SHELLEY ON POETRY, ETHICS, KNOWLEDGE - & POLITICS

1. From A Defence of Poetry (1821 – published 1840)
Reason is the enumeration of quantities already known;
imagination is the perception of the value of those quantities,
both separately and as a whole.... .
Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be ‘the expression of the
imagination’: and poetry is connate with the origin of man. ... A poem is
the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth. ... Ethical science
arranges the elements which poetry has created, and propounds
schemes and proposes examples of civil and domestic life: nor is it for
want of admirable doctrines that men hate, and despise, and censure,
and deceive, and subjugate one another. But poetry acts in another
and diviner manner. It awakens and enlarges the mind itself by
rendering
it
the receptacle of a thousand
unapprehended
combinations of thought. Poetry lifts the veil from the
hidden beauty of the world, and makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar...
The great secret of morals is love; or a going out of our own nature, and an identification of
ourselves with the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or person, not our own. A man, to be
greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of
another and of many others; the pains and pleasures of his species must become his own. The
great instrument of moral good is the imagination...
Poetry strengthens the faculty which is the organ of the moral nature of man, in the same manner
as exercise strengthens a limb. ...
Poetry is indeed something divine. It is at once the centre and circumference of knowledge; it is
that which comprehends all science, and that to which all science must be referred. It is at the
same time the root and blossom of all other systems of thought...
Poetry thus makes immortal all that is best and most beautiful in the world... Poets are...the
trumpets which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire; the influence which is moved not,
but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.
2. a. From Paul Foot: Speech to the London Marxism Conference 1981:
“He was born the son of a rich, aristocratic landowner there [Horsham]; a nice, decent
Whig family. He was the son of Sir Timothy Shelley, who also was a baronet and
somebody of very great importance indeed; he was even from time to time, when he felt
like it, a member of Parliament.”
2. b. From Paul Foot: The Trumpet of a Prophecy – lecture delivered in June 1975:
“In Queen Mab*, the spirit of a young girl is wafted into the stratosphere by a Fairy Queen, who
shows her the world, distorted and corrupted by wars and exploitation. The Spirit shrinks in horror at
the inevitability of it all.
*(written in 1812 – Shelley was 19) Queen Mab replies:
‘I see thee shrink,
Surpassing spirit – wert thou human else.
I see a shade of doubt and horror fleet
Across thy stainless features: yet fear not;
This is no unconnected misery,
Nor stands uncaused and irretrievable.
Man’s evil nature, that apology,
Which kings who rule and cowards who crouch, set up
For their unnumbered crimes, sheds not the blood
Which desolates the discord-wasted land.
NATURE, No!
Kings, priests and statesmen blast the human flower.’
The poem is about those kings, priests and statesmen.
In his notes to Queen Mab, Shelley wrote:
Gillray cartoon of Pitt as Death on a
White Horse (4th June 1795)

‘The poor are set to labour – for what? Not the food for which they famish; not the blankets for
want of which their babes are frozen by the cold of their miserable hovels; not those comforts of
civilisation without which civilised man is far more miserable than the meanest savage – no:
‘Employments are lucrative in inverse ratio to their usefulness. The jeweller, the toyman, the
actor gains fame and wealth by the exercise of his useless and ridiculous art; whilst the cultivator
of the earth, he without whom society must cease to exist, struggles through contempt and
penury, and perishes by that famine which, but for his unceasing exertions, would annihilate the
rest of mankind ...’
The law, especially the Conspiracy Law, upholds all this, so the law is wrong. ‘The laws which
support this system are the result of a conspiracy of the few against the many – who are obliged to
purchase this pre-eminence by the loss of all real comfort.’…
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
He was an instinctive revolutionary. Perhaps the revolution will come slowly, peacefully, gradually –
in gentleness and light. Or perhaps (more probably) it will come with violence and civil war. In either
case it is to be celebrated. As Mary Shelley put it in an uncharacteristic flash of insight into her
husband’s politics:
‘Shelley loved the people, and respected them as often more virtuous, as always more suffering,
and therefore more deserving of sympathy than the great. He believed that a clash between the
two classes of society was inevitable, and he eagerly ranged himself on the people’s side.’
As the news came through from England, so Shelley’s poetry during the year of repression – 1819 –
became more and more openly political. Some poems were what he called ‘hate-songs’, shouts of
rage and contempt for the men who ran the English government. There are the Lines Written
During the Castlereagh Administration, which appeals to the Foreign Secretary:
‘Ay, Marry thy Ghastly Wife

Let Fear and Disquiet and Strife
Spread thy couch in the chamber of life!
Marry Ruin Thou Tyrant! and Hell be Thy Guide
To the Bed of thy Bride.’
Or the Similes for Two Political Characters of 1819:
‘Are ye, two vultures sick for battle,
Two scorpions under one wet stone.
Two bloodless wolves whose dry throats rattle,
Two crows perched on the murrained cattle,
Two vipers tangled into one.’
The horror of Peterloo – as the massacre came to be known – hangs over many of Shelley’s later
poems. In December 1819, he finished Peter Bell The Third, a satire on Wordsworth. The poem
shows how Peter was slowly seduced from his revolutionary ideas by the pressures of society, until
he was writing drivel like any old Bernard Levin in The Times:
Yet the Reviews, which heaped abuse
On Peter while he wrote for freedom
As soon as in his song they spy,
The folly that spells tyranny
Praise him, for those who feed ’em.
Then Peter wrote Odes to the Devil
In one of which he meekly said:
‘May Carnage and Slaughter
Thy niece and thy daughter
May Rapine and famine
Thy gorge ever cramming
Glut thee with living and dead!

‘May death and damnation
And consternation
Flit up from heaven with pure intent.
Slash them at Manchester
Glasgow, Leeds and Chester
Drench all with blood from Avon to Trent!’
The same savage satire is directed against the
Tory government in Swellfoot The Tyrant, a joke
play in which the king and his ministers are hunted
down by their pig-people.

Shelley’s censors have done their best to suppress all these poems. In the standard anthologies*
there is no Masque of Anarchy, no Peter Bell, no Swellfoot, no Men of England, none of the
shorter political poems of 1819. To compensate for this awful void, the biographers and Shelleylovers concocted another myth: that the most powerful influence on Shelley was an ethereal, almost
divine quality called ‘love’. Extracts were hacked out of context to prove that Shelley was guided by
the ‘love’ which every brave Victorian gentleman felt for his passive, obsequious and domestic wife.
But ‘love’, Shelley wrote in the notes to Queen Mab, ‘withers under constraint. Its very essence is
liberty. It is compatible neither with obedience, jealousy or fear. It is there most pure, perfect and
unlimited where its votaries live in confidence, equality and unreserve.’
For Shelley love was bound up with the battle for women’s rights, in which he was even more
dedicated a crusader than his mother-in-law, Mary Wollstonecraft. In all his revolutionary poems, the
revolutionary leaders are women: Cythna in the Revolt of Islam; Asia in the Prometheus; Queen
Mab; Iona in Swellfoot. All are champions not only of the common people, but also of the rights of
their sex:
‘Can man be free if woman be a slave?
Chain one who lives, and breathes this boundless air
To the corruption of a closed grave?
Can they whose mates are beasts condemned to bear
Scorn heavier far than toil or anguish dare
To trample their oppressors? In their home,
Among their babes, thou knowst a curse would wear
The shape of woman – hoary crime would come
Behind and Fraud rebuild Religion’s tottering dome.’
…But he had nothing but contempt for ‘unintellectual sensuality’, for ‘annihilating all genuine passion,
and debasing that to a selfish feeling which is the excess of generosity and devotedness’. He was for
love, sex, women’s liberation; against chastity, prostitution, promiscuity.”
“Needless to say, these ideas goaded Shelley’s Christian contemporaries to paroxysms of
indignation. The same ruling class pretended to deplore the morals of Lord Byron and his harem in
Venice. In fact, Byron’s orgies were the source of almost uninterrupted titivation at coming-out-balls;
they helped to make an enormous fortune out of Byron’s poems. High society worshipped marriage,
subsidised prostitution and tolerated promiscuity. Free love of the type which Shelley advocated
‘undermined the fabric of their national life’ and was on no account to be mentioned, let alone
published.”
[*In Red Shelley Foot refers scathingly to Isabel Quigly, editor of the Penguin Poets edition (1956).]
From Song to the Men of England
I
Men of England, wherefore plough
For the lords who lay you low?
Wherefore weave with toil and care
The rich robes your tyrants wear?
V
The seed ye sow, another reaps;
The wealth ye find, another keeps;
The robes ye weave, another wears;
The arms ye forge, another bears.
VI
Sow seed, – but let no tyrant reap;
Find wealth, – let no imposter heap;
Weave robes; – let not the idle wear;
Forge arms – In your defence to bear.

From Peter Bell the Third
from Part the Fourth:
He had a mind which was somehow
At once circumference and centre
Of all he might or feel or know;
Nothing went ever out, although
Something did ever enter.
He had as much imagination
As a pint-pot; -- he never could
Fancy another situation,
From which to dart his contemplation,
Than that wherein he stood.
Yet his was individual mind,
And new created all he saw
In a new manner, and refined
Those new creations, and combined
Them, by a master-spirit's law.
Thus -- though unimaginative -An apprehension clear, intense,
Of his mind's work, had made alive
The things it wrought on; I believe
Wakening a sort of thought in sense.
But from the first 'twas Peter's drift
To be a kind of moral eunuch,
He touched the hem of Nature's shift,
Felt faint -- and never dared uplift
The closest, all-concealing tunic.
She laughed the while, with an arch smile,
And kissed him with a sister's kiss,
And said -- "My best Diogenes,
I love you well -- but, if you please,
Tempt not again my deepest bliss.
"'Tis you are cold -- for I, not coy,
Yield love for love, frank, warm, and true;
And Burns, a Scottish peasant boy -His errors prove it -- knew my joy
More, learnèd friend, than you.
From Part the Fifth:
At night he oft would start and wake
Like a lover, and began
In a wild measure songs to make
On moor, and glen, and rocky lake,
And on the heart of man -And on the universal sky -And the wide earth's bosom green, -And the sweet, strange mystery
Of what beyond these things may lie,
And yet remain unseen.
For in his thought he visited
The spots in which, ere dead and damned,
He his wayward life had led;
Yet knew not whence the thoughts were fed
Which thus his fancy crammed.
“NOTE ON PETER BELL THE THIRD, BY MRS. SHELLEY
… I need scarcely observe that nothing personal to the
author of Peter Bell is intended in this poem. No man ever
admired Wordsworth’s poetry more; – he read it

And these obscure remembrances
Stirred such harmony in Peter,
That, whensoever he should please,
He could speak of rocks and trees
In poetic metre.
For though it was without a sense
Of memory, yet he remembered well
Many a ditch and quick-set fence;
Of lakes he had intelligence,
He knew something of heath and fell.
He had also dim recollections
Of pedlars tramping on their rounds;
Milk-pans and pails; and odd collections
Of saws, and proverbs; and reflections
Old parsons make in burying-grounds.
But Peter’s verse was clear, and came
Announcing from the frozen hearth
Of a cold age, that none might tame
The soul of that diviner flame
It augured to the Earth:
Like gentle rains, on the dry plains,
Making that green which late was gray,
Or like the sudden moon, that stains
Some gloomy chamber’s window-panes
With a broad light like day.
For language was in Peter’s hand
Like clay while he was yet a potter;
And he made songs for all the land,
Sweet both to feel and understand,
As pipkins late to mountain Cotter.
From Part the Seventh:
And yet a strange and horrid curse
Clung upon Peter, night and day;
Month after month the thing grew worse,
And deadlier than in this my verse
I can find strength to say.
Peter was dull – he was at first
Dull – oh, so dull – so very dull!
Whether he talked, wrote, or rehearsed –
Still with this dullness was he cursed –
Dull – beyond all conception – dull. …..
Even the Reviewers who were hired
To do the work of his reviewing,
With adamantine nerves, grew tired; –
Gaping and torpid they retired,
To dream of what they should be doing. …..
perpetually, and taught others to appreciate its beauties.
This poem is, like all others written by Shelley, ideal. He
conceived the idealism of a poet – a man of lofty and
creative genius – quitting the glorious calling of discovering
and announcing the beautiful and good, to support and
propagate ignorant prejudices and pernicious errors. This
poem was written as a warning – not as a narration of the
reality. He was unacquainted personally with Wordsworth,
or with Coleridge…and therefore, I repeat, his poem is
purely ideal; – it contains something of criticism on the
compositions of these great poets, but nothing injurious to
the men themselves….. - I have my doubts about the
accuracy of this diplomatic gloss! (RM)

Ozymandias

When the lamp is shattered
When the lamp is shattered
The light in the dust lies dead—
When the cloud is scattered,
The rainbow's glory is shed.
When the lute is broken,
Sweet tones are remembered not;
When the lips have spoken,
Loved accents are soon forgot.

I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: ‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless
things,
The hand that mocked them and the heart that
fed.
And on the pedestal these words appear -"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.’

As music and splendour
Survive not the lamp and the lute,
The heart's echoes render
No song when the spirit is mute—
No song but sad dirges,
Like the wind through a ruined cell,
Or the mournful surges
That ring the dead seaman's knell.

1818
When hearts have once mingled,
Love first leaves the well-built nest;
The weak one is singled
To endure what it once possessed.
O Love! who bewailest
The frailty of all things here,
Why choose you the frailest
For your cradle, your home, and your bier?
Its passions will rock thee,
As the storms rock the ravens on high;
Bright reason will mock thee,
Like the sun from a wintry sky.
From thy nest every rafter
Will rot, and thine eagle home
Leave thee naked to laughter,
When leaves fall and cold winds come.
1822, published posthumously

England in 1819
An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying king,-Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow
Through public scorn,--mud from a muddy
spring,-Rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know,
But leech-like to their fainting country cling,
Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow,-A people starved and stabbed in the untilled
field,-An army, which liberticide and prey
Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield,-Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;
Religion Christless, Godless--a book sealed;
A Senate,--Time's worst statute unrepealed,-Are graves, from which a glorious Phantom may
Burst, to illumine our tempestous day.

Note on The Masque Of Anarchy
The poem was not published during Shelley's
lifetime and did not appear in print until 1832 when
published by Edward Moxon in London with a
preface by Leigh Hunt. Shelley had sent the
manuscript in 1819 for publication in The Examiner.
Leigh Hunt withheld it from publication because he
"thought that the public at large had not become
sufficiently discerning to do justice to the sincerity
and kind-heartedness of the spirit that walked in
this flaming robe of verse."

Statesmen named in the opening of The Masque
of Anarchy
Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh
Former Foreign Secretary
Robert Stewart, 2nd Marquess of Londonderry, KG, GCH,
PC, PC, usually known as Lord Castlereagh, derived from
his courtesy title, Viscount Castlereagh. An Irish/British
statesman. Principal British diplomat at the Congress of
Vienna. (The chairs used at the Congress now reside in
Mount Stewart house in N.I.) After 1815 Castlereagh was
the leader in imposing repressive measures at home. He
was hated for his harsh attacks on liberty and reform.
Born: 18 June 1769, Dublin, Republic of Ireland
Died: 12 August 1822, Loring Hall, Sidcup –
committed suicide.

....The intellectual eunuch Castlereagh?
Cold-blooded, smooth-faced, placid miscreant!
Dabbling its sleek young hands in Erin’s gore,

From Byron’s Preface to Don Juan

Lord Eldon
John Scott, 1st Earl of Eldon, PC, QC, FRS, FSA (4 June
1751 – 13 January 1838). British barrister and politician.
Lord Chancellor of Great Britain between 1801 and 1806 in
the administrations of Henry Addington (1st Viscount
Sidmouth) and William Pitt the Younger (under George III)
and again between 1807 and 1827 in Lord Liverpool’s
government (under George III and George IV).

Viscount Sidmouth
Henry Addington, 1st Viscount Sidmouth, PC (30 May
1757 – 15 February 1844) British statesman who served
as Prime Minister from 1801 to 1804. Forced from office in
favour of William Pitt the Younger, who had preceded
Addington as Prime Minister. Addington is also known for
his ruthless and efficient crackdown on dissent during a
ten-year spell as Home Secretary from 1812 to 1822. He
is the longest continuously serving holder of that office
since it was created in 1782.

The Mask of Anarchy – Percy Bysshe Shelley
As I lay asleep in Italy
There came a voice from over the Sea,
And with great power it forth led me
To walk in the visions of Poesy.

O'er fields and towns, from sea to sea,
Passed the Pageant swift and free,
Tearing up, and trampling down;
Till they came to London town.

I met Murder on the way He had a mask like Castlereagh Very smooth he looked, yet grim;
Seven blood-hounds followed him:

And each dweller, panic-stricken,
Felt his heart with terror sicken
Hearing the tempestuous cry
Of the triumph of Anarchy.

All were fat; and well they might
Be in admirable plight,
For one by one, and two by two,
He tossed them human hearts to chew
Which from his wide cloak he drew.

For with pomp to meet him came,
Clothed in arms like blood and flame,
The hired murderers, who did sing
'Thou art God, and Law, and King.

Next came Fraud, and he had on,
Like Eldon, an ermined gown;
His big tears, for he wept well,
Turned to mill-stones as they fell.

'We have waited, weak and lone
For thy coming, Mighty One!
Our Purses are empty, our swords are
cold,
Give us glory, and blood, and gold.'

And the little children, who
Round his feet played to and fro,
Thinking every tear a gem,
Had their brains knocked out by them.

Lawyers and priests, a motley crowd,
To the earth their pale brows bowed;
Like a bad prayer not over loud,
Whispering - 'Thou art Law and God.' -

Clothed with the Bible, as with light,
And the shadows of the night,
Like Sidmouth, next, Hypocrisy
On a crocodile rode by.

Then all cried with one accord,
'Thou art King, and God and Lord;
Anarchy, to thee we bow,
Be thy name made holy now!'

And many more Destructions played
In this ghastly masquerade,
All disguised, even to the eyes,
Like Bishops, lawyers, peers, or spies.

And Anarchy, the skeleton,
Bowed and grinned to every one,
As well as if his education
Had cost ten millions to the nation.

Last came Anarchy: he rode
On a white horse, splashed with blood;
He was pale even to the lips,
Like Death in the Apocalypse.

For he knew the Palaces
Of our Kings were rightly his;
His the sceptre, crown and globe,
And the gold-inwoven robe.

And he wore a kingly crown;
And in his grasp a sceptre shone;
On his brow this mark I saw 'I AM GOD, AND KING, AND LAW!'

So he sent his slaves before
To seize upon the Bank and Tower,
And was proceeding with intent
To meet his pensioned Parliament

With a pace stately and fast,
Over English land he passed,
Trampling to a mire of blood
The adoring multitude.

When one fled past, a maniac maid,
And her name was Hope, she said:
But she looked more like Despair,
And she cried out in the air:

And a mighty troop around,
With their trampling shook the ground,
Waving each a bloody sword,
For the service of their Lord.

'My father Time is weak and gray
With waiting for a better day;
See how idiot-like he stands,
Fumbling with his palsied hands!

And with glorious triumph, they
Rode through England proud and gay,
Drunk as with intoxication
Of the wine of desolation.

He has had child after child,
And the dust of death is piled
Over every one but me Misery, oh, Misery!'

Then she lay down in the street,
Right before the horses' feet,
Expecting, with a patient eye,
Murder, Fraud, and Anarchy.

'Men of England, heirs of Glory,
Heroes of unwritten story,
Nurslings of one mighty Mother,
Hopes of her, and one another;

When between her and her foes
A mist, a light, an image rose,
Small at first, and weak, and frail
Like the vapour of a vale:

'Rise like Lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number,
Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you Ye are many - they are few.

Till as clouds grow on the blast,
Like tower-crowned giants striding fast,
And glare with lightnings as they fly,
And speak in thunder to the sky,
It grew - a Shape arrayed in mail
Brighter than the viper's scale,
And upborne on wings whose grain
Was as the light of sunny rain.
On its helm, seen far away,
A planet, like the Morning's, lay;
And those plumes its light rained through
Like a shower of crimson dew.
With step as soft as wind it passed
O'er the heads of men - so fast
That they knew the presence there,
And looked, - but all was empty air.
As flowers beneath May's footstep waken,
As stars from Night's loose hair are
shaken,
As waves arise when loud winds call,
Thoughts sprung where'er that step did fall.
And the prostrate multitude
Looked - and ankle-deep in blood,
Hope, that maiden most serene,
Was walking with a quiet mien:
And Anarchy, the ghastly birth,
Lay dead earth upon the earth;
The Horse of Death tameless as wind
Fled, and with his hoofs did grind
To dust the murderers thronged behind.
A rushing light of clouds and splendour,
A sense awakening and yet tender
Was heard and felt - and at its close
These words of joy and fear arose
As if their own indignant Earth
Which gave the sons of England birth
Had felt their blood upon her brow,
And shuddering with a mother's throe
Had turned every drop of blood
By which her face had been bedewed
To an accent unwithstood, As if her heart had cried aloud:

'What is Freedom? - ye can tell
That which slavery is, too well For its very name has grown
To an echo of your own.
'Tis to work and have such pay
As just keeps life from day to day
In your limbs, as in a cell
For the tyrants' use to dwell,
'So that ye for them are made
Loom, and plough, and sword, and spade,
With or without your own will bent
To their defence and nourishment.
'Tis to see your children weak
With their mothers pine and peak,
When the winter winds are bleak, They are dying whilst I speak.
'Tis to hunger for such diet
As the rich man in his riot
Casts to the fat dogs that lie
Surfeiting beneath his eye;
'Tis to let the Ghost of Gold
Take from Toil a thousandfold
More than e'er its substance could
In the tyrannies of old.
'Paper coin - that forgery
Of the title-deeds, which ye
Hold to something of the worth
Of the inheritance of Earth.
'Tis to be a slave in soul
And to hold no strong control
Over your own wills, but be
All that others make of ye.
'And at length when ye complain
With a murmur weak and vain
'Tis to see the Tyrant's crew
Ride over your wives and you Blood is on the grass like dew.
'Then it is to feel revenge
Fiercely thirsting to exchange
Blood for blood - and wrong for wrong Do not thus when ye are strong.

'Birds find rest, in narrow nest
When weary of their wingèd quest
Beasts find fare, in woody lair
When storm and snow are in the air.
'Asses, swine, have litter spread
And with fitting food are fed;
All things have a home but one Thou, Oh, Englishman, hast none!
'This is slavery - savage men
Or wild beasts within a den
Would endure not as ye do But such ills they never knew.
'What art thou Freedom? O! could slaves
Answer from their living graves
This demand - tyrants would flee
Like a dream's dim imagery:
'Thou art not, as impostors say,
A shadow soon to pass away,
A superstition, and a name
Echoing from the cave of Fame.
'For the labourer thou art bread,
And a comely table spread
From his daily labour come
In a neat and happy home.
'Thou art clothes, and fire, and food
For the trampled multitude No - in countries that are free
Such starvation cannot be
As in England now we see.

'Thou art Love - the rich have kissed
Thy feet, and like him following Christ,
Give their substance to the free
And through the rough world follow thee,
'Or turn their wealth to arms, and make
War for thy belovèd sake
On wealth, and war, and fraud - whence
they
Drew the power which is their prey.
'Science, Poetry, and Thought
Are thy lamps; they make the lot
Of the dwellers in a cot
So serene, they curse it not.
'Spirit, Patience, Gentleness,
All that can adorn and bless
Art thou - let deeds, not words, express
Thine exceeding loveliness.
'Let a great Assembly be
Of the fearless and the free
On some spot of English ground
Where the plains stretch wide around.
'Let the blue sky overhead,
The green earth on which ye tread,
All that must eternal be
Witness the solemnity.
'From the corners uttermost
Of the bounds of English coast;
From every hut, village, and town
Where those who live and suffer moan,

'To the rich thou art a check,
When his foot is on the neck
Of his victim, thou dost make
That he treads upon a snake.

'From the workhouse and the prison
Where pale as corpses newly risen,
Women, children, young and old
Groan for pain, and weep for cold -

'Thou art Justice - ne'er for gold
May thy righteous laws be sold
As laws are in England - thou
Shield'st alike the high and low.

'From the haunts of daily life
Where is waged the daily strife
With common wants and common cares
Which sows the human heart with tares -

'Thou art Wisdom - Freemen never
Dream that God will damn for ever
All who think those things untrue
Of which Priests make such ado.

'Lastly from the palaces
Where the murmur of distress
Echoes, like the distant sound
Of a wind alive around

'Thou art Peace - never by thee
Would blood and treasure wasted be
As tyrants wasted them, when all
Leagued to quench thy flame in Gaul.

'Those prison halls of wealth and fashion,
Where some few feel such compassion
For those who groan, and toil, and wail
As must make their brethren pale -

'What if English toil and blood
Was poured forth, even as a flood?
It availed, Oh, Liberty,
To dim, but not extinguish thee.

'Ye who suffer woes untold,
Or to feel, or to behold
Your lost country bought and sold
With a price of blood and gold –

'Let a vast assembly be,
And with great solemnity
Declare with measured words that ye
Are, as God has made ye, free -

'With folded arms and steady eyes,
And little fear, and less surprise,
Look upon them as they slay
Till their rage has died away.

'Be your strong and simple words
Keen to wound as sharpened swords,
And wide as targes let them be,
With their shade to cover ye.

'Then they will return with shame
To the place from which they came,
And the blood thus shed will speak
In hot blushes on their cheek.

'Let the tyrants pour around
With a quick and startling sound,
Like the loosening of a sea,
Troops of armed emblazonry.

'Every woman in the land
Will point at them as they stand They will hardly dare to greet
Their acquaintance in the street.

Let the charged artillery drive
Till the dead air seems alive
With the clash of clanging wheels,
And the tramp of horses' heels.

'And the bold, true warriors
Who have hugged Danger in wars
Will turn to those who would be free,
Ashamed of such base company.

'Let the fixèd bayonet
Gleam with sharp desire to wet
Its bright point in English blood
Looking keen as one for food.

'And that slaughter to the Nation
Shall steam up like inspiration,
Eloquent, oracular;
A volcano heard afar.

'Let the horsemen's scimitars
Wheel and flash, like sphereless stars
Thirsting to eclipse their burning
In a sea of death and mourning.

'And these words shall then become
Like Oppression's thundered doom
Ringing through each heart and brain,
Heard again - again - again -

'Stand ye calm and resolute,
Like a forest close and mute,
With folded arms and looks which are
Weapons of unvanquished war,

'Rise like Lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you Ye are many - they are few.'

'And let Panic, who outspeeds
The career of armèd steeds
Pass, a disregarded shade
Through your phalanx undismayed.
'Let the laws of your own land,
Good or ill, between ye stand
Hand to hand, and foot to foot,
Arbiters of the dispute,
'The old laws of England - they
Whose reverend heads with age are gray,
Children of a wiser day;
And whose solemn voice must be
Thine own echo - Liberty!
'On those who first should violate
Such sacred heralds in their state
Rest the blood that must ensue,
And it will not rest on you.
'And if then the tyrants dare
Let them ride among you there,
Slash, and stab, and maim, and hew, What they like, that let them do.

N.B Written in Italy in 1819 but not
published by his friend, the essayist Hunt,
until 1832, after he felt the passage of the
Reform Act made it safe to do so.
England in 1819
An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying king,-Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow
Through public scorn,--mud from a muddy
spring,-Rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know,
But leech-like to their fainting country cling,
Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow,-A people starved and stabbed in the untilled
field,-An army, which liberticide and prey
Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield,-Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;
Religion Christless, Godless--a book sealed;
A Senate,--Time's worst statute unrepealed,-Are graves, from which a glorious Phantom may
Burst, to illumine our tempestous day.

Below: A caricature by George Cruikshank depicting the charge upon the rally; text reads: "Down with 'em! Chop
‘em down my brave boys: give them no quarter they want to take our Beef & Pudding from us! ---- & remember the
more you kill the less poor rates you'll have to pay so go at it Lads show your courage & your Loyalty!"

From A Defence of Poetry

From Ode to Liberty
XV

Oh, that the free would stamp the impious name
Of KING into the dust! or write it there,
So that this blot upon the page of fame
Were as a serpent’s path, which the light air
Erases, and the flat sands close behind!
Ye the oracle have heard:
Lift the victory-flashing sword,
And cut the snaky knots of this foul Gordian word,
Which, weak itself as stubble, yet can bind
1indisputably
Into a mass, irrefragably1 firm,
The axes and the rods which awe mankind;
The sound has poison in it, ’tis the sperm
Of what makes life foul, cankerous, and abhorred;
Disdain not thou, at thine appointed term,
To set thine armed hell on this reluctant worm.
XVI

Oh, that the wise from their bright minds would
kindle
Such lamps within the dome of this dim world,
That the pale name of PRIEST might shrink & dwindle
Into the hell from which it first was hurled,
A scoff of impious pride from fiends impure;
Till human thoughts might kneel alone,
Each before the judgement-throne
Of its own aweless soul, or of the Power unknown!
Oh, that the words which make the thoughts obscure
From which they spring, as clouds of glimmering dew
From a white lake blot Heaven’s blue portraiture,
Were stripped of their thin masks and various hue
And frowns and smiles and splendours not their own,
Till in the nakedness of false and true
They stand before their Lord, each to receive its due!
1820

Reason is the enumeration of quantities already
known; imagination is the perception of the
value of those quantities, both separately and as
a whole. ...... Poetry, in a general sense, may
be defined to be ‘the expression of the
imagination’: and poetry is connate with the
origin of man. ... A poem is the very image of
life expressed in its eternal truth. ... Ethical
science arranges the elements which poetry has
created, and propounds schemes and proposes
examples of civil and domestic life: nor is it for
want of admirable doctrines that men hate, and
despise, and censure, and deceive, and
subjugate one another. But poetry acts in
another and diviner manner. It awakens and
enlarges the mind itself by rendering it the
receptacle of a thousand unapprehended
combinations of thought. Poetry lifts the veil
from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes
familiar objects be as if they were not
familiar... The great secret of morals is love; or
a going out of our own nature, and an
identification of ourselves with the beautiful
which exists in thought, action, or person, not
our own. A man, to be greatly good, must
imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must
put himself in the place of another and of many
others; the pains and pleasures of his species
must become his own. The great instrument of
moral good is the imagination... Poetry
strengthens the faculty which is the organ of the
moral nature of man, in the same manner as
exercise strengthens a limb. ... Poetry is indeed
something divine. It is at once the centre and
circumference of knowledge; it is that which
comprehends all science, and that to which all
science must be referred. It is at the same time
the root and blossom of all other systems of
thought... Poetry thus makes immortal all that
is best and most beautiful in the world... Poets
are...the trumpets which sing to battle, and feel
not what they inspire; the influence which is
moved not, but moves.
Poets are the
unacknowledged legislators of the world.
1821

To A Skylark
Hail to thee, blithe spirit!
Bird thou never wert—
That from heaven or near it
Pourest thy full heart
In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.
Higher still and higher
From the earth thou springest,
Like a cloud of fire;
The blue deep thou wingest,
And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.
In the golden light'ning
Of the sunken sun,
O'er which clouds are bright'ning,
Thou dost float and run,
Like an unbodied joy whose race is just begun.
The pale purple even
Melts around thy flight;
Like a star of heaven,
In the broad daylight
Thou art unseen, but yet I hear thy shrill delight—
Keen as are the arrows
Of that silver sphere
Whose intense lamp narrows
In the white dawn clear,
Until we hardly see, we feel that it is there.
All the earth and air
With thy voice is loud,
As when night is bare,
From one lonely cloud
The moon rains out her beams, and heaven is
overflow'd.
What thou art we know not;
What is most like thee?
From rainbow clouds there flow not
Drops so bright to see,
As from thy presence showers a rain of melody:—
Like a poet hidden
In the light of thought,
Singing hymns unbidden,
Till the world is wrought
To sympathy with hopes and fears it heeded not:
Like a high-born maiden
In a palace tower,
Soothing her love-laden
Soul in secret hour
With music sweet as love, which overflows her bower:
Like a glow-worm golden
In a dell of dew,
Scattering unbeholden
Its aërial hue
Among the flowers and grass which screen it from the
view:
Like a rose embower'd
In its own green leaves,
By warm winds deflower'd,
Till the scent it gives
Makes faint with too much sweet those heavy-wingèd
thieves.

Sound of vernal showers
On the twinkling grass,
Rain-awaken'd flowers—
All that ever was
Joyous and clear and fresh—thy music doth surpass.
Teach us, sprite or bird,
What sweet thoughts are thine:
I have never heard
Praise of love or wine
That panted forth a flood of rapture so divine.
Chorus hymeneal,
Or triumphal chant,
Match'd with thine would be all
But an empty vaunt—
A thin wherein we feel there is some hidden want.
What objects are the fountains
Of thy happy strain?
What fields, or waves, or mountains?
What shapes of sky or plain?
What love of thine own kind? what ignorance of
pain?
With thy clear keen joyance
Languor cannot be:
Shadow of annoyance
Never came near thee:
Thou lovest, but ne'er knew love's sad satiety.
Waking or asleep,
Thou of death must deem
Things more true and deep
Than we mortals dream,
Or how could thy notes flow in such a crystal
stream?
We look before and after,
And pine for what is not:
Our sincerest laughter
With some pain is fraught;
Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest
thought.
Yet, if we could scorn
Hate and pride and fear,
If we were things born
Not to shed a tear,
I know not how thy joy we ever should come near.
Better than all measures
Of delightful sound,
Better than all treasures
That in books are found,
Thy skill to poet were, thou scorner of the ground!
Teach me half the gladness
That thy brain must know;
Such harmonious madness
From my lips would flow,
The world should listen then, as I am listening now.
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The Cloud
I bring fresh showers for the thirsting flowers,
From the seas and the streams;
I bear light shade for the leaves when laid
In their noon-day dreams.
From my wings are shaken the dews that waken
The sweet buds every one,
When rocked to rest on their mother's breast,
As she dances about the Sun.
I wield the flail of the lashing hail,
And whiten the green plains under,
And then again I dissolve it in rain,
And laugh as I pass in thunder.
I sift the snow on the mountains below,
And their great pines groan aghast;
And all the night 'tis my pillow white,
While I sleep in the arms of the blast.
Sublime on the towers of my skiey bowers,
Lightning my pilot sits;
In a cavern under is fettered the thunder,
It struggles and howls at fits;
Over Earth and Ocean, with gentle motion,
This pilot is guiding me,
Lured by the love of the genii that move
In the depths of the purple sea;
Over the rills, and the crags, and the hills,
Over the lakes and the plains,
Wherever he dream, under mountain or stream,
The Spirit he loves remains;
And I all the while bask in Heaven's blue smile,
Whilst he is dissolving in rains.

I bind the Sun's throne with a burning zone
And the Moon's with a girdle of pearl;
The volcanos are dim and the stars reel and swim
When the whirlwinds my banner unfurl.
From cape to cape, with a bridge-like shape,
Over a torrent sea,
Sunbeam-proof, I hang like a roof -The mountains its columns be!
The triumphal arch, through which I march
With hurricane, fire, and snow,
When the Powers of the Air, are chained to my chair,
Is the million-coloured Bow;
The sphere-fire above its soft colours wove
While the moist Earth was laughing below.
I am the daughter of Earth and Water,
And the nursling of the Sky;
I pass through the pores, of the ocean and shores;
I change, but I cannot die -For after the rain, when with never a stain
The pavilion of Heaven is bare,
And the winds and sunbeams, with their convex
gleams,
Build up the blue dome of Air -I silently laugh at my own cenotaph
And out of the caverns of rain,
Like a child from the womb, like a ghost from the
tomb,
I arise, and unbuild it again. –

The sanguine Sunrise, with his meteor eyes,
And his burning plumes outspread,
Leaps on the back of my sailing rack,
When the morning star shines dead;
As on the jag of a mountain crag,
Which an earthquake rocks and swings,
An eagle alit one moment may sit
In the light of its golden wings.
And when Sunset may breathe, from the lit Sea beneath,
Its ardours of rest and of love,
And the crimson pall of eve may fall
From the depth of Heaven above,
With wings folded I rest, on mine äery nest,
As still as a brooding dove.
That orbed maiden with white fire laden
Whom mortals call the Moon,
Glides glimmering o'er my fleece-like floor
By the midnight breezes strewn;
And wherever the beat of her unseen feet,
Which only the angels hear,
May have broken the woof, of my tent's thin roof,
The stars peep behind her, and peer;
And I laugh to see them whirl and flee,
Like a swarm of golden bees,
When I widen the rent in my wind-built tent,
Till the calm rivers, lakes, and seas,
Like strips of the sky fallen through me on high,
Are each paved with the moon and these.
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Ode To The West Wind
I
Oh wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being,
Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves
dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing,

IV.
If I were a dead leaf thou mightest bear;
If I were a swift cloud to fly with thee;
A wave to pant beneath thy power, and share

Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red,
Pestilence-stricken multitudes: O thou,
Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed

The impulse of thy strength, only less free
Than thou, O uncontrollable! if even
I were as in my boyhood, and could be

The winged seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave, until
Thine azure sister of the spring shall blow

The comrade of thy wanderings over heaven,
As then, when to outstrip thy skyey speed
Scarce seemed a vision; I would ne’er have
striven

Her clarion o’er the dreaming earth, and fill
(Driving sweet buds like flocks to feed in air)
With living hues and odours plain and hill:
Wild Spirit, which art moving everywhere;
Destroyer and preserver; hear, oh, hear!
II.
Thou on whose stream, ‘mid the steep sky’s
commotion,
Loose clouds like earth’s decaying leaves are shed,
Shook from the tangled boughs of Heaven and
Ocean,
Angels of rain and lightning: there are spread
On the blue surface of thine airy surge,
Like the bright hair uplifted from the head
Of some fierce Mænad, even from the dim verge
Of the horizon to the zenith’s height,
The locks of the approaching storm. Thou dirge
Of the dying year, to which this closing night
Will be the dome of a vast sepulchre,
Vaulted with all thy congregated might
Of vapours, from whose solid atmosphere
Black rain, and fire, and hail, will burst: oh hear!
III.
Thou who didst waken from his summer dreams
The blue Mediterranean, where he lay,
Lulled by the coil of his crystalline streams,
Beside a pumice isle in Baiæ’s bay,
And saw in sleep old palaces and towers
Quivering within the wave’s intenser day,
All overgrown with azure moss and flowers
So sweet, the sense faints picturing them! Thou
For whose path the Atlantic’s level powers
Cleave themselves into chasms, while far below
The sea-blooms and the oozy woods which wear
The sapless foliage of the ocean, know
Thy voice, and suddenly grow grey with fear,
And tremble and despoil themselves: oh, hear!

As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need.
Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!
A heavy weight of hours has chained and bowed
One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud.
V.
Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is;
What if my leaves are falling like its own!
The tumult of thy mighty harmonies
Will take from both a deep, autumnal tone,
Sweet though in sadness. Be thou, Spirit fierce,
My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one!
Drive my dead thoughts over the universe
Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!
And, by the incantation of this verse,
Scatter, as from an extinguished hearth
Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!
Be through my lips to unwakened earth
The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind,
If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?
1819

FELLOW MEN,
I am not an Irishman, yet I can feel for you. I hope there are none among you who will read this
address with prejudice or levity, because it is made by an Englishman, indeed, I believe there are not.
The Irish are a brave nation. They have a heart of liberty in their breasts, but they are much mistaken
if they fancy that a stranger cannot have as warm a one. Those are my brothers and my countrymen,
who are unfortunate. I should like to know what there is in a man being an Englishman, a Spaniard,
or a Frenchman, that makes him worse or better than he really is. He was born in one town, you in
another, but that is no reason why he should not feel for you, desire your benefit, or be willing to give
you some advice, which may make you more capable of knowing your own interest, or acting so as to
secure it.—There are many Englishmen who cry down the Irish, and think it answers their ends to
revile all that belongs to Ireland; but it is not because these men are Englishmen that they maintain
such opinions, but because they wish to get money, and titles, and power. They would act in this
manner to whatever country they might belong, until mankind is much altered for the better, which
reform, I hope, will one day be effected.—I address you then, as my brothers and my fellow-men, for I
should wish to see the Irishman who, if England was persecuted as Ireland is, who, if France was
persecuted as Ireland is, who, if any set of men that helped to do a public service were prevented
from enjoying its benefits as Irishmen are—I should like to see the man, I say, who would see these
misfortunes, and not attempt to succour the sufferers when he could, just that I might tell him that he
was no Irishman, but some bastard mongrel bred up in a court, or some coward fool who was a
democrat to all above him, and an aristocrat to all below him. I think there are few true Irishmen who
would not be ashamed of such a character, still fewer who possess it. I know that there are some, not
among you my friends, but among your enemies, who seeing the title of this piece, will take it up with
a sort of hope that it may recommend violent measures, and thereby disgrace the cause of freedom,
that the warmth of an heart desirous that liberty should be possessed equally by all, will vent itself in
abuse on the enemies of liberty, bad men who deserve the contempt of the good, and ought not to
excite their indignation to the harm of their cause. But these men will be disappointed—I know the
warm feelings of an Irishman sometimes carries him beyond the point of prudence. I do not desire to
root out, but to moderate this honourable warmth. This will disappoint the pioneers of oppression and
they will be sorry, that through this address nothing will occur which can be twisted into any other
meaning but what is calculated to fill you with that moderation which they have not, and make you
give them that toleration which they refuse to grant to you. .—You profess the Roman Catholic
religion which your fathers professed before you. Whether it is the best religion or not, I will not here
inquire: all religions are good which make men good; and the way that a person ought to prove that
his method of worshipping God is best, is for himself to be better than all other men. But we will
consider what your religion was in old times and what it is now: you may say it is not a fair way for me
to proceed as a Protestant, but I am not a Protestant, nor am I a Catholic, and therefore not being a
follower of either of these religions, I am better able to judge between them. A Protestant is my
brother, and a Catholic is my brother, I am happy when I can do either of them a service, and no
pleasure is so great to me than that which I should feel if my advice could make men of any
professions of faith, wiser, better and happier.
................................
The Irish Catholics now demand for themselves, and profess for others unlimited toleration, and the
sensible part among them, which I am willing to think constitutes a very large portion of their body,
know that the gates of Heaven are open to people of every religion, provided they are good. But the
Protestants, although they may think so in their hearts, which certainly if they think at all they must
seem to act as if they thought that God was better pleased with them than with you, they trust the
reins of earthly government only to the hands of their own sect; in spite of this, I never found one of
them impudent enough to say that a Roman Catholic, or a Quaker, or a Jew, or a Mahometan, if he
was a virtuous man, and did all the good in his power, would go to Heaven a bit the slower for not
subscribing to the thirty-nine articles—and if he should say so, how ridiculous in a foppish courtier not
six feet high to direct the spirit of universal harmony, in what manner to conduct the affairs of the
universe!
The Protestants say that there was a time when the Roman Catholics burnt and murdered people of
different sentiments, and that their religious tenets are now as they were then. This is all very true.

You certainly worship God in the same way that you did when those barbarities took place, but is that
any reason that you should now be barbarous? There is as much reason to suppose it, as to suppose
that because a man's great grandfather, who was a Jew, had been hung for sheep-stealing, that I, by
believing the same religion as he did, must certainly commit the same crime.
................................
Some teach you that others are heretics, that you alone are right; some teach that rectitude consists
in religious opinions, without which no morality is good, some will tell you that you ought to divulge
your secrets to one particular set of men; beware my friends how you trust those who speak in this
way. They will, I doubt not, attempt to rescue you from your present miserable state, but they will
prepare a worse. It will be out of the frying-pan into the fire. Your present oppressors it is true, will
then oppress you no longer, but you will feel the lash of a master a thousand times more blood-thirsty
and cruel. Evil designing men will spring up who will prevent your thinking as you please, will burn
you if you do not think as they do. There are always bad men who take advantage of hard times. The
Monks and the Priests of old were very bad men; take care no such abuse your confidence again.
You are not blind to your present situation, you are villainously treated, you are badly used. That this
slavery shall cease, I will venture to prophesy. Your enemies dare not to persecute you longer, the
spirit of Ireland is bent, but it is not broken, and that they very well know. But I wish your views to
embrace a wider scene, I wish you to think for your children and your children's children; to take great
care (for it all rests with you) that whilst one tyranny is destroyed another more fierce and terrible
does not spring up. Take care then of smooth-faced impostors, who talk indeed of freedom, but who
will cheat you into slavery. Can there be worse slavery than the depending for the safety of your soul
on the will of another man? Is one man more favoured than another by God. No, certainly, they are
all favoured according to the good they do, and not according to the rank and profession they hold.
God values a poor man as much as a Priest, and has given him a soul as much to himself; the
worship that a kind Being must love, is that of a simple affectionate heart, that shews its piety in good
works, and not in ceremonies, or confessions, or burials, or processions, or wonders. Take care then,
that you are not led away. Doubt every thing that leads you not to charity, and think of the word
"heretic" as a word which some selfish knave invented for the ruin and misery of the world, to answer
his own paltry and narrow ambition. Do not inquire if a man be a heretic, if he be a Quaker, or a Jew,
or a Heathen; but if he be a virtuous man, if he loves liberty and truth, if he wish the happiness and
peace of human kind. If a man be ever so much a believer and love not these things, he is a
heartless hypocrite, a rascal, and a knave. Despise and hate him, as ye despise a tyrant and a villain.
Oh! Ireland, thou emerald of the ocean, whose sons are generous and brave, whose daughters are
honourable, and frank, and fair; thou art the isle on whose green shores I have desired to see the
standard of liberty erected, a flag of fire, a beacon at which the world shall light the torch of Freedom!
................................
We will now examine the Protestant Religion. Its origin is called the Reformation. It was undertaken
by some bigoted men, who showed how little they understood the spirit of Reform, by burning each
other. You will observe that these men burnt each other, indeed they universally betrayed a taste for
destroying, and vied with the chiefs of the Roman Catholic Religion, in not only hating their enemies,
but those men, who least of all were their enemies, or any body's enemies. Now, do the Protestants,
or do they not hold the same tenets as they did when Calvin burnt Servetus, they swear that they do.
We can have no better proof. Then with what face can the Protestants object to Catholic
Emancipation, on the plea that Catholics once were barbarous; when their own establishment is
liable to the very same objections, on the very same grounds? I think this is a specimen of barefaced
intoleration, which I had hoped would not have disgraced this age; this age, which is called the age of
reason, of thought diffused, of virtue acknowledged, and its principles fixed.—Oh! that it may be so.—
................................
You have suffered not merely for your religion, but some other causes which I am equally desirous of
remedying. The Union of England with Ireland has withdrawn the Protestant aristocracy, and gentry
from their native country, and with these their friends and connections. Their resources are taken
from this country, although they are dissipated in another; the very poor people are most infamously

oppressed by the weight of burden which the superior ranks lay upon their shoulders. I am no less
desirous of the reform of these evils (with many others) than for the Catholic Emancipation.
Perhaps you all agree with me on both these subjects; we now come to the method of doing these
things. I agree with the Quakers so far as they disclaim violence, and trust their cause wholly and
solely to its own truth.—If you are convinced of the truth of your cause, trust wholly to its truth; if you
are not convinced, give it up. In no case employ violence, the way to liberty and happiness is never to
transgress the rules of virtue and justice. Liberty and happiness are founded upon virtue and justice,
if you destroy the one, you destroy the other. However ill others may act, this will be no excuse for
you if you follow their example; it ought rather to warn you from pursuing so bad a method.
................................
Associations for purposes of violence, are entitled to the strongest disapprobation of the real
reformist. Always suspect that some knavish rascal is at the bottom of things of this kind, waiting to
profit by the confusion. All secret associations are also bad.
................................
Never do evil that good may come, always think of others as well as yourself, and cautiously look
how your conduct may do good or evil, when you yourself shall be mouldering in the grave. Be fair,
open, and you will be terrible to your enemies.
................................
Do not then cover in darkness wrongs at which the face of day, and the tyrants who bask in its
warmth ought to blush. Wherever has violence succeeded? The French Revolution, although
undertaken with the best intentions, ended ill for the people; because violence was employed, the
cause which they vindicated was that of truth, but they gave it the appearance of a lie, by using
methods which will suit the purposes of liars as well as their own.
................................
Be open, sincere, and single hearted. Let it be seen that the Irish votaries of Freedom dare to speak
what they think, let them resist oppression, not by force of arms, but by power of mind, and reliance
on truth and justice.
...............................
Persecution may destroy some, but cannot destroy all, or nearly all; let it do its will, ye have appealed
to truth and justice—show the goodness of your religion by persisting in a reliance on these things,
which must be the rules even of the Almighty's conduct. But before this can be done with any effect,
habits of SOBRIETY, REGULARITY, and THOUGHT, must be entered into, and firmly resolved
upon.
................................
My warm-hearted friends, who meet together to talk of the distresses of your countrymen, until social
chat induces you to drink rather freely; as ye have felt passionately, so reason coolly. Nothing hasty
can be lasting; lay up the money with which you usually purchase drunkenness and ill-health, to
relieve the pains of your fellow-sufferers. Let your children lisp of Freedom in the cradle—let your
death-bed be the school for fresh exertions—let every street of the city, and field of the country, be
connected with thoughts, which liberty has made holy. Be warm in your cause, yet rational, and
charitable, and tolerant—never let the oppressor grind you into justifying his conduct by imitating his
meanness.
................................
A crisis is now arriving, which shall decide your fate. The king of Great Britain has arrived at the
evening of his days. He has objected to your emancipation; he has been inimical to you; but he will in
a certain time be no more. The present Prince of Wales will then be king. It is said that he has
promised to restore you to freedom: your real and natural right will, in that case, be no longer kept
from you. I hope he has pledged himself to this act of justice, because there will then exist some
obligation to bind him to do right. Kings are but too apt to think little as they should do: they think

every thing in the world is made for them; when the truth is, that it is only the vices of men that make
such people necessary, and they have no other right of being kings, but in virtue of the good they do.
................................
I wish you, O Irishmen, to be as careful and thoughtful of your interests as are your real friends. Do
not drink, do not play, do not spend any idle time, do not take every thing that other people say for
granted—there are numbers who will tell you lies to make their own fortunes, you cannot more
certainly do good to your own cause, than by defeating the intentions of these men. Think, read and
talk; let your own condition and that of your wives and children, fill your minds; disclaim all manner of
alliance with violence, meet together if ye will, but do not meet in a mob. If you think and read and
talk with a real wish of benefiting the cause of truth and liberty, it will soon be seen how true a service
you are rendering, and how sincere you are in your professions; but mobs and violence must be
discarded. The certain degree of civil and religious liberty which the usage of the English Constitution
allows, is such as the worst of men are entitled to, although you have it not; but that liberty which we
may one day hope for, wisdom and virtue can alone give you a right to enjoy. This wisdom and this
virtue I recommend on every account that you should instantly begin to practise. Lose not a day, not
an hour, not a moment.—Temperance, sobriety, charity and independence will give you virtue; and
reading, talking, thinking and searching, will give you wisdom; when you have those things you may
defy the tyrant. It is not going often to chapel, crossing yourselves, or confessing, that will make you
virtuous; many a rascal has attended regularly at Mass, and many a good man has never gone at all.
It is not paying Priests, or believing in what they say that makes a good man, but it is doing good
actions, or benefiting other people; this is the true way to be good, and the prayers, and confessions,
and masses of him who does not these things, are good for nothing at all. Do your work regularly and
quickly, when you have done, think, read and talk; do not spend your money in idleness and drinking,
which so far from doing good to your cause, will do it harm. If you have any thing to spare from your
wife and children, let it do some good to other people, and put them in a way of getting wisdom and
virtue, as the pleasure that will come from these good acts, will be much better than the headache
that comes from a drinking bout. And never quarrel between each other, be all of one mind as nearly
as you can; do these things, and I will promise you liberty and happiness. But if, on the contrary of
these things, you neglect to improve yourselves, continue to use the word heretic, and demand from
others the toleration which you are unwilling to give; your friends and the friends of liberty will have
reason to lament the death-blow of their hopes. I expect better things from you; it is for yourselves
that I fear and hope. Many Englishmen are prejudiced against you, they sit by their own fire-sides and
certain rumours artfully spread[ are ever on the wing against you. But these people who think ill of
you and of your nation, are often the very men who, if they had better information, would feel for you
most keenly; where- fore are these reports spread, how do they begin? they originate from the
warmth of the Irish character, which the friends of the Irish nation have hitherto encouraged rather
than repressed; this leads them in those moments when their wrongs appear so clearly, to commit
acts which justly excite displeasure. They begin therefore, from yourselves, although falsehood and
tyranny artfully magnify and multiply the causes of offence.—Give no offence.
................................
There is no doubt but the world is going wrong, or rather that it is very capable of being much
improved. What I mean by this improvement is, the inducement of a more equal and general diffusion
of happiness and liberty.—Many people are very rich and many are very poor. Which do you think
are happiest?—I can tell you that neither are happy, so far as their station is concerned. Nature never
intended that there should be such a thing as a poor man or a rich one. Being put in an unnatural
situation, they can neither of them be happy, so far as their situation is concerned. The poor man is
born to obey the rich man, though they both come into the world equally helpless, and equally naked.
But the poor man does the rich no service by obeying him—the rich man does the poor no good by
commanding him. It would be much better if they could be prevailed upon to live equally like
brothers—they would ultimately both be happier. But this can be done neither to-day nor to-morrow,
much as such a change is to be desired, it is quite impossible. Violence and folly in this, as in the
other case, would only put off the period of its event. Mildness, sobriety, and reason, are the effectual
methods of forwarding the ends of liberty and happiness.
................................

Can you conceive, O Irishmen! a happy state of society—conceive men of every way of thinking
living together like brothers. The descendant of the greatest Prince would there, be entitled to no
more respect than the son of a peasant. There would be no pomp and no parade, but that which the
rich now keep to themselves, would then be distributed among the people. None would be in
magnificence, but the superfluities then taken from the rich would be sufficient when spread abroad,
to make every one comfortable.—No lover would then be false to his mistress, no mistress would
desert her lover. No friend would play false, no rents, no debts, no taxes, no frauds of any kind would
disturb the general happiness: good as they would be, wise as they would be, they would be daily
getting better and wiser. No beggars would exist, nor any of those wretched women, who are now
reduced to a state of the most horrible misery and vice, by men whose wealth makes them villainous
and hardened. No thieves or murderers, because poverty would never drive men to take away
comforts from another, when he had enough for himself. Vice and misery, pomp and poverty, power
and obedience, would then be banished altogether.—It is for such a state as this, Irishmen, that I
exhort you to prepare.—"A camel shall as soon pass through the eye of a needle, as a rich man enter
the Kingdom of Heaven." This is not to be understood literally, Jesus Christ appears to me only to
have meant that riches, have generally the effect of hardening and vitiating the heart, so has poverty.
I think those people then are very silly, and cannot see one inch beyond their noses, who say that
human nature is depraved; when at the same time wealth and poverty, those two great sources of
crime, fall to the lot of a great majority of people; and when they see that people in moderate
circumstances are always most wise and good.—People say that poverty is no evil—they have never
felt it, or they would not think so. That wealth is necessary to encourage the arts— but are not the
arts very inferior things to virtue and happiness—the man would be very dead to all generous feelings
who would rather see pretty pictures and statues, than a million free and happy men.
It will be said, that my design is to make you dissatisfied with your present condition, and that I wish
to raise a Rebellion. But how stupid and sottish must those men be, who think that violence and
uneasiness of mind have anything to do with forwarding the views of peace, harmony and happiness.
They should know that nothing was so well-fitted to produce slavery, tyranny, and vice, as the
violence which is attributed to the friends of liberty, and which the real friends of liberty are the only
persons who disdain.—
................................
I wish to impress upon your minds, that without virtue or wisdom, there can be no liberty or
happiness; and that temperance, sobriety, charity, and independence of soul, will give you virtue—as
thinking, enquiring, reading, and talking, will give you wisdom. Without the first, the last is of little use,
and without the last, the first is a dreadful curse to yourselves and others.
I have told you what I think upon this subject, because I wish to produce in your minds an awe and
caution necessary, before the happy state of which I have spoken can be introduced. This cautious
awe, is very different from the prudential fear, which leads you to consider yourself as the first object,
as on the contrary, it is full of that warm and ardent love for others that burns in your hearts, O
Irishmen! and from which I have fondly hoped to light a flame that may illumine and invigorate the
world!
................................
Are you slaves, or are you men? if slaves, then crouch to the rod, and lick the feet of your
oppressors, glory in your shame, it will become you if brutes to act according to your nature. But if
you are men, a real man is free, so far as circumstances will permit him. Then firmly, yet quietly
resist. When one cheek is struck, turn the other to the insulting coward. You will be truly brave; you
will resist and conquer. The discussion of any subject, is a right that you have brought into the world
with your heart and tongue. Resign your heart's-blood, before you part with this inestimable privilege
of man. For it is fit that the governed should enquire into the proceedings of Government, which is of
no use the moment it is conducted on any other principle but that of safety. You have much to think
of.—Is war necessary to your happiness and safety? The interests of the poor gain nothing from the
wealth or extension of a nation's boundaries, they gain nothing from glory, a word that has often
served as a cloak to the ambition or avarice of Statesmen. The barren victories of Spain, gained in

behalf of a bigoted and tyrannical Government, are nothing to them. The conquests in India, by which
England has gained glory indeed, but a glory which is not more honourable than that of Buonaparte,
are nothing to them. The poor purchase this glory and this wealth at the expense of their blood, and
labour, and happiness, and virtue. They die in battle for this infernal cause. Their labour supplies
money and food for carrying it into effect, their happiness is destroyed by the oppression they
undergo, their virtue is rooted out by the depravity and vice that prevails throughout the army, and
which under the present system, is perfectly unavoidable. Who does not know that the quartering of a
regiment on any town, will soon destroy the innocence and happiness of its inhabitants. The
advocates for the happiness and liberty of the great mass of the people, who pay for war with their
lives and labour, ought never to cease writing and speaking until nations see as they must feel the
folly of fighting and killing each other in uniform, for nothing at all. Ye have much to think of. The state
of your representation in the house, which is called the collective representation of the country,
demands your attention.
It is horrible that the lower classes must waste their lives and liberty to furnish means for their
oppressors to oppress them yet more terribly. It is horrible that the poor must give in taxes what
would save them and their families from hunger and cold; it is still more horrible that they should do
this to furnish further means of their own abjectness and misery; but what words can express the
enormity of the abuse that prevents them from choosing representatives with authority to enquire
into the manner in which their lives and labour, their happiness and innocence is expended, and what
advantages result from their expenditure which may counterbalance so horrible and monstrous an
evil?
................................
Let the object of your associations (for I conceal not my approval of assemblies conducted with
regularity, peaceableness and thought for any purpose,) be the amendment of these abuses, it will
have for its object universal Emancipation, liberty, happiness, and virtue. There is yet another
subject, "the Liberty of the Press." The liberty of the press consists in a right to publish any opinion on
any subject which the writer may entertain. ................................I create to myself a freedom which
exists not. There is no liberty of the press, for the subjects of British government. It is really ridiculous
to hear people yet boasting of this inestimable blessing, when they daily see it successfully muzzled
and outraged by the lawyers of the crown...
................................
In no case employ violence or falsehood, I cannot too often or too vividly endeavour to impress upon
your minds, that these methods will produce nothing but wretchedness and slavery—that they will at
the same time rivet the fetters, with which ignorance and oppression bind you to abjectness, and
deliver you over to a tyranny, which shall render you incapable of renewed efforts. Violence will
immediately render your cause a bad one. If you believe in a Providential God, you must also believe
that he is a good one; and it is not likely, a merciful God would befriend a bad cause.
................................In order to benefit yourselves and your country to any extent, habits of sobriety,
regularity, and thought, are previously so necessary, that without these preliminaries, all that you
have done falls to the ground. You have built on sand. Secure a good foundation, and you may erect
a fabric to stand for ever—the glory and the envy of the world!
................................
I have come to this country to spare no pains where expenditure may purchase your real benefit.
................................Adieu, my friends! May every Sun that shines on your green Island see the
annihilation of an abuse, and the birth of an Embryon of melioration! Your own hearts—may they
become the shrines of purity and freedom, and never may smoke to the Mammon of
unrighteousness, ascend from the unpolluted altar of their devotion!
................................
I conclude with the words of Lafayette—a name endeared, by its peerless bearer, to every lover of
the human race. "For a nation to love Liberty it is sufficient that she knows it, to be free it is sufficient
that she wills it."
(French aristocrat and military officer who fought in the American Revolutionary War)

British Library notes on Shelley’s Address to the Irish People
Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote this pamphlet and published it in Dublin in 1812. [He was 19 years of
age.] Catholics in Ireland had been second-class citizens for centuries, and the Act of Union, passed
in 1800, though addressing some of their grievances, gave them minimal representation in
Parliament. Shelley’s pamphlet calls for agitation to repeal the Act of Union.

What was the background to Shelley’s pamphlet?
Shelley visited Ireland between February and April 1812, and immediately became aware of the
situation of Irish Catholics. The Constitution of 1782 had confirmed the Irish Parliament’s
independence, but Catholics, who made up the vast majority of the Irish population, were not allowed
to be MPs. By 1798 they had minimal voting rights, but a rebellion that year, supported by the
French, led the British Government to merge the two parliaments in an attempt to resolve the
situation. However, the King still refused to sanction Catholic MPs.
Shelley’s approach to Catholic emancipation distanced him from his mentor William Godwin, who
favoured a softer, more gradual method of political change. Shelley followed this pamphlet with
another, Proposals for an Association of Philanthropists, which analyses where the French revolution
failed, and proposed a more gradualist and idealistic idea of change – ‘We are in a state of
continually progressive improvement’.

What does Shelley actually state?
On page 5 Shelley points out the foolishness of trying to force people to change their beliefs – note
that he is not directing this towards the retention of Catholic faith, but the folly of stating that ‘What we
think is right, no other people throughout the world have opinions any thing like equal to ours'.
Shelley writes later that any deprivation of rights consequent on not following the ‘orthodox’ faith is by
implication folly and tyranny.
Shelley advises people to ‘think, read and talk’. He appeals to readers not to ‘disclaim all manner of
alliance with violence, meet together if ye will, but do not meet in a mob’. He states that Irish
Catholics should know that the English are predisposed against them, and that therefore they should
‘give no offence’.

How was the pamphlet distributed?
Shelley’s method of distributing the pamphlet shows his youthful exuberance and generosity. He
stood on his balcony and threw copies of it at likely-looking passers-by, gave them out in the street,
and passed them out in pubs; but it is also notable from the advertisement on the title page that he
has set the price as low as possible to make it accessible to the poor. However, it is unlikely that
many of the people to whom it was addressed were able to follow it; and early on Shelley criticises
Catholicism for its persecution of Protestants, which would not have endeared him to his intended
readers. After this Shelley decided never again to address himself to direct political change.

A few extracts from Shelley’s essays

ON LOVE
What is love? Ask him who lives, what is life? ask him who adores, what is God?
................................
Thou demandest what is love? It is that powerful attraction towards all that we conceive, or
fear, or hope beyond ourselves, when we find within our own thoughts the chasm of an
insufficient void, and seek to awaken in all things that are, a community with what we
experience within ourselves. If we reason, we would be understood; if we imagine, we would
that the airy children of our brain were born anew within another's; if we feel, we would that
another's nerves should vibrate to our own, that the beams of their eyes should kindle at once
and mix and melt into our own, that lips of motionless ice should not reply to lips quivering
and burning with the heart's best blood. This is Love. This is the bond and the sanction which
connects not only man with man, but with everything which exists.
................................
In the motion of the very leaves of spring, in the blue air, there is then found a secret
correspondence with our heart. There is eloquence in the tongueless wind, and a melody in
the flowing brooks and the rustling of the reeds beside them, which by their inconceivable
relation to something within the soul, awaken the spirits to a dance of breathless rapture, and
bring tears of mysterious tenderness to the eyes
[Influenced by Wordsworth? – RM]

ON LIFE
Life and the world, or whatever we call that which we are and feel, is an astonishing thing.
The mist of familiarity obscures from us the wonder of our being. We are struck with
admiration at some of its transient modifications, but it is itself the great miracle. What are
changes of empires, the wreck of dynasties, with the opinions which supported them; what is
the birth and the extinction of religious and of political systems to life? What are the
revolutions of the globe which we inhabit, and the operations of the elements of which it is
composed, compared with life? What is the universe of stars, and suns, of which this inhabited
earth is one, and their motions, and their destiny, compared with life? Life, the great miracle,
we admire not, because it is so miraculous. It is well that we are thus shielded by the
familiarity of what is at once so certain and so unfathomable, from an astonishment which
would otherwise absorb and overawe the functions of that which is its object.
If any artist, I do not say had executed, but had merely conceived in his mind the system of
the sun, and the stars, and planets, they not existing, and had painted to us in words, or upon
canvas, the spectacle now afforded by the nightly cope of heaven, and illustrated it by the
wisdom of astronomy, great would be our admiration. Or had he imagined the scenery of this
earth, the mountains, the seas, and the rivers; the grass, and the flowers, and the variety of
the forms and masses of the leaves of the woods, and the colours which attend the setting
and the rising sun, and the hues of the atmosphere, turbid or serene, these things not before
existing, truly we should have been astonished, and it would not have been a vain boast to
have said of such a man, 'Non merita nome di creatore, se non Iddio ed il Poeta.'1 But now
these things are looked on with little wonder, and to be conscious of them with intense

delight is esteemed to be the distinguishing mark of a refined and extraordinary person. The
multitude of men care not for them. It is thus with Life—that which includes all.
What is life? Thoughts and feelings arise, with or without our will, and we employ words to
express them. We are born, and our birth is unremembered, and our infancy remembered but
in fragments; we live on, and in living we lose the apprehension of life. How vain is it to think
that words can penetrate the mystery of our being! Rightly used they may make evident our
ignorance to ourselves, and this is much. For what are we? Whence do we come? and whither
do we go? Is birth the commencement, is death the conclusion of our being? What is birth and
1
death?
he did not deserve the name of the creator of the gods, and not God that of the Poet (?)
...............................
What is the cause of life? that is, how was it produced, or what agencies distinct from life have
acted or act upon life? All recorded generations of mankind have weariedly busied themselves
in inventing answers to this question; and the result has been,—Religion. Yet, that the basis of
all things cannot be, as the popular philosophy alleges, mind, is sufficiently evident. Mind, as
far as we have any experience of its properties, and beyond that experience how vain is
argument! cannot create, it can only perceive. It is said also to be the cause. But cause is only
a word expressing a certain state of the human mind with regard to the manner in which two
thoughts are apprehended to be related to each other. If any one desires to know how
unsatisfactorily the popular philosophy employs itself upon this great question, they need only
impartially reflect upon the manner in which thoughts develop themselves in their minds. It is
infinitely improbable that the cause of mind, that is, of existence, is similar to mind.
[1815; publ. 1840]

ON THE PUNISHMENT OF DEATH
Nothing is more clear than that the infliction of punishment in general, in a degree which the
reformation and the restraint of those who transgress the laws does not render indispensable, and
none more than death, confirms all the inhuman and unsocial impulses of men. It is almost a
proverbial remark, that those nations in which the penal code has been particularly mild, have been
distinguished from all others by the rarity of crime. But the example is to be admitted to be equivocal.
A more decisive argument is afforded by a consideration of the universal connexion of ferocity of
manners, and a contempt of social ties, with the contempt of human life. Governments which derive
their institutions from the existence of circumstances of barbarism and violence, with some rare
exceptions perhaps, are bloody in proportion as they are despotic, and form the manners of their
subjects to a sympathy with their own spirit.
The spectators who feel no abhorrence at a public execution, but rather a self-applauding
superiority, and a sense of gratified indignation, are surely excited to the most inauspicious emotions.
The first reflection of such a one is the sense of his own internal and actual worth, as preferable to
that of the victim, whom circumstances have led to destruction. The meanest wretch is impressed
with a sense of his own comparative merit. He is one of those on whom the tower of Siloam fell not—
he is such a one as Jesus Christ found not in all Samaria, who, in his own soul, throws the first stone at
the woman taken in adultery. The popular religion of the country takes its designation from that
illustrious person whose beautiful sentiment I have quoted. Any one who has stript from the
doctrines of this person the veil of familiarity, will perceive how adverse their spirit is to feelings of
this nature.

The Necessity of Atheism
By Percy Bysshe Shelley
[NOTE -- The Necessity of Atheism, published by Shelley in 1811 (and the cause for expulsion
from Oxford of its author and his roommate Thomas Jefferson Hogg) was reproduced and enlarged
in 1813 as one of the notes to his poem Queen Mab.]
Quod clarâ et perspicuâ demonstratione careat pro vero habere mens omnino nequit humana.
BACON de Augment. Scient.
Advertisement.
As a love of truth is the only motive which actuates the Author of this little tract, he earnestly
entreats that those of his readers who may discover any deficiency in his reasoning, or may be in
possession of proofs which his mind could never obtain, would offer them, together with their
objections to the Public, as briefly, as methodically, as plainly as he has taken the liberty of
doing. Thro' deficiency of proof.
AN ATHEIST.

A close examination of the validity of the proofs adduced to support any proposition, has ever
been allowed to be the only sure way of attaining truth, upon the advantages of which it is
unnecessary to descant; our knowledge of the existence of a Deity is a subject of such importance
that it cannot be too minutely investigated; in consequence of this conviction, we proceed briefly
and impartially to examine the proofs which have been adduced. It is necessary first to consider
the nature of Belief.
When a proposition is offered to the mind, it perceives the agreement or disagreement of the ideas
of which it is composed. A perception of their agreement is termed belief; many obstacles
frequently prevent this perception from being immediate; these the mind attempts to remove in
order that the perception may be distinct. The mind is active in the investigation, in order to perfect
the state of perception which is passive; the investigation being confused with the perception has
induced many falsely to imagine that the mind is active in belief, that belief is an act of volition, in
consequence of which it may be regulated by the mind; pursuing, continuing this mistake they have
attached a degree of criminality to disbelief of which in its nature it is incapable; it is equally so of
merit.
The strength of belief like that of every other passion is in proportion to the degrees of excitement.
The degrees of excitement are three.
The senses are the sources of all knowledge to the mind, consequently their evidence claims the
strongest assent.
The decision of the mind founded upon our own experience, derived from these sources, claims the
next degree.

The experience of others, which addresses itself to the former one, occupies the lowest degree. -Consequently no testimony can be admitted which is contrary to reason; reason is founded on the
evidence of our senses.
Every proof may be referred to one of these three divisions; we are naturally led to consider what
arguments we receive from each of them to convince us of the existence of a Deity.
1st, The evidence of the senses. -- If the Deity should appear to us, if he should convince our senses
of his existence; this revelation would necessarily command belief; -- Those to whom the Deity has
thus appeared, have the strongest possible conviction of his existence.
Reason claims the 2nd. place -- it is urged that man knows that whatever is, must either have had a
beginning or existed from all eternity; he also knows that whatever is not eternal must have had a
cause. -- Where this is applied to the existence of the universe, it is necessary to prove that it was
created; until that is clearly demonstrated, we may reasonably suppose that it has endured from all
eternity. -- In a case where two propositions are diametrically opposite, the mind believes that
which is less incomprehensible; it is easier to suppose that the Universe has existed from all
eternity, than to conceive a being capable of creating it. If the mind sinks beneath the weight of
one, is it an alleviation to increase the intolerability of the burthen? -- The other argument which is
founded upon a man's knowledge of his own existence, stands thus. -- A man knows not only that
he now is, but that there was a time when he did not exist; consequently there must have been a
cause. But what does this prove? We can only infer from effects causes exactly adequate to those
effects; -- But there certainly is a generative power which is effected by certain instruments; we
cannot prove that it is inherent in these instruments, nor is the contrary hypothesis capable of
demonstration: we admit that the generative power is incomprehensible, but to suppose that the
same effect is produced by an eternal, omniscient, Almighty Being, leaves the cause in the [same]
obscurity, but renders it more incomprehensible.
The 3rd. and last degreee of assent is claimed by Testimony -- it is required that it should not be
contrary to reason. -- The testimony that the Deity convinces the senses of men of his existence can
only be admitted by us, if our mind considers it less probable that these men should have been
deceived, than that the Deity should have appeared to them -- our reason can never admit the
testimony of men, who not only declare that they were eye-witnesses of miracles but that the Deity
was irrational, for he commanded that he should be believed, he proposed the highest rewards for
faith, eternal punishments for disbelief -- we can only command voluntary actions, belief is not an
act of volition, the mind is even passive. From this it is evident that we have not sufficient
testimony, or rather that testimony is insufficient to prove the being of a God; we have before
shewn that it cannot be deduced from reason, -- they who have been convinced by the evidence of
the senses, they only can believe it.
From this it is evident that having no proofs from either of the three sources of conviction: the
mind cannot believe the existence of a God. It is also evident that as belief is a passion of the mind,
no degree of criminality can be attached to disbelief; they only are reprehensible who willingly
neglect to remove the false medium thro' which their mind views the subject.
It is almost unnecessary to observe, that the general knowledge of the deficiency of such proof,
cannot be prejudicial to society: Truth has always been found to promote the best interests of
mankind. -- Every reflecting mind must allow that there is no proof of the existence of a Deity.
Q.E.D.

Shelley as a revolutionary in life and poetry – Ron Marks

Percy Bysshe Shelley – born in Horsham, Surrey, 4th August 1792
drowned Gulf of La Spezia, 8th July 1822, aged 29

“the beautiful but ineffectual angel, beating in the void his luminous
wings in vain” – Matthew Arnold:

- always “beautiful”? – an “angel”??

- “ineffectual”??? – in vain”?
“In poetry, no less than in life, he is ‘a beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating in the void his
luminous wings in vain’.”
Matthew Arnold 1822–88 English poet and essayist: Essays in Criticism Second Series (1888)
‘Shelley’ (quoting from his own essay on Byron in the same work).
"A superb craftsman, a lyric poet without rival, and surely one of the most advanced sceptical
intellects ever to write a poem." Professor Harold Bloom, American literary critic.
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The Romantics: Historical Background Timeline
1775 - Jane Austen is born.
1778 - Voltaire dies.
1779 - The world's first iron bridge is built in
Shropshire. Samuel Crompton invents the
spinning mule.
c.1780 - The Industrial Revolution begins to
transform Britain. Lord George Gordon
leads anti-Catholic riots in London.
1783 - Britain signs a treaty recognising the
independence of the American colonies.
1784 - Henry Cort invents the 'puddling' process,
a new way of making wrought iron. As a
result iron production booms.
1785 - Edmund Cartwright invents the power
loom (one worked by a steam engine).
Cotton production grows very rapidly.
1787 - The first convicts leave Britain from
Portsmouth for Australia.
1788 - Lord Byron is born.
1789 - Start of the French Revolution.
1792 - Start of the Revolutionary Wars.
1793-4 - The ‘Reign of Terror’ in France.
1792 - Gas light is invented.
1796 - Jenner invents vaccination against
smallpox.
1799 - Income tax is introduced to pay for the war
against France.
Napoleon Bonaparte seizes power in
France.
1801 - The first census is held. Another Act of
Union joins Ireland to England and
Scotland.
1805 - The battle of Trafalgar.
1806 - Isambard Kingdom Brunel is born.
1807 - The slave trade is abolished.
1809 - Charles Darwin is born. Nikolai Gogol
born.
1811 - Prince George becomes Prince Regent
as his father is insane. Thackeray born.
1812 - Prime Minister Spencer Perceval is shot
by John Bellingham.
Charles Dickens is born.
1813 - The Duke of Wellington defeats the
French army in Spain. Jane Austen’s
Pride and Prejudice published.
1815 - The battle of Waterloo. Humphrey Davy
invents the miner’s safety lamp, which
saves many lives.
1816 - Jane Austen’s Emma published.
1817 - Jane Austen dies.
1818 - Queen Charlotte dies.

1819 - The Peterloo Massacre. Cavalry charge
unarmed people holding meeting on St
Peter's Fields at Manchester. Eleven
people killed.
1820 - George III dies. George IV becomes king.
1821 - John Constable paints The Haywain.
Keats dies of tuberculosis.
1822 - Shelley drowns.
1824 - Lord Byron dies.
1825 - The world's first public passenger railway
opens (The Stockton and Darlington
railway).
1828 - The Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen is
born.
1829 - The Catholic Emancipation Act gives
Catholics civil rights. Sir Robert Peel
forms the first modern police force (hence
their nicknames 'bobbies' or 'peelers')
1830 - George IV dies. William IV becomes king.
1832 - Great Reform Act is passed. Seats in
Parliament are distributed more fairly &
the middle class given the vote. Lewis
Carroll born.
1833 - Slavery is abolished throughout the British
Empire.
1834 - Coleridge dies.
1835 - Bull baiting is banned. This 'sport'
consisted of chaining a bull to a post then
using trained dogs to attack it.
Mark Twain born.
1836 - W. S. Gilbert born.
1837 - William IV dies. Victoria becomes queen.
1840 - The Penny Black stamp is introduced.
Thomas Hardy is born. Queen Victoria
marries Albert
1842 - A new law bans women and children from
working underground in mines. Arthur
Sullivan born.
1843 - Charles Dickens publishes A Christmas
Carol. The first Christmas card on sale.
Southey dies. Wordsworth made Poet
Laureate.
1847 - Law passed stopping women and children
from working more than 10 hours a day.
Charlotte Bronte: Jane Eyre.
Alexander Graham Bell is born.
1848 - There are cholera epidemics in British
towns. The Health Act is passed.
Thackeray publishes Vanity Fair.
1850 - Wordsworth dies.
1851 - The Great Exhibition is held in London.

Appreciating the Romantics: Booklist for follow-up reading
Historical:
The Peterloo Massacre – Joyce Marlow (Panther 1969)
Critical and Biographical:
Peter Ackroyd’s three-part television series on the Romantics – on YouTube:
1. Liberty: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oLwRXlSgiSQ
2. Nature: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=liVQ21KZfOI
3. Eternity: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R6mefXs5h9o
Biographical: e.g.:
Coleridge: Early Visions, Darker Reflections – two volume biography by Richard Holmes (Harper
Perennial 1989 & 1998)
The Friendship: Wordsworth and Coleridge – Adam Sisman (Harper Press 2006)
Unruly Times: Wordsworth and Coleridge in their time – A.S. Byatt (Vintage 1997)
The Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth – (Oxford 1971)
The Ballad of Dorothy Wordsworth – Frances Wilson (Faber and Faber 2008)
William Wordsworth – Hunter Davies (Weidenfeld & Nicolson / Sutton Publishing Ltd. 1980)
Radical Wordsworth: The Poet Who changed the World – Jonathan Bate (William Collins 2020)
Keats – Andrew Motion (Faber & Faber 1997)
Shelley: The Pursuit – Richard Holmes (Harper Perennial 2005)
Red Shelley – Paul Foot (Bookmarks Publications 1984)
Shelley’s Socialism – Edward Aveling and Eleanor Marx Aveling (The Journeyman Press 1975)
Shelley and His World – Claire Tomalin (Penguin 1992)
Shelley’s Ghost – Stephen Hebron & Elizabeth C. Denlinger (Bodleian Library, Oxford 2010)
Byron: Life and Legend – Fiona MacCarthy (Faber & Faber / John Murray 2002)
William Blake 1757-1827 – Jacob Bronowski (Penguin Books 1944)
For further critical and biographical reading, if desired:
A Preface to Wordsworth – John Purkis (Longman 1970, 1986)
A Preface to Keats – Cedric Watts (Longman 1985)
A Preface to Shelley – Patricia Hodgart (Longman 1985)
A Preface to Coleridge – Allan Grant (Longman1972)
Byron – Jane Stabler (Longman 1998)
- all published in the Preface Books or similar series by Longman / Routledge
Shelley Anthologies:
Shelley in Italy, introduced & edited by John Lehmann (The Chiltern Library, John Lehmann 1947)
Selected Poems of P.B. Shelley, introduced & edited by John Holloway (Poetry Bookshelf, Heinemann 1960)
Shelley: Poetical Works, edited by Thomas Hutchinson, with comments by Mary Shelley (OUP 1970)
For advanced studies, inter alia:
The Social Contract – Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Wordsworth Classics of World Literature)
Emile – Jean-Jacques Rousseau (various publishers, including Everyman Classics (o.p.))
Romanticism – Lilian R. Furst (Methuen – Critical Idiom series)
The Romantic Poets – Graham Hough (Arrow Books)
The Romantic Imagination – Sir Maurice Bowra (O.U.P.)
Coleridge on Imagination – I. A. Richards (Routledge)
Coleridge: The Clark Lectures 1951-52 – Humphrey House (Rupert Hart-Davis)
Essays In Criticism: Second Series 1888 – Matthew Arnold (on Wordsworth, Shelley, Byron)
Revaluation – F.R. Leavis (Chatto & Windus 1956) (on Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats)
The Odes of John Keats – Helen Vendler (Harvard University Press)
(Some of these texts may be currently out of print but obtainable second hand or from the Library.)
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