p t i v e  burning- through t h a t  

o c c u r s  c l o s e r - u p .  Surrounding it t h e r e  i s  t h e  ambience o f  

a n  a f f e c t ,  a n  emotion.  I f  w e  look c l o s e l y  w e  see, a g a i n ,  t h e  

complex l a y e r i n g  o f  metaphor w i t h i n  a  s i m i l e  w e  n o t i c e d  

b e f o r e .  The l i g h t n i n g  - i s  a f l ame  t h u s  S h e l l e y  i s  u s i n g  a 

metaphor b u t  b o t h  f l a m e  and l i g h t n i n g  a r e  similes f o r  t h e  

w a t e r f a l l .  T h i s  i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  f i g u r e s  a l l o w s  t h e  more 

human, pe rcep tua l -menta l  e v e n t  o f  t h e  d i s r u p t i v e  f lame t o  b e  

t r a n s f e r r e d  a c r o s s  i n t o  n a t u r e  ( t h e  w a t e r f a l l )  t h r o u g h  t h e  

f raming s i m i l e  and t h u s  becomes a n o t h e r  s u b t l e  form of  

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  and t h u s  a n o t h e r  c a s e  o f  t h e  model o f  d i s -  

c o u r s e  t h a t  pe rvades  t h e  whole s t a n z a .  W e  can  u n r a v e l  i t  

f u r t h e r :  t h i s  t r a n s f e r e n c e ,  i n  t u r n ,  works back i n t o  o u r  

knowledge o f  o u r s e l v e s .  Na tu re  i s  n o t  d i s t a n t ;  t h e  Arve i s  

a s  c l o s e  up ( a s  p o t e n t i a l l y  f u l l  o f  meaning) a s  human d i s -  

c o u r s e  and ,  as i n  t h a t  mode, w e  a r e  c o - c r e a t o r s  ( l e n d e r s  and 



b o r r o w e r s )  i n  what w e  see and u n d e r s t a n d  o f  t h e  s i g n s  of 

t h i s  o t h e r .  I n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ,  S h e l l e y  h a s  
I 

u n f i x e d  t h i s  l a n d s c a p e  a s  a  c o n c r e t e  symbol of  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  

and a l lowed  it i n t o  t h e  less c a r e f u l l y  marked o u t  b o u n d a r i e s  

and b o r d e r s  o f  ' o p i n i o n '  and d i s c o u r s e .  

S tanza  111: Counter  Voi-ce - I- 

The communicative dimension which i s  h e l d  s t r o n g l y  i n  

p l a c e  a t  a l l  p o i n t s  i n  S t a n z a  I1 d o e s  n o t  t e c h n i c a l l y  r e s u l t  

i n  a n  animism of  t h e  Ravine.  There  i s  no n a i v e  b e l i e f  i n  

t h e  daemonic h e r e .  A s  Rajan  s u g g e s t s  t h i s  i s  a n  example of  

S c h i l l e r ' s  s e n t i m e n t a l  mode i n  which t h e  n a i v e  b e l i e f  i s  

r e c a p t u r e d  w i t h i n  t h e  whole ambience o f  i n t e l l e c t ,  t h e o l o g y ,  

r e a s o n ,  language and a r t  t h a t  makes up a r e s p o n s e  from a 

p o e t  working i n  a  c u l t u r e  t h a t  h a s  l o n g  s u r p a s s e d  a d i r e c t  

f a i t h  i n  myth. The ' p r e s e n c e '  i s  a l l o w e d  u s  on ly  th rough  

t h e  most s e n s i t i v e  r e g i s t e r s  o f  language and knowledge o f  

how f i g u r a t i o n  o p e r a t e s  on t h e  mind. W e  have  found a l o c u s  

w i t h i n  language th rough  which Na tu re  c a n  b e  unders tood  i n  a  

ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  way t h a n  e i t h e r  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  model o f  t r a n -  

scendence  o r  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s m  o f  Locke, though b o t h  of  t h e s e  

views a r e  p r e s e n t  w i t h i n  t h e  h o r i z o n  o f  t h e  poem. S h e l l e y ' s  

u s e  of  t h i s  d i s c o u r s e  i s ,  however, n o t  y e t  complete.  

The mounta iq  h a s  y e t  t o  b e  s i t u a t e d  w i t h i n  t h i s  new 

'open '  language.  W e  have  s e e n  a f i r s t  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  

new d i s c o u r s e  t o  t h e  s u b s i d i a r y  and c o n t i n g e n t  p e r c e p t i o n s  



of t h e  r a v i n e  and r i v e r ;  b u t  a  more mass ive  power w a i t s ,  a s  

it d o e s  f o r  a l l  climbers, a s , t h e  u l t i m a t e  c h a l l e n g e .  One 

t h i r d  of  t h e  way t h r o u g h  s t a n z a  111, w e  a r e  f i n a l l y  p r e s e n t -  

ed w i t h  t h e  peak o f  Mont Blanc  i t s e l f :  " F a r ,  f a r  above,  

p i e r c i n g  t h e  i n f i n i t e  sky ,  / Mont Blanc  a p p e a r s , - - s t i l l ,  

snowy, and serene-- ."  T h i s ,  most c r u c i a l ,  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  

scene  r e p r e s e n t s  a  fo rmidab le  problem t o  t h e  k i n d  of a d d r e s s  

S h e l l e y  h a s  used  i n  t h e  second s t a n z a .  I t s  p u r e  overweening 

s c a l e ,  i t s  mass and t h e  sweep o f  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  t i m e  i s  

dangerous  t o  t h e  v o c a t i v e  h e  h a s  used  s o  b r i l l i a n t l y  i n  t h e  

p r e c e d i n g  s t a n z a ;  t h e  u s e  of  "Thou" h e r e  c o u l d  e a s i l y  r e s u l t  

i n  t h e  k i n d  of  o b e i s a n c e  t o  t h e  symbol o f  a  U r i z e n - l i k e  God 

which h e  i s  s o  adamantly a g a i n s t .  ' F a s t  i n f l u e n c i n g s '  and 

' i n t e r c h a n g e s '  a r e  n o t  s o  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e s e  v e r t i g i n o u s  

s l o p e s .  S h e l l e y ' s  r e s p o n s e  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  more complex t h a n  

i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  s t a n z a  and h e r e  w e  c a n  d e t e c t  a  s p l i t  i n  

t h e  ' s a c r e d  c o h e r e n c i e s  of s e n s e  and s p i r i t '  w e  found i n  

S tanza  11. The mountain b e g i n s  t o  i n h a b i t  two r e g i o n s  of  

d i s c o u r s e .  

A t  t h e  f i r s t  g l impse  o f  i t ,  t h e  peak,  s u r e l y  some 

u l t i m a t e  i n s t a n c e  of  s u b s t a n c e  and m a t e r i a l i t y ,  seems t o  

f l o a t  i n  t h e  l a n d s c a p e s  of  dream. "--I look on  h i g h ;  / Has 

some unknown omnipotence u n f u r l e d  / The v e i l  o f  l i f e  and 

d e a t h ?  O r  d o  I l i e  / I n  dream, and d o e s  t h e  m i g h t i e r  world 

of s l e e p  / Spread f a r  a round and i n a c c e s s i b l y  / I ts  

c i r c l e s ? "  The d u a l i t i e s  o f  waking and s l e e p i n g ,  l i f e  and 

d e a t h ,  have  been invoked h e r e  and t h i s  b e g i n s  t h e  f r a c t u r e  



of t h e  u n i f i e d  vo ice  s o  c a r e f u l l y  maintained i n  Stanza 11. 
I 

W e  now begin t o  exp lo re  a  r eg ion  of  double  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  i n  

which t h e  r e f e r e n c e s  of S h e l l e y ' s  imagery swing between t h e  

mountain a s  p a r t  of t h e  language of  u n i v e r s a l  Mind, a s  an 

add res sab le  "Thou," and t h e  mountain s een  a s  an i n d i f f e r e n t ,  

impersonal ,  uncommunicative mass of  rock and snow. Bloom 

r e j e c t s  any depth of dualism and f i n d s  a n  unequivocal sym- 

bo l :  "Here bo th  s p e c u l a t i o n  and symbol a r e  employed t o  

e s t a b l i s h  aga in  how f a r  t h e  p o e t ' s  v e r s i o n  of  Mont Blanc i s  

from o rd ina ry  v i s i o n .  ' 2 1  But ord inary  ' empi r i ca l  v i s i o n t  i s  

p r e c i s e l y  t h e  pe r spec t ive  which i s  used t o  s c a l e  t h e  s i z e  of 

t h e  mountain; it i s  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  i m p l i c a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  of 

S h e l l e y ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  and i s  t h e  necessary c o n t r a s t  t o  

dreaming. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  doubl ing of viewpoints  becomes 

succes s ive ly  and more s t r o n g l y  marked throughout  t h e  s t anza .  

A f t e r  t h e  impl ied s p l i t  between human and e t e r n a l  

s c a l e s ,  between s l e e p i n g  and waking, l i f e  and dea th ,  we 

begin t o  see Mont B l a n c t s  p o t e n t i a l  t o  des t roy  t h e  communi- 

c a t i v e  mode i n i t i a t e d  i n  t h e  second s t anza .  I t  r a i s e s  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of an  a n t i t h e s i s  t o  a l l  d i s cou r se .  We a r e  f i r s t  

s t a r t l e d  a t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  t h e  mountain a s  pure  and 

vacant ,  e x t e r i o r  o b j e c t :  "For t h e  very s p i r i t  f a i l s ,  / 

Driven l i k e  a  homeless cloud from s t e e p  t o  s t e e p  / That 

van ishes  among t h e  v iewless  gales! ' '  A f t e r  t h i s  gl impse,  

however, She l l ey  very qu ick ly  a t t empt s  t o  block o f f  t h i s  

p o s s i b i l i t y  through ano the r  v e r s i o n  of t h e  exchanges we 

found i n  t h e  beginning of Stanza 11. Reiman, i n  a  r a t h e r  



magni f icen t  amassing of  c a t e g o r i e s  c a l l s  t h i s  view of t h e  
I 

mountain, a " p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  symbol of  t h e  nonanthro- 

pomorphic, amoral ~ o w e r " ~ *  and t h e  Germanic p o l y s y l l a b l e s  

a r e  i n  some sense  necessary t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  complex l e v e l s  of 

o b j e c t  and s u b j e c t  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  p r o j e c t i o n s  of human f ea -  

t u r e s  on to  t h e  inhuman s c a l e  of Mont Blanc: " I t s  s u b j e c t  

mountains t h e i r  unear th ly  forms / P i l e  around it, i c e  and 

rock . . . ." We n o t i c e  t h a t  i n  t h i s  s o c i a l  paradigm, t h e  

mountain beg ins  t o  come i n t o  focus  a s  a  symbol of gloom, a s  

a  t y r a n t  who oppresses  h i s  ' s u b j e c t  mountains ' .  But t h i s  

f i r s t  a t t empt  t o  b r ing  t h e  mountain i n t o  t h e  p o t e n t i a l s  of a  

d i s c o u r s e  he  knows w e l l ,  f a i l s  a s  She l ley  qu ick ly  g e t s  

caught i n  t h e  towering l a b y r i n t h  of  i t s  p r e c i p i c e s  and 

g l a c i a l  f i e l d s ,  ". . . unfathomable deeps ,  Blue a s  t h e  

overhanging heaven, t h a t  spread  / And wind among t h e  accumu- 

l a t e d  s t e e p s ;  / A d e s a r t  peopled by t h e  s torms a lone."  We 

a r e  i n  a  r eg ion  of doubt s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  one w e  encountered 

i n  "Alas to r . "  The s l i p p a g e  between a  s o c i a l  viewpoint  wi th  

i t s  r e l i a n c e  on language and t h e  pure  nothingness  and 

vacancy of a n  a b s o l u t e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  s i g n i f y  g e t s  progres-  

s i v e l y  s t r o n g e r .  A f t e r  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  of  t h i s  'unpeopled 

d e s a r t ' ,  She l l ey  momentarily g i v e s  up t h e  voca t ive  f o r  t h e  

weaker form of t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  ques t ion .  The improbabi l i ty  

of a  response  seems s t r o n g e r  t h a n  wi th  t h e  r a v i n e  and he 

t u r n s  t o  a s u r e r  r e c i p i e n t ,  h i s  aud ience ,  ( o r  himself  a s  

aud ience ) .  " . . . --Is t h i s  t h e  scene  / Where t h e  o l d  

Earthquake-daemon t a u g h t  h e r  young / r u i n ? "  There i s  no 



r e s p o n s e  b u t  h e  can  now make something o f  t h i s ,  "None can 

r e p l y - - a l l  s e e m s  e t e r n a l  now." T h i s  more u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  

t y p e  of  s i l e n c e  b r i n g s  u s  s h a r p l y  back t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  

a d d r e s s  t o  t h e  mountain;  S h e l l e y  draws a d e f i a n t ,  magnif i -  

c e n t  p a r a l l e l  between it and h i s  a u d i e n c e .  A s  w i t h  t h e i r  

l a c k  o f  r e s p o n s e ,  t h e  ve ry  d e p t h  o f  t h e  c o l d  s i l e n c e  and 

e t e r n a l  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  meaningful .  With no  t r a n s i t i o n  w e  

swing back t o  t h e  mountain: 

The w i l d e r n e s s  h a s  a m y s t e r i o u s  tongue  
Which t e a c h e s  awful  d o u b t ,  o r  f a i t h  s o  m i l d ,  
So solemn,  s o  s e r e n e ,  t h a t  man may b e  
But  f o r  such  f a i t h  w i t h  n a t u r e  r e c o n c i l e d .  
Thou h a s t  a v o i c e ,  g r e a t  Mountain, t o  r e p e a l  
Large  c o d e s  o f  f r a u d  and woe; n o t  unders tood  
By a l l ,  b u t  which t h e  w i s e ,  and g r e a t ,  and good 
I n t e r p r e t ,  o r  make f e l t ,  o r  d e e p l y  f e e l .  

But ,  d e s p i t e  t h i s  r e i n s t a t e m e n t ,  t h e  p o s i t i v e ,  benign atmos- 

p h e r e  o f  t h e  second s t a n z a  h a s  been e r a s e d .  Although t h e  

r e f e r e n c e  t o  a m i l d ,  solemn and s e r e n e  f a i t h  may seem p o s i -  

t i v e ,  w e  must remember t h a t  it i s  one  o f  t h e  human r e s p o n s e s  

t o  t h e  s c a l e  o f  n e g a t i v e  power S h e l l e y  h a s  d e t e c t e d .  The 

mass ive  f o r c e  o f  t h e  mountain,  when c o n j o i n e d  w i t h  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l s  o f  communication, ( i n  t h i s  s c e n e  t h e  r e c e p t i o n  o f  

s i l e n c e ) ,  becomes something l i k e  a n  e t e r n a l ,  t o t a l  i n d i f f e r -  

ence  and t h i s  p l a c e s  e v e r y t h i n g  human i n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  espe-  

c i a l l y  t h e  f r a u d u l e n t  ( a g a i n  a f a i n t  r e sonance  o f  t h e  meta- 

phor o f  c u r r e n c y )  symbolism o f  t h e  b i b l i c a l ,  anthropomor- 

ph ized  God. The symbols o f  mounta ins  and awesome landscape  

which m a i n t a i n  C e a s e r s ,  k i n g s ,  queens ,  c o u r t i e r s ,  p r i e s t s ,  



and a l l  t h e  heavy accumula t ions  o f  custom a r e  now c u t  t o  

s i z e  by t h e  s c a l e  and weight  o f  a  t r u e r  l i s t e n i n g .  
I 

But ,  t h e r e  i s  a  less c e r t a i n  a s s e n t  g i v e n  t o  t h e  coa- 

l e s c e n c e  o f  e x t e r i o r ,  mind and l anguage  h e r e .  The s p e a k e r  

behind N a t u r e ' s  s u r f a c e s  h a s  been h e a r d  a g a i n  b u t  now it h a s  

been used  t o  expose  t h a t  moment when o u r  own s o c i a l  d i s -  

c o u r s e  i s  most i l l u s o r y ,  c r u e l ,  and i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  i t s  

e f f e c t s .  By t h e  t i m e  w e  have  h e a r d  t h e  mountain speak i n  

t h i s  more d i r e c t l y  moral  t o n e ,  it i s  less a s s u r e d l y  a n  

inhuman v o i c e ,  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  a  p o e t ' s  v o i c e  

o n t o  a  c o n v e n i e n t ,  a m p l i f y i n g  s c r e e n .  And i n  t h e  n e x t  

s t a n z a  S h e l l e y  draws o u t  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  

u n c e r t a i n t y .  

S tanza  I V :  D e f e a t  a&d Pessimism -- - 

I n  t h e  v iew o f  Mont Blanc  w e  have  j u s t  s e e n ,  a n o t h e r  

p o s s i b i l i t y  h a s  a r i s e n .  The s e r e n e ,  ice covered  t i p  o f  t h e  

mountain c o u l d  a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  some u l t i m a t e  and f i n a l  a b o l i -  

t i o n  o f  t h e  v o c a t i v e .  T h i s  i s  S h e l l e y ' s  r e a l  a n t i t h e s i s ,  

t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  s t i c k s  and w i l l  n o t  come f r e e ,  t h e  s i n g u l a r ,  

f i x e d  r e f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  f l u x  of  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  i t s  u n s t a b l e  

i d e a s ,  emot ions ,  c o n t e n t i o u s  c l a i m s  o f  p a r t y ,  s e x ,  r e l i g i o n  

and ph i losophy .  F i n a l l y  h e r e  i s  a n  i n c o n t e s t a b l e ,  amoral  

p o i n t  of  cons tancy :  it i s  i n a r g u a b l e ,  and  it i s  a s o c i a l .  

For  Rajan ,  S h e l l e y ' s  h e a r i n g  o f  a  v o i c e  which can  ' r e p e a l  

f r a u d  and woe' i s  " a n  e s s e n t i a l l y  u n r e a l  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  human 



v a l u e s  i n t o  t h e  e x t e r n a l  wor ld .  n 2 3  S t a n z a  I V ,  accord ing  t o  

Ra jan ,  b e g i n s  t h e  pessimisti'c d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  p r e v i o u s l y  

i n s c r i b e d  symbol o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e .  But ,  a s  w e  have s e e n ,  

t h e  s y m b o l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  s t a n z a s  i s  n o t  s o  c l e a r  

c u t  a s  t h i s ;  and s t a n z a  11, w i t h  i t s  emphasis  on d i s c o u r s e ,  

works a g a i n s t  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  symbolism. Another power, 

a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  language and t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  n a t u r e  i s  

c a p a b l e  of  r e s p o n d i n g ,  i s  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t  and it u n d e r c u t s  

any symbolism. T h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  becomes f u l l y  p r e s e n t  i n  

s t a n z a  I V .  S h e l l e y  now i m p l i e s  t h a t  h i s  p r e v i o u s  send ings  

and r e c e i v i n g s ,  t h e  ' f a s t  i n f l u e n c e s '  and ' i n t e r c h a n g e s '  h e  

had been e x p e r i e n c i n g ,  were f o r  n o t h i n g ;  l i k e  G i n o t t i  and 

t h e  dream maiden o f  " A l a s t o r , "  t h e y  were imaginary  p r o j e c -  

t i o n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  t r u e  s e n s i n g  o f  some o t h e r ,  u n i v e r s a l  

Mind, o u t s i d e  h i s  own. A f t e r  drawing a long  l i s t  of  t h e  

e l e m e n t s  o f  l i f e ,  h e  c o n c l u d e s ,  

A l l  t h i n g s  t h a t  move and b r e a t h e  w i t h  t o i l  and sound 
A r e  born  and d i e ;  r e v o l v e ,  s u b s i d e  and  s w e l l .  
Power dwel l s  a p a r t  i n  i t s  t r a n q u i l i t y  
Remote s e r e n e  and i n a c c e s s i b l e :  
And t h i s ,  t h e  naked countenance  o f  e a r t h ,  
On which I g a z e ,  even t h e s e  pr imaeval  mountains 
Teach t h e  a d v e r t i n g  mind. 

Although t h e r e  i s  a Power i n  n a t u r e  h e r e ,  t h e  human power of  

t h e  poet - - the  s o c i a l ,  r e l a t i o n a l  power o f  human language t o  

connec t  w i t h  a n o t h e r ,  s o  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  second s tanza--has  

now c o l l a p s e d  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  it. I n  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  t h i s  

Power t h e  human v o i c e  h a s  t h e  s m a l l e s t ,  most i n s i g n i f i c a n t  

c l a i m  and it i s  n o t  hea rd .  "There a r e  no shadows anywhere. 



/ t h e  e a r t h ,  f o r  u s ,  i s  f l a t  and ba re"  a s  Wallace Stevens 

was t o  say a  cen tury  and moie l a t e r .  2 4  The  previous  bu i ld -  

i n g  up, t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  o t h e r n e s s  through s o c i a l  a l l ego -  

r y ,  s i m i l e ,  and metaphor t o  p r e s e n t  t h e  s i n g u l a r  vo i ce  of 

Mont Blanc a r e  now taken  a p a r t  and t h e  language r e v e r t s  t o  

pure  d e s c r i p t i o n :  

. . . t h e r e ,  many a  p r e c i p i c e ,  
f r o s t  and t h e  Sun i n  scorn  of mor ta l  power 
have p i l e d :  dome, pyramid, and p innac l e ,  
A c i t y  of  dea th ,  d i s t i n c t  wi th  many a  tower 
And w a l l  impregnable of beaming i c e ,  
Yet n o t  a  c i t y ,  b u t  a  f l o o d  of  r u i n  
Is t h e r e ,  t h a t  from t h e  boundar ies  of t h e  sky 
R o l l s  i t s  pe rpe tua l  s t ream . . . . 

With ' s c o r n '  and ' c i t y  of d e a t h '  w e  a r e  y e t  i n  t h e  mode of 

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n ,  b u t  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i v e  v i s i o n  i s  van ish ing  

and wi th  i t  t h e  i n t e r p l a y  of minds She l l ey  f e l t  a s  he looked 

a t  t h e  Ravine. "So much of l i f e  and joy i s  l o s t .  The r a c e  

/ Of man f l i e s  f a r  i n  d read ;  h i s  work and dwel l ing  / Vanish 

l i k e  smoke be fo re  t h e  t empes t ' s  s t ream,  / And t h e i r  p l a c e  i s  

no t  known.'' I f  t h e i r  p l a c e  i s  n o t  known then  a l l  r eco rd  of 

them, a l l  language,  has  been e ra sed .  The s e n s i t i v e ,  e c s t a t -  

i c  coa lescence  between mind, e x t e r i o r  and language has  been 

f r a c t u r e d ;  a l l  t h i n g s  cons t ruc t ed  by men, i nc lud ing  poe t ry ,  

a r e  a s  smoke a g a i n s t  t h i s  Power. D e  Man had t h e  romantic 

poe t  borrowing a  temporal  s t a b i l i t y  from n a t u r e  t o  sho re  up 

t h e  f e l t  ephemeral i ty  of  t h e  s e l f  and of  human l i f e . 2 5  But 

he re  w e  can s e e  t h e  r educ t ion  involved i n  t h i s  v e r s i o n  of 

romantic imagery. She l ley  i s  now f u l l y  aware of  t h e  i n s i g -  



n i f i c a n c e  and e p h e m e r a l i t y  of  h i s  l i f e .  The f r a c t u r e  be- 

tween l anguage  and t h i s  e x t e r i o r  t h r e a t e n s  t o  be  a b s o l u t e  

and language h a s  become t h e  weaker f o r c e  Locke b e l i e v e d  it 

t o  be. But  w e  a r e  b rough t  t o  t h e  b r i n k ,  n o t  y e t  pushed o v e r  

t h e  edge.  Beneath t h i s  p e s s i m i s t i c  view, even s u p p o r t i n g  

i t ,  w e  can  y e t  d e t e c t  one u n d e r s t a t e d  f i g u r e  a t  work. With 

" t h e  g l a c i e r s  c r e e p  l i k e  s n a k e s  t h a t  watch t h e i r  p r e y "  w e  

g l impse  something of a  p r e s e n c e  S h e l l e y  may y e t  be  p e r c e i v -  

i n g ;  a t  t h e  end ,  t h e  c h t h o n i c  power seems t o  have  some 

r e g a r d  f o r  man: 

. . . Below, v a s t  caves  
Sh ine  i n  t h e  r u s h i n g  t o r r e n t s '  restless gleam, 
Which from t h o s e  secret chasms i n  t u m u l t  w e l l i n g  
Meet i n  t h e  v a l e ,  and one m a j e s t i c  R i v e r ,  
The b r e a t h  and b lood o f  d i s t a n t  l a n d s ,  f o r  e v e r  
R o l l s  i t s  loud w a t e r s  t o  t h e  ocean waves, 
B r e a t h e s  i t s  s w i f t  vapours  t o  t h e  c i r c l i n g  a i r .  

The s i n g l e  e p i t h e t  "Brea thes"  i s  a l lowed  u s  a t  t h e  end;  a  

submerged image o f  some t i t a n i c  Being i s  y e t  p r e s e n t ,  a 

b e i n g  t h a t  i n  i t s  muscu la r ,  h y d r a u l i c  power c a n  become ' t h e  

b r e a t h  and b l o o d 1  o f  d i s t a n t  l a n d s .  The e m p i r i c a l ,  r a t i o n -  

a l ,  b a r e  v iew o f  language t h a t  would u t t e r l y  d e f e a t  t h e  

v o c a t i v e  h a s  t h r e a t e n e d  b u t  it h a s  n o t  y e t  overcome a  deep- 

e r - l y i n g  f a i t h  i n  o u r  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n v e r s e  w i t h  t h e  'One 

Mind. ' 

S t a n z a  - V: R e a s s e r t i o n  -- o f  The V o c a t i v e  

Bloom's r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  l a s t  p r o b l e m a t i c  l i n e s  i s ,  t o  my 

mind, t h e  b e s t  p a r t  o f  h i s ,  g e n e r a l l y  t o o  p o s i t i v e ,  r e a d i n g  



o f  t h e  poem. Bloom, a s  d o  a  number of  o t h e r  commentators,  

makes a  c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  Power and p h y s i c a l i t y  

of  t h e  mountain.  The l a s t  l i n e s  d o  n o t  s t a t e  t h a t  " e a r t h ,  

and s t a r s ,  and s e a "  would be e r a s e d  i f  w e  wished it, "only 

t h a t  t h e y  would c e a s e  t o  b e  emblematic  of  t h e  Power behind 

them, i f  o u r  imag in ings  c o u l d  n o t  accompl ish  t h e  symbolic  

l i n k i n g s .  "26  For  Bloom it i s  symbolism, p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  t h a t  

a l l o w s  t h e  Power t o  e x i s t  i n  human l i f e ,  b u t ,  s u r e l y ,  w e  c a n  

now see t h a t  t h e  e q u a t i o n  i s  more compl ica ted .  R a j a n ' s  

l a s t ,  i n c i s i v e  n o t e  on Mont Blanc  comes t o  a  d i f f e r e n t ,  and 

I t h i n k  more a c c u r a t e  r e c o g n i t i o n :  

I n  t h e  f i n a l  l i n e s  t h e  s p e a k e r  wins  a n  e q u i v o c a l  v i c t o -  
r y ,  i n  t u r n i n g  from t h e  l andscape  t o  t h e  p e r c e i v e r  and 
suddenly  making "Mont Blanc" a  poem a b o u t  i t s e l f ,  
r a t h e r  t h a n  a  poem bound t o  t h e  mountain . . . . What 
i s  canon ized  i n  t h e  l a s t  l i n e s  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  n o t  t h e  
o r a c u l a r  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  p o e t i c  h e a r t  o v e r  t i m e ,  b u t  t h e  
v e r y  p r o c e s s  of  poet57 a s  t h e  d i a l o g u e  of t h e  mind w i t h  
i t s  own n o t h i n g n e s s .  

But w e  can  now see t h a t  t h e s e  d i f f e r i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  

p o s s i b l e  because  t h e  symbolism h a s  n o t  been p l a c e d  w i t h i n  

t h e  t h e o r y  and p r a c t i c e  of  t h e  n o t i o n  of  d i s c o u r s e  which I 

hope i s  now e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  poem. The s p e a k e r  o f  t h e  l a s t  

s t a n z a  i s ,  a g a i n ,  s t r o n g l y  a d d r e s s i n g  t h e  mountain.  There 

i s  n o t  s imply  a n  awareness  o f  t h e  symbol ic  power o f  p o e t r y  

h e r e ,  n o r  S h e l l e y  s imply  communicating w i t h  t h e  ' no th ing-  

n e s s  o f  h i s  own mind ' .  28 The ve ry  awareness  o f  l o t h e r n e s s ' ,  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e c i p r o c i t y  between human b e i n g s  through 



t h e  r e l a t i o n a l  a b i l i t i e s  o f  language h a s  now been s t r o n g l y  

r e - a s s e r t e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  n o t h i n g n e s s .  
I 

I n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  s t a n z a ,  t h e  f o r c e  o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n  

i n h e r e n t  i n  human language canno t  con tend  w i t h  t h e  c h t h o n i c  

f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e .  These f o r c e s  have ,  i n  t h i s  s t a n z a ,  

ach ieved  some u l t i m a t e  k i n d  o f  e x t e r i o r i t y  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  mind 

and have  dropped t h r o u g h  any r e s t r a i n t  o f  s i g n  and meaning, 

t h u s  any meaningful  r e l a t i o n  w i t h  humanity. But i n  V ,  

S h e l l e y  s t r o n g l y  a s s e r t s  n o t  t h e  power o f  language t o  sym- 

b o l i z e ,  b u t  i t s  a b i l i t i e s  t o  i n c l u d e  and exc lude .  H i s  

r e t u r n  t o  t h e  peak now s t r o n g l y  stresses - i t s  a l i e n a t i o n .  

The power i s  t h e r e  b u t  it now e x i s t s  i n  " t h e  l o n e  g l a r e  of  

day" and "none beho lds"  t h e  f a l l i n g  of  snow on i t s  peak,  t h e  

"winds c o n t e n d  s i l e n t l y  t h e r e "  and t h e  l i g h t n i n g  i s  "voice-  

less." Bloom's t h e o r y  h a s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  r e a l i z i n g  t h e  stress 

i n  t h e  poem o f  t h e  "I - Thou" r e l a t i o n  b u t  h e  h a s  downplayed 

t h e  p u r e  s o c i a l i t y  o f  t h i s  poem. I n  t h e  end w e  have t h e  

r e i n s t a t e m e n t  of  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  language t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  

l i v i n g ,  moral  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  a n o t h e r ,  "And what were t h o u ,  

and e a r t h ,  and s t a r s ,  and s e a ,  / I f  t o  t h e  human mind ' s  

imag in ings  / S i l e n c e  and s o l i t u d e  were vacancy?" The i d y l -  

l i c  " S i l e n c e  and s o l i t u d e "  y e t  f u n c t i o n s  w i t h i n  t h e  s p h e r e  

of  human r e l a t i o n s  and n a t u r e  y e t  s h a r e s  i n  t h i s .  But t h e  

mountain h a s  d i s a b u s e d  him o f  a  t o o  e a s y  c o n n e c t i o n ,  and 

S h e l l e y  i s  y e t  under  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  shock.  H i s  r e a c -  

t i o n  i s  n o t  t o  t h e  ' n o t h i n g n e s s '  o f  mind, b u t  t o  t h e  f i n d i n g  



of  a n  a b s o l u t e ,  t e l l i n g  s i l e n c e  i n  t h e  p l a c e  where h e  seems 

t o  have  wished a t  l e a s t  a  s i g n  o f  a n o t h e r  i n  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s .  

"Mont B l a n c w ,  t h e n ,  d o e s  n o t  c r e a t e  a  symbol o f  t r a n -  

scendence.  There  i s  no i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i n  d e  Man's s e n s e ,  no  

c r o s s i n g  o v e r  from t h e  s u b j e c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  p o e t  w i t h  a l l  i t s  

u n c e r t a i n t i e s  t o  a n  i l l u s o r y ,  s h a r e d  permanence w i t h  a n  

o b j e c t .  The v e r y  o p p o s i t e  h a s  o c c u r r e d  h e r e .  The d i s c o u r s e  

framework h a s  i n t e r f e r e d  a c t i v e l y  and p r e v e n t e d  such c l o -  

s u r e .  S h e l l e y  h a s  r e a l i z e d  t h e  l a s t  p h a s e  i n  h i s  o r i g i n a l  

t h e o r y  o f  symbols i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a .  The mountain h a s  

' l o a n e d '  him some sp lendour  i n  t h e  form o f  knowledge. It 

h a s  ' t o l d '  him s imply  t h a t  h i s  l anguage  i s  and shou ld  remain 

open; h e  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  a b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  t h i s  and b r i n g  h i s  

symbol t o  comple t ion .  T h i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  n e g a t i v e  message i s  

t h e  u l t i m a t e  Verneinung,  t h e  n e g a t i o n  o f  p a s t  symbolism, t h e  

n e g a t i o n  of  t h e i s m ,  t h e  n e g a t i o n  o f  a  f a i t h  i n  p o e t r y  t o  

c o n s e c r a t e  human p r i d e  and power. T h i s ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h e  f r u i t  

of a  l i b e r a t i n g  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  t h i s  s c e n e ;  it i s  a n  i n s i g h t  

t h a t  i s  a s  t e n t a t i v e ,  a s  ephemeral ,  a s  any human r e l a t i o n ,  

o r  any c o n t a c t  w e  can  have w i t h  a n o t h e r  mind. 

V a r i a t i o n s  - of  Godwin's Opinion - i n  -- Some L a t e r  Poems 

W e  have  found t h a t  d e  Man's i d e a s  f a l l  s h o r t  o f  a n  

a d e q u a t e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t i c  p r a c t i c e  p r i o r  t o  

"The Triumph o f  L i f e .  '' Almost from t h e  beg inn ing ,  S h e l l e y  

seems w e l l  aware o f  most o f  t h e  problems which d e  Man de- 



l i g h t s  i n  uncover ing  i n  t h e  r o m a n t i c  image. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

h i s  framework i s  n o t  t h e  d i s ' r u p t i v e  Rousseauian  l i n g u i s t i c s  

de Man assumes,  b u t  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  p o t e n t i a l  o f  o p i n i o n  

g i v e n  him by Godwin. S h e l l e y  b e l i e v e s  w i t h  Godwin t h a t  

o p i n i o n ,  n o t  t h e  b r e a k i n g  of  a  s o c i a l  c o n t r a c t ,  i s  t h e  key 

t o  p r o g r e s s :  For  Godwin, "sound r e a s o n i n g  and t r u t h ,  when 

a d e q u a t e l y  communicated, must a lways  b e  v i c t o r i o u s  o v e r  

e r r o r  . . . . T r u t h  i s  omnipotent :  The v i c e s  and moral  

weaknesses o f  man a r e  n o t  i n v i n c i b l e :  Man i s  p e r f e c t i b l e ,  

o r  i n  o t h e r  words s u s c e p t i b l e  o f  p e r p e t u a l  improvement. " 2 9  

And f o r  t h e  S h e l l e y  o f  t h e  P r e f a c e  t o  Prometheus Unbound, 

The g r e a t  wri ters  o f  o u r  own age  are,  w e  have r e a s o n  t o  
suppose ,  t h e  companions and f o r e r u n n e r s  o f  some unimag- 
i n e d  change i n  o u r  s o c i a l  c o n d i t i o n  o r  t h e  o p i n i o n s  
which cement it. The c l o u d  o f  mind i s  d i s c h a r g i n g  i t s  
c o l l e c t e d  l i g h t n i n g ,  and t h e  e q u i l i b r i u m  between i n s t i -  
t u t i o n s  and g g i n i o n s  i s  now r e s t o r i n g ,  o r  i s  a b o u t  t o  
b e  r e s t o r e d .  

Although one may f a u l t  t h i s  view f o r  b e i n g  n a i v e ,  an t inomian  

o r  n o t  t a k i n g  economic o r  o t h e r  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s  i n t o  

a c c o u n t ,  a t  l e a s t  one  i s  now c r i t i q u i n g  t h e  r i g h t  k i n d  o f  

language t h e o r y  and n o t  o v e r l a y i n g  it w i t h  a n o t h e r .  What w e  

have s e e n  emerging i n  o u r  s t u d y  o f  t h e s e  e a r l y  n o v e l s  and 

t h e  p o e t r y  t o  1816  i s  t h e  f i e l d  o r  c o n t e x t  o f  language and 

s i g n  i n  which S h e l l e y ' s  f i g u r e s  c a n  b e  most a d e q u a t e l y  

s t u d i e d .  

Held w i t h i n  t h i s  Godwinian framework, S h e l l e y ' s  image- 

r y  b e g i n s  t o  t a k e  on a  c o n s i s t e n t  p a t t e r n .  I t  i s  a  movement 

t h a t  i s  a s  c o n s i s t e n t  a s  a  h e a r t b e a t  o r  t h e  swing of  a  



pendulum. I n  each  o f  t h e  works w e  have  s o  f a r  s t u d i e d ,  w e  

a r e  moved from t h e  d e m y s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  symbolic  language t o  

i t s  rep lacement  w i t h  a  communicative, r e l a t i o n a l  mode of  t h e  

d i r e c t  a d d r e s s .  The movement i s  o f t e n  n o t  r e a l i z e d ,  i s  

sometimes i n c o m p l e t e ,  o r  g e t s  enmeshed i n  i t s  own opposi-  

t i o n s ,  b u t  I w e  t h i n k  w e  can  now see i t s  g e n e r a l  p resence .  

Through s t u d y  of  t h i s  l i n e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  t h o u g h t ,  w e  have 

found e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h e  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  d e  Man's r e a d i n g  o f  

S h e l l e y  i s  l i m i t e d  t o  a n  e x t e n s i o n  o f  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  Rous- 

s e a u  and i s  t h u s  b l i n d  t o  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of  t h e  E n g l i s h  

s k e p t i c a l  and r a d i c a l  t r a d i t i o n .  S h e l l e y ' s  Godwinian s e n s e  

of a  s o c i a l  r h e t o r i c  seems t o  r e v e r s e  d e  Man's c a t e g o r i e s :  

a l l e g o r y  i s  n o t  come upon a s  some 'moment of  t r u t h 1  i n  a  

was te land  of  e g o i s t i c  a n  m y s t i f y i n g  symbolism; S h e l l e y  

knows i t s  powers and h i s t o r y .  H e  can  u s e  a l l e g o r y  i n  s e r i -  

ous ,  i r o n i c ,  and p l a y f u l  ways and a l s o  t o  demyst i fy  a  r e l i -  

g i o u s  symbolism which i s  t h e  mask o f  f a l s e  a u t h o r i t y ;  b u t  

a l l e g o r y  i n  i t s e l f  i s  n o t  h i s  key. S h e l l e y  d i s t r u s t s  r e l i -  

g i o u s  symbolism a s  a  form of  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l ,  a  ' c o l d  s o p h i s -  

t r y '  which h i d e s  a  v e n a l  mot ive  and s h o r t  c i r c u i t s  t h e  

e x e r c i s e  o f  o p i n i o n .  I n  t h i s  cand id  a tmosphere ,  s o  con- 

ce rned  w i t h  l anguage ,  S h e l l e y ' s  imagery c o u l d  never  become a  

s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  a  symbolism o f  d i v i n e  omnipresence through a  

p rocedure  o f  d i s r u p t i o n  and e r a s u r e .  By 1816, and "Mt 

B l a n c , "  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  o p i n i o n  h a s  become a n  e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  

of  t h e  t e n o r  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  and it shows i t s e l f  con- 

s i s t e n t l y  a f t e r  t h i s .  W e  can  see it c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  revo lu -  



t i o n a r y  p o e t i c  dramas o f  Laon and Cythna and Prometheus 
I 

Unbound, (which B r a i l s f o r d  saw a s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  of  Godwin's 

works)  , i n  s h o r t e r  works l i k e  "The Hymn t o  I n t e l l e c t u a l  

Beautyn o r  enmeshed i n  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  o f  a n  i n t i m a t e  (and 

l a t e )  l y r i c  l i k e  "Epipsychidion."  I would n e x t  l i k e  t o  

t o u c h  on  i n s t a n c e s  drawn from some l a t e r  poems t o  u n d e r l i n e  

t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  o f  t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  work. 

I n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f  "The Hymn t o  I n t e l l e c t u a l  Beauty" 

(1816-17) t h e  s i m i l e  i s  s t r e s s e d ,  b u t  it i s  q u i c k l y  juxta-  

posed w i t h  t h e  d i r e c t ,  o d i c  a d d r e s s .  The c o n t r a s t  between 

t h e s e  modes produces  something l i k e  a  shock of  r e c o g n i t i o n  

each t i m e  it i s  used.  The 'unseen Power' i s ,  i n  t h e  f i r s t  

s t a n z a ,  l i k e n e d  t o  c l o u d s  i n  s t a r l i g h t ,  t h e  memory o f  music 

and a n y t h i n g  t h a t  ' f o r  i t s  g r a c e  may b e  / Dear,  and y e t  

d e a r e r  f o r  i t s  mystery ."  I n  S t a n z a  11, t h i s  p rocedure  i s  

s u p p l a n t e d  w i t h  a n  a d d r e s s  t o  t h e  power i t s e l f ,  " S p i r i t  of  

Beauty ,  t h a t  d o s t  c o n s e c r a t e  / With t h i n e  own hues  a l l  t h o u  

d o s t  s h i n e  upon" and a q u e s t i o n ,  "where a r t  t h o u  gone?" 

Fol lowing q u e s t i o n s  shade  i n t o  b e i n g  asked  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

o r ,  w i t h  a  nod o f  h i s  head,  h i s  aud ience :  "Ask why t h e  sun- 

l i g h t  n o t  f o r e v e r  / Weaves ra inbows o ' e r  yon mountain 

r i v e r . "  A s  t h e  poem p r o g r e s s e s ,  t h e  a d d r e s s  s u p e r s e d e s  t h e  

o t h e r  f i g u r a t i v e  approach.  W e  a r e  no  l o n g e r  i n s t r u c t e d  by 

t h e  c a r e f u l l y  edged b o u n d a r i e s  o f  a p t  similes drawn from 

o b j e c t s  o r  e x t e r i o r  e v e n t s .  With "I vowed t h a t  I would 

d e d i c a t e  my powers/ t o  t h e e  and thine--have I n o t  k e p t  t h e  

vow?" w e  a r e  a g a i n  i n  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  f rame,  t a l k i n g  t o  anoth-  



er b e i n g ,  and t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  i s  s u b t l e  enough t h a t  w e  g i v e  

it o u r  a s s e n t .  The e f f e c t  2 s  t o  make t h e  S p i r i t  a l m o s t  

human, j u s t  p e r c e p t i b l e ,  we have  been drawn i n t o  a  h i g h l y  

s e d u c t i v e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  a n  i d e a l i z e d  image o f  humanity. 

Again,  o u r  p a t t e r n  i s  e v i d e n t .  The s i m i l e  w i t h  i t s  bound- 

a r i e s  between v e h i c l e  and t e n o r ,  and it's a n a l o g i c  s t r u c t u r e  

seems t o  i n h i b i t  and h o l d  t h e  p o e t  back and t h e  a d d r e s s  i s  

t h e n  emphasised a s  t h e  t r u e  mode o f  approach t o  t h i s  Being.  

The o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  i s  t o  stress b o t h  t h e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  of 

humanity and t h e  c l o s e  c o n n e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  s p i r i t  t o  humani- 

t y .  Through t h i s  manner o f  d i r e c t  a d d r e s s ,  shaped by God- 

w i n ' s  n o t i o n  o f  h i g h  d i s c o u r s e  a b o u t  i d e a s ,  S h e l l e y  t a l k s  t o  

t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  Beauty i n  human b e i n g s ,  n o t  t o  a  

Being who a l l e g o r i z e s  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  God. 

I n  more d i r e c t l y  s o c i a l - c r i t i c a l  poems l i k e  Laon and 
-7 

Cythna ( r e i s s u e d  a s  - The R e v o l t  - of  I s l a m  i n  1818) and Pro- 

metheus Unbound (1819-20) w e  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  theme of  s o c i a l  

u t o p i a  r e a l i z e d  th rough  non-v io len t  means and a  r e a l i g n m e n t  

and c r i t i q u e  of  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  r e l i g i o u s  imagery.  The r e v o l u -  

t i o n a r y  f i g u r e s  o f  t h e s e  poems walk i n  a  new rea lm,  beckon- 

i n g  w i t h  a  coherence  and f o c u s  w e  d i d  n o t  f e e l  i n  Queen - Mab 

o r  A l a s t o r .  T h i s  power d e r i v e s ,  i n  p a r t ,  f rom t h e i r  s c a l e ,  

t h e  b r e a d t h  and d e p t h  o f  t h e  a l l e g o r y  and t h e  r i s k s  S h e l l e y  

t a k e s  i n  humanizing t h e  powers o f  r e l i g i o n ;  and t h e  p a t t e r n  

from symbol t o  human r e l a t i o n  i n  l anguage  p l a y s  a  c r u c i a l  

r o l e .  



Prometheus Unbound, a t  a l l  p o i n t s ,  shows t h e  i n f l u e n c e  

of  Godwin's t h e o r y .  The l y 3 i c a l  drama o f  c o u r s e  stresses 

t h e  r e l a t i o n a l  mode o f  t h e  a d d r e s s  and t h e  g e n e r a l  movement 

of  Prometheus toward A s i a  i s  s e e n  a s  a n  overcoming o f  a l i e n -  

a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  s e l f .  J u p i t e r ,  i n  Prometheus Unbound, i s  a  

symbol, k e p t  i n  p l a c e  by t h e  h a t e - f i l l e d  c u r s e  o f  Prometheus 

who g r a d u a l l y  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  mind o f  humanity h a s  been 

s p l i t  by h i s  c u r s e .  A l l  o f  t h e  a m b i g u i t i e s  w e  found f i r s t  

i n  G i n o t t i ' s  u n s t a b l e  e x i s t e n c e  i n  - S t .  I r v y n e  app ly  t o  t h i s  

symbol. A f t e r  r e c a l l i n g  J u p i t e r ' s  phantasm i n  o r d e r  t o  

r e c a l l  t h e  c u r s e ,  w e  f i n d  a  mixed l anguage ,  ve ry  s i m i l a r  t o  

S h e l l e y ' s  h a n d l i n g  o f  t h e  symbolism of  G i n o t t i .  Now, howev- 

e r ,  it i s  a n  informed and d e l i b e r a t e l y  drawn m a l a i s e ,  "Aye, 

d o  t h y  w o r s t ,  Thou a r t  Omnipotent.  / O ' e r  a l l  t h i n g s  b u t  

t h y s e l f  I gave  t h e e  power, / And my own w i l l  . . . ." ( I ,  

272 -274 )  The doub le  v i s i o n  o f  a n  Omnipotent power t h a t  h a s  

been g i v e n  by a  v i c t i m ,  and a n  Omnipotence t h a t  i s  l i m i t e d ,  

i s  t o o  o b v i o u s l y  i n  c h a r a c t e r  t o  b e  a n y t h i n g  b u t  d e l i b e r a t e .  

J u p i t e r  i s  a  p a r t  o f  o u r  i m a g i n a t i o n  and h e  h a s  been a l lowed 

t o  r u l e  humankind a s  i f  h e  were e x i s t i n g  i n  a n o t h e r  rea lm;  

a s  h e  q u i c k l y  f a l l s  once  t h e  c u r s e  h a s  been r e s c i n d e d  w e  see 

t h a t  S h e l l e y  i s  a g a i n  d e m y s t i f y i n g  symbols a s  i l l u -  

sions--humankind i s  r u l e d  by n o t h i n g  more t h a n  i t s  own 

- t y r a n n i c a  1 i m a g i n a t i o n .  

T h i s  t r i c k e r y  o f  symbols s p l i t s  Prometheus i n  a  number 

o f  ways, h e  l o s e s  s i g h t  o f  h i s  t r u e  i d e a l ,  A s i a ;  h e  i s  

c h a i n e d  t o  t h e  e a r t h  t h u s  c a n n o t  improve h i s  s t a t e  and h i s  



own p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f u n c t i o n s  appear  around him a s  s e p a r a t e  

e x i s t e n c e s  ( P a n t h e a ,  I o n a ,  and t h e  v a r i o u s  s p i r i t s  and 

f u r i e s ) .  The poem p l a y s  o u t  t h e  g r a d u a l  a m e l i o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  

c u r s e  and t h e  p a r a l l e l  i n c r e a s e  i n  Prometheus ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  

b r i n g  a l l  p a r t s  of  t h e  human s o u l  i n t o  harmony. The key t o  

t h i s  harmony i s  t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  mind from t h e  c l o s u r e s  

and i d e n t i t i e s  o f  a  t y r a n n i c a l  symbol, t h e  Promethean recog-  

n i t i o n  t h a t  symbol and c u r s e  were p a r t  o f  t h e  same e r r o r .  

Once t h e  c u r s e  i s  f u l l y  remembered and t a k e n  back,  t h e n  

humani ty ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  can  a c t  i n  t h i s  wor ld ,  guided by t h e  

i d e a l  of  s o c i a l  and moral p r o g r e s s .  The poem moves, a g a i n ,  

from t h e  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  a n  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  symbol t o  a  

r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  human power; t h u s ,  f rom a  h e r m e t i c ,  s e a l e d  

language t o  a  language open t o  t h e  world and f u l l y  engaged 

i n  improving it. 

S h e l l e y  becomes p r o g r e s s i v e l y  s k i l l f u l  i n  h i s  a p p l i c a -  

t i o n  of  Godwin's i d e a  t o  p o e t r y  and h i s  u s e s  of  it become 

p r o g r e s s i v e l y  more r e f i n e d .  "Ep ipsych id ion , "  w r i t t e n  i n  

1820-21, a c h i e v e s  something l i k e  a n  a p o t h e o s i s  o f  h i s  pro-  

g r e s s i v e  v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h e  o d i c  a d d r e s s  and a t  t h e  same t i m e  

comes c l o s e  t o  a  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  n o t i o n  

t h a t  a n  i d e a l  c a n  b e  r e a l i z e d  i n  l i f e  th rough  adequa te  

communication. The poem ends  w i t h  a  comple te  merging and 

s y n t h e s i s  o f  t h e  minds o f  t h e  l o v e r s ,  t h e  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  a n  

i d e a l  p l a c e  and s t a t e  i n  which t h e  t e n s i o n s  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  

between minds i s  u t t e r l y  overcome: 



"And e v e r y  mot ion ,  s d o u r ,  beam, and t o n e ,  
With t h a t  deep  music i s  i n  un i son :  
Which i s  a  s o u l  w i t h i n  t h e  soul - - they seem 
L i k e  e c h o e s  o f  a n  a n t e n a t a l  dream.-- 
I t  i s  a n  i s l e  ' t w i x t  Heaven, A i r ,  E a r t h ,  and Sea,  
C r a d l e d ,  and hung i n  c l e a r  t r a n q u i l i t y "  (458-58) 

The poem was s o  deep ly  f e l t ,  S h e l l e y ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  

Emily ( T e r e s a  V i v i a n i )  r e a l i z e d  h i s  i d e a l  became s o  c l e a r  t o  

him, t h a t  h e  c o u l d  n o t  r e a d  t h e  poem once  it had been pub- 

l i s h e d .  32 The poem i d e a l i z e s  t h e  t h e o r y  of  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i -  

t y  and p r o g r e s s i v e  t e n o r  o f  p o e t r y  h e  h a s  winnowed from 

Godwin, Dante,  P l a t o ,  Drumrnond and a l l  o f  h i s  o t h e r  r ead-  

i n g s .  P o e t r y  s h o u l d  l e a d  u s  t o  t h i s  k i n d  of  s p i r i t u a l  l o v e ,  

t h e  f i n a l  g i v i n g  up  o f  t h e  s e l f  i n  a n  a b s o l u t e  in t imacy  of  

s p i r i t  which e n d s  a l l  d i v i s i o n .  The problem now i s  t h a t  

t h i s  i s  s o  o b v i o u s l y  t h e  communication o f  a  wish ,  n o t  i t s  

f u l f i l l m e n t ,  and t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h i s  s o  c l e a r l y  

communicated wish  and r e a l i t y  i s  now s o  p r e s e n t ,  t h a t  t h e  

s t a g e  h a s  been set f o r  doub t .  

W e  c a n  d e t e c t  i n  t h e s e  examples t h e  p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  

Godwin's t h e o r y  o f  o p i n i o n  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  mature  p o e t r y .  But 

w e  g u s t  t u r n  now t o  de Man's r e a d i n g  o f  "The Triumph of  

L i f e . "  W e  a r e  i n  a  good p o s i t i o n  t o  see t h e  d i s t o r t i o n s  i n  

t h i s  b r i l l i a n t  -- t o u r  d e  f o r c e .  



Notes 
I 

 he "Defence o f  P o e t r y "  h a s  t h e  g i v i n g  o f  p l e a s u r e  a s  
one o f  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  a s p e c t s  o f  g r e a t  p o e t r y .  U n i v e r s a l i t y ,  
h i g h  moral c o n c e p t i o n ,  i n c l u s i o n  o f  i d e a l s  and i d e a s ,  and 
i n t e n s i t y  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n  a r e  o f  c o u r s e  some o f  S h e l l e y ' s  
o t h e r  c r i t e r i a .  See  t h e  Reiman e d i t i o n  o f  "The Defence o f  
P o e t r y "  p.  482. 

2 ~ h e l l e y  I s  b i o g r a p h e r s  g i v e  t h e  d a t e  o f  S h e l l e y  Is 
elopement  w i t h  Mary W o l l s t o n e c r a f t  Godwin ( J u l y  1814) a s  t h e  
beg inn ing  o f  a  change i n  t h e  a t t i t u d e  of  r e v e r e n c e ,  a l t h o u g h  
S h e l l e y  seems by t h e n  t o  have  absorbed  t h e  e s s e n t i a l s  of  
Godwin's p r o g r e s s i v e  ph i losophy  i n t o  t h e  t e x t u r e  o f  h i s  l i f e  
and though t .  See Holmes' c h a p t e r  "Bad Dreams: Ken t i sh  Town 
1814" f o r  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  e v o c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t  y e a r .  
Godwin seems t o  have s e v e r e l y  condemned t h e  elopement  and 
h i s  once s t a r  p u p i l ,  S h e l l e y ,  a t  t h e  same t i m e  a s  he  was 
n e g o t i a t i n g  t o  borrow a  l a r g e  sum o f  money from him. Holmes 
h a s  t h i s  comment: "For a l m o s t  u n b e l i e v a b l y ,  Godwin had s e n t  
word t h r o u g h  a  t h i r d  p a r t y  t h a t  f u r t h e r  f i n a n c i a l  a i d  was 
a c c e p t a b l e ,  s i n c e  S h e l l e y  had a c h i e v e d  such  s t r i k i n g  s u c c e s s  
w i t h  Ba l l echy .  Tha t  Godwin had t h e  c o l d  a u d a c i t y  t o  c l a i m  
money a t  t h i s  j u n c t u r e ,  and even more t h a t  S h e l l e y  was 
p repared  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  c l a i m ,  g i v e s  some i n d i c a t i o n  o f  
t h e  p e r v e r s e  i n f l u e n c e  t h a t  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r  s t i l l  e x e r c i s e d  
o v e r  h i s  e r s t w h i l e  p u p i l "  Holmes, S h e l l e y :  - The P u r s u i t ,  p.  
269. 

' " ~ h a m o i n i x ,  " Encyclopedia  Americana, 195 9  e d .  I n  t h e  
a r t i c l e  i n  t h e  same e d i t i o n  e n t i t l e d  "Blanc ,  Mont," w e  f i n d  
t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i n t e r e s t i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n :  "The s e c t i o n  l o c a t e d  
i n  S w i t z e r l a n d  i s  covered  w i t h  g l a c i e r s  and  l ies  w i t h i n  t h e  
r e g i o n  o f  p e r p e t u a l  snow and ice. . . . Ascent  t o  summit was 
f i r s t  made by Michel Paccard  o f  Chamonix and a  gu ide  Jacques  
Balmat i n  1786; t h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r ,  H.  B. d e  S a u s s u r e  l i k e -  
w i s e  r eached  t h e  s u m m i t . "  

4 ~ e  Man, " I n t e n t i o n a l  S t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  Romantic Image, 

' ~ i  l o t t a m a  Ra jan ,  Dark I n t e r p r e t e r :  -. 
Romanticism, ( I t h a c a :  C o r n e l l  U n i v e r s i t y  
83. 

The D i s c o u r s e  - 
P r e s s ,  1 9 8 0 ) ,  



g u i d e  h e r e  on t h e . l e v e 1  o f  ph i losophy  i s  Wasser- 
man's r e a d i n g s  o f  t h e  poem. H i s  two i n  d e p t h  a n a l y s e s ,  
( found  i n  The S u b t l e r  Lan ua e and Shell- A C r i t i c a l  + Readinq)  emphasize t h e  t l g  t r e l a t i s i p  of-the t i r s t  
s t a n z a  t o  t h e  body o f  t h e  poem and a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  back- 
ground which i n c l u d e s  Wil l iam Drummond, Hume, Locke and 
Berkeley .  Wasserman, however, d o e s  n o t  mention Godwin nor 
does  h e  c o n c e n t r a t e  on t h e  communicative dimension o f  t h e  
poem. 

' ~ a r l .  R.  Wasserman, - The S u b t l e r  Languaqe , ( B a l t i -  
more: The Johns  Hopkins P r e s s ,  19591, p.  204. 

"1 have i n  mind Godwinian p r o g r e s s i v e  a c t s  l i k e  phi -  
l a n t h r o p y ,  moral  courage  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  f a m i l i a l  o p p r e s s i o n  
o r  a c t s  of  s c i e n t i f i c ,  moral o r  a r t i s t i c  p r o g r e s s  whose 
s c a l e  i s  beyond t h e  norm. 

1 6 c h a r l e s  H.  V iv ian ,  "The One 'Mont B lanc '  ,I' i n  Shel -  
l e y ' s  Poetry-  -- and P r o s e  e d s .  Donald H .  Reiman and Sharon B. 
Powers ( N e w  York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1 9 7 7 ) ,  p .  571. 

''see G.N.  S h u s t e r ,  The E n g l i s h  Ode From Mi l ton  - t o  
Keats  1940. pp. 258-63. 
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2 0 ~ l o o m ,  p .  30. 
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2 6 ~ l o o m ,  p.  35. 
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w e l l  aware o f  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  t h e  mind and  i n  " A l a s t o r n  
w e  h a v e  s e e n  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  d i s c o u n t  t h e  t r i c k s  t h e  mind can  
p l a y  w i t h  n o t h i n g n e s s .  , 

2 9 ~ o d w i n r  P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e ,  I ,  p .  86 .  

3 0 ~ h e l l e y ,  P r e f a c e  t o  Prometheus Unbound, p. 135. 

3 1 ~ . ~ .  B r a i l s f o r d ,  S h e l l e y ,  Godwin - and 
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CHAPTER V 

I 

DE MAN, ROUSSEAU AND GODWIN I N  THE TRIUMPH OF LIFE -- 

The S t r u c t u r e  o f  "The Triumph o f  L i f e " .  - -- - 

With some e x c e p t i o n s ,  c r i t i c s  o f  The Triumph - of  --- L i f e  

g e n e r a l l y  a g r e e  t h a t  t h e  poem shows a n  e r o s i o n  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  

i d e a l i s m . '  D e  Man's cri t icism f o l l o w s  t h i s  t r e n d  b u t  comes 

t o  h i s  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  l o s s  of  f a i t h  th rough  a  s t u d y  o f  t h e  

s e m i o t i c s  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  f i g u r e s .  H i s  r h e t o r i c a l ,  p o s t s t r u c -  

t u r a l i s t  approach f o l l o w s  mainstream, i m a g i s t i c  cri t icism i n  

s o  f a r  a s  it l e a d s  him t o  t h e  image of  " t h e  s h a p e  a l l  

l i g h t " :  c e n t e r i n g  h i s  r e a d i n g  on t h i s  f i g u r e ,  h e  r a d i a t e s  
b ' 

from i t  t o  show a n  i m a g i s t i c  p a t t e r n  o f  i n c o h e r e n c e ,  f o r g e t -  

t i n g  and i m p o s i t i o n  e l sewhere  i n  t h e  poem. T h i s  a l l o w s  him 

a  c o n c l u s i o n  which must be  a n  epiphany o f  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l -  

i s m :  

The Triumph o f  L i f e  warns u s  t h a t  n o t h i n g ,  whether  - -- 
deed,  word, t h o u g h t ,  o r  t e x t ,  e v e r  happens i n  r e l a t i o n ,  
p o s i t i v e  o r  n e g a t i v e ,  t o  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  p r e c e d e s ,  f o l -  
lows,  o r  e x i s t s  e l s e w h e r e ,  b u t  on ly  a s  a  random e v e n t  
whose power, l i k e  t h e  power 05 d e a t h ,  i s  due t o  t h e  
randomness of  i t s  o c c u r r e n c e .  

T h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  a lmos t  t h e  d i a l e c t i c a l  o p p o s i t e  o f  t h e  

Godwinian e t h i c .  The warning i s  g i v e n  t o  S h e l l e y ,  b u t  it i s  

r e a l l y  D e  Man's. It i s  based o n  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  t h e  ' shape  a l l  

l i g h t '  i s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  language i n  t h e  



poem and t h a t  it r e p r e s e n t s  a f i n a l  decons t ruc t ion  of Shel- 

l e y ' s  own approach t o  f i g u r e s .  De Man f i n d s  t h i s  nega t ive  

consciousness  i n  o t h e r ,  r e l a t e d  images and ho lds  t h a t  it 
0p 

forms t h e  p a t t e r n  of t h e  t e x t .  I hope t o  show t h a t  t h e  

c e n t r e  of  t h e  poem's thought  about  language l i e s  e lsewhere .  

We f i n d  it i n  t h e  f i g u r e s  of t h e  p roces s ion  occu r r ing  a f t e r  

Rousseau's  Vis ion.  W e  w i l l  a l s o  s e e  t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  i d e a l -  

i s m  i s  y e t  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  poem though it seems t o  be under 

some p r e s s u r e  from ' L i f e ' .  She l ley  a t  t h i r t y  had long l o s t  

custody of h i s  f i r s t  c h i l d r e n  by H a r r i e t ,  and two of t h e  

o t h e r  c h i l d r e n  he  has  f a t h e r e d  have d i e d  from d i s e a s e .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  h i s  poe t ry  has  n o t  been s u c c e s s f u l  i n  England and 

t h e  promises of t h e  r evo lu t iona ry  awakening he  has  seen 

prophesied i n  Godwin's works has  n o t  m a t e r i a l i z e d .  But 

Cameron t e l l s  us  t h a t  a  le t ter  w r i t t e n  t o  h i s  f r i e n d  Horace 

Smith whi le  he was composing "The Triumph of L i f e "  shows 

both an  i n t a c t  de te rmina t ion  t o  pe r seve re  and a  p ro fe s s ion  

of f a i t h  i n  Godwin's freedom of  opinion:  

I t  seems t o  m e  t h a t  t h i n g s  have now a r r i v e d  a t  such a  
c r i s i s  a s  r e q u i r e s  every man p l a i n l y  t o  u t t e r  h i s  
s en t imen t s  on t h e  i n e f f i c a c y  of  t h e  e x i s t i n g  r e l i g i o u s ,  
no less than  p o l i t i c a l  systems,  f o r  r e s t r a i n i n g  and 
gu id ing  mankind. Le t  u s  s e e  t h e  t r u t h  whatever t h a t  
may be. The d e s t i n y  of man can s c a r c e l y  be s o  degraded 
t h a t  he  was born only t o  die--and i f  such should be t h e  
c a s e ,  d e l u s i o n s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  g r o s s  and prepos te rous  
ones of t h e  e x i s t i n g  r e l i g i o n ,  can s c a r c e l y  be  supposed 
t o  e x a l t  it. I f  every m n  s a i d  what he thought ,  it 
could n o t  s u b s i s t  a  day. 3 

The images of  "The Triumph of  L i f e "  might show a  diminut ion i n  

S h e l l e y ' s  f a i t h  i n  an  i d e a l ,  b u t ,  i n  t h e  end,  they do  n o t  t e l l  us  



a n y t h i n g  new a b o u t  h i s  view o f  p o e t i c  language.  The s e n s e  of 

language i n  t h e  poem seems y e t  t o  b e  t h e  t h e o r y  of o p i n i o n  and 

a d d r e s s  t h a t  w e  have  found p r e s e n t  i n  most o f  t h e  poems w e  have 

s t u d i e d  s o  f a r ,  a l t h o u g h  it becomes ve ry  much more complex i n  t h e  

s e c t i o n  on Rousseau. D e  Man's i d e a  t h a t  t h e  poem's s e m i o t i c s  

shows t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  of  p o s i t i n g  a  wor ld  th rough  symbolic  

language i s  n o t  e v i d e n t  i f  w e  s t u d y  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  " t h e  shape  a l l  

l i g h t .  " 

D e  Man's p r o v o c a t i v e  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  poem rests on a  b e l i e f  

t h a t  Rousseau ' s  phi losophy i s  i t s  c o r e  and t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n  

i d e n t i t y  between S h e l l e y ' s  v o i c e  and ~ o u s s e a u ' s . ~  I n  D e  Man's 

r e a d i n g ,  t h e  poem marks t h e  end o f  S h e l l e y ' s  romant ic  f a i t h s ;  w e  

f i n d  a  S h e l l e y a n  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  h i s  own (Rousseau ian)  t h e o r y  

of  t h e  r o m a n t i c  symbol, ( t h e  ' s h a p e  a l l  l i g h t ' ) ,  and f o l l o w i n g  

from t h i s  t h e  g r a d u a l  e r a s u r e  o f  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  a s  t h e  

s o u r c e  and p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  T h i s  produces  a  k i n d  

of t e x t ,  " f o r  which w e  have  no name r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  among t h e  

f a m i l i a r  p r o p s  o f  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y . " )  D e  Man's r e a d i n g  c l e a r l y  

i m p l i e s  t h a t  S h e l l e y  h a s  now s e e n  th rough  h i s  i d e a s ,  though he  

does  n o t  e x p l i c i t l y  mention t h e  S h e l l e y a n  pantheon o f  t h e  en- 

l igh tenment  of  o p i n i o n ,  t h e  p o e t  a s  t h e  l e g i s l a t o r  o f  humanity, 

n a t u r a l  p h i l a n t h r o p y ,  N e c e s s i t y ,  p e r f e c t i b i l i t y  and s e x u a l  equa l -  

i t y  and a l l  t h e  o t h e r  i d e a l s  and i d e a s  t h a t  have s o  f a r  informed 

h i s  p o e t r y .  I w i l l  make a  c a s e  t h a t  t h i s  l a p s e  i s  t e l l i n g ;  d e  

Man's r e a d i n g  rel ies on a  much t o o  comple te  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  

Rousseau and S h e l l e y .  T h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  r e l a t i o n ,  w h i l e  c l o s e ,  

was y e t  tempered by S h e l l e y ' s  s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t  symbols and h i s  



Godwinism. D e  Man h a s  s t u d i e d  Rousseau ' s  ' shape  a l l  l i g h t 1  i n  

t h e  poem a s  i f  i t  were unequ ivoca l ly  S h e l l e y ' s .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e  

symbol y e t  p r e s e n t s  t h e  problem it h a s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  " A l a s t o r w  and 

"Mont Blanc."  S h e l l e y ,  r i g h t  t o  t h e  p o i n t  a t  which t h e  poem i s  

t r u n c a t e d ,  i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  p l a c e  Rousseau ' s  v i s i o n  w i t h i n  a  

Godwinian framework. T h i s  poem d o e s  n o t  r e a l l y  " reduce  a l l  o f  

S h e l l e y ' s  p r e v i o u s  work t o  noughtv6 though S h e l l e y  now seems h a r d  

p r e s s e d  by t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  of  l i f e .  The n o t i o n s  of  s o c i a l  evo lu -  

t i o n ,  p r o g r e s s i v e  mind th rough  p o e t r y  and t h e  awakening of  t h e  

s p i r i t u a l  promise  of  humankind y e t  f i g u r e  s t r o n g l y  i n  t h e  poem 

b u t  t h e y  now appear  a s  l i g h t s  f l i c k e r i n g  i n  a  deeper  d a r k n e s s .  

The P l a n e  of the I d e a l  

The Triumph of L i f e  does  show a  much more tough minded, - 
r e a l i s t i c ,  even agon ized ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n  of  

i d e a l i s m  t o  " L i f e "  t h a n  w e  f i n d  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  p r e v i o u s  poe t -  

r y .  The r e l a t i o n s  drawn between t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  around t h e  

c h a r i o t  and t h e  l e v e l  o f  p r o g r e s s i v e  t h o u g h t  now show t h e  

d i f f i c u l t y  o f  t r a n s f e r r i n g  i d e a l s  i n t o  e x p e r i e n c e  and,  a s  d e  

Man r i g h t l y  p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  we igh t  g i v e n  t o  

language i n  t h e  poem. I n  o r d e r  t o  see how language i s  b e i n g  

s c r u t i n i z e d ,  however, w e  w i l l ,  f i r s t ,  have t o  c o u n t e r  d e  Man's 

r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  poem a s  a n  i n c h o a t e  ' s t r u c t u r e  of  f o r g e t t i n g s  '' 

and s t u d y  t h e  c l e a r l y  marked s t r u c t u r e  o f  remembrance s o  i n t e n s e -  

l y  begun i n  t h i s  f ragment  of  a  much g r e a t e r  work. 



The poem b e g i n s  by b u i l d i n g  up  a  wide p h i l o s o p h i c a l  frame- 
, 

work o r  s u p e r s t r u c t u r e  i n  which o t h e r  p o i n t s  o f  view can b e  

p l a c e d  and judged. W e  see t h i s  a r c h i t e c t u r e  f i r s t  i n  t h e  i n t r o -  

d u c t o r y  s e c t i o n  which d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  c a r e f u l l y  between a n  e x t e r i -  

o r  and a n  i n t e r i o r  o b s e r v a t i o n  p o i n t .  S h e l l e y  g i v e s  t h i s  e x t e r i -  

o r  a  p r o g r e s s i v e ,  s o c i a l  t e n o r .  The d r a m a t i c  r i se  o f  t h e  Sun i s  

connected  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  f i g u r e s  f o r  n a t u r a l  Power: t h e  Demogorgon 

of Prometheus and  t h e  S p i r i t  o f  t h e  E a r t h ,  o r  t h e  G r e a t  P a r e n t  o f  

" A l a s t o r . "  A t  l e a s t  f o r  t h e  moment, t h i s  power i s  harmoniously 

a l i g n e d  w i t h  humanity. For  Reiman "The Sun i s ,  - i n  i t s e l f ,  a  

symbol o f  t h e  ~ o o d " ~  and w e  see t h a t  t h e  Sun v i v i f i e s  e v e r y t h i n g  

t h a t  wears  " t h e  form and c h a r a c t e r  o f  m o r t a l  mould" and t h e s e  

" R i s e  a s  t h e  Sun t h e i r  f a t h e r  r o s e ,  t o  b e a r /  T h e i r  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  

t o i l  which h e  o f  o l d /  Took a s  h i s  own and imposed on them" ( 1 7 -  

2 0 ) .  Mankind must work; t h e  d i u r n a l  rhythm i s  t h e  rhythm of  h i s  

work, and t h e  rise and f a l l  o f  t h e  s u n  b e a t s  o u t  t h e  tempo o f  h i s  

l a b o u r .  But t h e  v e r y  f i r s t  l i n e  shows t h i s  s o l a r  b e i n g  a s  some- 

t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  a  b e n e f i c e n t  t a s k  m a s t e r .  The d e t a i l s  of  t h e  

e v o c a t i o n  make one f e e l  t h e  s u n  a s  t h e  hub o f  t h e  s o c i a l  u n i -  

v e r s e ,  t h e  p o s i t i v e  c e n t r e  o f  l i g h t  and l i f e  o f  humanity, n o t  

merely a  symbol o f  Good. While h e  d o e s  h a s t e n ,  " t o  h i s  t a s k  / Of 

g l o r y  and o f  good ,"  a s  a  r e s u l t ,  a l l  p a r t s  o f  t h e  wor ld  h i s  

g l a n c e  f a l l s  on  come i n t o  s o c i a l ,  r e l a t i o n a l  be ing:  t h e  d a r k n e s s  

f a l l i n g  away from t h e  e a r t h  i s  a  mask, t h e  mountain snows a r e  

a l t a r s ,  t h e  Ocean s e n d s  p r a y e r s  heavenward, f l o w e r s  a r e  e y e l i d s  

which a r e  k i s s e d  by t h i s  l i g h t ,  even t h e  a i r  smiles i n  r e s p o n s e .  

T h i s  s u n ,  t h e n ,  i s  n o t ,  a s  d e  Man would have it, v i o l e n t l y  



' m a s t e r i n g  t h e  s t a r s 1  i 9  it i s  awakening humanity t o  a  s p i r i t u a l  
, 

and r e l a t i o n a l  p o t e n t i a l ,  a  u t o p i a n  v i s i o n .  The f a l l i n g  away of  

a  mask reminds  u s  o f  t h e  f a l l  of r e l i g i o n  i n  Queen Mab which 

a l l o w s  t h e  t r u e  e n e r g i e s  o f  mind t o  b e  l i b e r a t e d ,  ( and  t h u s  i s  

ve ry  much i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  imagery w e  have  s t u d i e d  from Ginot-  

ti onward) .  The a l t a r s  and o r i s o n s  a r e  a l s o  i n  t h e  same v e i n :  

t h e  u s e  of  n a t u r a l  imagery and d i s c o u r s e  keep t r a d i t i o n a l ,  s o c i a l  

h i e r a r c h i e s  i n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  a  t e c h n i q u e  w e  found prominent  i n  

" A l a s t o r "  and "Mont Blanc."  The open ing  imagery t h u s  r e c o n n e c t s  

us  t o  t h e  pantheon o f  p r o g r e s s i v e  t h i n k e r s  t h a t  in fo rms  S h e l l e y ' s  

s o c i a l  t h o u g h t :  Godwin, Drumrnond, P l a t o ,  Hume, and Rousseau and 

t o  t h e i r  c o a l e s c e n c e  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  mind i n t o  a  f o r c e  which w i l l  

overcome t h e  o p p r e s s i v e  symbols and s t a t e s  o f  s o c i e t y .  1 0  

T h i s  l i g h t - s t r e w n  e x t e r i o r - - r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  a n  

ach ieved  u t o p i a - - i s  n e x t  jux taposed  s t r o n g l y  t o  t h e  i n n e r  

wor ld  o f  t h e  p o e t - n a r r a t o r ,  "When a  s t r a n g e  t r a n c e  o v e r  my 

fancy grew / Which was n o t  s lumber ."  ( 2 9 )  The coming on of  

t h i s  t r a n c e  i s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a n  a l t e r a t i o n  o f  l i g h t ,  t h e  

emanation o f  " a  t r a n s p a r e n t  shadetv which i n t e r p o s e s  i t s e l f  

between t h e  p o e t  and t h e  morning s c e n e .  The s c e n e  "came 

through / A s  c l e a r  a s  when a  v e i l  o f  l i g h t  i s  drawn / O ' e r  

even ing  h i l l s  t h e y  glimmer . . . " (32-3) .  One must have  a  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  n e g a t i v e  c a s t  o f  mind t o  see t h i s  a s  a  " c u r i -  

o u s l y  scrambled"  c o n f u s i o n  o f  s l e e p i n g  and waking o r  " l i k e  

t h e  symptom o f  a  d i s e a s e  which r e c u r s  a t  t h e  p r e c i s e  moment t h a t  

one remembers i t s  absence .  " ' ' S h e l l e y  c a r e f u l l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  

between t h e  l a y e r s  o f  t h i s  l i g h t .  W e  see a  t r a n c e  s t a t e  s u b t l y  



modula t ing  c l e a r  p e r c e p t i o n ,  a  lesser form o f  consc iousness  

c l o u d i n g  a  more i n t e n s e  form. I t  i s  n o t  t h e  r a d i c a l  mixing and 

b l e n d i n g  o f  s u b j e c t  and a n  e x t e r i o r  w e  saw i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  of  

Mont Blanc;  h e r e ,  one sees a n  e x t e r i o r  from a n  i n t e r i o r ,  a s  i f  - 
one were t o  e n t e r  a  d a r k  room on a  b r i g h t  day and look outward 

th rough  a  window. The d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e s e  t y p e s  o f  knowing 

i s  marked and t h e  e f f e c t  i s  t o  e n c l o s e  t h e  t r a n c e ,  t o  l i m i t  it a s  

l i g h t  w i t h i n  l i g h t .  Thus t h e  V i s i o n  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  and i t s  

c h a r i o t  might  ' r o l l  o n '  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  b r a i n  and appear  t o  b lock  

h i s  awareness  o f  t h e  s c e n e ,  b u t  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  aware t h a t  t h e  

' V i s i o n '  i s  d e f i n e d  by t h e  f i r s t  e x t e r i o r  s c e n e  and i t s  v i s i o n a r y  

Sun. T h i s  e x t e r i o r  g i v e s  u s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  a  frame t o  which w e  

w i l l  b e  r e f e r r e d  th roughou t  t h e  poem, and it w i l l  b e  k e p t  i n  

view s o  t h a t  w e  can  see examples o f  a  f a l s e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  th rough  

c o n t r a s t .  Al though,  w i t h  t h e  appearance  o f  Rousseau,  t h e r e  w i l l  

be t h e  complex, f u r t h e r  modula t ion  o f  a  secondary  e x t e r i o r - i n t e -  

r i o r  marking w i t h i n  t h i s  t r a n c e ,  t h e  l i n e  outward,  o u r  c o n t a c t  

w i t h  a  s t a n d a r d  o f  c l a r i t y  and t r u t h  i n  mind and s p i r i t ,  w i l l  

remain a p p a r e n t  and easy  t o  f i n d .  

I t  i s  w i t h i n  t h i s  i n t e r i o r ,  a f t e r  t h e  f i r s t  d i s t i n c t i o n  

i n  menta l  i n t e n s i t i e s  i s  made, t h a t  w e  come upon t h e  i n -  

s t a n c e s  o f  a n  e n i g m a t i c  e x i s t e n c e .  They a r e  a l l  i n s t a n c e s  

i n  which p o e t r y  and i d e a s  d o  n o t  seem t o  o p e r a t e .  D e  Man's 

r e v e r s a l ,  i n  which h e  c a l l s  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  i t s e l f  enigmat-  

i c ,  i s  r e d u c t i v e .  The f i r s t  p e o p l e  t h e  p o e t  meets a r e  h e l d  

w i t h i n  a n  enigma, 'numerous a s  g n a t s  upon t h e  p u b l i c  way' 

they  h u r r y  t o  and f r o ,  w i t h o u t  d i r e c t i o n  o r  g o a l .  There i s  



much c o n f u s i o n  o f  purpose:  some f l y  from t h e  God t h e y  f e a r  

and o t h e r s  s e e k  t h i s  v e r y  t h i n g .  Some p o r e  o v e r  d e a t h  

i t s e l f  and o t h e r s  p o r e  o v e r  t h e i r  own shadow and c a l l  it 

d e a t h ;  o t h e r s  q u e s t  a f t e r  m e t a p h y s i c a l  shadows o f  t r a n -  

scendence .  For  Bloom, "What i s  emphasized i s  t h e  g r e a t  

numbers, t h e  mean ing less  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  of  c i p h e r s ,  t h e  l a c k  

of i n d i v i d u a l i t y  i n  t h e  way. The d u s t ,  t h e  g n a t s ,  t h e  

l e a v e s ,  t h e  p e o p l e  a r e  a l l  a l i k e ,  i n  t h a t  one  speck  of  d u s t  i s  

much l i k e  a n o t h e r .  " I 2  I n  t e r m s  o f  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h e  images,  l i k e  

t h o s e  o f  " A l a s t o r , "  p r e s e n t  u s  w i t h  a  r a t h e r  comple te  form of  

a u t i s m ,  a n  i n a b i l i t y  t o  e x p r e s s  and  c o n n e c t ,  o r  t o  move fo rward  

o u t  of  c o n f u s i o n  o f  t h o u g h t .  Unl ike  t h o s e  who a r e  walking i n  

t h e i r  own shadow, t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r s  who f l e e  from it though t h e y  

a r e  a l s o  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  same o p p r e s s i v e  a tmosphere ,  

. . . a s  i t  were a  g h o s t ,  
Half f a i n t i n g  i n  t h e  a f f l i c t i o n  o f  v a i n  b r e a t h .  

But more w i t h  mot ions  which each o t h e r  c r o s t  
Pursued o r  shunned t h e  shadows t h e  c l o u d s  t h r e w  

O r  b i r d s  w i t h i n  t h e  noonday e t h e r  l o s t ,  

Upon t h a t  p a t h  where f l o w e r s  never  grew; 
And weary w i t h  v a i n  t o i l  and f a i n t  f o r  t h i r s t  

Heard n o t  t h e  f o u n t a i n s  whose melodious  dew 

Out o f  t h e i r  mossy ce l ls  f o r e v e r  b u r s t  
Nor f e l t  t h e  b r e e z e  which from t h e  f o r e s t  t o l d  

Of g r a s s y  p a t h s ,  and wood lawns i n t e r s p e r s e d  

With o v e r a r c h i n g  e l m s  and c a v e r n s  c o l d ,  
And v i o l e t  banks where sweet dreams brood,  b u t  t h e y  

Pursued t h e i r  s e r i o u s  f o l l y  a s  o f  o l d  . . . . (60-73) 

These b e i n g s  a r e  f o l l o w i n g  a n  imaginary  pa th :  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  

wor ld  o f  g h o s t s ,  l i f e  a f t e r  d e a t h ,  m e t a p h y s i c a l  shadows, a l l  

t h e  t a n t a l i z i n g  chimera o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  p r o f e s s e d  by i n s t i -  



t u t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  The s e n s o r y  b e a u t i e s  o f  t h e  foun- 
I 

t a i n s ,  meadows and c a v e r n s  w i t h  which t h e  p a t h  i s  c o n t r a s t -  

e d ,  a r e  a n o t h e r  development ,  t h e n ,  o f  t h e  scene  wi th  which 

w e  began.  The ' p a t h '  r e p r e s e n t s  a f a l s e  q u e s t  and t h e  

p e o p l e  on it a c t  o u t  a v a r i e t y  o f  a b s u r d  g e s t u r e s  r e s u l t i n g  

from l a c k  of  awareness  o f  t h e  u t o p i a n  frame of  r e f e r e n c e ,  

t h e  sunny wor ld  of  r e l a t i o n  t h a t  i s  a s  c l o s e  a s  t h e  s e n s e s .  

Caught i n  t h e  o f f i c i a l  i l l u s i o n s  o f  heaven,  h e l l ,  p r a y e r  and 

t h e  anthropomorphic God who upholds  e s t a b l i s h e d  s o c i e t y ,  

they  have  no purpose  because  t h e y  c a n n o t  see th rough  a 

r e c e i v e d  f a n t a s y  t o  t h e  promise o f  t h e  wor ld  around them. 

The Car and S o c i a l  Autism --- 

W e  c a n  see t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  s h i n i n g ,  i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  

world i n  t h e  a l l e g o r y  of  t h e  Shape and i t s  c h a r i o t  a s  w e l l .  

The p r e c i s e  symmetry o f  l e v e l s  and o p p o s i t i o n s  between t h e  

Sun and t h e  Shape show it a s  t h e  n e g a t i v e  f o r c e  m o t i v a t i n g  

t h e  lower s t a t e  of  mind and i t s  enigmas. A s  t h e  Sun i s  t h e  

c e n t e r  o f  t h e  f u l l y  awake c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  t h e  Shape i s  t h e  

e p i c e n t e r  of  t h e  i l l u s i o n  and t h r o u g h  it S h e l l e y  r e i n s t a t e s  

h i s  knowledge o f  how s o c i a l  power i s  main ta ined .  The r i s i n g  

Sun r e v i v i f i e d  e v e r y t h i n g  i t s  g l a n c e  f e l l  on;  whereas t h e  

c h a r i o t  i s  p r e p a r e d  f o r  by "a  c o l d  g l a r e  i n t e n s e r  t h a n  t h e  

moon/ But i c y  c o l d  . . . ." ( 7 7 - 7 8 )  The Sun " r e j o i c e d  i n  

h i s  s p l e n d o u r " ;  and t h e  c h a r i o t  c a r r y i n g  t h e  Janus  shape  i s  



prope l l ed  by a  s o l i p s i s t i c  energy a r r i v i n g  "on t h e  s i l e n t  

s torm / Of i t s  own rush ing  Splendour."  ( 8 6 - 8 7 )  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

t h e  "Shape" does  n o t  emanate, it  s t e a l s  l i g h t ,  "and o ' e r  

what seemed t h e  head a  c loud l i k e  c r a p e  / Was ben t ,  a  dun 

and f a i n t  e t h e r i a l  gloom / Tempering t h e  l i g h t  . . . " (91- 

93) The Shape i s  t h e  nega t ive  symbol of  a  f a l l e n  moral 

s t a t e ,  t h e  emblem of i l l u s i o n  and deadened e x p r e s s i v i t y .  

She l ley  i s  developing h i s  frame of r e f e r e n c e  i n  almost  a s  

r i go rous  a  way a s  d i d  Dante o r  Spenser be fo re  him. We have 

come upon a  scene  of wasted e n e r g i e s .  The process ion  p i c -  

t u r e s  a  world t h a t  i s  no t  a s  it should be ,  a  t roub led ,  

lower,  uninformed and inchoa te  e x i s t e n c e .  For de  Man t h i s  

g radua l ly  more i n t e n s e  p o r t r a y a l  of  confusion i n  l i f e ,  

however, ends  a s  an  index of S h e l l e y ' s  mind a s  he a t t empt s  

t h e  imposs ib le  f e a t  of p o s i t i n g  and p r e s e n t i n g  an imaginary 

world w i t h i n  a  t e x t :  

. . . s i n c e  Heaven and H e l l  a r e  n o t  h e r e  two t ranscend-  
e n t  realms b u t  t h e  mere oppos i t i on  between t h e  imagined 
and t h e  r e a l ,  what w e  do n o t  know i s  whether we a r e  
awake30r a s l e e p ,  dead o r  a l i v e ,  f o r g e t t i n g  o r  remember- 
~ n g  . 

De Man's c l a im  t h a t  t h e  s emio t i c s  of t h e  t e x t  a r e  confused 

r e q u i r e s  t h a t  he  pay no a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  c l e a r l y  l i m i t e d  

l e v e l s  o f  awareness a t  work i n  t h e  poem, and t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

She l ley  has  c o n t r o l l e d  our  p e r s p e c t i v e  s o  t h a t  w e  s e e  con- 

v e n t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  and mind a s  a  form o f  s l e e p  o r  dea th  i n  

l i f e  and t h e  Shape a s  i t s  symbolized essence .  1 4  



The o v e r r i d i n g ,  p rog res s ive  framework, and i t s  connec- 

t i o n  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  e a r l i e r  poetry  o f  t h e  m y t h  of  s o c i a l  

power, become e s p e c i a l l y  n o t i c e a b l e  i n  t h e  i n s t a n c e s  he  next 

p r e s e n t s .  We w i l l  s tudy two of them a s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  I n  

t h e  f i r s t ,  t h e  process ion  i s  compared t o  a J u b i l e e ,  o r  Roman 

Victory parade f o r  a r e t u r n i n g  Conqueror, (a lmos t  c e r t a i n l y  

an  a l l u s i o n  t o  Napoleon). 15 

The m i l l i o n  wi th  f i e r c e  song and maniac dance 
Raging around; such seemed t h e  j u b i l e e  

A s  when t o  g r e e t  some conqueror ' s  advance 

Imper ia l  Rome poured f o r t h  h e r  l i v i n g  s e a  
From senatehouse and p r i s o n  and t h e a t r e  

When Freedom l e f t  t h o s e  who upon t h e  f r e e  

Had bound a yoke which soon t h e y  stooped t o  bear .  
(113-116) 

The process ion  of  L i f e  i s  aga in  mired i n  paradox: a s  soon 

a s  t h e  mu l t i t ude  a l lows  o t h e r s  t o  be ens laved ,  they  i n  t u r n  

must bea r  t h e  yoke; t h e  s l a v e  mas te rs  themselves become, 

i n e v i t a b l y ,  s l a v e s .  The theme of  convent ional  mora l i t y  a s  a 

cond i t i on  of mental vacancy o r  a hypnot ic  s t a t e ,  has  now 

been r epea t ed ,  and i t s  cause  i s  emerging. Each moral enigma 
0 

i s  t h e  r e s u l t  of t h e  r e l a t i o n  of i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  va r ious  

movements t h a t  t a k e  p l a c e  under t h e  a e g i s  of t h e  Shape i n  

t h e  c a r ;  t h e  au t i sm and t h e  paradoxica l  r e l a t i o n  t o  freedom 

seem t o  r e s u l t  from a group mind, (perhaps  a 'm ind le s snes s ' )  

formed around t h e  Shape 's  nega t ive  emanations. The t r a n c e  

seems then  t h e  r e s u l t  of t h e  merging of i n d i v i d u a l s  i n t o  a 



group around a c e n t r a l  symbol l i k e  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  God o r  

Ceaser-Bonaparte. 

She l ley  ' s  unders tanding of t h i s  r e l a t i o n  goes back t o  

h i s  e a r l i e s t  r ead ing  of Godwin and h i s  d i s t r u s t  of group 

men ta l i t y .  W e  found less s u b t l e  examples of it i n  t h e  

uncovering of r e l i g i o u s  symbolism i n  ,Queen Mab. Here, t h e  - 
r e l a t i o n s  between members, p roces s ion  and 'Shape' develop 

Godwin's i d e a  i n  a more s u b t l e  way. Godwin's o u t l i n e  of t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  of a s u b j e c t  t o  a King i s  couched i n  terms very 

s i m i l a r  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  matures t  p i c t u r e s  of  t h e  mental and 

sensory d u l l n e s s  t h a t  produces and a l l ows  f a l s e  l e a d e r s  and 

f a l s e  Gods: 

To conduct t h i s  imposture [of  ~ i n g s h i p ]  wi th  succes s ,  
it i s  necessary  t o  b r ing  over t o  i t s  p a r t y  our  eyes  and 
our  e a r s .  Accordingly k ings  a r e  always e x h i b i t e d ,  wi th  
a l l  t h e  splendour  of ornament, a t t endance  and 
equipage . . . and, when they a r e  shown t o  t h e  p u b l i c ,  
it i s  w i t h  every a r t i f i c e  t h a t  may d a z z l e  ou r  s ense  and 
mis lead ou r  judgement. 

The i l l u s i o n  t h a t  t h e  k ing  i s  somehow a d i f f e r e n t ,  s u p e r i o r  

s o r t  of being i s  maintained through a l l  of ou r  s enses ;  our  

e a r s  a r e  a s s a u l t e d  w i t h  " t h e  i n f l a t e d  s t y l e  of r e g a l  formal- 

i t y "  and e v e n t u a l l y ,  under t h i s  sensory ba r r age ,  we submit 

and " t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  of v i r t u e  i s  p l aced ,  i n  b l i n d  compli- 

ance,  and uncondi t iona l  submission. " I 6  For Godwin, t h e n ,  t h e  

ado ra t ion  a t t e n d a n t  on k ings  i s  a m a t t e r  of  sensory i l l u s i o n  

'and t h e  i l l u s i o n  i s  necessary t o  v e i l  any susp ic ion  t h a t  

' k ings  a r e  b u t  men.' I n  t h e  image of  a p rocess ion  b l i n d l y  

fol lowing a f o r c e f u l ,  co ld  Shape, She l ley  once aga in  c a r r i e s  



through h i s  l i f e l o n g  p r o j e c t  of demyst i fying e s t a b l i s h e d  

power; he  i s  t a k i n g  a p a r t ,  emptying t h e  emblems of r e l i g i o n  
I 

and k ingsh ip  by uncovering t h e  deluded,  i r r a t i o n a l  and 

purpose less  k ind  of e x i s t e n c e  they c l o t h e .  The a l l e g o r y  of 

t h e  c a r  and i t s  Janus  shape f i t s  i n t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  scheme we 

have found i n  a l l  of S h e l l e y ' s  ' c r i t i c a l '  o r  s k e p t i c a l  

poems. " Here, a s  i n  Queen - Mab, "Alas tor"  and "Mont Blanc," 

we have a  s p i r i t u a l  p o t e n t i a l ,  ( t h e  s u n - l i t  world of t h e  

opening scene )  and t h e  uncovering,  through a l l e g o r y ,  of a  

deluded,  opp res s ive  s t a t e  of symbolism t h a t  i s  being taken 

a s  r e a l i t y .  

The p e r s p e c t i v e  appears ,  s o  f a r ,  f u l l y  under S h e l l e y ' s  

c o n t r o l .  H e  has  s o  placed t h e  c h a r i o t ,  t h e  Shape and t h e  

crowd c l u s t e r e d  around it t h a t  we see t h e  emptiness ,  t h e  

i l l u s i o n  of contemporary s o c i a l  cohesion.  H e r e  i s  t h e  

'equipage '  of  s o c i a l  convent ion from t h e  p o i n t  of  view j u s t  

'above' o r  ' o u t s i d e '  t h o s e  caught  i n  i t s  s p e l l .  I t  i s  a  

p i c t u r e  of a  b l i n d  mul t i t ude ,  caught  i n  t h e  f u l l  au ra  of a 

r e g a l  personage,  t h e  ' co ld  l i g h t '  of  a  regime, t h a t  i s  now, 

i n  1822, only a  masquerade of  f o r c e  and shape.  Those caught 

i n  t h e  p roces s ion  e x i s t  wi thout  i n d i v i d u a t i o n ,  they  l i v e  i n  

a  r ece ived  and exploded set of i d e a s  and l e a d  de lega ted  

l i v e s .  This  i s  t h e  i nchoa te  s t a t e ,  n o t  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  

She l ley  i s  us ing .  We a r e  r e f e r r e d ,  aga in ,  t o  t h e  frame. 

The unconscious s l a v e  makers a r e  nex t  s e t  a g a i n s t  t h e  s ac red  

few "who could  n o t  tame / The i r  s p i r i t s  t o  t h e  Conqueror, 

b u t  a s  soon / A s  t hey  had touched t h e  world wi th  l i v i n g  



f lame / F l e d  back l i k e  e a g l e s  t o  t h e i r  n a t i v e  noon." (128- 

1 3 1 )  T h i s  ' n a t i v e  noon' i s  t h e  compass p o i n t  o f  a n  i d e a l  

and it i s  opposed t o  a  lower wor ld  which c a p t u r e s  most 

p e o p l e .  The s a c r e d  few a r e  u n w i l l i n g  t o  j o i n  t h e  masquer- 

ade ;  and ,  a g a i n ,  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  a r e  

a t  work t o  o b s c u r e  and m y s t i f y  t h o u g h t .  There  a r e  on ly  a  

ve ry  few who have  managed t o  s t a y  c l e a r  of  them, ( a c c o r d i n g  

t o  Reiman, o n l y  J e s u s  and S o c r a t e s ,  though o t h e r  p o e t s  a r e  

i m p l i e d ) .  S h e l l e y ' s  i d e a l i s m  i s  y e t  s t r o n g l y ,  c o h e r e n t l y  

p r e s e n t .  

For  d e  Man, t h e  imagery o f  l i g h t  and d a r k n e s s  which 

d e l i m i t s  t h e  supposedly  confused l a y e r s  of  mind i n  t h e  poem 

i s  l i k e  t h e  v e i l i n g  and u n v e i l i n g  of  a  memory. I t  i s  a c t u -  

a l l y  a  form of  f o r g e t t i n g  and f o r  him f o r g e t t i n g  i s ,  i n  i t s  

t u r n ,  e r o t i c ,  "Th i s  p l a y  of  v e i l i n g  and u n v e i l i n g  i s ,  o f  

c o u r s e ,  a l t o g e t h e r  t a n t a l i z i n g .  F o r g e t t i n g  i s  a  h i g h l y  

e r o t i c  e x p e r i e n c e ;  it i s  l i k e  gl immering l i g h t  because  it 

canno t  b e  d e c i d e d  whether  it r e v e a l s  o r  h ides . "18  One must 

a s k ,  g i v e n  t h e  framework a t  work i n  t h e  poem, what i s  b e i n g  

f o r g o t t e n .  The t r u e  V i s i o n  ( t h e  Sun) h a s  been r e p l a c e d  by a  

less i n t e n s e  V i s i o n  ( t h e  c o l d  l i g h t  o f  t h e  Shape,  t h e  c a r  

and t h e  v a r i o u s  g roups  around i t ) ,  a l l e g o r i c a l  of  a  f a l s e  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  The i n t e r p l a y  h e r e  i s  between a  l i b e r a t e d  

mind and a  mind c louded  and c o n t r o l l e d  by f o r c e s  e x t e r i o r  t o  

it and c u t  o f f  from i t s  r e a l  s o u r c e s .  Only by a  r a t h e r  

complete d i s p l a c e m e n t  of  t h e  framework a t  work i n  t h e  poem 

and t h e  rep lacement  of  it w i t h  a n o t h e r  view, can  one see t h e  



r e l a t i o n  between l i b e r a t i o n  and o p p r e s s i o n  drawn i n  t h e  poem 

a s  t a n t a l i z i n g  and e r o t i c .  The p l a c e  o f  Eros  i n  t h i s  s u b t l e  
I 

i n t e r p l a y  o f  l i g h t  and o b s c u r i t y  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  remembered and 

s t u d i e d  i n  t h e  poem. W e  f i n d  i t ,  q u i t e  o p e n l y ,  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  

p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  ' w i l d  dance '  o f  ' t o r t u r e d  and a g o n i z i n g  

p l e a s u r e '  t h a t  i s  a l s o  a  p a r t  of  t h e  g e n e r a l  movement of  t h e  

p r o c e s s i o n .  I n  t h i s  daemonic dance ,  

Maidens and y o u t h s  f l i n g  t h e i r  w i l d  arms i n  a i r  
A s  t h e i r  f e e t  t w i n k l e ;  now r e c e d e  and now 

Bending w i t h i n  each  o t h e r ' s  a tmosphere  

K i n d l e  i n v i s i b l y ;  and a s  t h e y  glow 
L i k e  moths by l i g h t  a t t r a c t e d  and r e p e l l e d ,  

O f t  t o  new b r i g h t  d e s t r u c t i o n s  come and go,  

T i l l  l i k e  two c l o u d s  i n t o  one v a l e  impe l l ed  
Tha t  shake  t h e  mountains when t h e i r  l i g h t n i n g s  mingle  

And d i e  i n  r a i n , - - t h e  f i e r y  band which h e l d  

T h e i r  n a t u r e s ,  snaps  . . . ere t h e  shock c e a s e  t o  
t i n g l e  

One f a l l s  and t h e n  a n o t h e r  i n  t h e  p a t h  
S e n s e l e s s ,  n o r  i s  t h e  d e s o l a t i o n  s i n g l e  . . . ( 1 4 9 -  

160)  

These t o r t u r e d  b e i n g s  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  c a r ,  t h u s  

t h e i r  s e x u a l i t y  i s  l i n k e d  t o  a u t i s m ,  f a l s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and 

a  g e n e r a l l y  d imin i shed  m e n t a l i t y .  The ' l o v e r s '  l o s e  t h e i r  

chance a t  t h e  e x t e r i o r  l i g h t  t h r o u g h  a  p h y s i c a l  a c t  of  

merging which l e a v e s  them e x h a u s t e d ,  d u l l e d  and ( e v e n t u a l l y )  

o l d ;  l i k e  t h o s e  under  t h e  sway o f  a  d e s p o t  o r  of  r e l i g i o n ,  

they  have  no i d e a l  e x i s t e n c e ,  no  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  p a s s i o n s  

of  mind, n o  in fo rming  menta l  l e v e l  a t  a l l .  T h e i r  ' r e l a t i o n '  

rel ies on  t h e  merest s p a r k s  o f  p h y s i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e  ( a t t r a c -  

t i o n  and r e p u l s i o n ) ,  n o t  on i d e a s ,  o r  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  l i v e  up 



t o  i d e a l s .  Such a  c o n n e c t i o n  c a n n o t ,  t h e n ,  i n c l u d e  a n  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  Eros  w i t h  i t s  i , m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  knowledge, wisdom 

and moral  p r o g r e s s  g a i n e d  th rough  t h e  d i a l e c t i c s  o f  d i f f e r -  

e n c e  and e q u a l i t y .  And, a s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e i r  un ions  a r e  

s h o r t l i v e d ,  end i n  f r u s t r a t i o n  and ' d i e  i n  r a i n ' .  

S h e l l e y ' s  c r i t i q u e  o f  a n  a u t i s t i c  s e x u a l i t y  i s  n o t  

wholly Godwinian. I ts  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  a  h i g h e r ,  ( p e r h a p s  

P l a t o n i c )  i n t e l l e c t u a l  form o f  e r o t i c  un ion  i s  n o t  p r e s e n t  

i n  Godwin's more comple te ly  r a t i o n a l  o u t l o o k .  For  Godwin, 

s e x u a l i t y ,  l i k e  t h e  o t h e r  p h y s i c a l  needs  and ' p l e a s u r e s  o f  

s e n s e , '  was c o n t r o l l a b l e  by r e a s o n  and e s s e n t i a l l y  a  m a t t e r  

of mind. Sexual  p l e a s u r e  h a s  a  f r a g i l e  h o l d  on  u s  because  

it i s  dependent  on communication, a p p r o v a l ,  and i s  e a s i l y  

d i s t u r b e d  by o t h e r ,  more i m p o r t a n t ,  f o r c e s  and messages. 

Reason w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  overcome d e s i r e  and s e x u a l  union w i l l  

be under taken  r a t i o n a l l y  and on ly  i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o c r e a t e  and 

m a i n t a i n  t h e  s p e c i e s .  S h e l l e y  seems t o  b e l i e v e  i n  t h e  

h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  awareness  i n v o l v e d ,  b u t  n o t  i n  i t s  

c o n t e n t s - - i t s  d e n i a l  o f  d e s i r e .  With t h e s e  Bacchantes  w e  

see s e x u a l i t y  a s  mechanism and n o t  p r o d u c t i v e  o f  a  c o n t i n u -  

ous  l i g h t ,  o n l y  of  momentary, l i g h t n i n g s  and a  union t h a t  

q u i c k l y  f a d e s .  I t s  h i g h e r  complement would b e  t h e  l a s t i n g ,  

l i g h t - f i l l e d  r e l a t i o n  n o t  based i n  o p p o s i t i o n  t h a t  w e  c a n  

f i n d  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  e s s a y  "Love." " W e  dimly see w i t h i n  o u r  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  n a t u r e  a  m i n i a t u r e  a s  it were o f  o u r  e n t i r e  

s e l f ,  y e t  d e p r i v e d  o f  a l l  t h a t  w e  condemn o r  d e s p i s e ,  t h e  

i d e a l  p r o t o t y p e  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  e x c e l l e n t  o r  l o v e l y  t h a t  w e  



a r e  c a p a b l e  o f  c o n c e i v i n g  a s  b e l o n g i n g  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of  

m a n .  . . . " t h e  d iscovery ,  o f  t h e  ' a n t i t y p e '  which would 

v i b r a t e  i n  u n i s o n  w i t h  t h i s  i d e a l  i s  " t h e  i n v i s i b l e  and 

u n a t t a i n a b l e  p o i n t  t o  which Love t e n d s .  "20  A l i f e  caugh t  i n  

t h i s  lower l e v e l  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  wasted  i n  t h e  e t e r n a l  

p o l a r i t i e s  of s e x  a l lowed  by c o n v e n t i o n ,  a s  i t s  worn o u t  

v i c t i m s ,  t h e  "Old men, [ a n d ]  women f o u l l y  d i s a r r a y e d "  who 

f a l l  beh ind  t h e  c a r ,  a t t e s t .  D e  Man's c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  

' f o r g e t t i n g s '  i n  t h e  poem r e q u i r e s  o n l y  a  h idden  s e x u a l  

message, b u t  t h e r e  seems no  d e n i a l  o f  s e x u a l i t y  h e r e .  

W e  have s t u d i e d  t h r e e  examples which s u p p o r t  t h e  i d e a  

t h a t  S h e l l e y ' s  i d e a l i s m  i s  y e t  p r e s e n t  i n  "The Triumph o f  

L i f e , "  and t h a t  it can be  c l e a r l y  d e t e c t e d  a s  a n  e v a l u a t i o n  

i n  t h e  g r o u p i n g s  around t h e  c a r  and i t s  Shape. A d d i t i o n a l  

ev idence  f o r  a n  o v e r r i d i n g  l e v e l  o f  i d e a s  comes from t h e  

S h e l l e y ' s  a r rangement  o f  t h e s e  examples o f  e n i g m a t i c  e x i s t -  

ence  w i t h i n  a  h i e r a r c h y .  W e  began w i t h  a n  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  

mass o f  a u t i s t i c  f o l l o w e r s ;  t h e n  t h i s  mass i s  broken up i n t o  

t h e  c o u p l i n g s  o f  s e x u a l i t y ;  and n e x t  w e  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a  

g roup  of  wrong-headed i n d i v i d u a l s .  Here w e  m e e t  t h o s e  

powerful  men and women who, w h i l e  t h e y  d o  n o t  l i v e  w i t h i n  a  

set of  r e c e i v e d  images and i d e a s ,  have  n o t  h e l p e d  f u r t h e r  

t h e  g e n e r a l  moral  growth o f  mankind. These a r e  "The Wise, / 

The g r e a t ,  t h e  u n f o r g o t t e n ;  t h e y  who wore / Mitres and helms 

and crowns, o r  w r e a t h e s  o f  l i g h t . "  (208-10) I n  t h i s  g roup  

S h e l l e y  i n c l u d e s  Napoleon, V o l t a i r e ,  F r e d e r i c k  t h e  G r e a t ,  

Kant,  C a t h e r i n e  t h e  G r e a t  and Leopold 11~ '  ,--The En l igh tened  



Despots  and t h i n k e r s  o f  t h e  Age o f  Reason. A t  t h i s  l e v e l ,  

l i f e  i s  n o t  u n d e r s t o o d ,  it i s  opposed,  a n d ,  i n  t h e  end ,  t h e  
1 

o p p o s i t i o n  h a s  been f r u i t l e s s ,  "For i n  t h e  b a t t l e  L i f e  and 

t h e y  d i d  wage / She remained conqueror  . . . ." (239-40). 
Again, S h e l l e y  seems t o  b e  working o u t  a n  o r d e r l y  schema of  

e v a l u a t i o n .  With t h i s  group,  L i f e  won because  i t s  members 

produced e f f e c t s  which d i d  n o t  l as t  beyond t h e i r  own genera-  

t i o n .  These a r e  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  "Whose name 

t h e  f r e s h  wor ld  t h i n k s  a l r e a d y  o l d "  (298) and t h e y  have  been 

superseded  by t h e  s h a t t e r i n g  r e v o l u t i o n s  t h a t  happened a f t e r  

them which o v e r t u r n e d  a t  l e a s t  one o f  t h e i r  regimes  and 

d i s p r o v e d  t h e i r  t h e o r i e s  o f  s o c i e t y .  W e  seem, t h e n ,  t o  be 

s p i r a l i n g  upward th rough  more r e f i n e d  k i n d s  o f  moral  confu-  

s i o n ,  from mass c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t o  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  from a c c e p t -  

ance  t o  b l i n d  forms of  r e s i s t a n c e .  The more w e  s t u d y  t h e  

f i r s t  p a r t  o f  The Triumph - of  -1 L i f e  t h e  more it becomes 

a p p a r e n t  t h a t  S h e l l e y  h a s  s p e n t  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  energy on 

i t s  s t r u c t u r e .  There  i s  a n  i n t e n s i t y  o f  remembrance and 

r e i n s t a t e m e n t  o f  p r i n c i p l e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem 

which h a r k s  back t o  t h e  i r o n i e s  o f  "Queen Mab" and t h e  heady 

A t h e i s t  p o s i t i o n s  o f  t h e  days  j u s t  a f t e r  Oxford. 

D e  Man i s  unequ ivoca l  i n  h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  

u n c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  t h e  poem, " Q u e s t i o n s  o f  o r i g i n ,  o f  d i r e c -  

t i o n ,  and i d e n t i t y  p u n c t u a t e  t h e  t e x t  w i t h o u t  e v e r  r e c e i v i n g  

a  c l e a r  answer.  n 2 2  The q u e s t i o n s  a r e  t h e r e ,  b u t  t h e y  do n o t  

beg in  u n t i l  w e  a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  Rousseau a lmos t  one t h i r d  

of  t h e  way t h r o u g h  t h e  poem; t h e  making of  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  



t h e  c e n t r a l  a p o r i a  o f  t h e  poem i s  r e d u c t i v e  o f  a  much wider  

a r e a  of  coherence ,  remembrance and ' answer ing . '  W e  have  seen  

t h i s  coherence  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  c a r e f u l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a p o e t i c  

argument t h r o u g h  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  development and a  s tep-wise  

upward movement. The poem b e g i n s  a s  a remaking of  Dantesque 

a l l e g o r y  a l o n g  modern, l i b e r a t i o n i s t  l i n e s  and h a s  t h e  same 

k i n d  o f  a l l u s i v e ,  t o p i c a l  s t r u c t u r e .  It  does  n o t ,  however, 

remain i n  t h i s  form f o r  long  a f t e r  t h e  appearance  o f  Rous- 

s e a u .  

Rousseau a s  Topos 
7 

The remainder  o f  t h e  f ragment  i s  concerned w i t h  t h e  

problem o f  p l a c i n g  Rousseau w i t h i n  t h i s  g e n e r a l  schema of  

l e v e l s ,  e x t e r i o r  and i n t e r i o r ,  mass v e r s u s  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  

and r e l a t i v e  d e g r e e s  o f  en l igh tenment .  And it i s  h e r e  t h a t  

t h e  s t r o n g  l i n e s  o f  s t r u c t u r e  b e g i n  t o  waver,  t h e  l e v e l s  

beg in  t o  merge and t h e  s t r o n g l y  b u i l t  a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  i d e a s  

found i n  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  comes under  a  d i s t o r t i n g ,  self-  

r e f l e x i v e  p r e s s u r e .  The problem o f  p l a c i n g  Rousseau w i t h i n  

t h i s  g e n e r a l  o r d e r  o f  t h i n k e r s  and menta l  s t a t e s  i s  now t h e  

c e n t r a l  i s s u e  o f  t h e  poem and I t h i n k  d e  Man i s  p a r t l y  r i g h t  

i n  f i n d i n g  a n  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  however, 

i s  by no  means t o t a l ,  no r  i s  i t  c o n s t a n t ,  and i t s  waverings 

mark a  d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  o f  r e l a t i o n  t h a n  D e  Man's ' imposi -  

t i o n s , '  ' e r a s u r e s '  and ' f o r g e t t i n g s . '  Cameron reminds  u s  

t h a t  w h i l e  S h e l l e y  h e l d  Rousseau i n  g r e a t  esteem, it was t h e  

Rousseau of  La Nouvel le  H e l o i s e  n o t  t h e  Rousseau o f  The - - 



C o n f e s s i o n s .  "Rousseau, l i k e  S h e l l e y ,  w a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  
I 

r a d i c a l ,  a n  exponent  o f  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  u n i v e r s a l  l o v e ,  and  

a  man who f e l t  h i m s e l f  misunder s tood  by h i s  age.  n 2 3  But t h e  

car o f  l i f e  which Rousseau sees a f t e r  h i s  v i s i o n  d i f f e r s  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from t h e  car s e e n  by t h e  n a r r a t o r  and t h i s  

i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  S h e l l e y  i s  a b l e  t o  d i s t a n c e  h i m s e l f  somewhat 

f rom R o u s s e a u ' s  v i s i o n .  The v iew o f  Rousseau c l e a r l y  con- 

t i n u e s  t h e  e v a l u a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  and  S h e l l e y ' s  s t a t e d  problem 

l i es  i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  where t h e  complex composed o f  t h e  Rous- 

s e a u i a n  i d e a l  and  i t s  r e c e p t i o n  went wrong. 

Cameron a l s o  t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  s o l i t a r y ,  a l i e n a t e d  image 

o f  Rousseau ,  conquered  n o t  by L i f e  b u t  h i s  "own h e a r t  a l o n e "  

h a s  i t s  s o u r c e  i n  Rousseau ' s  R e v e r i e s  o f  The 3 o l i t a r y  Walker -- 
which S h e l l e y  had r e a d  i n  1815. T h i s  t e x t  maps R o u s s e a u ' s  

b e w i l d e r e d  t u r n i n g  away from l i f e ,  which Cameron sees as a  

d e f e a t  by l i f e .  And f o r  S h e l l e y  t h i s  d e f e a t  i s  t h e  r e s u l t  

o f  R o u s s e a u ' s  p a s s i o n a t e ,  s e n s u a l  n a t u r e .  But d e  Man h o l d s  

t o  a  r a t h e r  comple te  i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e  two i d e a l i s t s :  a f t e r  

t h e  i n i t i a l  s t a g e s  o f  h i s  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  poem, S h e l l e y ' s  

" c l o s e  p r o x i m i t y  t o  Rousseau i s  now more s t r o n g l y  marked 

t h a n  i n  t h e  ea r l i e r  p a s s a g e ;  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  h i s  e s c a p e  

from R o u s s e a u ' s  d e s t i n y  h a s  now become p r o b l e m a t i c  and 

depends  on o n e ' s  r e a d i n g  o f  Rousseau ' s  own s t o r y ,  which 

c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  main n a r r a t i v e  sequence  o f  t h e  poem. "24 

Cameron's b i o g r a p h i c a l  r e a d i n g  can  b e  b u t t r e s s e d  by t h e  t e x t  

i t s e l f .  A s  w e  have  s e e n ,  p o s i t i o n  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  c a r  

p l a y s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  a l l e g o r y  o f  contempo- 



r a r y  mora l  en igmas;  t h u s ,  R o u s s e a u ' s  ' l o c a t i o n '  s h o u l d  g i v e  

u s  some c l u e s  t o  S h e l l e y ' s  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  him. T h i s  t h o u g h t  

a p p e a r s ,  a t  f i r s t ,  ambiguous b e c a u s e  Rousseau i s  o u t s i d e  

t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  and  y e t  h e  i s  ' o n e  o f  t h e  d e l u d e d  crew.' Bu t  

t h e r e  i s  n o  o b v i o u s ,  comple t e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  h e r e :  

. . . I t u r n e d  and  knew 
( 0  Heaven h a v e  mercy o n  s u c h  w r e t c h e d n e s s ! )  

T h a t  what I t h o u g h t  was a n  o l d  r o o t  which grew 
To s t r a n g e  d i s t o r t i o n  o u t  o f  t h e  h i l l  s i d e  

Was i n d e e d  o n e  o f  t h a t  d e l u d e d  c r e w ,  

And t h a t  t h e  g r a s s  which methought  hung s o  wide 
And w h i t e ,  w a s  b u t  h i s  t h i n  d i s c o l o u r e d  h a i r ,  

And t h a t  t h e  h o l e s  it v a i n l y  s o u g h t  t o  h i d e  

Were o r  had been  e y e s .  (180-88)  

D e  Man's a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  S h e l l e y  and  Rousseau  a r e  one  i s  

b a s e d  o n  e v i d e n c e  d e r i v e d  from a  p o i n t  i n  t h e  t e x t  f a r  

beyond t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s .  S h e l l e y  f i r s t  

s e p a r a t e s  him f rom t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  and  p l a c e s  him s q u a r e l y  

among t h e  d e l u d e d ,  a l t h o u g h  h e  i s  t h e  'crew-member' who, s o  

f a r ,  i s  h i g h e s t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h o s e  few e a g l e s  who c o u l d  

' n o t  tame t h e i r  s p i r i t s  t o  t h e  Conqueror . '  W e  l e a r n  l a t e r  

t h a t  R o u s s e a u ' s  weakness  was t h a t  h e  h a s  n o t  been  overcome 

by L i f e  a s  e x t e r i o r  f o r c e ,  b u t  by h i m s e l f ,  h i s  p a s s i o n .  "I 

was overcome / By my own h e a r t  a l o n e ,  which  n e i t h e r  a g e  / 

Nor tears  n o r  infamy n o r  now t h e  tomb / c o u l d  t emper  t o  i t s  

o b j e c t . "  (240-243)  S h e l l e y  t a k e s  some t i m e  t o  show u s  t h a t  

Rousseau h a s  u n d e r s t o o d  t h e  n e g a t i v e  dynamic o f  s o c i e t y ,  w a s  

p e r h a p s  b r i l l i a n t l y  c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e  d e f o r m i n g  f o r c e  o f  



human i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  b u t  communicated h i s  i n s i g h t  t h r o u g h  

emot ion - l aden  images ,  and  u q l i k e  t h e  b a r d s  o f  o l d ,  i n f e c t e d  

o t h e r s  w i t h  h i s  a n g e r s  and  l o v e s ,  n o t  h i s  d i s p a s s i o n a t e  

i d e a s ;  h i s  e r r o r  w a s  t h a t  h e  d i d  n o t  know, t h u s  c o u l d  n o t  

c o n t r o l ,  h i m s e l f .  However, t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between n a r r a t o r  

and  Rousseau d o  n o t  remain  s o  c lear  c u t .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  

S h e l l e y  h a s  p l a c e d  him on  a n  e q u a l  f o o t i n g ,  ( a l m o s t  l i t e r a l -  

l y )  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o r .  

D e  Man t a k e s  some t i m e  w i t h  t h e  p a s s a g e  which sees 

Rousseau a s  a f a c e  which a t  f i r s t  l ooked  l i k e  a  r o o t  c o v e r e d  

w i t h  g r a s s .  Rousseau ,  i s  ' d i s f i g u r e d '  and  t h i s  a c t  o f  

d i s f i g u r e m e n t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h e  whole  poem. When w e  f i r s t  

come upon Rousseau ,  h i s  f a c e  i s  d i s c o v e r e d  a s  a tree 

r o o t :  

The e r a s u r e  o f  e f f a c e m e n t  i s  i n d e e d  t h e  l o s s  o f  a  
f a c e ,  i n  F rench  f i g u r e .  Rousseau n o  l o n g e r ,  o r  h a r d l y  
( a s  t h e  t r a c k s  [ o f  t h e  wolf image l a t e r  i n  t h i s  s c e n e ]  
a r e  n o t  a l l  gone ,  b u t  more t h a n  h a l f  e r a s e d ) ,  h a s  a  
f a c e .  L i k e  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  t h e  Hardy s t o r y ,  h e  i s  
d i s f i g u r e d ,  d e f i q u r e ,  d e f a c e d .  And a l s o  as  i n  t h e  
Hardy s t o r y ,  [Hardy1 s "Barba ra  o f  t h e  House o f  Grebe"]  
t o  b e  d i s f i g u r e d  means p r i m a r i l y  t h e  l o s s  o f  t h e  e y e s ,  
t u r n e d  t o  ' s t o n y  o r b s 1  o r  t o  empty h o l e s .  T h i s  t ra jec-  
t o r y  f rom e r a s e d  se l f -knowledge  t o  d i s f i g u r a t i o n  i s  t h e  
t r a j e c t o r y  o f  The Triumph of L i f e .  - 25 

But t h i s  s e m i o t i c  a n a l y s i s  which stresses l anguage  a s  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l  o b j e c t  o f  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n ,  misses R o u s s e a u l s  p o s i -  

t i o n  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  a l l e g o r y  which must  i n c l u d e  t h e  l e v e l  o f  

i d e a l s :  Rousseau  i s  p o s i t i o n e d  t h r o u g h  t h i s  l d i s f i g u r a t i o n l ;  

h e  i s  e v a l u a t e d  t h r o u g h  a  t o p o s  o f  t h e  r o o t  and g r a s s  f i g u r e  

and t h i s  g a r g o y l e - l i k e  v i s a g e  t e l l s  u s  someth ing  a b o u t  h i s  



s t a t u s .  T h i s  i s  S h e l l e y ' s  v i ew o f  t h e ,  by now, s t e r e o t y p e d  

Rousseau ,  t h e  image o f  him i n  t h e  p u b l i c  mind. D e  Man t h e n  

h a s  a n a l y z e d  o n l y  ~ h e l l e ~ ' s ' c o n s c i o u s ,  r h e t o r i c a l  p i c t u r e ,  

n o t  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s e m i o t i c  s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  poem. 

But  w e  mus t  a l s o  f o l l o w  o u t  t h e  o t h e r ,  c o n f l i c t i n g ,  

d e t a i l s  o f  t h i s  p l acemen t .  Rousseau i s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  t h e  

n a r r a t o r ' s  p o i n t  o f  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h r o u g h  which w e  see t h e  

p a g e a n t  as  it p a s s e s  b e n e a t h  u s ,  c l o s e  enough t h a t  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  c a n  see t h a t  R o u s s e a u ' s  h a i r  and  e y e  s o c k e t s  a r e  

n o t  t h e  g r a s s  a n d  r o o t s  h e  t h o u g h t  t h e y  were. I n  r e l a t i o n  

t o  t h e  l e v e l s  o f  mind w e  have  j u s t  s t u d i e d ,  t h i s  c a n  o n l y  

mean t h a t  h e  and  t h e  o b s e r v e r  are  on  s imi la r  l e v e l s  o f  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  and  m o r a l i t y  though  R o u s s e a u ' s  i d e a s  have  now 

become b o t h  f i x e d  by h i s  d e a t h  ( r o o t e d )  a n d  made i n t o  a  

h o r r i b l e  parody by t h e  p a g e a n t .  I n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  sequence  o f  

deve lopment  ( i n  which w e  have  n o t i c e d  a  s u c c e s s i v e  r ise  i n  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s ) ,  Rousseau h a s  a l s o  come b e f o r e  t h e  E n l i g h t -  

ened  Despo t s .  Thus t h e  o v e r t ,  n e g a t i v e  e v a l u a t i o n  i s  p a r t l y  

u n d e r c u t  b e c a u s e  it i s  f rom t h i s  e l e v a t i o n ,  and  R o u s s e a u ' s  

d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  t h a t  w e  are  a b l e  t o  see t h e  problems i n  mora l -  

i t y  t h a t  h a v e  c h a i n e d  t h e  En l igh tenmen t  f i g u r e s  s o  s e c u r e l y  

t o  t h e  c a r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  and  most  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e  f u n c t i o n  

a l l o w e d  Rousseau ,  and n o  o n e  else, i s  t h e  deve lopment  o f  a  

' p o i n t  o f  v i e w '  t h r o u g h  s p e e c h ,  d i a l o g u e  and  d e s c r i p t i o n  and  

t h i s ,  a g a i n ,  p l a c e s  t h e  two,  ambiguous ly ,  o n  t h e  same l e v e l .  

The enigma i n  which  Rousseau i s  m i r e d  i s ,  as  d e  Man r i g h t l y  

stresses, l anguage .  But it i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e  n a r r a -  



t o r ' s  dilemma, n o r  i s  i t s  e s s e n c e  t h e  problem i n  f i g u r a t i o n  

which d e  Man s o  s h a r p l y  e x p l o r e s .  
I 

Rousseau, D i s c o u r s e  and A Shape A l l  L i g h t  - -  - 

The c a r e f u l  demarca t ion  between l e v e l s  and t y p e s  of  

awareness  i s  now r e p e a t e d ,  a t  a  secondary  l e v e l ,  i n  Rous- 

s e a u ' s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  ' s h a p e  a l l  l i g h t . '  W e  a r e  now go ing  a  

f u r t h e r  s t e p  inward  toward what shou ld  b e  a  more i n t r i c a t e  

t e l l i n g  o f  a  v i s i o n  w i t h i n  a  v i s i o n .  The a m b i g u i t i e s  become 

more complex y e t  d e  Man's r e a d i n g  h o l d s  t h i s  e p i s o d e  t o  be  

homogeneous, a l l  o f  a  p i e c e .  26  Rousseau and S h e l l e y  a r e  

ve ry  q u i c k l y  made i d e n t i c a l ,  t h e  ' s h a p e  a l l  l i g h t '  i s  " t h e  

f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  f i g u r a l i t y  o f  a l l  ~ i ~ n i f i c a t i o n " ~ '  and show 

t h e  e r r o r  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  u s e  o f  words i n  p o e t r y .  The e r r o r  

which t h i s  f i g u r e  ' r e p r e s e n t s '  i s  t h e  v i o l e n t  u s u r p a t i o n  

( t h r o u g h  t h e  i r r a t i o n a l  p o s i t i n g  powers o f  f i g u r a t i o n )  o f  

t h e  l i m i t s  o f  l i f e  by language;  and D e  Man's e v i d e n c e  i n -  

c l u d e s  t h e  v a r i o u s  metaphors  f o r  g l i d i n g ,  e r a s i n g ,  t r e a d i n g  

and t r a m p l i n g  used t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  shape .  The f i g u r e  e n a c t s  

a  series o f  c o n f u s i o n s ,  i n d e t e r m i n a c i e s  and ' de facements f  

which undo t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  f u n c t i o n ;  w e  come f i n a l l y ,  t o  

see t h e  e m p t i n e s s  and n o t h i n g n e s s  s u p p o r t i n g  t h e  r a d i c a l  and 

v i o l e n t  i n t r u s i o n s  o f  t h e  r o m a n t i c  symbol. D e  Man's r e a d i n g  

i s  a  muscular  a p p l i c a t i o n  of  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t  te rminology 

t o  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  t h i s  poem. But t h e  h y p o t h e s i s  t h a t  

S h e l l e y  g r a d u a l l y  uncovers  a  monomaniacal, a b s o l u t i s t  a c t  of  



u s u r p a t i o n  i n  h i s  own language f l i e s  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  a l l  w e  

have l e a r n e d  o f  h i s  approach  t o  a l l e g o r y ,  symbol and d i s -  

c o u r s e  i n  o u r  s t u d i e s  of  p r e c e d i n g  poems. I n  terms o f  t h i s  

poem, it a l s o  pays  no  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  complex he te rogeny  of 

p o i n t s  o f  view i n  t h i s  e p i s o d e .  D e  Man h a s  s e e n  t h a t  t h e  

i s s u e  h e r e  i s  language,  b u t  h e  h a s  n o t  s e e n  t h a t  t h e  f o r c e s  

and dynamics o f  t h i s  f i e l d  o f  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  language a r e  

mul t i -d imens iona l ,  based  i n  d i a l o g u e ,  on t h e  n o t i o n  of  a n  

i n t e r p l a y  o f  s p e a k e r s  and t h e  complex i n d e t e r m i n a c i e s  of  a  

s e l f  which h a s  l e a r n e d  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  i t s  own a r t  and 

ph i losophy  from a  p e r s o n a l i t y  i n h a b i t i n g  a  poem it i s ,  

i t s e l f ,  c r e a t i n g .  

One s t r o n g  p i e c e  o f  e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h i s  he te rogeny  of  

view p o i n t s  i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  e p i s o d e  i n  which Rousseau 

a p p e a r s  i s  c l e a r l y  marked a s  d r a m a t i c  d i a l o g u e .  T h i s  sec- 

t i o n  b r i n g s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  examples o f  r e p o r t e d  speech i n  a  

poem t h a t  h a s  l o n g  b e f o r e  se t  i t s  b a s i s  i n  a  l y r i c a l  s u b j e c t  

whose v o i c e  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  s i n g u l a r  and v e r g e s  on a  monodony, 

( t h e  f i r s t  q u o t a t i o n  o c c u r s  on l i n e  1 7 7 . )  It  i s  a s  i f  a  

p r e s s u r e  had been b u i l d i n g  up which S h e l l e y  f i n a l l y  cou ld  

n o t  resist and h e  r e s o r t s ,  once  a g a i n ,  t o  h i s  f a m i l i a r  

p a t t e r n  o f  a d d r e s s  and d r a m a t i c  language.  2 8  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

w i t h i n  t h i s  newly i n t r o d u c e d  mode, w e  f i n d  a n  i r o n i c  over-  

t o n e ,  a  s e l f - r e f l e x i v e  commentary. T h i s  i r o n y  b e g i n s  e x a c t -  

l y  when t h e  d i a l o g u e  b e g i n s .  Musing on  t h e  s a d  pagean t  

b e f o r e  him, t h e  n a r r a t o r  remembers a  c o n v e r s a t i o n  t h a t  was, 

h e  t h o u g h t ,  p a r t l y  d i r e c t e d  t o  h i m s e l f ,  "Half t o  myself I 



s a i d ,  'And what i s  t h i s ?  / Whose s h a p e  i s  t h a t  w i t h i n  t h e  

c a r ?  & why --" (177-78).  Rausseau ' s  answer " L i f e "  i s  i n t e r -  

j e c t e d  b e f o r e  t h e  n a r r a t o r  c a n  f i n i s h  h i s  q u e s t i o n  w i t h  " i s  

a l l  h e r e  amiss?' '  T h i s  c l e v e r ,  doubled  r e f e r e n c e ,  f r agments  

t h e  o m n i s c i e n t  p o i n t  o f  view. A number o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r e  

now open.  The s p e a k e r  may b e  s p e a k i n g  t o  h imse l f  a s  pe r sona  

( n a r r a t o r )  o f  t h i s  poem, o r ,  ( t h e  i r o n i c  o v e r t o n e ) ,  t o  

h imse l f  a s  t a k i n g  t h e  p a r t  o f  Rousseau o r ,  more profoundly ' ,  

t o  t h e  p a r t  o f  h imse l f  t h a t  h a s  been formed by Rousseau 's  

t h o u g h t .  The a u d i e n c e  o v e r h e a r i n g  t h i s  new c o n v e r s a t i o n  i s  

a l s o  m u l t i p l e :  There  i s  f i r s t  t h e  r e a d e r ,  t h e n ,  w i t h i n  t h e  

f i c t i o n ,  a  Dantesque k i n d  o f  Rousseau,  Rousseau a s  g u i d e ,  

Rousseau, a s  V i r g i l  b e f o r e  him, a  symbol o f  t h e  b e s t  t h a t  

t h e  p e r i o d  h a s  ach ieved .  There  a r e  a l s o  a  number of  h i s t o r -  

i c a l  l i s t e n e r s  o u t s i d e  t h e  f i c t i o n .  The s h i f t  i n  s p e a k e r s  

i s  d r a m a t i c  enough t h a t  one a l s o  f e e l s  a n  i n n e r  s i g n i f i -  

cance ,  a s  i f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  c o u l d  a l s o  i n c l u d e  Godwin, Mary, 

Byron, C l a i r e  C la i rmont ,  anyone whose l i f e  S h e l l e y  h a s  

i n t e r s e c t e d  w i t h  o r  d i s t u r b e d  th rough  h i s  d e e p - f e l t  connec- 

t i o n  t o  t h e  French R e v o l u t i o n  and t h e  f i g u r e ,  who i n  t h e  

p u b l i c  mind, was i t s  pr imary  t h e o r e t i c i a n 2 ' .  To s a y  t h e  

l e a s t ,  t h i s  b reakage  b r i n g s  i n  a s t r o n g  s e n s e  of  a n  U m w e l c ;  

it immedia te ly  and i r r e v o c a b l y  p roduces  a  d r a m a t i c  c o n t e x t .  

And t h i s  c o n t e x t  i s  q u i c k l y  developed.  By l i n e  190, S h e l l e y  

h a s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  become aware t h a t  t h e  d i s f i g u r e d  shape  of  

Rousseau i s  "of  my t h o u g h t  aware." There  i s  a  f u r t h e r  

development o f  t h e  i r o n y  h e r e ,  p e r h a p s  a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  



v e n t r i l o q u i s m  o f  making Rousseau s p e a k ,  b u t  t h e  commentary 

a l s o  f u r t h e r  b r e a k s  up  t h e  monopoly o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r .  It  

s h i f t s  t h e  p o i n t  o f  v iew j u s t  enough t h a t  we see i t s  f r a g i l -  

i t y .  The Rousseau who 'knows' S h e l l e y ' s  t h o u g h t  s h o u l d  b e  

f i c t i o n a l ,  y e t  t h e r e  i s  t h e  o t h e r  p o s s i b i l i t y .  Rousseau may 

'know' t h e  n a r r a t o r  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a x e  s o  much a l i k e ;  She l -  

l e y ' s  i d e a s  have  been  formed,  p a r t l y ,  on  a Rousseauian  

model. I n  t h i s  o t h e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  w e  see t h e  p r e c a r i o u s  

n a t u r e  o f  b o t h  n a r r a t o r s :  On t h e  l e v e l  o f  h i s  i d e a s ,  Rous- 

s e a u  h a s  c r e a t e d  t h e  n a r r a t o r  a s  much as h e  h a s  c r e a t e d  

Rousseau. We a r e  a t  a c r o s s r o a d s ,  t h a t  merging and s e p a r a t -  

i n g  movement o f  f i c t i o n a l  a d d r e s s ,  i d e a  and  r e c i p i e n t  w e  

have  n o t i c e d  s o  o f t e n  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  poems. I n  t h e  l a s t  

i n s t a n c e ,  j u s t  a f t e r  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  Napoleon w e  g e t  a  

s i m i l a r  s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  f r a g i l i t y  o f  b o u n d a r i e s  between 

s p e a k e r s .  "Rousseau" h a s  t h e  l e a d  p a r t  and  h e  i s  e c h o i n g  

t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  o r i g i n s :  

. . . "Whence I came, p a r t l y  I s e e m  t o  know, 

And how and by what p a t h s  I have  been  b r o u g h t  
To t h i s  d r e a d  p a s s ,  m e t h i n k s  even  t h o u  mayest  g u e s s ;  

Why t h i s  s h o u l d  b e  my mind c a n  compass n o t ;  

Whi ther  t h e  conquero r  h u r r i e s  m e  s t i l l  less,  
But f o l l o w  t h o u ,  and from s p e c t a t o r  t u r n  

A c t o r  o r  v i c t i m  i n  t h i s  w r e t c h e d n e s s ,  

And what t h o u  w o u l d s t  b e  t a u g h t  I t h e n  may l e a r n  
From t h e e . "  (300-08) 

The s h i f t s  i n  p o i n t  o f  v iew are s u b t l e ,  and seem a l m o s t  

i m p o s s i b l e  g i v e n  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  form S h e l l e y  h a s  s o  f a r  



e s t a b l i s h e d .  Rousseau i s  a s k i n g  t h e  n a r r a t o r  t o  judge and 

e v a l u a t e  h i s  p l i g h t  th rough  ' e x p e r i e n c i n g  it. The n a r r a t o r  

must e n t e r  Rousseau ' s  own s c e n e  o f  p a i n  and v i c t i m a g e ;  h e  

must e x p e r i e n c e  a  mind once  h e l d  a s  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  European 

t h o u g h t  b u t  one now "scorned"  and blamed f o r  a l l  t h a t  h a s  

come a f t e r  it. H e  i s  b e i n g  a s k e d  t h e n  t o  s l i p  from h i s  

p o s i t i o n  a s  s p e c t a t o r / n a r r a t o r  t o  t h a t  o f  ' a c t o r '  and 

' v i c t i m '  t h u s ,  t o  r e v e r s e  r o l e s  and change from l y r i c  p o e t  

t o  t r a g e d i a n .  Rousseau would, t h e n ,  b e  t e l l i n g  h i s  s t o r y  

b u t  a l s o  wa tch ing  and l e a r n i n g  from t h e  r e a c t i o n s  o f  a  

n a r r a t o r  now submerged i n  h i s  new r o l e  a s  aud ience ;  and w e ,  

t h e  o t h e r  a u d i e n c e ,  would b e  wa tch ing  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  

between N a r r a t o r  and Rousseau. W e  have  e n t e r e d  a  p o e t i c  

t h e a t r e ,  a  s i t u a t i o n  something l i k e  Hamle t ' s  p l a y  w i t h i n  a  

p l a y  e x c e p t  h e r e  w e  have a  p l a y  w i t h i n  a  monologue. Perhaps  

a f t e r w a r d s  w e  w i l l  know how t h e  p r e s e n t  e n i g m a t i c  s t a t e  h a s  

come from t h e  p a s t  and what t h e  f u t u r e  w i l l  b r i n g ,  b u t  f o r  

now w e  have  been asked  t o  e n t e r  a n  i l l u s t r a t i v e  t a b l e a u  i n  

which t h e  n a r r a t o r  h a s  c a n c e l e d  h i m s e l f  o u t  and,  momentari- 

l y ,  become, l i k e  u s ,  a n  aud ience .  

There  i s  a n o t h e r  l e v e l  o f  he te rogeny .  Rousseau does  

draw e v i d e n c e  f o r  h i s  p l i g h t  from h i s  own, s i n g u l a r ,  u s e  o f  

language,  b u t  t h e  o v e r r i d i n g  model h e  u s e s  f o r  t h i s  judge- 

ment i s  n o t  ' f i g u r a t i v e '  it i s  d r a m a t i c .  H e  f i n d s  t h a t  h i s  

own words were ' i n f e c t i o u s '  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  c a r e f u l  ' q u e l l -  

i n g  of  inward  p a s s i o n '  managed by ' t h e  b a r d s  o f  o l d , ' ( 2 7 4 ) .  

The n a r r a t o r  a l s o  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  a t  one  p o i n t  Rousseau became 



" l i k e  one who w i t h  t h e  we igh t  / O f  h i s  own words i s  s t a g -  

ge red . "  ( 1 9 7 )  and f i n a l l y  hi's words a r e  judged by t h e  n a r r a -  

t o r  a s  c r e a t i v e  r a t h e r  t h a n ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  t h e  "Anarchsw who 

s p r e a d  o f f i c i a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a b r o a d ,  d e s t r u c t i v e .  These 

p o l a r i t i e s  o f  h e a l t h y  and i n f e c t i o u s  language,  e n l i g h t e n i n g  

v e r s u s  d e a d l y  words, c r e a t i v e  and d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t s  o f  d i s -  

s e m i n a t i o n  a r e  a l l  ' a u d i e n c e  s e n s i t i v e , '  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  

they  show t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  a  w e l l  known t h i n k e r  on h i s  p u b l i c .  

The e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  Rousseau ' s  p l i g h t  w i l l  be  c a r r i e d  o u t  

w i t h i n  t h i s  r a t h e r  l i v e l y  f i e l d ;  w e  w i l l  s p i r a l  upwards 

towards  Rousseau ' s  i d e a l  t h r o u g h  t h e  ' s h a p e  a l l  l i g h t , '  b u t  

w e  w i l l  d o  s o  i n  o r d e r  t o  e v a l u a t e  Rousseau ' s  i d e a s ;  a t  a l l  

p o i n t s  w e  w i l l  have  t h e  a f t e r - e f f e c t s  o f  h i s  s o u r c e  f u l l y  i n  

mind. 30 

A s  one would e x p e c t  i n  a  f i e l d  o f  language s o  r e s o l u t e -  

l y  concerned w i t h  a u d i e n c e  and purpose ,  t h i s  he terogeny 

e x t e n d s  t o  t h e  f i g u r e  of  t h e  ' s h a p e  a l l  l i g h t . '  She i s  n o t ,  

a s  d e  Man would have  i t ,  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c a s e  o f  ' f o r g e t t i n g '  

and c o n f u s i o n .  She i s  a n  image o f  emanc ipa t ion  because  

S h e l l e y  h a s  connec ted  h e r  p o s i t i v e l y  t o  t h e  g e n e r a t i v e  Sun 

w i t h  which w e  began t h e  poem; t o  g i v e  d e  Man h i s  d u e ,  s h e  i s  

a l s o  something o f  a  d a r k  f o r c e  and h a s  o v e r t o n e s  o f  usurpa-  

t i o n ,  r e v o l u t i o n  and d i s r u p t i o n  b u t  s h e  c a n  b e  c o n t r a s t e d  

w i t h  s i m i l a r  b e a r e r s  o f  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a l  S h e l l e y  h a s  

used i n  e a r l i e r  poems. 

I n  "Laon and  Cythna" (1817-18) w e  f i n d  a  s c e n e  much 

l i k e  t h i s  one ,  though a l s o  s u b t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  When Laon 



f i r s t  d e s c r i b e s  Cythna s h e  i s  something l i k e  Rousseau's  

ep ipsyche .  She seems i n s u b s t a n t i a l ,  n o u r i s h i n g ,  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  w a t e r ,  a i r ,  c l o u d ,  and dew, y e t  n o t  p o s i t i o n e d  n e a r  a  

w e l l  o r  a  cave:  

She moved upon t h i s  e a r t h  a  shape  o f  b r i g h t n e s s ,  
A power, t h a t  from i t s  o b j e c t s  s c a r c e l y  drew 

One impulse  o f  h e r  b e i n g  -- i n  h e r  l i g h t n e s s  
Most l i k e  some r a d i a n t  c l o u d  o f  morning dew, 
Which wanders th rough  t h e  w a s t e  a i r ' s  p a t h l e s s  b l u e ,  

To n o u r i s h  some f a r  d e s e r t :  s h e  d i d  seem 
Bes ide  m e ,  g a t h e r i n g  beau ty  a s  s h e  grew, 

L i k e  t h e  b r i g h t  shade  o f  some immortal  dream 
Which wa lks ,  when t empes t  s l e e p s ,  t h e  wave of l i f e ' s  

[ d a r k  s t ream.  3  1 

L a t e r ,  when Cythna becomes Laone--the symbol o f  r e v o l u t i o n -  

a r y  awareness--,  s h e  b e g i n s  t o  a d d r e s s  h e r  t r o o p s  abou t  

v i c t o r y ,  f r e e  l o v e  and a t h e i s m ,  though,  a g a i n ,  w h i l e  n o t  

a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  w e l l ,  h e r  v o i c e  i s  s t r o n g l y  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  a  c l e a r ,  mountain s t r eam.  " H e r  v o i c e  was a s  a  moun- 

t a i n - s t r e a m  which sweeps/ The w i t h e r e d  l e a v e s  of  Autumn t o  

t h e  l a k e . "  ( V ,  s t a n z a  5 3 )  T h i s  image o f  h e r  i s  a l s o  n o t  s o  

c l o s e l y  connec ted  t o  d i r e c t  s u n l i g h t  o r  a l l  t h e  p y r o t e c h n i c s  

of  f l a s h i n g  r e f l e c t i o n  s h e  i n v o k e s  i n  The Triumph of  L i f e .  
7 - --. 

A t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  h i s  v i s i o n ,  Rousseau sees "a g e n t l e  

t r a c e  / Of l i g h t  d i v i n e r  t h a t  t h e  common Sun" ( 4 6 4 )  b u t  t h e n  

w e  see t h a t  s h e  s t a n d s  "Amid t h e  s u n ,  a s  h e  amid t h e  b l a z e  / 

Of h i s  own g l o r y ,  on t h e  v i b r a t i n g  / F l o o r  o f  t h e  f o u n t a i n ,  

paved w i t h  f l a s h i n g  r a y s "  (349-50).  Both o f  t h e s e  images 

a r e  r e m i n i s c e n t  of  t h e  d i r e c t  s u n l i g h t  o f  t h e  opening 

" r e j o i c i n g  i n  h i s  own sp lendour"  ( 2 ) .  I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Cythna 



t h i s  i s  a  more f i l l e d - i n ,  a t  p o i n t s  even s a t u r a t e d ,  image. 

I t  i s  n o t  r e m i n i s c e n t  of  S h q l l e y ' s  l i g h t - f i l l e d ,  a i r y ,  

e v a n e s c e n t  p i c t u r e s  o f  h i s  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a l .  S h e l l e y s s  

t y p i c a l  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  h e r o i n e  i s  q u i c k ,  l i g h t - f i l l e d ,  a s s o -  

c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  evanescence  o f  t h o u g h t  th rough  dew, t h e  

i n t a n g i b i l i t i e s  of  t h e  a tmosphere ,  and t h e  movements and 

r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  w a t e r .  Wil l iam Keach c h a r a c t e r i z e s  S h e l l e y ' s  

g e n e r a l  view o f  menta l  imagery a s  marked by a  q u e s t  f o r  p u r e  

i m m a t e r i a l i t y ;  it i s  s o  unwaveringly non-mater ia l  t h a t  

language can  o b s c u r e  it. P o e t i c  l anguage  may a r t i c u l a t e  

p u r e  t h o u g h t  b u t  " i n  t h e  end t h e  v e i l  o f  language remains  a s  

e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  ' l i m i t e d n e s s  o f  t h e  p o e t i c a l  f a c u l t y ' ,  i n  

s p i t e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  wondrous c a p a c i t y  t o  make a  v i r t u e  of  

t h a t  l i m i t e d n e s s .  ',32 

The S h a p e ' s  ' f i e r c e  s p l e n d o u r '  does  n o t  g i v e  u s  c l e a r  

e v i d e n c e  of  t h i s  p u r e  t h o u g h t ;  s h e  seems a l l  image, and s h e  

i s  n o t  a b l e  t o  communicate h e r  i d e a s  v e r b a l l y .  C y t h n a ' s  

t a l k  i s  l i k e n e d  t o  a  s t r e a m  and t h e  dream-maiden o f  "Alas- 

t o r "  i s  a b l e  t o  t a l k  t o  h e r  v i s i o n a r y  " i n  low solemn t o n e s , "  

( 1 5 3 )  whereas t h e  Shape i s  emblemat ic ,  s h e  a c t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  

s a y s .  L i k e  many o f  S h e l l e y ' s  symbols o f  l i b e r a t i o n ,  howev- 

e r ,  s h e  h o v e r s  and gl immers between d i s t i n c t  o u t l i n e  and 

e p h e m e r a l i t y .  For  t h i s  l i g h t n e s s  o f  h e r  b e i n g ,  d e  Man 

s a v e s  h i s  h a r s h e s t  judgement, 

I t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  t h e  f i g u r e  i s  n o t  n a t u r a l l y  g i v e n  o r  
produced b u t  t h a t  it i s  p o s i t e d  by a n  a r b i t r a r y  a c t  o f  
language.  The appearance  and t h e  waning of  t h e  l i g h t -  
shape ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  s o l a r  analogon,  i s  n o t  a  n a t u r a l  
e v e n t  r e s u l t i n g  from t h e  media ted  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  s e v e r -  



a 1  powers,  b u t  a  s i n g l e ,  and t h e r e f o r e  v i o l e n t ,  a c t  of 
power a c h i e v e d  by t h e  p o s i t i g g a l  power o f  language 
c o n s i d e r e d  by and i n  i T s e l f .  

The judgement rests on t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  s h e  r e p r e s e n t s  a  

' s i n g u l a r '  a c t  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  power, t h e  i r r a t i o n a l  p o s i t i n g  

of t h e  r o m a n t i c  symbol i t s e l f .  Bu t ,  a s  w e  have  s e e n ,  t h i s  

e p i s o d e  h a s  been set  w i t h i n  a  complex form o f  d i a l o g u e  and 

t h e r e  i s  no n e c e s s a r y  r e a s o n  why S h e l l e y  s h o u l d  suddenly  

s h i f t  h i s  f o c u s  and make h e r  r e p r e s e n t  one ,  t e c h n i c a l  a s p e c t  

of  l anguage  l i k e  f i g u r a t i o n ,  o r  t h e  g e n e r a l  power of l a n -  

guage t o  symbol ize  t a k e n  by i t s e l f .  I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  

he terogeny o f  v o i c e  S h e l l e y  h a s  deve loped ,  i n  h e r  l i g h t n e s s ,  

s i l e n c e  and s i n g u l a r i t y  s h e  c o u l d  b e  s e e n ,  I t h i n k  more 

a c c u r a t e l y ,  a s  t h e  communicative e s s e n c e  o f  Rousseau ' s  

language;  - i t s  s i n g u l a r i t y .  There  i s  e v i d e n c e  i n  t h e  poem 

f o r  t h e  second l e v e l  o f  g e n e r a l i t y  ( o f  l anguage  a b o u t  l an -  

guage)  b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  f o r  a  ' f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  f i g u r a l i t y  

of s i g n i f i c a t i o n '  which i s  e x c l u s i v e l y  S h e l l e y ' s ;  S h e l l e y ,  

a s  w e  have  s e e n ,  h a s  probed t h e  n a t u r e  o f  f i g u r a t i o n  from 

h i s  b e g i n n i n g  i n  t h e  Goth ic .  She seems, more s imply  and 

more i n  keep ing  w i t h  S h e l l e y ' s  p r e v i o u s  t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  

language,  a  f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  communicative and d e s t r u c t i v e  

power o f  Rousseau ' s  imagery;  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e  a  s o c i a l  

form l i k e  i t s e l f .  H e r  g l i d i n g ,  fo rward  a c t i o n  p i c t u r e s  t h e  

mind ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  assume a n  outward a s p e c t ,  t o  open i t s e l f  

t o  o t h e r s ;  h e r  l i g h t n e s s  and s h a p e ,  h e r  t r e a d  which ' b roke  

n o t  t h e  m i r r o r '  o f  t h e  r i v e r ' s  b i l l o w  a r e  t h e  e s s e n c e  of  

Cythna and t h e  dream maiden, t h e  i n v i s i b l e  s h a p e s  of  mind a s  



it e n t e r s  t h e  communicative c i rc le  o f  language and becomes 

v i s i b l e  o r  a u d i b l e  t o  a  l i s t e n e r .  But h e r  a b i l i t y  t o  s t r e w  

t h e  g a z e r ' s  mind "beneath  h e r  f e e t  l i k e  embers" and t h e  

e f f e c t  o f  t u r n i n g  t h e  mind t o  "sand / Where t h e  f i r s t  wave 

had more t h a n  h a l f  e r a s e d  / The t r a c k  o f  d e e r  on d e s e r t  

Labrador" (405-6)  i s  a  k i n d  of  d i s r u p t i v e  language which w e  

d o  n o t  f i n d  i n  S h e l l e y  p r i o r  t o  t h i s .  A l l  t h e  a s p e c t s  

Rousseau shows u s  o f  h e r  a r e  doubled  and emphasise t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e  between i d e a s  and t h e i r  medium. She i s  menta l ,  

i n v i s i b l e ,  y e t  s h e  somehow a p p e a r s  ' amid '  t h e  Sun, and can  

be  s e e n  on  t h e  v i b r a t i n g  f l o o r  o f  t h e  f o u n t a i n .  With h e r ,  

( p r e s u m a b l y ) ,  l e f t  hand, s h e  f l i n g s  " D e w  on  t h e  e a r t h ,  a s  i f  

s h e  were t h e  Dawn," ( 3 5 2 )  and t h i s  ' i n v i s i b l e 1  r a i n  ' f o r e v -  

er seemed t o  s i n g . '  I n  h e r  o t h e r  ( r i g h t )  hand s h e  c a r r i e s  a  

c h y r s t a l  g l a s s ,  "mant l ing  w i t h  b r i g h t  Nepenthe" ( 3 5 9 )  a s s o -  

c i a t e d  w i t h  Love i n  Prometheus Unbound. I n  t h e  one hand t h e  

promise of  a n o t h e r ,  b r i g h t l y  i l l u m i n e d ,  e t e r n a l  wor ld  beyond 

t h e  s e n s o r y  medium, i n  t h e  o t h e r  ' o b l i v i o n , '  t h e  d ropp ing  

away o f  t h e  s e n s o r y  s h e l l  which c l o u d s  h e r  e s s e n c e .  She 

seems t o  move b o t h  th rough  t h i n g s  and o v e r  them, 

". . . -- the f i e r c e  s p l e n d o u r  
F e l l  f rom h e r  a s  s h e  moved under  t h e  mass 

Of t h e  d e e p  c a v e r n ,  and w i t h  palms s o  t e n d e r  
T h e i r  t r e a d  b r o k e  n o t  t h e  m i r r o r  o f  i t s  b i l l o w ,  

Gl ided  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r ,  and d i d  bend h e r  

Head under  t h e  d a r k  boughs, till l i k e  a  wi l low 
H e r  f a i r  h a i r  swept  t h e  bosom o f  t h e  s t r e a m  

That  whispered  w i t h  d e l i g h t  t o  b e  t h e i r  p i l l o w . "  
(359-366) 



T h i s  f i g u r e  i s  l i k e  t h e  f i g u r e  w e  s a w  h o v e r i n g  j u s t  o n  t h e  

edge  o f  r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e  v a l e  o f  Chamonix; b u t  s h e  a l s o  

c o u l d  r e p r e s e n t  R o u s s e a u ' s  ' p a s s i o n ' ;  s h e  i s  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  

t h e  e x p r e s s i v e  powers  o f  mind, R o u s s e a u ' s  a n t i t y p e  o r  

p syche ,  t h e  more a g g r e s s i v e  p l a y  and  s p i r i t  o f  h i s  language .  - 
S h e l l e y  i s  p i c t u r i n g  a n  a c t i v e  symbol o f  r e v o l u t i o n  and t h i s  

r e q u i r e s  a d a r k e r  symbol o f  e m o t i o n a l  l anguage  and  h e  h a s  

made h e r  e f f e c t s  more overwhelming t h a n  t h o s e  o f  R o u s s e a u ' s  

own E m i l e  o r  J u l i e .  34 

She d o e s  seem t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  o f  t h e  N a r c i s -  

s u s  complex d e  Man h a s  s e e n  i n  h e r .  35  Here i s  t h e  p o s s i b i l -  

i t y  o f  a b e i n g  f r e e  i n  l anguage ,  a b e i n g  l i b e r a t e d  from t h e  

c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y  o f  words ,  and t h u s  f rom t h e  o l d  egoisms o f  

p o s s e s s i o n .  She i s  n o t  a  f o r g e t t i n g  b u t  a n  emanc ipa t ion  

from l anguage .  And t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  Labrador  image where 

'Rousseau '  t e l l s  u s  h e ,  "Touched w i t h  f a i n t  l i p s  t h e  cup  s h e  

r a i s e d  / And sudden ly  my b r a i n  became a s  s a n d  / Where t h e  

f i r s t  wave had  more t h a n  h a l f  e r a s e d  / The t r a c k  o f  d e e r  o n  

d e s e r t  L a b r a d o r , "  (404-407)  w e  h a v e  n o t  a  b l i n d l y  random 

' ac t  o f  f o r g e t t i n g '  b u t  S h e l l e y ' s  remembrance o f  ' l 'homme 

n a t u r e l ' ;  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  new l i f e ,  a r a d i c a l ,  new begin-  

n i n g ,  t h e  wi sh  f o r  t h e  e r a s u r e  o f  t h e  c o r r u p t e d  h i e r a r c h y  o f  

egoism and  power which i n i t i a t e d  R o u s s e a u ' s  work. T h i s ,  

f o r  S h e l l e y ,  was R o u s s e a u ' s  i n s i g h t ,  t h e  c o r e  o f  t h e  message 

g i v e n  him: w e  came f rom t h i s  r e g i o n  o f  i n n o c e n c e  and t h a t  w e  

c a n ,  t h r o u g h  s u c h  symbolism a n d  i t s  r e l a t i o n a l  powers ,  

r e t u r n  t o  i t - - b r e a k i n g  t h e  bounds o f  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  f a l l e n  



s t a t e .  The a c t i o n ,  music and c o l o r  o f  t h i s  v i s i o n a r y  e p i -  

sode  i s  b o t h  p o s i t i v e  and n e g a t i v e ,  a n  e r a s u r e  and a n  awak- 

en ing .  Rousseau h a s  t r i e d  t o  show u s  t h e  untrammelled 

s o u r c e  o f  h i s  i d e a s ,  t h e i r  d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s ,  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  

h i s  w e l l  b u t  S h e l l e y  h a s  b u i l t  i n  a  d e e p e r  over tone .  

For  Cameron, t h e r e  a r e  marked d i f f e r e n c e s  between t h e  

p r o c e s s i o n  s e e n  b e f o r e  ~ o u s s e a u ' s  v i s i o n  and t h e  c a r  t h a t  i s  

s e e n  by Rousseau a f t e r  i t .  

These d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  emphasis  between t h e  two v i s i o n s  
presumably mean t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  v i s i o n  i s  l i f e  i n  
S h e l l e y ' s  day ,  i n  t h e  a f t e r m a t h  o f  t h e  d e f e a t  o f  t h e  
French R e v o l u t i o n ,  whereas Rousseau 's  v i s i o n  i s  of  l i f e  
i n  t h e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  revolut ion--Rousseau d i e d  i n  
1778--and may a l s o  r e f l e c t  t h e  e a r l y  days  of  t h e  Revo- 
l u t i o n ,  when3%ousseau's s p i r i t  i f  n o t  h i s  body was 
s t i l l  a l i v e .  

Thus, t h e  problem o f  Rousseau ' s  language n o t  only  l i es  i n  t h i s  

d i s r u p t i v e  image o f  a  c l e a n l y  u n t r a c k e d ,  i d y l l i c  wor ld ,  it l i e s  

i n  i t s  t r a n s f e r e n c e  i n t o  L i f e ,  t h e  c a r r y i n g  over  o f  t h e  v i s i o n  

i n t o  t h e  whi r lwinds  and s to rms  o f  ' t h e  m u l t i t u d e ' .  Rousseau h a s  

awakened t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  new wor ld  b u t  a s  soon a s  h e  r e t u r n s  

it t o  h i s  p r e s e n t  day,  ( t h u s  o f  p r e - r e v o l u t i o n a r y  F r a n c e ) ,  h i s  

v i s i o n  f a d e s  t o  a  glimmer "More dimly t h a n  a  day a p p e a r i n g  dream, 

/ The g h o s t  o f  a  f o r g o t t e n  form o f  s l e e p  . . ." (427-28).  W e  a r e  

once a g a i n  i n  t h e  t h r e s h o l d  a r e a  between waking p e r c e p t i o n  and 

i n t e r i o r  v i s i o n  w i t h  which we began,  ( though  it i s  y e t  a n  e a r l i e r  

' r e c o u n t i n g ' ) .  The d e s c r i p t i o n  t h a t  f o l l o w s ,  t h e n ,  i s  a  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n  of  t h e  t r a g e d y  t h a t  o c c u r r e d  when Rousseau 's  i d e a l  was t a k e n  

over  by s o c i a l  f o r c e s  ve ry  much beyond h i s  c o n t r o l .  The p roces -  

s i o n ,  "and i t s  c o l d ,  b r i g h t  c a r n  ( 4 3 4 )  i s  l i k e  t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  



seen by t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  b u t  t h e  t r a n s f e r e n c e  of t h e  rainbow of Ir is  

from i t s  p l a c e  be fo re  ' t h e  shape a l l  l i g h t '  t o  an  a r ch  of triumph 

"high over  h e r  wind-winged p a v i l i o n "  a f l o a t  above t h e  c a r  marks 

it a s  Rousseau's  v i s i o n .  I n s t e a d  of d i sbanding  and s t a r t i n g  

a f r e s h ,  ( t h e  t e n o r  o f  t h e  Rousseauian v i s i o n ) ,  t h e  ' loud  m i l l i o n '  

seems t o  have p laced  ' h e r  s t a r '  d i r e c t l y  above a  newer s t r u c t u r e  

of mass ty ranny;  she  has  become ano the r  example of t h e  i d o l a t r y  

of language,  t h e  mis tak ing  of a symbol f o r  t h e  mental s t a t e  

symbolized; we embark on y e t  ano the r  program of  oppress ion.  

I n  Rousseau's  p rocess ion  we s e e  t h a t  t h e  whole i n t e r p l a y  of 

language, of d i a logue ,  d i a l e c t i c ,  t h e  i n i t i a t i o n  of  'freedom o f  

op in ion , '  t h e  breakup of convent ion through t h e  r ecogn i t i on  of 

mind, has  vanished.  A f t e r  a  b r i e f  moment of ' a e t h e r i a l  g l o r y '  

which ' c l a d  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s , '  t h e  l i g h t  of  Rousseau's  v i s i o n  i s  

soon obscured and he  and h i s  a n t i - t y p e  f a l l  " i n t o  t h e  same t r a c k "  

( 4 5 8 - 6 0 )  and a r e  borne onward. I n s t e a d  of  engendering l i b e r a -  

t i o n ,  Rousseau's  v i s i o n  has  been e r e c t e d  a s  an i con ,  t h u s  p u l l e d  

i n t o  t h e  maelstrom, used t o  forward power and greed;  g iven  t h e  

framework of i dea l i sm,  Rousseau must now be  demoted t o  an  enigma, 

h i s  r evo lu t iona ry  i d e a s  have become pa radox ica l ,  they  now uphold 

convent ional  s o c i e t y .  A s  f r e e  speech i s  y e t  cons t r a ined ,  and men 

a r e  no t  al lowed t o  forward t h e i r  t r u e  op in ions ,  c o r r u p t  i d e a s  

f l o u r i s h ;  they  send o f f  emanations o f  themselves ,  l i k e  t h e  shad- 

ows of t h e  e a r l i e r  c a r .  The p u b l i c  mind d i d  n o t  o r  could no t  

g r a s p  t h e  r e a l  meaning of Rousseau's  i d y l l ,  t h e  t r ans fo rma t ion  of  



humanity i n t o  s p i r i t ,  and i n  i t s  u n r e g e n e r a t e  d e a f n e s s  w e  h e a r  a  

h i n t  a g a i n  o f  Godwin's t h e o r y  o f  t h e  growth and d i s s e m i n a t i o n  of 

mind : 

"For  d e a f  a s  i s  a  s e a  which w r a t h  makes hoary 

The wor ld  can  h e a r  n o t  t h e  sweet n o t e s  t h a t  move 
The s p h e r e  whose l i g h t  i s  melody t o  l o v e r s . "  (478-79) 

Phantoms d i f f u s e d  around,  and some d i d  f l i n g  
Shadows o f  shadows . . . . 

And o t h e r s  s a t e  c h a t t e r i n g  l i k e  restless a p e s  
On v u l g a r  paws and v o l u b l e  l i k e  f i r e .  

Some made a  c r a d l e  of  t h e  ermined c a p e s  

Of k i n g l y  m a n t l e s ,  some upon t h e  t i a r  
Of p o n t i f f s  s a t e  l i k e  v u l t u r e s ,  o t h e r  p l a y e d  

Wi th in  t h e  crown which g i r t  w i t h  empire 

A b a b y ' s  o r  and i d i o t  ' s  brow, and made 
T h e i r  n e s t s  i n  it . . . " (487-500) 

W e  a r e  v e r y  much w i t h i n  Godwin's e v o l u t i o n a r y  view, h i s  

c r i t i q u e  o f  Rousseau,  and h i s  a b s o l u t e  d i s t r u s t  o f  i n s t i t u -  

t i o n ~ . ~ ~  Because t h e  p u b l i c  mind had been merely in f l amed ,  

n o t  awakened, t h e r e  was no  t r u e  r e v o l u t i o n ;  i n s t e a d ,  t h e  

v i o l e n t  d i s r u p t i o n  o f  t h e  T e r r o r  and i t s  a f t e r m a t h  i n  Na- 

poleon,  t h e  Bourbons and t h e  Congress o f  Vienna,  shows a  

c o l l e c t i v e  mind t h a t  h a s  come f u l l  c ircle.  38 W e  a r e  g i v e n  

an  i r o n i c  p i c t u r e  of  t h o u g h t s  l i b e r a t e d  o n l y  enough t o  deck 

themse lves  i n  t h e  t r a p p i n g s  o f  t h e  o l d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  oppres-  

s i o n s .  The i n a b i l i t y  t o  t r a n s f e r  t h e  Rousseauian  v i s i o n  of  

a  t r a n s p a r e n t  innocence  and c l a r i t y  o f  mind i n t o  l i f e  h a s  

b rough t  a b o u t  a r e i n s t a t e m e n t  o f  t y r a n n y .  Here t h e  mind i s  



n o t  f r e e ;  i t  i s  t a k e n  over  by forms t h a t  d i r e c t l y  m i r r o r  t h e  

o l d  o p p r e s s i o n s .  Thought i s  once  a g a i n  c o n t i n g e n t  on power, 
, 

and good and t h e  means of  good have  once  a g a i n  been s e p a r a t -  

e d .  A s  a  r e s u l t  t h e  mind spawns simulac.ra  o f  s e n s o r y  r e a l i -  

t y ;  mind, o v e r r i d d e n  by power, t a k e s  on m a t e r i a l i s t  c o l o r a -  

t i o n s  and i t s  d i s t o r t e d  shapes  a p p e a r  everywhere.  

The f ragment  i s  j u s t  abou t  t o  f i n i s h  i t s  t a b l e a u  of 

Rousseau 's  v i s i o n  and pe rhaps  t o  r eckon  t h e  e f f e c t s  w e  were 

promised when it i s  broken o f f .  Rousseau grew weary o f  ' t h e  

g h a s t l y  d a n c e '  and f e l l  by t h e  way-side; w e  a r e  n o t  s u r e ,  

however, t h a t  w e  have  been g i v e n  t h e  reward w e  w e r e  promised 

f o r  t h i s  drama, w e  have on ly  been shown how Rousseau ' s  i d e a s  

went wrong. And w e  end w i t h  t h e  o r i g i n a l  q u e s t i o n .  "Then, 

what i s  L i f e ? "  I s a i d  . . . t h e  c r i p p l e  c a s t  / H i s  eye  upon 

t h e  c a r  which now had r o l l e d  / Onward . . . " (544-46) A s  he 

i s  a b o u t  t o  answer ,  t h e  u l t i m a t e  b reakage  o c c u r s  and t h e  

poem e n d s .  I f  Rousseau can  g i v e  u s  no  answer f o r  t h e  ques-  

t i o n ,  S h e l l e y  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no 

chance t h a t  t h e  Rousseauian  i d e a l  and t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  o f  l i f e  

c a n  be  wed th rough  a n  a d e q u a t e  language and w e  would b e  l e f t  

w i t h  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  mind pour ing  i t s  s p i r i t  i n t o  t h e  

s a n d s  of a n  egoism u n r e l i e v e d  by a n  i d e a l ,  o f  a  r e s i s t a n t  

i d o l a t r y  of  l anguage ,  nowhere i n t e r p e n e t r a t e d  w i t h  s p i r i t u a l  

v i s i o n .  W e  c a n n o t ,  however, g o  t h i s  f a r .  The t e x t  i s  

t r u n c a t e d  h e r e  and t h i s  i s  t h e  t r u e  a p o r i a .  W e  can say  

t h a t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  S h e l l e y ,  Rousseau ' s  v i s i o n  h a s  n o t  t a k e n  

r o o t ;  w e  can  a l s o  say  t h a t ,  a t  t h i s  moment, S h e l l e y  might  



appear  t o  b e  i n  doub t  a b o u t  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  p u r e  mind t o  

communicate i t s e l f ,  o r  t o  t r a n s f o r m  t h e  s o c i a l  wor ld  and 

remain uncor rup ted .  W e  canno t  g o  t h e  n e x t  s t e p  and say t h a t  

Rousseau and S h e l l e y  a r e  t h e  same and t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  neces-  

s a r y  b r e a k  i n  a  d i a l o g u e  t h a t  i s  now i m p o s s i b l e  t o  c o n t i n u e ;  

a  d i a l o g u e  t h a t  h a s  e r a s e d  i t s  own p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  con t inu-  

i n g .  The answer and t h e  comple t ion  were n o t  g i v e n  us .  W e  

a r e  l e f t  w i t h  a  q u e s t i o n  and a  f r agment ,  n o t  a n  answer. 

D e  Man i s  r i g h t  i n  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  t h e  key t o  unders tand-  

i n g  t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e  f ragment  w e  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d  i s  language,  

b u t  h e  h a s  f o c u s s e d  m i s t a k e n l y  on Rousseau. Because h e  h a s  

n o t  a d d r e s s e d  t h e  Godwinian e lement  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  though t ,  d e  

Man h a s  confused ,  t h e n ,  t h e  c a s e  o f  S h e l l e y  f o r  t h e  c a s e  o f  

S h e l l e y ' s  v iew o f  Rousseau. For  S h e l l e y ,  Rousseau was t h e  

v i s i o n a r y  whose images have  been used t o  impose a  tyranny.  

Con t ra ry  t o  d e  Man's r e a d i n g ,  t h e  e r r o r  l i e s ,  a s  f a r  a s  w e  

can t e l l ,  i n  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  l i m i t  o n  t h e  i d e a l ,  t h e  impo- 

s i t i o n  o f  a  f o r c e  which d i d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s  most s u b t l e  

o f  l anguages  w i t h i n  language.  



Notes 
I 

 o or t h e  p o s i t i v e  r e a d i n g  see Reiman's ,  S h e l l e y ' s  "The - 
Triumph o f  L i f e " :  A C r i t i c a l  s t u d y  ( 1 9 6 5 ) .  For  Rajan ,  t h e  
poem i s  a<orking th rough  o f  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n s  o f  t r a n s c e n d -  
ence  and s e l f :  " I n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  
Rousseau a  l o g o c e n t r i c  poem o f  t h e  s o u l ,  which i s  p r e d i c t -  
a b l e  from Adonais ,  becomes a  s k e p t i c a l  and e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  
poem o f  t h e  s e l f  ( t o  borrow a  Y e a t s i a n  a n t i t h e s i s ) . "  See  
Rajan ,  Dark I n t , e r p r e t e r ,  p. 60. For  Bloom, t h e  poem s p i n s  
o u t  i n  a n g u i s h  t h e  d e f e a t  o f  t h e  myth-making a b i l i t y .  See 
Bloom S h e l l e y ' s  Mythmakinq, pp. 220-275. E l i o t  l i k e d  t h i s  
poem; it seems t h e  on ly  poem o f  S h e l l e y ' s  h e  d i d  l i k e .  

'De Man, p .  144. 

' L e t t e r  t o  Horace Smith,  (1822)  i n  Cameron's S h e l l e y :  The - 
Golden Years ,  (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  
19741, p.  451. 

4 ~ e  have ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  d e  Man's s t u d y  o f  t h e  t e x t u a l  v a r i -  
a n t s  o f  t h e  poems and i t s  c o n c l u s i o n ,  " A s  f o r  S h e l l e y  h i m s e l f ,  
h i s  c l o s e  p r o x i m i t y  t o  Rousseau i s  no more s t r o n g l y  marked t h a n  
i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  p a s s a g e  . . . ." ( D e  Man, "She l l ey  D i s f i g u r e d , "  p .  
1 2 4 ) .  

5 ~ e  Man, S h e l l e y  - D i s f i q u r e d ,  p .  125. 

6 ~ e  Man, p .  142. 

7 ~ e  Man, p.  130. 

'Donald Reiman, S h e l l e y  ' s  -- "The Triumph of  L i f e " :  A C r i t i c a l  
S tudy ,  I l l i n o i s  s t u d i e s  i n  Language and  l i t e r a t u r e ,  5 5 - ( ~ r b a n a :  
u n i v e r s i t y  o f  I l l i n o i s  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 5 ) ,  p. 23. 

'De Man, p .  139-40. 

' O ~ e i m a n  a l s o  t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  Sun i s  a  symbol o f  t h e  Good and 
n o t  mere ly  t h e  s u n  o f  Na tu re ;  h e  sees a s s o c i a t i o n s  between t h i s  
Sun and  t h e  A t t e n d a n t  S p i r i t  o f  M i l t o n ' s  Comus (11, 78-81) and 
Psalm 19. Thus t h e  opening r e i n s t a t e s  a  p o s i t i v e ,  h o p e f u l  o u t -  
look even  though t h e  poem i s  t o  d e a l  w i t h  n e g a t i v e  and f a l l e n  
s t a t e s .  See  Reiman, S h e l l e y ' s  'The Triumph o f  L i f e ' :  A C r i t i c a l  - - - 
Study ,  pp. 21-26. 

l l D e  Man, p .  130. 

1 2 a a r o l d  Bloom, S h e l l e y ' s  Qthmakinq,  p .  228. Holmes i s  b o t h  
convinced t h a t  t h i s  i s  ' l i k e  n o t h i n g  h e  had p r e v i o u s l y  w r i t t e n '  
and e q u a l l y  s u r e  t h a t  it "draws everywhere on p r e v i o u s  work." 
The d i f f e r e n c e  seems t o  be  t h e  c l a r i t y  and h a r d n e s s  o f  t h e  r e n -  



d e r i n g  o f  l i f e .  The image " b e g i n s  c l e a r l y  a s  one o f  t h e  c h a r i o t s  
of  t h e  Roman Forum, b u t  g r a d u a l l y  it t u r n s  i n t o  a  k i n d  of  v a s t ,  
t r u n d l i n g ,  c r u s h i n g  Moloch, and from t h a t  d i f f u s e s  f u r t h e r  i n t o  
something s imply  l i k e  a  g r e a t  s t o r m  wave t h u n d e r i n g  through 
d i s t u r b e d  s e a ,  and l e a v i n g  beh ind  it a  creaming wake. The e f f e c t  
i s  b r u t a l  and t e r r i f y i n g .  The C h a r i o t  i s  t h e  c h a r i o t  o f  L i f e ,  and 
t h o s e  who dance  around it a r e  t h o s e  whom ~ i f e  w i l l  U n h e s i t a t i n g l y  
c r u s h ,  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  joy and s e x u a l  ene rgy  f r u i t l e s s l y  s a c r i -  
f i c e d  and  d e s t r o y e d .  I t  i s  one o f  t h e  g r e a t  images i n  E n g l i s h  
p o e t r y . "  See Holmes, She- l ley:  The P u r s u i t ,  p. 720. 

1 3 ~ e  Man, " S h e l l e y  D i s f i g u r e d , "  p .  130. 

' ( ~ e i m a n  sees t h i s  f i r s t  phase  of  t h e  poem a s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
o f  amoral  N e c e s s i t y .  The c h a r i o t  and i t s  shape  e s p e c i a l l y  mark 
n e c e s s i t y  and  h i s t o r y  a s  b l i n d ,  d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e s  working 
th rough  t h o s e  who c l u s t e r  around it. I have  no  q u a r r e l  w i t h  
Reiman h e r e ;  h i s  r e a d i n g  a l l o w s  a  Godwinian nuance: "The Shape, 
l i k e  Death i n  P a r a d i s e  - -- L o s t ,  i s  a  myth ic  c r e a t i o n  t h a t  over f lows  
t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  any e q u a t i o n  w i t h  a  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  
s u g g e s t i o n s  . . . . The c h i e f  a t t r i b u t e  o f  t h e  symbol ic  c h a r i o t s  
o f - E z e k i e l ,  Dante ,  and M i l t o n  was power--the i r r e s i s t i b l e  might  
o f  God, o r  o f  H i s  Church, t o  f o r c e  obed ience  t o  a n  a r b i t r a r y  
w i l l .  . . . Thus t h e  power t h a t  t o  E z e k i e l ,  Dante,  and ~ i l t o n  
bespoke t h e  m a j e s t y  of  God, t o  S h e l l e y  s imply  ep i tomized  t h e  r u l e  
w i t h i n  phenomenal e x p e r i e n c e  o f  amoral  N e c e s s i t y ,  and t h e  human 
b e i n g  who bowed down t o  worship  such  power i n  any of  i t s  numerous 
m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  became e n s l a v e d  by a  demonic f o r c e .  . . . To b e  
f o r c e d  i n t o  a c t i o n s  e i t h e r  by e x t e r n a l ,  p h y s i c a l  n e c e s s i t y  o r  by 
o n e ' s  own u n r u l y  p a s s i o n s  was a  s i g n  o f  t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  t h e  
autonomy r e q u i s i t e  f o r  e t h i c a l  d e c i s i o n s . "  See Reiman, p .  30. 

1 6 ~ o d w i n ,  11, pp. 51-3. 

7~ am r e l y i n g ,  a g a i n ,  p a r t l y  on t h e  g e n e r a l  approach t o  
S h e l l e y  developed by c r i t i c s  l i k e  P u l o s ,  Wasserman and Abbey 
h e r e .  I n  t h i s  approach ,  a s  w e  have  s e e n ,  S h e l l e y  approaches  h i s  
s u b j e c t  s k e p t i c a l l y ,  t h a t  i s  h e  w i l l  a lways  p l a y  i n  t h e  i n d e t e r -  
mina te  p o s i t i o n  between two dogmas. I n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  
D e s t r o y e r  - and P r e s e r v e r :  -- - Shel ley?  P o e t i c  S k e p t i c i s m ,  Abbey 
b e g i n s  w i t h ,  "Percy  Bysshe S h e l l e y  was i n  a  s t a t e  o f  a lmos t  t o t a l  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  u n c e r t a i n t y  t h r o u g h o u t  h i s  c a r e e r .  H e  r e f u s e d  t o  
embrace any dogma, e i t h e r  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  s o c i a l  conven t ion  f o r  
p s y c h o l o g i c a l  comfor t .  What i s  c o n s i s t e n t  i n  h i s  work i s  h i s  
s k e p t i c i s m . "  ( p .  1 )  

1 8 ~ e  Man, p .  132. 

9 ~ o d w i n ,  P o l i t i c a l  J u s t i c e ,  PP* 

2 0 ~ h e l l e y ,  "On L i f e "  i n  Reiman, - S h e l l e y ' s  P o e t r y  and P r o s e ,  
p. 474. 



 rand Duke of  Tuscany and l a t e r  t h e  Holy Roman Emperor, 
( 1  747-1792).  

2 2 ~ e  Man, p .  125. 
, 

2 3 ~ a m e r o n ,  S h e l l e y ,  The Golden Years, p .  468. 

2 4 ~ e  Man, " S h e l l e y  D i s f i g u r e d , "  p .  124. 

2 5 ~ e  Man, p .  127. 

2 6 ~ b b e y  n o t i c e s  t h e s e  p a r a l l e l s ,  though h e  a l s o  sees them a s  
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CONCLUSION 

1 

I n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  d i s s e r t a t i o n  I have  a t t e m p t e d  t o  b r i n g  

t o  l i g h t  t h e  o u t l i n e  and some o f  t h e  d e t a i l  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  

s e m i o t i c  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and p r a c t i c e .  I began t h e  t h e s i s  

w i t h  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  t h i s  k i n d  o f  awareness  appeared  i n  t h e  

e a r l i e s t  o f  h i s  works and w e  have  found it i n  t h e  Goth ic  

n o v e l s  a s  a  d e l i g h t  i n  t h e  e n e r g i e s  r e l e a s e d  when r e l i g i o u s  

symbolism i s  p l a y e d  o f f  a g a i n s t  t h e  dangerous  language o f  

s o c i a l  cr i t ic ism favoured  by Rousseau and Godwin. The 

p o e t r y  w e  have  s t u d i e d  h a s  shown a  p e r i o d i c  movement, a  

swing between symbol ic  modes and a  coun te r -vo ice  o f  d i s -  

c o u r s e  t h a t  I m a i n t a i n ,  and hope t o  have shown, S h e l l e y  

d i s c o v e r e d  i n  Godwin. The h i g h l y  t u n e d  awareness  of  f i g u r a -  

t i v e  l anguage  shown i n  Queen - Mab i s  based  i n  a  Godwinian 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  t h e  r e i f i c a t i o n  and r i g i d i f i c a t i o n  of  

t h o u g h t  t h a t  s t a b i l i z e s  mind i n t o  i d e o l o g y .  The primary 

i n s t r u m e n t  f o r  t h i s  c o n d e n s a t i o n  i s ,  f o r  S h e l l e y ,  t h e  sym- 

b o l .  Although,  i n  t h i s  s t a g e  o f  h i s  p r a c t i c e ,  S h e l l e y  

o f t e n  mixed t h i s  d e c o n s t r u c t i v e  method w i t h  h i s  own u t o p i a n  

symbolism, t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  tendency i s  a n t i - s y m b o l i s t .  H e  

shows u s ,  t i m e  and t i m e  a g a i n ,  what h e  t a k e s  a s  t h e  danger  

e n t a i l e d  i n  t h e  a c c e p t a n c e  of  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  language of  

c a t h e d r a l s ,  l i t u r g y ,  r e l i g i o u s  s t o r y  and dogma and h e  de-  

l i g h t s  i n  showing t h e  human f a c e  and f o r c e  beh ind  t h e s e  

a l l e g o r i e s  t h a t  have become t h e  way o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  e s t a b -  

l i s h e d  s o c i a l  forms. 



T h i s  c r i t i c a l ,  d i s c o u r s e  model o f  language a s  o p i n i o n  

i s  n o t  S h e l l e y ' s  unques t ioned  s e m i o t i c  o r i e n t a t i o n .  The u s e  
I 

of  Godwin's t h e o r y  o f t e n  c o n f l i c t s  w i t h  a  symbolism. I n  

" A l a s t o r , "  w e  have  s e e n  Godwin's model a t  work a s  a  h i g h l y  

s o p h i s t i c a t e d  u s e  o f  p o e t i c  f i g u r e s  t o  d e c e n t r e  a n  image o f  

t h e  p o e t  a s  i d e a l i s t - v i s i o n a r y .  Here, t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

a l l e g o r y  of  a n  i d e a l  d i v o r c e d  from s o c i a l  r e f e r e n c e  and 

e x p e r i e n c e  i s  t h e  t a r g e t  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  i r o n y .  The a l l e g o r y  

i s  a g a i n  e n f o l d e d  w i t h i n  a  w i d e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  language 

a s  a  form of  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  s o c i a l  f o r c e s .  S h e l l e y  h e r e  

r e f u s e s  a n  a e s t h e t i c i s t  view o f  p o e t r y  which c l a i m s  i t s  

p r o j e c t  a s  t h e  r e a c h i n g  o f  a  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d ,  a u t o t e l i c  

u n i v e r s e  composed o f  b e a u t i f u l  i d e a l s  and p e r f e c t  forms. 

But t h e r e  i s  a l s o  a  marked u n d e r c u r r e n t  o f  f a i t h  i n  a  sym- 

bo l i sm o f  ' t h e  s p i r i t  o f  n a t u r e ' .  A s  t h e  Defense was t o  

dec la im s i x  o r  s e v e n  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  b o t h  l e v e l s  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  

t o  t h e  h i g h  purpose  of  t h e  a r t s :  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  

s o c i a l  l i f e  th rough  t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  human mind from 

m a t e r i a l i s m .  

"Mont Blanc"  i s  a  f u r t h e r a n c e  o f  t h e s e  i d e a s  and i d e a l s  

and p l a c e s  a  profound q u e s t i o n  a t  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  images 

of sub l ime  l andscape  S h e l l e y  had i n h e r i t e d  from Wordsworth 

and C o l e r i d g e .  The d i s c o u r s e  model i s  now used  t o  succes -  

s i v e l y  undermine t h e  new romant ic  image o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  by 

g r a d u a l l y  e n c l o s i n g  t h i s  symbol w i t h i n  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  T h i s  

h i g h ,  p o e t i c  a d d r e s s  t o  t h e  mountain c h a l l e n g e s  and  d i s -  

lodges  t h e  f i x e d  s t r u c t u r e s  and s p a t i a l  a n a l o g i e s  through 



which t h e  preceding gene ra t ion  of  p o e t s  expressed and fo r -  

warded t h e i r  f a i t h s .  I n  t h e  end a  message i s  heard and 

through it Nature a s  t r u e  e x t e r i o r  and o t h e r  has  been r e i n -  

s t a t e d  and a  f a l s e  image has  been e ra sed .  By t h e  t i m e  

She l ley  has  t aken  on t h e  cha l l enge  of  "Mont Blanc,"  t h e  

no t ion  of  poe t ry  a s  an engaged d i s c o u r s e  i s  now deeply a  

p a r t  of h i s  view and it has  been used i n  a n  inc reas ing ly  

s u b t l e  d i a l e c t i c  w i t h  t h e  presences  and f o r c e s  o f  symbols, 

both  p o e t i c  and r e l i g i o u s .  

The "Triumph of L i f e "  con t inues  t h i s  dynamic s k e p t i -  

cism. Although She l ley  y e t  main ta ins  a  f a i t h  i n  t h e  e f f i c a -  

cy of  h i s  m i l i t a n t  i d e a l ,  t h e  oppos i t i on  t o  it seems now t o  

be p i c t u r e d  i n  much more i n t r a n s i g e n t  and unforg iv ing  terms.  

P rog res s ive  and conse rva t ive  f o r c e s  now seem on an equal  

f o o t i n g .  The p i c t u r e  of a  l i f e  of  convention a s  a  proces- 

s i o n  swept a long  by i t s  f a i t h  i n  a  symbolic 'Shape' now 

seems t o  have a s  much nega t ive  power a s  t h e  p o s i t i v e  p lane  

of h i s  i d e a l s .  Whether t h e s e  i d e a l s  w i l l  eve r  overcome t h e  

a u t i s t i c ,  degraded l i f e  of convent iona l  mora l i ty  i s  now very 

much i n  doubt.  S h e l l e y ' s  ques t ion ing  reaches  one of t h e  

members of h i s  pantheon, Rousseau. He beg ins  an  a n a l y s i s  of 

h i s  i d e a l s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  c u r r e n t  s t a t e .  The 

Rousseauian i d e a l  i s  seen a s  having been desec ra t ed  by t h e  

c o l l e c t i v i t y  of  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  and made i n t o  a n  image of 

power. The c r i t i q u e  of  Rousseau con t inues  t h e  c r i t i q u e  of 

t h e  symbolic mode a long  Godwinian l i n e s  b u t  w e  a r e  n o t  given 

a  conclusion.  She l l ey ,  a t  t h e  end of  t h i s  fragment,  seems 



t o  have  begun t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  d e p t h  of  t h e  antagonism between 

i d e a l  and  e x p e r i e n c e .  
I 

The f o c u s  on  t h e  fundamental  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  language i n  

my t h e s i s  h a s  r e q u i r e d  a  stress on Godwin n e c e s s a r i l y  a t  t h e  

expense  o f  o t h e r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and a e s t h e t i c  i n f l u e n c e s .  I 

d o  n o t  deny t h e s e  o t h e r  f o r m a t i v e  powers i n  S h e l l e y ' s  work 

though I f i n d  Godwin's i d e a s  s t e a d i l y  p r e s e n t  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  

c o n c e p t i o n  o f  p o e t i c  language.  The wider  view o f  S h e l l e y  

t h a t  emerges from s t u d y  o f  t h i s  i n f l u e n c e  c e r t a i n l y  a l i g n s  

i t s e l f  a g a i n s t  A r n o l d ' s  c a r i c a t u r e  of  a n  i n e f f e c t u a l  a n g e l .  

I t  a l s o  a r g u e s  a g a i n s t  a  view l i k e  Bloom's i n  which w e  f i n d  

S h e l l e y  s e a r c h i n g  and f i n d i n g  a  new r e l i g i o n ,  o r  a  new myth. 

I n  m a t t e r s  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  new o r  o l d ,  my s t u d i e s  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  

u s e  o f  symbol and a l l e g o r y  show t h e  doubled  v i s i o n  o f  a  

r a t h e r  thoroughgoing s k e p t i c  and h e r e  I a g r e e  w i t h  c r i t i c s  

l i k e  P u l o s ,  Wasserman and Abbey. But s t u d y  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  

s e m i o t i c s  shows t h a t  t h i s  s k e p t i c i s m  i s  d i r e c t e d  and l i m i t -  

e d ;  h e  i s  n o t  a  s k e p t i c  i n  m a t t e r s  of  s o c i a l  change,  s o c i a l  

c o n s c i e n c e  o r  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  humanity l a b o u r e d  under  i l l u -  

s i o n s  t h a t  c o u l d ,  th rough  t h e  agency o f  p o e t r y ,  b e  overcome. 

S h e l l e y  engaged h imse l f  i n  a  c o n s i s t e n t  p r o j e c t  of  re-human- 

i z i n g  t h e  i d e a l s  h e  found b u r i e d  i n  t h e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  s o c i a l  

p a t t e r n  of  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and  t h e  p o e t r y  t h a t  

preceded him. The t h r u s t  o f  h i s  work t h e n  shows t h a t  meta- 

morphosis ,  p o i n t e d  t o  by Abrams, o f  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  domain 

i n t o  a  s o c i a l  i d e a l .  A s  s u c h ,  S h e l l e y ' s  work i s  a t  a l l  

p o i n t s  d e c o n s t r u c t i v e  and it i s  e q u a l l y ,  a t  a l l  p o i n t s ,  



r e c o n s t r u c t i v e .  S h e l l e y  h a s  t a k e n  a  f i r s t  s t e p  toward 

r e c l a i m i n g  l anguage  from r e l i g i o n .  The w i l l  t o  do  t h i s  
I 

seems t o  have  been w i t h  him from t h e  beg inn ing .  

I n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  work, w e  c a n  now see t h a t  t h e  

d e  Manian p r o j e c t  i s  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  Roussea- 

u i a n  i n f l u e n c e  i n  romant ic  i d e o l o g y .  I t  h a s  l e d  him i n  

"She l l ey  D i s f i g u r e d "  t o  t h e  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  a  k i n d  of  

symbol which does  n o t  e x i s t  i n  S h e l l e y .  "Monumentalism" may 

be  a n  i l l u s i o n  of  S h e l l e y  cr i t ic ism,  b u t  it i s  t h e  o v e r t  

a n t a g o n i s t  i n  a l l  of  t h e  S h e l l e y  p r o s e  and p o e t r y  w e  have  

s t u d i e d .  The Godwinian s t r a i n  i n  S h e l l e y ' s  though t  and 

p r a c t i c e  m i l i t a t e s  a g a i n s t  any monumentalism o f  i d e a s .  The 

s o c i e t a l  emblems which r e p r e s e n t  and v e i l  complexes of i d e a s  

a b o u t  h i e r a r c h y ,  l a b o u r ,  m a r r i a g e  and a u t h o r i t y  - a r e  She l -  

l e y ' s  unwavering t a r g e t .  D i s r u p t i o n  and e r a s u r e  on t h e  

p l a n e  of  language a r e  most c e r t a i n l y  p r e s e n t  from t h e  Gothik 

phase  t o  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  of  - The Triumph o f  L i f e  b u t  t h e s e  

do  n o t  e n t a i l ,  f o r  S h e l l e y ,  t h e  r e l e a s e  of  t h e  k i n d s  of  

d e s t r u c t i v e  o r  d i s f i g u r i n g  e n e r g i e s  which d e  Man s u g g e s t s .  

The b lend  of  Godwinism and P la ton i sm which became t h e  essen-  

t i a l  t e n o r  o f  S h e l l e y ' s  p o e t r y  and t h o u g h t  a b o u t  p o e t r y ,  i s  

p a c i f i s t ,  o p e r a t i n g  c o n s i s t e n t l y  and  v i g o r o u s l y  on t h e  l e v e l  

of r e a s o n  and on t h e  p l a n e  o f  m o r a l i t y ,  i d e a l s  and language.  

I hope a l s o  t o  have i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  

model i s  a  l i m i t e d  i n s t r u m e n t  w i t h  which t o  i n t e r p r e t  She l -  

l e y .  To p a r a p h r a s e  P e r k i n s ,  t h e  Xray o f  o u r  contemporary 

cr i t ic ism p e n e t r a t e s  deep ly  t o  some t h i n g s ,  b u t  it h a s  n o t  



found S h e l l e y .  I n  d e  Man's p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t  usage  of 

S a u s s u r i a n  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  t h e  , c o n c r e t e ,  a c t i v e  a s p e c t  of 

S h e l l e y ' s  l anguage  i s  s imply  r e p l a c e d  by a  dogma which 

d e n i e s  t h a t  language i s ,  a t  b a s e ,  r e l a t i o n .  It i s  appropr i -  

a t e  t o  end w i t h  S h e l l e y ' s  own, i n e s t i m a b l e  word: 

Thou demandest what i s  Love. I t  i s  t h a t  powerful 
a t t r a c t i o n  towards  a l l  t h a t  w e  c o n c e i v e  o r  f e a r  o r  hope 
beyond o u r s e l v e s  when w e  f i n d  w i t h i n  o u r  own though t s  
t h e  chasm o f  a n  i n s u f f i c i e n t  v o i d  and s e e k  t o  awaken i n  
a l l  t h i n g s  t h a t  a r e ,  a  community w i t h  what w e  exper i -  
e n c e  w i t h i n  o u r s e l v e s .  I f  w e  r e a s o n ,  w e  would be 
u n d e r s t o o d ;  i f  w e  imagine ,  w e  would t h a t  t h e  a i r y  
c h i l d r e n  o f  o u r  b r a i n  were born  anew w i t h i n  a n o t h e r ' s ;  
i f  w e  f e e l ,  w e  would t h a t  a n o t h e r ' s  n e r v e s  should  
v i b r a t e  t o  o u r  own, t h a t  t h e  beams of  t h e i r  e y e s  should  
k i n d l e  a t  once and mix and m e l t  i n t o  o u r  own, t h a t  l i p s  
of m o t i o n l e s s  ice  s h o u l d  n o t  r e p l y  t o  l i p s  q u i v e r i n g  
and b u r n i n g  w i t h  t h e  h e a r t ' s  b e s t  b lood .  T h i s  i s  Love. 
T h i s  i s  t h e  bond and t h e  s a n c t i o n  which c o n n e c t s  n o t  
on ly  man w i t h  man, b u t  w i t h  e v e r y t h i n g  which e x i s t s .  

On Love -- 
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