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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Strangely, Romantic drama has rarely been treated as an organic force. The studies, 

stray references, and dissertations have been mainly restricted to discussions of the 

sentimental Gothic and Elizabethan drama. The uncomplimentary nature of what little has 

been written is also not wholly justifiable and rather surprising. Romantic verse-drama has 

remained under-prized, even ignored. AUardyce Nicoll's standard work on the early 

nineteenth century poetic plays, A History of Early Nineteenth Century English Drama 

(1930), regards the attempts by the Rom.antic poets as an aberration. Fifteen years earlier than 

Nicoll's book. The Dramas of Lord Byron (1915) by Samuel C. Chew had mirrored the same 

attitudes. Bertrand Evans' pioneering work Gothic Drama from Walpole to Shelley (1947) 

does not differ much from Nicoll's and Chew's views. Admittedly, some fresh materials on 

some of the works of some Romantic playwrights, such as, the preface to The Borderers 

(1926), by de Selincourt, Bulwer and Macready (1958) edited by Charles H. Shattuck and 

above all, the four volumes of Coleridge's Letters (dating to 1819) edited by Earl L.Groggs 

produce an urge in us for reconsideration and re-evaluation of the merits of these plays. 

In the present study of the dramatic works of Percy Bysshe Shelley as a Romantic 

writer, we have sought to go for a reappraisal of his works. While discussing his plays, we 

have tried to bring out certain questions that Shelley's plays pose, and those questions, 

though rooted in the contemporary political climate, nevertheless have haunted a sensitive 

rebel like Shelley since his salad days. Despite his missionary idealism, Shelley was also 

fully conscious of the reality around, and after the waning of the first flush of enthusiasm 
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with the illusory outcome of the French Revolution, he took no time to realize the potential 

force of evil. 

Shelley's Romantic temperament led him to gravitate towards the world of drama. He 

gave shape to the intense and passionate feelings in and through his characters. Along with 

his sense of evil, its mystery and the problem as to how to encounter it had become the 

principal factors in his plays. He chose themes revealing his moral anxiety not only in his 

major dramatic works, but also while translating plays from various languages. 

Shelley's Prometheus Unbound is, concerned not only with what is, but also with what 

might be or ought to be. The action of this play centres on the existence of the evil both in the 

external worlds and in the mind of the protagonist, Prometheus. He takes a noble revenge against 

his oppressor through love and forgiveness. He says that he speaks in grief, not in exultation, for 

he hates no more. At the same time, Demogorgon, the force which is active in the temporary 

elimination of the evil, warns at the end of the play that the moral order—infirm or whimsical— 

may release the serpent again. Thus, we find that Shelley was sure of the 'Spells', '...by which to 

resume/ An empire o'er the disentangled doom' {Prometheus Unbound, Act-IV, II. 568-569) — 

but he was not so sure of how to generate these in the minds of the cruel and the ruthless. That 

man may be allured to commit sins in place of putting up with tyranny, which may ultimately 

bring the end of evil, has also been hinted at his later plays and dramatic works. In his play The 

Cenci, the heroine Beatrice submits herself to evil by taking revenge against her father who has 

committed a heinous crime: 'Death must be the punishment of crime...' (The Cenci, Act III, Sc. i. 

I. 122). She cannot love and forgive. In his dramatic poem Hellas, Shelley represents Greek war 

of independence against the Turks as an event prophesying a new era free from corruption, and 

ruled by equality, justice, and love. But the final picture is an impetuous return to earth from an 

escaping flight into a Romantic dream and a warning: 'Oh, cease! Must hate and death 
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much to the guidance of Dr. Jibon Krishna Banerjee from the Visva-Bharati University who 

has stood by me like a guardian angel whenever I needed materials. I also remember my 

departed mother and my father-in-law who both hoped to enjoy my success, but could not do 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the present study, Shelley has been presented as a Romantic dramatist and his 

moral concern as reflected in his works has been discussed in particular. Therefore, a few 

words must be said regarding the failure of the Romantic Drama in general. Usually two 

reasons are pointed out by the early critics: lack of grip on the actual current affairs of the 

world around and imitation of Shakespearean verse pattern. It is said that the very Romantic 

nature went against dramatic writing as it was lacking in objectivity and the Romantics were 

more interested in life as it should be than in life as it is. 

There are other arguments put forward by latter-day critics against the Romantic 

dramatists: they refused to accept adverse criticism; hated lowering their dignity by mixing 

with the stage people, and were naturally unfamiliar with stage and performance techniques. 

The critics also point out that by temperament they were self-centered and, therefore, their 

plays are, necessarily as if, little more than dramatic monologues about themselves. In short, 

they should be treated as spoilt children. 

Such criticism sheds some light on the value of the Romantic drama no doubt, but the 

critical prejudice against the Romantic playwrights is so strong to this day, that even sober 

critics find little time to rethink and discover intrinsic merits of the plays. Their die-hard 

contention against the Romantics—^that they never grasped the basic principle that 'those who 

live to please must please to live'—^therefore lingers on. This may all be true from the critics' 

point of view, but we do not agree to the opinions of historians and critics when they say that 

the dramatic literature of the nineteenth century is a formless mass of mediocrity, dull and 

repetitive, lacking literary merit and thematic value, a realm that remained dull almost for a 

hundred years while the glorious achievements of Shaw and Wilde waited in the horizon 

'pregnant with momentous art'. We rather believe that these plays have been judged through 



'second intentions' and they indeed await a reappraisal. 

However, for the present study, we have chosen Shelley as a Romantic dramatist 

whose plays incarnate the conflict between the Good and the Evil. He hopes that the Good 

will ultimately come out victorious and a new era will begin with the spirit of Love reigning 

over the world. But the poet-dramatist does not seem to be sure about the means to attain this 

end, and we have tried to reveal his moral anxiety over this confusion as reflected in his 

dramatic works including his full-fledged plays, dramatic fragments, and translations from 

dramatic pieces of other languages. 

Allardyce NicoU's attitude towards Shelley perhaps represents that of the other 

detractors of Romantic drama: 

None of the poets turned to ordinary modem life for the subjects of their plays. 

Thus it happens that the poetic drama, though more serious than the stage 

plays, was almost equally removed from life; it reflected inadequately, but not 

distortedly, the thought and aspirations of the age but it did not afford a 

criticism of the life of the people. It was as far removed as possible from 

realism.' 

If lack of realism is a major charge against Romantic drama, we have to remember 

that Shakespeare himself could hardly escape it. That this situation of realism is ambiguous is 

further evident from Earnest Watson's observations that the later Victorian theatre-goers 

thought that Shakespeare's 'realism' was 'remote and poetical.'^ A similar refrain is echoed 

by S.C. Chew as he maintains that the Romantic playwrights did not offer a criticism of 'the 

life of the people' because their plays were 'as far removed as possible from realism'.^ Yet, in 

the same breath, he declares that the Romantic poets somehow managed to reflect 'the 

thought and aspirations of the age'. His self-contradiction is too glaring to require further 

comments. 



In defence of the above criticism, we would like to point out that Romantic drama 

lacks realism in the ordinary sense of the term, and the term 'realism' itself is ambiguous. 

The Romantic poets are 'realists' in the deeper sense, and there is a kind of inner realism 

behind the superficial realism. Rightly does G. Wilson Knight observe: 

We should not look for perfect verisimilitude to life, but rather see each play 

as an expanded metaphor, by means of which the original vision has been 

projected into forms thereto with greater or less exactitude according to the 

demands of its nature.. ..The persons, ultimately, are not human at all, but 

purely symbols of poetic vision.** 

This means that while the dramatist must not be too remote from life, he should seize 

the eternal truth existing in the universe. As a matter of fact, to produce through poetic means 

a dramatic commentary on human existence, that at once will be contemporary and timeless, 

has always been, in the words of Fellies Schelling, 'the ideal of most dramatists in most 

?5 
Ages.'" It was more so with the English Romantic poets who responded rather shyly to the 

call of the third Muse. 

Further, the critical judgment of William Archer, T.S. Eliot, and F.R. Leavis may lead 

us to support the view that the poetic plays of the early nineteenth century were mainly 

imitative of Shakespeare's. Archer's comments are rather stringent and comic: 

Whatever was least essential to Shakespeare's greatness was conscientiously 

imitated; his ease and flexibility of direction, his subtle characterization and 

his occasional mastery of construction were all ignored. Laboured rhetoric, 

whether serious or comic, was held to be the only legitimate form of dramatic 

utterance.^ 

T.S. Eliot gently, but firmly, alludes to the main cause of the failure of the poetic 

plays of the Romantics when he discusses the poetry of his own in the Murder in the 



Cathedral: 

As for the versification, 1 was only aware at this stage that the essential was to 

avoid any echo of Shakespeare, for I was persuaded that the failure of the 

nineteenth century poets when they wrote for the theatre (and most of the 

greatest English poets had tried their hand at drama) was not in their theatrical 

technique, but in their dramatic language; and this was due largely to their 

limitation to a strict blank verse which, after extensive use for non-dramatic 

poetry, had lost the flexibility which blank verse must have if it is to give the 

effect of conversation.'' 

The process of Shelley's reinstatement began in the middle of the twentieth century 

mainly with the publication of two pioneering studies: Carlos Baker's Shelley's Major Poetry 

(Princeton, 1948), and Kenneth Neill Cameron's The Young Shelley (New York: Macmillan, 

1950). Cameron especially pointed out the fact, ignored by both Victorians like Arnold and 

Browning and modems like T.S. Eliot and F.R. Leavis, that Shelley 'was the product of a 

school of thought, its most penetrative creative thinker in fact—stretching from Jefferson to 

Cobbett, from Diderot to Godwin; a school arising out of the Americsm and French 
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Revolution and the English reform movement.' 

Cameron's argument was supplemented in David Lee Clark's Shelley's Prose 

(Albuquerque, 1954) in which he established that Shelley was influenced by the British 

empirical tradition represented by Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot. These critics thus were of 

the opinion that Shelley's prose reflected the gradualist and the cautious reformer whereas his 

poetry was that of a millenarian. 

However, Shelley was judged from a fresh perspective with the publication of R.B. 

Wooding's Shelley: Modern Judgments (Macmillan, 1968) in which G.M. Matthews points 

out in his ^A Volcano's Voice in Shelley' (1957): 



Major paroxysmal eruptions of Mount Etna occurred in 1763 and 1792, and of 

Vesuvius in 1760, 1779, and 1794, besides minor ones early in the new 

century. Shelley himself, climbing Vesuvius in 1818, found the mountain 'in a 

slight state of eruption' (letter, 22 Dec. 1818), and Etna, too, erupted again 

towards the close of 1819.^ 

According to Matthews, Shelley considered this incessant volcanic activity as a 

symbol for the earth's capacity for change and renewal which is necessary for the elimination 

of evil. Revaluation of Shelley was further affirmed with the publication of Art Young's 

Shelley and Non-violence (Mouton: The Hague, 1975). A chapter in this book, 'Shelley and 

Gandhi', views the poet as a pioneer of non-violence, forbearance, and passive resistance in 

early nineteenth-century England. Young points out: 

Shelley's interpretation of history is remarkably similar to Gandhi's. In the 

words of Professor Duerksen, Shelley interprets history as a persistent 

"struggle between dictatorship and liberty, in which the general tendency is 

towards liberty". Gandhi's 'course of nature' is very close to mature Shelley's 

concept of Necessity, an amoral force in time with which moral man aligns 

himself through an act of will to escape from the vicious cycles of history.'^ 

Art Young further argues that non-violence seeks to overcome the human degradation 

that inevitably results from violence and also to promote human liberation through the 

abjuring of hate and revenge. He considers Prometheus as the 'most Gandhian of all long 

poems'. 

The recent Shelley criticism in the last decades of the twentieth century has focused 

on Shelley the visionary and the futurist. Patricia Hogart's Shelley's Philosophical Beliefs (A 

Preface to Shelley, Longman: London and New York, 1981)" explores the impact of 

Enlightenment as well as that of Godwin, Rousseau, and the Greeks on Shelley's mind. She 



thinks that the anticlerical, rationalistic, and scientific stance of the Enlightenment liberated 

Shelley from the world of the Gothic Romances and the tales of horror. To him. Necessity 

was the key to the riddle of existence which governed both the material world and the mind 

of man. 

In his poetic play, Prometheus Unbound, Shelley has dealt with Necessity in the final 

speech of Demogorgon. This element of moral concern is present in all his dramatic works— 

complete or fragmentary. As we go through these works and try to re-evaluate Shelley as a 

dramatist, we have to agree with T.S. Eliot over his inadequate grasp of dramatic art emd 

dramatic dialogue which often indulges in declamatory speech and lyrical effusion. But we 

must not overlook in these writings his capacity to analyze the spiritual dilemma of the age, 

his persistent moral anxiety exposing the ailments afflicting the social order, and his power to 

scrutinize the possible modes of freedom. A recent critic, Kelvin Everest, has established 

Shelley as a poet esteemed by the modems: 'He is understood as the greatest poet of the 

political left.''^ But we have to remember the fact that his writings reveal him also as a 

person who is not at all in favour of bloodshed and violence. He believes in the active role of 

the principle of Love, symbolized by the character of Asia—the beloved of Prometheus in his 

poetic play Prometheus Unbound—for the elimination of the spirit of Evil responsible for the 

exploitation of humanity. It is, however, true, that the crusader in Shelley, in search of truth 

and deliverance, often turns into an incorrigible idealist, over-soaring 'the loftiest star of 

unascended heaven, pinnacled dim in the intense inane'. 

The object of the present study is not to re-evaluate Shelley as a successfiil dramatist, 

but to reconsider him as a dramatist with moral concerns, with a sense of admiration for some 

moral values for the protection of human society. Therefore, we should bear in mind that 

Shelley is not always an idealist. Though a dreamer, he is also aware of the potential evils 

inherent in the human society itself He is also a realist who knows that human mind itself is 



responsible for the generation and nurturing of the principle of Evil. In Prometheus Unbound, 

therefore, Demogorgon, the destroyer of the spirit of Evil incarnated in Jupiter, utters a 

warning for the error-committing humanity: 

And if, with infirm hand, Eternity 

Mother of many acts and hours, should free 

The serpent that would clasp her with his length; 

These are the spells by which to reassume 

An empire o'er the disentangled doom. 

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 

To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; ... 

{Prometheus Unbound; Act IV, 11. 562-575) 

The hope expressed in this play gradually becomes weaker in his later dramatic 

writings. In his tragedy The Cenci, the heroine Beatrice is not able to love in spite of being 

tortured, not able to forgive the Oppressor emd, therefore, is compelled to resort to the 

principle of Evil in order to take revenge. In his dramatic poem Hellas also, the poet is 

apprehensive that mankind may not embrace the principle of Love and Forgiveness: 

Oh, cease! must hate and death return? 

Cease! must men kill and die? 

Cease! drain not to its dregs the urn 

Of bitter prophecy. 



The world is weary of the past, 

Oh, might it die or rest at last! 

(Hellasjl 1096-1101) 

Mary Shelley in her Note on Prometheus Unbound has pointed out this fact that 

'Shelley believed that mankind had only to will that there should be no evil and there would 

be none'/ At the same time, the poet was aware of the 'sad reality' of The Cenci. He knew 

that often man is not able to control his will-power and thus he becomes a slave to the 

principle of Evil. Therefore, throughout his dramatic writings the poet has struggled to find 

out a means for helping man to curb his will-power, to find out the nature of the principle of 

love, necessary as the strong foundation of human moral values. 

The present study will focus on certain aspects of this struggle of the poet in his 

search for the truth, his moral anxiety which has haunted all sensitive rebels through 

generations. Shelley the poet does not differ much from Shelley, the dramatist. He is a rebel, 

a reformer, a visionary, and almost always the champion of the causes of the sufferers, 

victims of corruption and superstition, might and pride. He is a revolutionary against 

inequities and injustice, and, above all, a humanist who is disturbed by the wretched 

condition of the oppressed humankind. He is in search of a means which would eradicate the 

menace of Evil in order to establish a happier world. The romantic, sensitive rebel in Shelley, 

on the other hand, was on the side of moderation and non-violent means. In spite of his zeal 

for radical reform, he had to turn to Christ's philosophy of love. This reminds us of our 

reformers: Buddha with his emphasis on 'Ahimsa'; Shree Chaitanya with his religion of love; 

and Mahatma Gandhi with his non-violent, non-co-operation movement. The reading of 

history of each of these thinkers has much in common with that of Shelley. We have also to 

remember Marx's and Lenin's praise of Shelley in spite of the poet's faith in winning a man's 

heart through love and reforming the erring person by creating remorse in him. 
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CHAPTER I 

The Early Nineteenth-century Background: the Conflict -

Social, Political, Literary, and Moral 

We may state at the outset that the major Romantic poets were both the products and 

the victims of their age (1789-1832) and that they were in a sense rebels and radicals, unlike 

the Augustans who were known as conformists and professed neo-classicists. The most 

notable characteristic feature of the age, therefore, may best be described by the word 

'conflict', and the Romantics experienced this conflict rather intensely—it was a double 

storm, inside and outside, though this conflict was valuable for their poetry. Not that the age 

did not witness great endeavours, scientific and industrial, social and political. There were 

enough enterprises and achievements, yet the turmoil, discontent, protests, economic 

depression, injustice, corruption together with the struggles through which England moved 

during its Industrial Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, left their marks on the poets, 

intellectuals, and humanitarians of the age. As Shelley writes characteristically in his preface 

to Helllas (composed in 1821 and published in 1822; the first publisher withdrew this 

passage): 

This is the age of the war of the oppressed against the oppressors, and 

everyone of those ringleaders of the privileged gangs of murderers and 

swindlers, called sovereigns, look to each other for aid against the common 

enemy, and suspend mutual jealousies in the presence of a mightier fear: Of 

this holy alliance all the despots of the earth are virtual members. But a new 

race has risen through out Europe nursed in the abhorrence of the opinions 
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which are its chains, that she will continue to produce fresh generations to 

accomplish that destiny which tyrants foresee and dread.' 

In this connection we should remember that at first Waterloo was as effective an event 

for the younger Romantics like Byron, Shelley and Keats as the Bastille was for Wordsworth 

and Coleridge. As Hazlitt pointed out: 'Nothing was too mighty for this new-begotten hope; 

and the path that led to the human progress seemed as plain as the pictures in the Pilgrims 

Progress leading to paradise.' 

In fact the revolution in France in the last decade of the eighteenth century threw the 

whole Europe into turmoil. The revolutionaries were, as always, champions of the ideals of 

liberty, equality and fraternity. Naturally, the youths of England along with youths of the 

whole continent were greatly enthused and their imagination was fired. There were great 

outbursts of jubilation and, to the youth, to re-cite an oft-quoted line of Wordsworth: 'Bliss it 

was in that dawn to be alive.'^ 

As a matter of fact, it was the French Revolution which was largely instrumental in 

first rousing Wordsworth to be interested in writing dramas and its after-effects had the same 

impact on Coleridge. Even the first Act of the play. The Fall of Robespierre (1794), that he 

wrote at the age of twenty-one in collaboration with Southey, his first dramatic effort, bears 

testimony to his strong reaction to the upheavals in Paris. The dedicatory words too reflect his 

response to the event. The meeting of the generals at Versailles in 1789 raised great 

expectations and its outcome was awaited with robust optimism. Also the fall of Bastille was 

welcomed by the young sparks of England as a signal not only for the regeneration of France 

but also as an opening for establishing a common field for mutual cooperation and progress. 

Many were happy that at last the privileges and vested interests of the feudal lords were going 

to be removed. But the promises and expectations were belied, the illumination of the young 
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hearts was dimmed and the warmth of enthusiasm cooled down as the revolutionaries 

indulged in senseless bloodshed.'* 

In Shelley's Revolt of Islam, the French Revolution is allegorised in an idealistic 

manner, but his letters written during the period of 1819-1822 reflect a sense of pessimism at 

the unhappy course of human affairs in Europe in general and in England in particular. His 

Prometheus chained to a desolate rock in the Caucasus, is an image of man's mind suffering 

from hatred and fear, tortured by all the venom that evil mentality is capable of. Shelley's 

conflict bom of the turn of events at home and abroad is evident to the perceptible reader who 

reads between the seemingly optimistic lines of the Semichorus I in Helllas: 

Let the tyrants rule the desert they have made, 

Let the free possess the paradise they claim; 

Be the fortune of our fierce oppressors weighed 

With our ruin, our resisteince, and our name! 

The situation after Waterloo was described by Lord Castlereagh, the leader of the House of 

Commons, as 'the transition from a state of war to a state of peace.'^ 

This is an incurable optimistic and exulting point of view. Actually, since after the 

defeat of Napoleon by the Duke of Wellington in 1815, England's sufferings began. This is 

an inevitable post-war aftermath from which no nation could escape. The Romantic poet's 

millennium of universal peace, love and justice, further receded in real life, but the dreams 

nevertheless remained in their writings, though refracted in various forces and modes. The 

conflict between the ideal and real is thus further intensified. In fact wherever one looked one 

found a dismal picture. As a contemporary described: 

France could only be kept quiet by foreign occupation; Spain was trodden 

down under the feet of a driveling idiot called king; Poland was manacled to 

Russia; the dream of Italian independence was at an end when Austria was to 

12 



rule over four millions of the Lombardo-Venetian kingdom. Promises made in 

the hour of danger had been violated when people had won safety of 

crowns....^ 

Nearer home, twenty years of war produced no real good worth mentioning, except, 

of course, in the fields of literature. These wars brought more domestic misery than was ever 

experienced by England. In the words of another contemporary: 

Thousands thrown out of employment, usual channels closed,—no other as yet 

adequately opened—were of themselves sufficient dreadful; but when to them 

were added the dreadful seasons of 1816 and 1817, when the crops failed all 

through Europe, it is no wonder that an unparalleled degree of distress was the 

g 
consequence. 

True, England's practical control of the sea after the Battle of Nile (1798) was already 

complete after the Battle of Trafalgar (1805). England now achieved supremacy over Europe 

and throughout the nineteenth century she acquired huge territories in far-off areas of the 

world. But at home she was not having a smooth sailing. The expectations of the Waterloo 

were again belied in the increasing chaos that was created after the war. The restrictions upon 

freedom imposed during the war were not withdrawn. A struggle ensued between the 

gathering forces of liberation and dictatorial oligarchy. Of course, the big business interests in 

the field of commerce and industry gained some power too at the passing of the Reform Bill 

in 1832. 

Further, the evil effects of the Industrial Revolution intensified by the war with France 

created some problems on the question of the blockade of the continent, a small scale United 

States (1812-1814). The growth of the textile industry led to enclosures uprooting the small

holders from land. They flocked to the factories for livelihood. The war had provided many 

jobs, but peace threw millions, soldiers and labourers, out of employment. An explosion in 
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population made matters worse for the working classes, making bread dearer as import of 

foreign grain stopped as a result of food riots of 1816 in Northern Europe. The labourers 

broke down machines in the Midlands as they lay all responsibility on these machines for 

increasing their misery. There was a mammoth meeting at Spa Fields, organized by "Orator 

Hunt" (Henry Hunt), which resulted in the "Spa Fields Riots". 

The economic doctrines of laissez-faire, pronounced by Adam Smith as far back as 

1776, had captivated the imagination of Pitt in his boyhood. The young minister carried a 

rapid reduction and simplification of tariffs. But the process was reversed by the war 1793-

1815. War expenditure and the interest on war debt were defrayed by unscientific taxation on 

almost all articles in common use. Wartime income tax on the middle class continued in 

peacetime. A revenue tariff taxed raw materials more heavily than manufactured articles. The 

rising prices and food scarcity increased suffering and unrest. The Act of 1824 is the first 

case of the impartial application of the doctrine of laissez-faire even when it benefited the 

workmen as against the master. Passed in the days of anti-Jacobin panic (1799-1780), Pitt's 

'Combination Law' rendered Trade Union activities illegal. Now the wage-earners could 

work out their own salvation not only by the repeal of the combination laws, but by 

analogous legislations passed at various dates, which permitted artisans to emigrate, and 

legalized 'Friendly and cooperative societies'. These laws were the work of Radicals and 

political economists of the 'classical' school. (Malthus, Ricardo and even Mcculloch 

supported the repeal of the combination laws.) 

Trading in slaves was another weapon in the hands of reformers in both Tory and 

Whig groups. In the 'Ministry of all The Talents', Evangelists, Quakers, poets, philosophers 

all combined to insist on the passage and to get the Bill abolishing the slave trade {An Act for 

the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1807) passed. The successful conclusion of the anti-slavery 

movement in England ushered in immense and beneficent changes in all those European 
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nations who throughout the nineteenth century shared the burden of the helpless South-

African slaves. Among those who should be thanked for the abolition of this ugly system, 

mention must be made of William Wilburforce and Fox. The former was the follower of 

Evangelicalism and latter has been compared by G.M. Trevelyan with Shakespeare for his 

human qualities.^ 

Then there was the barbarous and the meaningless penal code. Samuel Romilly fought 

bravely against it in the face of vigorous anti-Jacobin prejudices. Sir Thomas Burdett (Shelley 

dedicated his The Wandering Jew to this leader) also joined hands against the government. 

Among the victims of government repression was William Blake (he was brought to trial on 

the charge of sedition in 1803) and Leigh Hunt (he was prosecuted in 1811 along with John 

Hunt for exposing the evils of flogging in the army). William Cobbet too was imprisoned for 

the same chairge against him. An avid Isaac Eaton reprinted Paine's The Age of Reason and 

he was tried for this. (Shelley wrote a letter to Lord Ellen-borough on this occasion.) When 

the Luddite riots broke out in 1811, the Frame breaking Bill (1812) was passed. If anybody 

smashed the manufacturing machines, it would be treated as capital offence. (It may be noted 

that Byron attacked this Bill in the House of Lords.) Many victims of technological 

unemployment were executed in presence of noisy crowds silenced by the military. In 1817 

William Home was tried for publishing parodies on the creed, the Litany and the Catechism, 

in 1818 Richard Carlile reprinted Home's Parodies and Paine's works. He was fired and 

imprisoned. This was a step towards the freedom of the press. Naturally, the public suffered 

from nervous tension, and when the Scottish weavers struck work in 1812, the public became 

panic-stricken. In Scott's letter to Southey, written at this time, a significant line is found: 

'The country is mined beneath our feet.' "̂  

But still the administration controlled by the Tories strengthened the vested interests 

further. George Ill's fit of insanity during his last years made him unfit to say anything about 
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the affairs of his kingdom. The Combination Act (1799-1780), as we have pointed out, had 

already abolished all trade union action, and, in the meantime, more repressive measures 

were imposed. Naturally, a reaction set in. There were cries for freedom. Agitations, 

processions, and protest meetings were held for bread, employment and fair representation in 

the parliament. The ideas of Adam Smith {The Wealth of Nations, 1776), of Thomas Paine 

{The Rights of Man, 1791) and {The Age of Reason, 1794), of William Godwin {The Enquiry 

into PoliticalJustice, 1793), of Mary WoUstonecraft's attack (in her Vindication of the Rights 

of Men, 1970) on Edmund Burk's contempt of the poor (in his Reflections in the Revolution 

in France, 1790), of James Makintosh's Vindicac Gallicae (1791), of Joseph Priestly's 

Letters to the right to the Honourable Edmund Burke (1791), of John Thelwall's The 

Pripatetic (1793), of William Cobbet's Political Register, of the French Thought in the 

Eighteenth Century such as Claude Adrien Helvitin's Romantic theories of education (e.g. the 

mind is at birth a tabula rasa), containing something like Condillac's interpretation of Lock's 

epistemology and mounting an attack upon convention, kings, priests and hereditary rights, 

Baron d'Holback's Systeme de la Nature (1770), Rousseau's Discourse ('return to nature'), 

among others, had fertilising influence on the thoughts of the intelligentsia. Various 

associations like 'The London Revolution Society' (1792) and newspapers like The Morning 

Chronicle and The Morning Post were better opponents of the repressive laws and 

championed the causes of liberty. A brilliant newspaper y4«r/ Jacobin defended government's 

tax policies and its contributors satirized radical ideas, including those of Coleridge, Southey 

and Paine. Revolutionary pamphleteering, especially by William Cobbet's Republican, and 

Wooler's Blast Lhvarf-were widely read for their radical views and were brought to courts. 

People's sufferings increased double-fold during 1815-1817. All this was due mainly 

to Irish immigration and low infantile death rate. Consequently, hellish slums and cheap 

cellars became the only shelters for the excess population. People slightly better-off, who 

16 



crowded the cities among their unemployed counterparts created due to the new machinery, 

were discharged army men. Gradually power-looms replaced hand-looms: first in the cotton, 

then in the woolen industry causing fresh problems for the poor. 

We have already referred to the unemployment problem, food riots, and the December 

Spa Fields Meeting (1816). An unfortunate incident added a new dimension to people's 

distress and discontent. With permission, 'Orator Hunt' addressed a gathering of 60,000 men, 

women, and children in St. Peter's Field at Manchester (16"^ August, 1819). But as soon as 

the meeting began, the magistrates got panicked, and ordered the horsemen and yeomanry 

who were 'Tory' partisans to disperse the crowds. Cursed and hustled, they charged the 

unarmed masses with sabers. As a result, eleven persons, including two women, were killed 

and four hundred people were injured, including over a hundred women*. This is known as 

'Peterloo Massacre' which roused Shelley to write The Mask of Anarchy although at the time 

he was putting the finishing touches to The Cenci. In December of the same year, i.e. 1819, 

Shelley significantly composed the Fourth and the last Act of his Prometheus Unbound. 

Further, a plot to blow up the cabinet was discovered. This plot came to be known as 'Carto 

Street Conspiracy'. Six acts were passed to regulate agitated gatherings, which again 

inflamed the masses. 

Popular feeling found another occasion to raise its voice—Queen Caroline claimed 

* The statement in the middle of an otherwise excellent chapter of the Cambridge Modern 

History to the effect that only one man was killed and forty injured does not bear scrutiny. 

The most recent summary of the evidence on the number of casualties can be read in pp. 81-5 

of Three Accounts of Peterloo, edited by F.A. Bruton (Manchester University Press, 1921). 

Also see G.M. Trevelyan, British History in the Nineteenth Century and after: 1702-1919, 

(Penguin Books, 1968, pp. 193-4, note.) 
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the right to be crowned at her husband's coronation (1820), when divorce proceedings were 

brought against her," and Viscount Castlereagh, a target of popular hatred for his association 

with Acts of repression, committed suicide in 1922. (He figures symbolically in the poetry of 

Byron and Shelley.) 

Actually, dishonesty among the reformers and 'radicals' had been rampant for 

sometime past, and strong public opinion could not be repressed for long. Some measures of 

reforms were taken—though slowly. The act of 1819 limited the hours of labour in cotton 

mills to eleven, thus recognizing, in principle, the parliamentary interference, though the 

concession itself was negligible. Agitation for harmless recreation for the poor and for 

working- class education was gaining ground. There were 'Mechanics Institutes' and other 

organizations run by public bodies. Robert Owen's contention that human personality could 

develop only in right environment, as contained in his New View of Society (Part I, 1813), 

appealed to the philanthropists. His convictions that the Rift between hand-labour and 

machine, labour and capital, could be reconciled and that through model communities and a 

proper labour exchange system many grievances of the working people could be removed 

appealed to social economists. Such ideas inspired John Ruskin, and influenced many 

Victorian legislations. 

On the other side, the father of the utilitarian school of philosophy, Jeremy Bentham 

(1748-1832) questioned the usefulness of the heritage of the past. All traditions should be 

tested by the revision.of the law. Betterment of society in the line of 'greatest happiness of 

the greatest number' was his chief aim. James Mills (1773-1836) and John Stuart Mill (1806-

1873), great names in the History of psychology and political economy, collaborated with 

Bentham in giving fuller shapes to his ideas. The Tories in power had to repeal the Test and 

Corporation Act (1826) and the Roman Catholics were emancipated. Francis Place (1771-

1854), the moderate radical, and Joseph Hume, led the movement for parliamentary reforms. 
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A fuel was added in the meantime to the fire of strikes and violent agitations by the 

French Revolution of July 1830. Whigs conceded a concession to the agitators for just 

representation and finally through the Reform Bill (1832) the middle classes gained 

considerable political power. 

A refreshing sense of change was also in the air. This was due to many reasons, 

namely, writings of the French enlightenment, new interest in scientific discoveries, 

inspiration from America in her new constitution and philosophical speculations about the 

perfectibility of men. In the words of a historian: 'Stability and contentment had inspired the 

glow in the Augustan bosom; an iridescent perspective of unlimited human progress awoke 

the enthusiasm of the Romantic generation.''^ 

Owing to technological reliabilities, country life was divided in two sections—^rich 

and poor with the middle class left in tension. The problems of production and exchange were 

not looked into. Wordsworth's impression is noteworthy: 

I see clearly that the principle ties which kept the different class of society in a 

vital and harmonious dependence upon each other have within these thirty 

years, either been greatly impaired or wholly dissolved. Everything has been 

put up to market and sold for the highest price it would buy. 

New mechanical contrivances were usual in factories to save wastage of human 

labour. The steam engine by James Wyatt is a spectacular innovation of the period, but the 

smoke and flame symbolized the darker aspects of technological progress. The romantic 

valleys described by Wordsworth in The Excursion (viii) were marred by textile mills run by 

waterpower. 
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These textiles, though cheap, broke down the country economy being fatal to the cottage 

industry products such as spinning, weaving or knitting.* 

Then the enclosure of common lands reduced the living standard of the users to a 

considerable degree; we find from Thomas Berwick's autobiography that 'the poor men were 

rooted out, and various mechanics of the villages deprived of all benefit of it.''^ 

We have observed in the beginning that the period under review was, aside from the 

depressing features, also a period of endeavour and enterprise. Circumnavigation, perfection 

of chronometer. Captain James Cook's Three Voyages discovering Australia and Sandwich 

Island, and finding the earthly paradise in the south seas opened new vistas, not only in the 

fields of geography and commerce, but also in the spheres of ideas. Comparative studies of 

political and social systems were taken up by theoreticians. The business transaction with the 

East Indies and Indian Sub-continents as a whole received an impetus through, strangely, the 

trial of Warren Hastings. The lucrative Indian market; in the Age of Nawabs, drew the 

attention of the adventures in business. The improvement of ship-building materials, five 

hundred watt engines, a new communication system, developing and digging canals, opening 

up of inland districts and Midlands and other developments caused optimism to the general 

run of the society but the reaction of the poets was somewhat otherwise. The five hundred 

watt engines, manufactured by Boulton, especially the one installed in Albion Flour mills in 

Southwark, later burnt in 1790, must have helped to condition the poet's attitude to the new 

technology. In fact, the 'town' now denoted a dumping ground for excess poor populace, 

with all its resultant insanitation, squalor and crudity. 

* Samuel Bamford gives two contrasting pictures of the living standard of a working man's 

family just before and after the invention of the machinery in his Dialect of South Lancashire, 

or Tim Bobbin's Tummus andMeary (Manchester, ISSO)'"* 
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On the other side, since the later half of the eighteenth century, the book trade 

publishing firms were investing heavy capital. This was due to the increase in the number of 

the literate and upper middle class people. Among the famous reference works, besides 

Johnson's Dictionary (1755), the first edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica was published 

in 1771. (John Harris' Lexicon Technicum (1710) and Chamber's Cyclopedia (1728) were of 

course pioneering efforts.) The book trade throughout the country began to flourish with a 

high level of organization. Quality of publishing and printing also improved. Writers were 

engaged for hack writing (Coleridge worked as hack writer for some time). Works of 

Shakespeare and other poets, writers, dramatists and scholars were printed and reprinted. The 

basis for professional writers was provided with, but notorious intermediary patron was 

vanishing fast. Most of the well-known poets of the period except Byron were not connected 

with any profession either at court, in the church or in the Army. Thus they could afford to go 

to far-off places and reflect, ponder and meditate on the deeper aspects of life. Though they 

became rich in sense perceptions, they could not, however, have the opportunity of gaining 

the practical experiences of life and thus, according to a school of opinion, they lacked adult 

maturity. (We are reminded of T.S. Eliot's opinion held in his youth that Shelley was a poet 

of the adolescent.) The prices of books, especially of new books, rose very high. 

Consequently, lending circulating libraries and reading rooms were formed in large numbers. 

(One publisher named Lane of Minerva Press had a stock of 17000 books in 1802 which he 

loaned out at comparatively cheap rate, 2d. a day for one book. Shelley, in his young days 

was an addict to some such sensational fictional works like Bride and No Wife, German 

Sorceress, and Mysterious Baron etc.) 

Also the Romantics faced a society where class-consciousness among the aristocratic 

and titled families still persisted. Wealth and position in the court or church still mattered. 

Shelley saw in his day that 'no class had ever enjoyed such riches as the landed gentry of 
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England', and he felt pity for the needy poor during the worst winters of 1811-12 and 1816-

17. For natural middle class writers—like Keats and John Claris—fame was no passport for 

them to mix with the nobility or genteel class. Jane Austen's novel Emma (1816) gives an 

interesting sketch of status consciousness. However, in the early 1795, one could see at 

Joseph Johnson's such notable figures as Godwin, Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft, Blake and 

Young Scott. Shelley, Godwin and Lamb had their circles meeting together at their houses in 

turn. Nevertheless, they sometimes associated with the celebrities belonging to the higher 

classes and gained their assistance, but with less easiness. '^ 

We agree that it will not be correct to say that Keats was 'killed' by critics but the fact 

cannot be denied that the younger romantic poets were often psychologically disturbed by the 

hostility shown by some of the influential reviewers of the time.'^ 

The journals with conservative policies—Blackwood's, Quarterly Review, and the 

Literary Gazette especially—were biased against Byron, Shelley and Keats—poets who were 

known for their liberal and radical views. The critics of these journals introduced morality, 

religion, politics and even personal life of the poet into literary consideration. There were 

occasional praises here and there, no doubt and Francis Geffrey, editor of the Edinburgh 

Review, only one among the hostile groups (Henry Brougham, Sydney Smith and William 

Blackwood) admitted late in life that he was rather unjust to the romantics.*^ But the unfair 

judgment on the literary works of Byron, Shelley and Keats, on the whole, made these poets 

suffer from a sense of injured sentiment. Byron was criticized by John Gibbon Lockhart who 

originated the terms 'cockney school of poetry' in Blackwood's Magazine in an abusive 

series of articles begun in October, 1817. 

The common people of England were suffering from poverty and exploitation. The 

comments of William, a popular radical leader of the time, bring out vividly their condition: 
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No human beings were ever before treated so unjustly, with so much insolence 

and with such damnable barbarity as the working people in almost of all the 

countries of England. Here you saw a people...first reduced to a state of half 

starvation, next setting to a state of half defiance; and then attacked by a 

standing army sent against them to capture and put them in prison.^° 

Tne coimtryside 'proletariat ready for revolt' stood side by side with the urban 

comrades for fighting the common enemy. The peace of the Augustans was replaced by 

discontent and distrust. Napoleonic wars caused unemployment and the economic depression 

was so overwhelming that it made Robert Southey remark that 'to talk of English happiness 

is like talking of Spartan freedom,.'̂ ^ There v/ere, of course, attempts to cool down the temper 

through the Evangelicals' softening influence, Spunhamland Act etc., but sufferings were 

made worse by half-hearted palliatives. Repression further aggravated the situation.^^ 

By 1832 the condition had already become so bad as to warrant Lord Maucaulay's 

fears of 'the wreck of laws, the conftision of ranks, the spoliation of property, and 

dissatisfaction of social order.'̂ "* In fact, the 'social fabric shattered'^^,and hence, the need for 

the Reform Bill of 1832, but in the words of a critic: 

The battle had been won—but not for romanticism. The Reform bill ushered 

in, not Shelley's millennium, a Colridgian pantisocracy, Byron's cant-free 

republic, or Keatsian paganism, but that reign of economists and calculators, 

gloomily prophesied by Burke. 

This, in brief, is the social, political and historical picture of the period. As for 

religious condition of the time only this much may be relevant for us to know that until the 

period of the French Revolution, there was no great pressure on poets to become antagonistic 

to religion. Of course, the major Romantics were always against the abuses of the church. It 

is well known that Shelley was punished by Oxford authorities for writing a pamphlet on the 
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Necessity of Atheism (though he admired Jesus Christ.) The rest of them bothered little about 

God or religion unless they felt the necessity to make him a villainous figure, but the 

common people still found comfort in the church. Burke's apprehension is typical of a 

reactionary intellectual of the period: 

On the side of religion, the danger of their example is no longer from 

intolerance, but from atheism; a foul, unnatural vice, to all the dignity and 

consolation of mankind. 

Religion in fact, of all varieties, could be assumed to be opposed to the atheistic 

Jacobinism of the philosophers and their English followers. Rationalist or Romantic. 

Religion, naturally, could not find favour with the upper classes, since it seemed to encourage 

insubordination. The lower classes, naturally too, found escape from earthly discomforts in 

the compensation of fervent nonconformity or Evangelicalism. The Romantic radicals 

opposed religious practices mainly because some privileged people use religion to justify 

ruthlessness and inequality and it was shown as a better substitute to reform. Dr. Hourseby's 

sermon to the Lord, spiritual and temporal (1973), and Hannah Moris' exhortation to the 

Shipham Club (1801) represent a typical outlook. They referred to: 'a conscientious 

submission to the sovereign power' which is 'no less than brotherly love, distinctive of 

Christ's disciples' and the role of 'an all wise and gracious providence to' unite all ranks of 

people together. Archdeacon Foley's views ('Religion smooths all inequality because it 

unfolds a project which makes all earthly distinctions nothing'), ^̂  have an apparent ring of 

good sense but in fact he propagated against reform or democracy. 

Under such inhuman religious propaganda, much of the romantic poetry and drama 

would naturally counter through anti-religion rhetorics. It was no shared experience. Thus the 

age of compromise was slowly giving way to an age of extremism. Romantic literature is a 

manifestation of such extreme sensibility. 
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Thus we find that there was conflict everywhere between the aristocracy and the 

middle class, between capital and labour, between town and the village, between the 

government and the general people, between the machine and the mind, between faith and 

distrust, between agriculture and industry, between home and abroad. The world was too 

much with most of the people of the time most of whom tried in the words of a contemporary 

poet dramatist T.L. Beddoes: 

To outstrip the world in the race 

For eold or glory - ^^ 

Under the circumstances, it is satisfying to note that the Romantic poets were neither 

divorced from life nor did they forget the eternal truths of life. It is natural, therefore, that 

Byron would replace Scott and Keats would welcome Wordsworth's The Excursion in 1818 

as 'one of the things to rejoice at this Age'. The Romantic poetry (the first two cantos of 

Childe Harold, for instance) was suddenly found to represent the discontent, the profound 

melancholy temperament of the sensitive heart. The popular sentiments of the age were given 

expression only by the Romantics in their poetry of revolt and disillusionment, of millennium 

and regeneration. 

As we shall see later, Shelley's plays, too, reflect the problems of the age and the 

spirit of the times, though the final tune transcends the immediate. Behind the fa9ade of an 

Elizabethan diction and behind the themes persistently devoted to liberty and the retributive 

passion of remorse, this involvement of contemporary social and political complexities of the 

period in their plays is not easy to detect yet it is very much there under the garb of 

'Romantic idealism'. We do not agree with S.C. Chew that the subject of the Romantic drama 
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written by the poets 'were mostly remote from contemporary interests.' ^' In fact, as a 

Romantic dramatist, Shelley chose the medium of drama to project his views about the world 

'as it is' and also the world 'as it should be' for ' . . . the connection of poetry and social good 

is more observable in the drama than in whatever other form.' ^̂  

Nineteenth Century Poetic Drama 

The Romantics were irresistibly attracted towards the poetic drama. But their nature 

did not suit to this way of writing. They were at a distance from the general current of life and 

that has become to some extent a demerit of their plays. They did not regard drama as a point 

of contact offered in the theatre between the writer and the society. It was to them only a 

form to give an expression to their passions. As they lived in isolation, they were unlike the 

Romantics on the Continent: 

It is perhaps difficult to conceive of Romantic egotists such as Shelley or Byron 

submitting to the discipline of the theatre; yet the history of nineteenth century drama 

elsewhere in Europe suggests that the Romantic approach could find satisfactory 

expression of the stage. To Schiller or Hugo the theatre offered a challenge which 

they rejoiced to accept. To the English Romantic poets it was something which they 

mostly preferred to ignore. ^̂  

The Indian scholar, Anniah Gowda, however did not agree with Rowell and says: 

'The Romantic temperament did not realize that the play is something which exists for an 

audience.' ^^ 

While discussing the poetry in Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot comments that the 

cause of the failure of the plays of the Romantics is their imitation of Shakespeare's blank 

verse: 
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As for the versification, I was only aware at this stage that the essential was to avoid 

any echo of Shakespeare for I was persuaded that the failure of nineteenth century 

poets when they wrote for the theatre (and most of the greatest English poets had tried 

their hand at drama) was not in their theatrical technique, but in their dramatic 

language; and this was due largely to their limitation to poetry which had lost the 

flexibility which blank verse should have if it is to give the effect of conversation. ̂ ^ 

William Archer also alludes to the limitations of those 'sedulous' dramatists who 

copied Shakespeare: 

Dramatic literature was at a low ebb.... The ghost of Romantic drama stalked the 

stage decked out in threadbare frippery and gibbering blank verse... whatever was 

least essential to Shakespeare's greatness was conscientiously imitated; his ease and 

flexibility of diction, his subtle characterization and his occasional mastery of 

construction were all ignored. Laboured rhetoric, whether serious or comic, was held 

to be the only legitimate form of dramatic utterance. ̂ ^ 

In this respect, F.R. Leavis comments that The Cenci of Shelley is 'Shakespearean in 

inspiration and abounds in particulars echoes of Shakespeare, echoes protracted, confused 

and wooly; plagiarisms, that is of the worst kind' ^̂  

The Romantic playwrights tried to imitate Shakespeare, to recreate the spirit of his 

plays in their own, but their attempts were almost in vain. Beddoes, for example, in his 

Death's Jest Book has tried to capture the spirit of an Elizabethan age, but he lacks the 

strength of characterization. Moreover, in these plays the Romantics delineated almost all the 

characters as ideas rather than individuals. The character of Beatrice in The Cenci is an 

example of this kind. Another striking feature coupled with this is that of their 'the 

comparative rarity of prose, the vehicle of everyday communication.' ^̂  
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From 1800 onwards poetic drama was written when prose was a developed medium 

so that the question remains why at all the poet dramatists should write their plays in verse. In 

fact, the supremacy of prose made the novel the predominant form of the age through which 

the largest possible audience could be secured. Rightly it has been remarked that as the 

Elizabethan age was the age of drama, the nineteenth century has been the age of the novel. ^ 

So it would have been quite in keeping with the natural course of events that drama which is 

essentially an expression of objective imagination and implies an appeal to the collective 

mind should have been in this age invaded and conquered by prose. But the apparent failure 

of prose to make its presence felt in this sphere was auspicious for poetic language. The poets 

could persuade themselves unhampered in resuscitating poetic drama. There was the tacit 

expectation of verse in tragic expression. There was a theatre where plays in verse were often 

accepted also. Then there was the enthusiastic goal over the rediscovery of the Elizabethans 

— the newly awakened interest in the masterpieces of the poetic drama, much encouraged by 

the publication of Lamb's Specimen of the Dramatic Poets (1808). Mention must also be 

made of Joanna Baillie's Plays of the Passions, the publication of which significantly 

coincided with Lyrical Ballads in the year 1798. If the latter sought to rediscover poetry by 

giving language to emotions, the former sought to rediscover tragic theatre by giving passions 

to dramatic characters. In the long preface attached to her work, Baillie said that the tragic 

poets in the past 

... have made use of the passions to mark their several characters and animate their 

scenes, rather than to open to our view the nature and portraitures of these great 

disturbers of the human breast, with whom we are all, near more or less, called upon 

to contend.... "^^ 

Evidently, here is one weighty answer to the question why verse should find place in 

drama — to give expression to the mighty stirring of the human breast through bold and 
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fitting figurative language naturally by poets, admiring those bold expressions with a mind 

labouring with ideas too strong to be conveyed in the ordinary forms of speech. 

All this was good augury, but the paradox of the century is that success in the poetic 

theatre was achieved by men like Milman, Maturin, and Shell, men who had no poetic locus 

standi and whose works today are dead and long-forgotten. The real poets of the age, who 

were the legitimate writers of poetic drama — for it was they who had the command of 

poetry and could call it into the service of drama — sadly kept away from the theatre. 

The paradox had its genesis, as we diagnose, in the popularity of fiction and in the 

vast novel-reading public, whose taste was fostered by such works as Walpole's Mysterious 

Mother and Lewis' Castle Spectre and who wanted in the theatre similarly sensational 

mystery and horror-mongering incidents and emotions as were found in the notorious Gothic 

novels. Since there is truth in the dictum that drama's rule the drama's patrons give, 

audience became the purveyor of the sensation and the spectacular melodrama, of the easy 

imitations of the works of Kotzebus. Joanna Baillie's directive to invest dramatic characters 

with passions — so that a natural pitch was acquired by tragic verse — was employed, in the 

absence of any clear-cut advice from her regarding dramatic action, to display passion not 

through dramatically co-ordinated action but through theatrically devised incidents and 

episodes. In the vast theatre-halls with the picture-frame stage and sets, other accessories 

were not fit to tragic poetry. Consequently, Scott had to lament that ' . . . show and 

machineries have therefore usurped the place of tragic poetry.' 

Bred in this theatre-atmosphere of the sensational and the spectacular, the audience 

grew notoriously evil in their callousness to sentiments. Poets with artistic conscience and 

integrity fell out with it. Their aloofness has been too hastily denied, their failure too hastily 

condemned. Unjustly, the fact has not been given its due recognition that behind this 

aloofness and this failure, there was the critical feeling that the existing commercial theatre 
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was not the right place for verse and that something else in manner and matter must be 

applied to establish real poetic drama. Of course, their critical feeling was not steady, and in 

practice their effort was often hampered on one side by a contagion of the existing standard 

and on the other side by a blind imitation of Shakespeare and the Elizabethans. 
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CHAPTER II 

Shelley's Gravitation Towards Drama 

It will be interesting to note that drama as a form of literature received perhaps the 

greatest compliment from a poet when Shelley remarked: 

The connection of poetry and social good is more observable in the drama 

than in a whatever other form. And it is ever corresponded with the highest 

dramatic excellence: and that the corruption or the extinction of the drama in 

an action where it has once flourished, is a mark of a corruption of manners.' 

It is no wonder, therefore, that a mind as that of Shelley, so richly gifted with 

imagination and sensitivity, would be fascinated by the world of drama form an early age. 

But, as T.S. Eliot regrets: 'Shelley did not live to put his poetic gifts, which were certainly of 

the first order, at the service of more tenable belief.'^ 

Mary Shelley points out in her Preface to the first collected edition of Shelley's 

Poems (1839) that her husband's poetry was mostly and ardently concerned with '...the 

cause of human happiness and improvement. This sympathy £ind concern took their roots in 

his mind from the very beginning and expressed through various moods and habits.' 

One of the moods, one may safely guess, must have inspired him to write play. Again, 

among Shelley's boyhood habits which can be taken as anticipations of his dramatic 

potentiality, were reciting dialogues, telling stories and even acting dramatic monologues. He 

used to read aloud Shakespearean lines, a habit which perhaps never left him. * He also took 

part in Shakespearean plays. ^ As he grew older, he became fond of reading Greek dramas - a 
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love which also never left him. ^ He calls King Lear 'the deepest and the sublimest tragic 

composition' and he pays high tributes to the plays on Oedipus. When his dead body was 

found ashore, among other things, an edition of Sophocles' play was found in one of his 

jacket pockets. 

He often visited theatre houses with Medwin. He went to Richmond to see Dora 

Jordan, a leading comic actress taking part in The Country Girl - he was then but a school 

boy. This interest did not decrease as he grew up. He went to see Edmund Kean in Hamlet at 

Drury Lane on October 13, 1814. In 1817, on January 29, he saw Eliza O' Neill in The 

Jealous Wife and on February 11, he enjoyed her performance in The Merchant of Venice. 

Next year, on February 16, Shelley went to Covent Garden to see Eliza O' Neill again in 

Fazio which was being repeatedly performed in the Covent Garden theatre. 

On February 21 at Drury Lane, he saw the stage version of Byron's The Bride of 

Abydos - he returned to Covent Garden on March 2 to enjoy the comedy The Castle of 

Glyndower. Thus, during the last phases of his stay in England, Shelley visited the theatres 

frequently and it certainly proves his deep interest in theatrical performances. From the 

journals of Mary and Clair we come to know that during this period he also attended the 

operas frequently. Even when he was residing in Italy, he continued to attend the operas. ^ 

Indeed an intense and helpless awareness of conflict inherent in the very nature of 

things made him even as an adolescent boy form a mental image of a universe where an 

invisible drama is being enacted eternally. Through his poetry he strove to give expression to 

this dramatic conflict with missionary zeal. These early habits and awareness may raise a 

question: was he thus disciplining his imagination for dramatic writing? .̂ 

As a matter of fact, Shelley regarded drama as a prismatic and many-sided mirror 

which collects the bright rays of human nature and divides and reproduces them from the 

simplicity of these elementary forms. ̂  
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On the other hand, poetry is to him 'a fountain forever overflowing with the waters of 

wisdom and delight.''" To him, 'It is indisputable that the height perfection of human society 

had ever corresponded with the height dramatic excellence,'" and drama is 'teaching the 

human heart its sympathies and antipathies, the knowledge of itself'^ Shelley further 

believes that 'the corruption or the extinction of the drama in a nation where it once 

flourished is a mark of a corruption of maimers...' '^ It is not that Shelley is unaware of the 

necessity of objective view on the part of the dramatist or of the dual characteristics of 

dramatic language, but wants in this connection that 'imagery and passion should 

interpenetrate one another.' ''̂  * 

In respect of dramatic language Shelley admitted that it should be brought close to the 

common man's understanding, '̂  and 'mere poetry' should be avoided. '^. 

* We may note here that Shelley's imagery is always dramatic, expressive of struggle and 

aspiration towards heights which he knew were unattainable and which he felt to be 

enchanting for the very difficulty of scaling these. His imagery is expressed often through 

concrete, creative language which seeks to intensely portray an unseen and unattainable truth: 

The loftiest star of unascendended heaven 

Pinnnacled bin in the intense inane, 

(Prometheus Unbound, Act III, sc. iv, pp, 203) 
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He calls it an 'affection' to declare that a play is written for any other purpose than stage 

performance. '^ So he is not a champion of a mere reading play, though a devout reader of 

world's best plays. 

Apart from all pervading influence of the Greek dramatists, as Denis Donohue says: 

'For Shelley... the limits of drama were set by his apprehension of Shakespeare.' * 

Influence of Calderon's plays is also noteworthy as he was full of praise 'both for his poetry 

and dramatic genius.''^ His admiration for Goethe's Faust was for its 'passages of surpassing 

excellence.'^° William's play The Promise is regarded by him as 'worth fifty such thing as 

Cornwall's Mirandola'' ^', though Berry Cornwall's Mirandola is praised for its poetry 

only.^^ 

Byron's Marino Faliero though not 'transcendentally fine', is 'very well'. He was 

rather generous about his great contemporary, when he expressed his belief that Byron 'will 

produce something very great', and whose 'familiarity with the dramatic powers of human 

nature' will soon enable him to soften down the severe and harmonize traits of his Marino 

Faliero. '^^ Jungfran Von Orleans by Schiller is 'a fine play, if the fifth act did not fall off', ^ 

so goes Shelley's comment. 

* The following scholars, among other, have traced Shakespeare's influence on Shelley: F.O. 

Jones, ""Shelley and Shakespeare: A Supplemenf, PMLA, Vol. LIX of Shakespeare in 

Huntington Literary Quarterly, Vol. XII, 1948-49, pp. 163-190; Sara Ruth Watson, 'Shelley 

and Shakespeare: An Addendum', PMLA, Vol. LV, 1940, pp. 611-614. 
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Shelley, it seems, equated drama with tragedy. Peacock says that he tried in vain to 

reconcile him to comedy. ^̂  And then the only contemporary tragedy that pleased him was 

Milman's Fazio. It is true that he did not like the contemporary theatrical performances. 

Shelley's visits to the theatre houses have been noted earlier, but it appears that he could 

never overcome his deep-rooted prejudice against the contemporary theatre. J.L. Peacock 

informs: 'He (Shelley) had a prejudice against theatre which took some pains to overcome. I 

induced him one evening to accompany me to a representation of the School for Scandal.... I 

do not think he forever went to another'^^ 

Yet Shelley wanted Miss O' Neill to play Beatrice in his The Cenci. He liked the 

artist and actor Sgricci who often gave him company and recited lines from Shakespeare's 

tragedies for his pleasure.^^ Mary Shelley thought that her husband was of such fastidious 

taste that 'he was easily disgusted by the bad filling up of the inferior parts.' Significantly 

Shelley disliked comedy also for its 'withering and perverting spirit'.^' To him until 'laughter 

is put down, no reawakening is possible for mankind.'^^ 

Mary Shelley informs that Shelley fancied that he was destitute of dramatic talents. 

This erroneous view is, Mary Shelley writes, due to his thinking that he could not form and 

follow up a story or plot. Yet while asking his wife to write a play he said 'There is nothing 

which the human mind can conceive which it may not execute. Shakespeare was only a 

human being.'̂ "^ This is clearly an indirect reference to his own dramatic talents. Shelley 

scholars are not of course unanimous on this point, F.R. Leavis for example believes, 

'Shelley lacked dramatic genius.' " 

Shelley's first attempt at writing a play was rather boyish; for he, a mere boy, along 

with one Hellen made up a play and 'solemnly' sent it up to London to be considered by 

Charles Mathews. ^̂  After a short interval, 'a drama of a very wild, metaphysical and 
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inexplicable kind with a hero resembling Prometheus,'^^ was attempted. His dramatic plans 

by the year 1818 include a tragedy on the madness of Tasso, a play on the Book of Job, a 

tragedy — Timon of Athens, another on Charles I and a drama on Prometheus. He also 

planned dramas on Napoleon and Genesis, and translation of some Greek plays and plays of 

Calderon but the following fragments and translations are knovm to have been actually 

attempted by Shelley: The Cyclops: A Satiric Drama (translated from the Greek of 

Euripides), scenes from the Magico Prodifioso (from the Spanish of Calderon), scenes from 

The Faust of Goethe, scene from Tasso, Orpheus and A Dialogue. However only six full-

fledged dramatic compositions and the fragmentary translations are to be considered here, 

namely Prometheus Unbound, The Cenci, Hellas, Oedipus Tyrranus, Fragments of an 

unfinished Drama and Charles the First. 

In all these dramas and dramatic compositions, Shelley deals with his conception of 

Evil and his moral concern related to it. Moreover, he is anxious to uphold the principle of 

love which may help mankind to eliminate Evil from the universe. At the same time, he was 

doubtful about the means, for he was afraid that Man may commit an error and generate the 

force of Evil within his own mind. 

Shelley's Idea of Evil: His Moral Sense. 

The term 'moral sense' is equivalent to 'conscience' and shows the field of ethics 

with such principle as rectitude, remorse, duty, fellow-feelings, not hurting the feelings of 

others and, in wider sense, not exploiting men and not doing injustice - social, political 

and religious. Appreciation of inner moral sense, distinct from external commandment, is 

indicated by Antigone in Sophocles' play and she repudiates the establishment law. J. Butler 

defines morality as 'principles in man by which he approves or disapproves his heart, temper 

and action.'^^ This inward sense of approval and disapproval may also be regarded as 'moral 

sense'. 
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Among the ethical moralists of the eighteenth century, Richard Prince and Kant 

opposed the notion of 'moral sense' as such, and sought in reason the ultimate moral 

authority. In its treatment of the moral sense, the eighteenth century Enlightermient insisted 

upon something more rationalistic than conscience. The tendency of the nineteenth century 

and twentieth century has been to reduce the principle in question to social."*^ 

Further, we may consider the vices to be guarded against. Radical vice of human 

nature consists in egoism which manifests in lust, desire, and intention. They manifest in 

greed, hatred, unfeeling attitude, pride, perjury, vengeance, murder, and even paternal 

authority. On the other hand, there are the principles of pity, moderation, sympathy etc. The 

Christian moral that appeals to Shelley was the relation of the Holy Spirit to human freedom. 

(We know Shelley respected Christ, but not the conventional Christian dogmas. To him the 

moral ideal was realised by Jesus. We must remember that Shelley used the term 'moral' not 

in the sense of conventional sin or moral evil but in the sense of conscience as associated 

with everything good.) 

Needless to say, any theory of evil has an obvious association with moral sense. The 

immanence of evil, the villainous nature of man, the problem of his redemption of his 

remorse, are too all-encompassing in the dramatic writings of the Romantics as in their 

poetry. An element of illusion assuredly is present in the plays, along with sentimentality and 

a predominance of imagination, but in their concern with universal and human problems the 

plays of the Romanticists are real, more so are the plays of Shelley. 

Coming back to Shelley's idea of evil, which is inextricably associated with moral 

concerns, we may say that generally speaking Shelley scholars believe that the poet regarded 

evil as something unreal and inessential."*^ Quite possibly Shelley had no knowledge either of 

the nature of evil or of the means by which evil can be eradicated."*^ W.E. Peck thinks that 
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Shelley's concept of evil was rather shallow as the poet thought that all evil is the 

consequence of Government, Church and Law. ^ 

There is no doubt that Shelley's early poems show that he looked upon evil as 

extemalistic, and as a passing phase. In his early youth, Shelley conceived wrong and 

injustice to be an evil that has been imposed from outside. In Queen Mab, kings, priests, 

statesmen, and Black Marketeers are responsible for the slavery of the mob. In Laon and 

Cythna, the tyrant Othman and the wicked priest crushed the good instincts of incorruptible 

general mass of people. But Shelley soon outgrew the belief that evil was something external 

and he began also to believe that evil was deep and pervasive, and that it has a profound 

inward source which is deeper than villainy. ^^ All his later writings will bear this out. In The 

Cenci, for instance, the sharp antitheses between good and evil had been done away with. 

Beatrice is basically virtuous, but revengeful. In his preface to The Cenci, Shelley states: 

'Revenge, retaliation, atonement are pernicious mistakes.' ^^ 

Beatrice's father is a devil, but he has the merit of being courageous and rebellious. 

The culprits in Hellas are not deliberately malicious. Mahmud gropes madly for light and 

Hassan wishes to die for 'one God, one King, one Hope, one Law'. (Hellas; 1. 333.) We find 

rather a modem view of life's tragedy in Shelley's last work. The Triumph of Life and also in 

his incomplete play Charles the First. Charles is the reverse of the villainous tyrant. His view 

of righteousness becomes the cause of his destruction. Similarly, we find that Rousseau's 

idealism is demolished by an inward cause. Thus we find that Shelley reduced to a minimum 

the idea of sin and concluded that the tragedy of life lay in the inner struggle of man for 

tearing asunder the destructing walls that have been raised by himself in his erroneous view 

of life. 

In Prometheus Unbound, Shelley again expresses his mature view of evil. Here he 

distinguishes between two kinds of evil - evil that has an objective basis and cannot be 
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eradicated and evil that is subjective and deeply based. The race after casting off the outworn 

skins like snakes has still to confront 'Chance and death and mutability'. {Prometheus 

Unbound; Act III, Sc. IV, p. 201) True, 'Labour, and pain, and grief {Ibid; Act IV, p. 404) 

have been brought under control, but they have not been completely effaced. Of course, the 

poet is not vocal about the origin of such unavoidable evil, and his silence is significant. The 

note added to Hellas contrasts the mutability of matter with the eternity and then adds that 

'there is a true solution of the riddle and that in our present state that solution is unattainable 

byus.'^' 

Shelley being a radical humanist, a humanist prophet of revolution, suggested in so 

many words a gradual reformation. In Prometheus Unbound, we may remember that it takes 

a 'hundred ages' before the earth is regenerated. In 1817, he advocated man's coming to 

maturity by getting rid of 'symbols of its childhood'."*^ Any sudden attempt at universal 

suffering would produce an immature attempt at a Republic. It is better that an object so 

inexpressibly great should never have been than it should be attempted and fail."̂ ^ Melvin M. 

Rader thinks that these observations of Shelley are in contradiction to the summing up of 

Shelley's doctrines by S.F. Gingerich: 'Thus it requires but a small amount of self-assertion 

to get rid of an accident or a mere error and attain to perfectibility.' ^^ 

The flaw in this premise is fiirther supported by an oft-quoted observation by Mary 

Shelley in her note to Prometheus Unbound, as she observes that 'Shelley believed that 

mankind had only to will that there would be no evil, and there would be None.'^' We should 

remember that the main undercurrent of the poet's thought is that evil being partially 

subjective, a Platonic formulation to the doctrine, decay and sorrow are just passing phases 

whereas truth, beauty, and love are permanent ideas beyond time and space. In the play 

Prometheus Unbound, the protagonist stands for the human soul whose life is redeemed by 

an intense faith that there would be no more evil. From his heart all hatred and malice are 
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removed. Thus the main problem in reforming the world is how to change man's heart. For 

that, an inward revolution should be consummated with the outward changes. We do not 

overlook the obvious seeming contradictions in Shelley's theory of human perfection. And 

this contradiction, let us remember, is due to Shelley's intense reading of Spinoza's ethical 

system and the philosopher's pronouncement about the intellectual love of god. That both 

Plato and Spinoza made profound subjective idealistic impression on Shelley, helping 

formulate his idea of evil, there is no doubt about it. 

Shelley' Idea of Love 

The idea of love in Romantic poetry assumes different forms in Shelley's works. 

Byron's egoistical obsessions are as much part of it as Shelley's Christian concept of love. 

Some critics offer the thesis that Shelley's philosophy of love is closely associated with his 

impulse of social reform stemming from his distrust in established institutions like the 

Church and the State. It emerges from Mary Shelley's observation that Shelley was a kind 

and compassionate man with a genuine love for suffering people. The poet held Jesus in high 

esteem, in spite of his hatred for Christianity because Jesus' love and compassion for 

common people moved him. Shelley's philosophy of love also is basically the same at that of 

Jesus. We may argue and quote a significant line from Prometheus Unbound (T wish no 

loving thing to suffer pain'. Act 1, 1. 305) to show that Shelley's idea of love embraces his 

idea of social revolution. 

In many ways Shelley appears to be a Christian socialist whose concept of love is 

comprehensive enough to include social reform in contrast to the Christian idea of love 

concerned mainly with individual happiness. This exalted concept of love finds expression in 

the character and aspirations of Prometheus, a relentless crusader against tyranny, to whom 

the overthrowing of the strong is more desirable than mere passion for an individual woman. 
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Love to Shelley is a struggle against evil by non-violent means, and it is an instrument 

of social change and revolution. Judged in a broader perspective, love in Shelley becomes a 

political ideology of social revolution. Prometheus's victory over Jupiter stands for the end of 

tyranny and hatred ushering in a golden future. Queen Mab forms a mental picture of the 

future state of thing as envisioned by the Romantic poet. Though Shelley pines for a world of 

equality, his emphasis on love as a means of change in the individual as well as society draws 

him closer to the spirit of the New Testament than to the idea of scientific socialism 

proclaiming dictatorship of the proletariat. Shelley comes to the conclusion that 'love is 

goodness and goodness is god: hence love is god.' It lies at the core of Shelley's philosophy 

of love. 

Shelley's revolutionary creed feeds largely on love. It should be noted that Shelley's 

reformist zeal is not an isolated phenomenon in Romantic literature. In the same period, 

Ebenezer Elliot, Tom Hood and Mrs. Hemans also called for social justice in various ways 

and moves but their difference in their approach is obvious. But Shelley's philosophy of love 

as it emerges from his revolutionary creed is an abstract optimistic political ideology. His 

concept of love has undergone different phases - from the fleshly attachment of the Alas tor 

period to the moral law of the Prometheus Unbound phase and it finally merges with the 

metaphysical concept of the 'One'. 

In spite of Shelley's declaration to Jane, 'One word is too often profaned'^^, there is a 

role of physical passion in Shelley's system of love. In one of his poems written to Jane 

Williams, Shelley craves for absorbing physical passion: 

Let thy love in kisses rain on lips and eyelids pale 

My cheek is cold and white, alas 

My heart beats loud and fast :-
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Oh, press it to thine own again 

Where it will break at last. " 

We cannot forget that he felt in A Defence of Poetry that the great secret of moral is love, 

and, as Carlos Baker reminds us: 'The point of Prometheus Unbound, like that of T.S. Eliot's 

later day Waste Land is that when love fails all is lost xmless love can be revived.'^'* Thus 

Shelley's moral concern is closely related to his belief in the efficacy of the power of love. 

The argument that Shelley depicts love in the widest connotation which has little to do with 

Byron's egoistical love concept is not therefore to be accepted. 

True, we may trace the growth of the Greek and Christian view of love in the early 

part of the poetic drama. It is a long journey from Plato to Plotinus, the former advocating 

that the idealistic longing for beauty is only a desire for union with the divine beauty. The 

Christian concept of love is expounded by St. Augustine and St. Theresa of Avilla to whom 

love stands for happiness only. But Shelley evidently was influenced by Jesus' idea of love as 

a revolutionary force to improve the world by means of forgiveness and tolerance. 

To Shelley, 'love is a going out of our nature and an identification of ourselves with 

the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or person, not our own'. It is apparent that 

Shelley was influenced both by Platonic and the Christian view. His view of love embraces 

the idea of liberty and these two concepts are intertwined in Romantic poetry. Liberty is a 

dominant theme in his famous odes like 'Ode to the West Wind' and 'Ode to Liberty', his 

longer poems like 'Queen Mab' and 'The Revolt of Islam' are also gospels of love and liberty 

against tyranny. Love has indeed become a political ideology in Shelley's poems. 
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CHAPTER III 

Prometheus Unbound 

PART -1 

Shelley wrote Prometheus Unbound in what were perhaps the happiest months of his 

life, when he had escaped from the trials and frustrations of England to the freer air of Italy. 

At last he was able to give himself up almost without hindrance to the special kind of 

imaginative thought which was the centre of his being and to forget immediate cares in the 

contemplation of noble causes and great ideas. Vida D. Scudder says about the drama: 

The idealism which pervades all the writings of these poets from The Ancient 

Mariner to Hyperion finds its fullest and most glorious manifestation in the 

Prometheus Unbound, which is the supreme achievement of Shelley.' 

While discussing the opinions of critics in regard to Prometheus Unbound we cannot 

disregard the opinion of Mary Shelley, his wife, because she happened to be a sympathetic 

listener to her husband's reading of the play just after its composition. In her notes on the 

play she refers to 'the mystic meaning scattered throughout the poem'.^ A similar 

appreciation comes from a modem critic like C.L. Lewis who rightly and rather interestingly 

remarks that Prometheus Unbound can 'be diversely interpreted according as the reader is a 

Christian, a politician, a psychoanalyst, or what not.... Myth is thus like manna; it is to each 

man a different dish and to each the dish he needs.' No wonder, there are critics who have 

interpreted the 'lyrical drama' in perplexing ways. Carl Grabo refers to it as a scientific 

allegory,"* while K.N. Cameron analyses it as a political allegory. ^ On the other hand, for 

Newman I. White ^Prometheus Unbound is not an allegory in the sense in which W.M. 

Rossetti, John, Todhunter, Miss Scudder and others have treated it.... We must conclude that 
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Prometheus Unbound was not meant as an allegory.' ^ It will not perhaps be out of place to 

refer here to an unknown contemporary reviewer's comments: 

The objectives we have directed against (the poetry) may be caused by our 

incapacity to comprehend the sublime or profound; or for our readiness to 

mistake the one for obscurity, and the other for utter darkness.... The 

pervading intelligence of Mr. Shelley's poetry may completely hide from our 

eyes, as the pervading essence of God. ..J 

G. Wilson Knight, however, does not treat the play as an allegory. He thinks that it is 'truly 

dramatic rather than narrative.'^ The poet himself referred to it as a drama 'with characters of 

mechanism of a kind yet unattempted.' He said to Trelawny: 

If that is not durable poetry tried by the severest tests I do not know what is. It 

is a lofty subject not inadequately treated and should not perish with me... my 

friends say my Prometheus is too wild, ideal and perplexed with imagery. It 

may be so; it is original and cost me severe labour. Authors, like mothers, 

prefer the children who have given them the most trouble. ^^ 

William Trent, who objected to the 'extravagant' praise accorded to the drama, 

argued: 

There are more false notes stuck in the Prometheus than in Shelley's poems 

together... (the play is) little more than a series of wonderful phantasmagoria 

flashed forth upon the curtain of the reader's mind by a very unsteady hand." 

Some twenty years later George R. Eliott still maintained that regarding the drama 

'(Shelley) was deficient in the artistic instinct of following an emotion through into its full 

specific nature: this means that he lacked poetic spontaneity. He was animated by quick, 

vague affections.' '̂  Frank R. Leavis continued in this vein, when he brought the charge of 
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monotony against the poet: 'The elusive imagery, the high-pitched emotions, the tone and 

1 ^ 

movement, the ardour, ecstasies and despairs are too much the same all through.' Louis 

MacNeice added to this charge, as he says, Shelley was an inferior poet because he did not 

qualify his dogmas with observation.... Enthusiasm such as Shelley's is a great asset to a 

poet, but is the better if tempered with reason and observation of fact.'''* Shelley's 

contemporary poet and critic Hazlitt also wrote: 'The author oiPrometheus Unbound... has a 

fire in his eye, a fever in his blood, a maggot in his brain, a hectic flutter in his speech, which 

mark out the philosophic fanatic.''^ 

After two decades, Emerson commented, rather bitterly: 'Shelley is never a poet. His 

mind is uniformly imitative. All his poems are composite. A fine English scholar he is, with 

taste, ear, and memory; but imagination, the original authentic fire of the bard, he has not'.'^ 

Golfillan, admitting beauties of 'rare order', felt the poem was written too fast, in a state of 

over-excitement, and twenty years too soon, and that 'its lyrics have more flow of sound than 

beauty of image or depth of sentiment.'"'' 

As regards the work's modernity we may cite the opinion of Vida D. Scudder here: 

The modemness [sic] of Shelley's drama is, however, evident in the more 

subtle and free interfusion of lyric with recitative, and the far grater 

elaboration of the personages function of the chorus. 

Todhunter has perhaps found out that the quality of the play calls forth both praise 

and abuse: 

... here we have abstract philosophical conceptions vitalized into myths of the 

highest poetical beauty.... Shelley's (myths) are the modem equivalent of the 

intellectual myths of the Greek mythology; and he more nearly approaches the 

Greek method of using natural phenomena as symbols of vital forces 
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underlying nature and analogous to the powers of the human mind, and, 

conversely, in personifying the vital forces of nature, than Goethe does in the 

second part of the Faust }^ 

Hughes, on the other hand, discovers the quality of the play in its being the true 

representative of the age: 

It is the shining monument in English poetry of the age in which it was written 

for then, under the Holly Alliance, young men who were strong in love 

resumed the spirit of the great days when human nature seemed to be bom 

again and 'the whole earth the beauty wore of promise. ^° 

Prometheus Unbound is, however a poetic play and in discussing it as a poetic play, 

we should remember a comment made by T.S. Eliot: 'The poetry of a great verse drama is 

not merely a decoration of a dialogue which could, as drama, put in prose; it makes the drama 

itself different - and more dramatic.'^' It needs no emphasis that Prometheus Unbound is one 

of the few great subtle philosophical poetic dramas in English, which is valued for its 

sustained theme of man's first revolt against tyranny and also for the poet's conviction that 

love alone can regenerate man and deliver humanity from the bondage of heartless 

institutions. In this connection Zillman says: 'Interpretations oi Prometheus Unbound based 

primarily on moral consideration have been most widespread and, probably rightly so most 

meaningful.'^^ 

True, Shelley took the material for his theme from the Greek dramatist Aeschylus, but 

he refashioned the Prometheus Bound, the first play in a trilogy produced in Athens by the 

year 475 B.C. From fragments and other indications we know that in the second play of the 

trilogy Prometheus is reconciled with Zeus. But A.M.D. Hughes says something else. In his 

interpretation Prometheus comes to terms, not when Zeus becomes a tyrant but when a 

change comes over him through ages of conflict and then he becomes the friend and guide of 
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man. At the same time Hughes maintains the belief held by many that Shelley knew nothing 

of such explanation. He took the story at its first impression and could not put up with the 

idea of the champion of humanity reconciling with the oppressor of mankind. He was well 

aware of the necessity and reward of strife and so saw the evil and good in opposition. 

Shelley's play centres on the expulsion of Jupiter by his son Demogorgon and concludes in 

the joy of man and nature. 

Jupiter and Demogorgon are under control of a superior divinity who permits a 

perpetual conflict between the two to accomplish his perfect will. This supreme divinity is 

Love, and Asia is his special emissary. In this respect, Hughes comments rightly: 

We can read in the Aeschylean fragments of the martyr and the oppressor 

eventually reconciled and the fair estate of man secured. We read in Shelley 

not only of the oppressor overthrown, but of man, by his own endeavour and 

more by metaphysical aid, purged entirely of the evil in his nature in which the 

oppression had taken root. But at the same time the poem is a prophecy of 

faultless world, the desert blossoming like the rose, the lion lying down with 

the kid.̂ ^ 

Shelley thus remodelled the play of Aeschylus to fit in some of his idealist visions. 

Scudder also has pointed out this process of reconstruction: 'Indeed, the structure of the 

modem drama is at every point both more complex and more organic than that of the Greek 

drama. There are more leading characters and their relation to each other is less purely 

incidental.'^'* The background of the composition of the play is noteworthy. The first three 

Acts were composed near 'the Baths of Caracalla' on some rocks, 'among the flower glades 

and thickets of odoriferous blossoming trees.'^^ 

Several months after the famous Fourth Act was written in Florence, Shelley's aim 

became to 'familiarise the highly refined imagination of the more select classes of poetic 
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readers with beautiftil idealisms of moral excellence,' and to 'idealise the real.' Moreover, 

it was 'never intended for more than five or six persons,'^^ and 'cannot sell beyond twenty 

copies.'^^ It was also 'written in the merest spirit of ideal poetry,' and not, as the name would 

indicate, a mere imitation of Greek drama. °̂ We find thus that there are both diffidence and 

confidence in the passages quoted — diffidence for lacking in dramatic talents and 

confidence for 'there is nothing which human mind can conceive which it may not execute, 

Shakespeare was only a human being.'^' However, in sameness of theme - in spite of 

Shelley's changing the concluding part of the theme to suit his own taste and ideas and in 

certain structural resemblances, Shelley's Prometheus Unbound is no doubt indebted to 

Prometheus Bound by Aeschylus. ^̂  But we may note here that Shelley later wanted to go 

beyond Godwin's rational philosophy and thought millennium must be moulded on some 

idea of what should be an imitation of an archetypal spiritual world. For this he had to go to 

Platonic faith and Christ's philosophy of love. 

Prometheus is transformed as he withdraws the curse on Jupiter; he now feels pity and 

not hatred for the Tyrant, thus foreshadowing the ultimate triumph of love. Asia also 

undergoes transfiguration, making her spiritual essence — love — burst to illuminate the 

world. After the release of Prometheus, the release of all mankind, the beginning of an era of 

sweetness and light is heralded. Here Prometheus becomes a victorious rebel. 

To find out why and how Shelley became a romantic rebel we have to go back to the 

later phase of the 'Age of Prose and Reason.' The French Revolution set the romantic 

imagination of Southey, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Shelley on fire. The surging spirit of 

Liberty and the urge for asserting the individual selves were expressed through literature. 

But, at the same time, they were deeply shocked and disillusioned by the notorious 

September Massacres and all those horrors let loose by the revolutionary leaders who 

themselves became tyrants. 
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We may remember here that Shelley, like Wordsworth, did no longer believe in 

Godwin's theory that evil would ultimately be subdued by the inherent good in man, which 

inspired by reason, would produce 'Necessity', young Shelley thus mixed up Plato's idea of a 

world-soul and an archetypal world transcending the materialistic ideas. He finished 

Prometheus Unbound in the late summer in 1819. He was then twenty seven years old. In the 

mean time he had experienced his full share of disappointments and defeats. But still at heart 

Shelley was the same enthusiastic and confident youth whose academic career at Oxford had 

ended so abruptly eight years before. He had, no doubt, matured and modified his youthful 

ideas. At the same time he was concerned with the same problems which haunted him 

throughout his life. He was a rebel, a reformer, and not only an idealist but also a didactic 

preacher of moral ideas, in spite of his denial of formal religion. Initially, the poet, aghast at 

the world's iniquity, looked upon wrong as a scourge imposed from without. But soon he 

outgrew the belief that 'a few have clamped misery and oppression upon the innocent and 

helpless multitudes'. His later writings reveal his firm conviction that evil has a profound 

inward source, deeper that villainy. Shelley suggested in Prometheus Unbound that in the 

'smithy of his soul' man beats out his own calamities. The mind of a man, without thinking 

of the tragic consequences, has appointed the castigator for the laceration of humanity. Even 

the consciousness of time is to be altered fundamentally before it can be made free. Zillman's 

comment may be pertinent to mention in this connection: 

In certain respects, Shelley developed modem poetry further in {Prometheus 

Unbound) than it was gone since. For one aim of modem poetry is surely to 

make the enormously extended knowledge of the universe gained by science, 

conscious and significant in our minds. In Prometheus Unbound Shelley links 

up scientific discovery with the struggle for human liberty .̂ "̂  
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PART - II 

'Into no poem did Shelley put so much of himself or of what he thought most 

important.' : CM. Bowra thus comments on the plot of Prometheus Unbound and his 

comment is justified because this play is a play of conflict, conflict between Prometheus, the 

champion of humanity, who is the mouthpiece of Shelley and Jupiter, the oppressor of 

humanity, and this conflict symbolises Shelley's personal concept about the conflicts between 

good and evil. * 

*We may point out here that in line 12, Act I, where Prometheus says that he has been on the 

rock for three thousand years, it is indicated that the action takes place in 'modem times', and 

that this was Shelley's real intention, is confirmed by the vision of the French Revolution and 

its aftermath pictured before Prometheus by the Furies. The Jacobines ('Slaves and Tyrants', 

1. 577) take control of the 'World' as a result of the collapse of the revolution. These 'slaves 

and tyrants' obviously also include 'despot' Napoleon and the Bourbons in France and the 

'Holy Alliance' in Europe. We remember here what Shelley observed in A Philosophical 

View of Reform,' that the mighty advantages of the French Revolution have been almost 

compensated by a succession of tyrants... from Robespierre to Lewis XVIIT, Cameron 

points out in this connection that the world on which Prometheus gazes is then Shelley's own 

age about 1789 to 1819. That Shelley had at least some idea about the ebb and flow of the 

French Revolution is evident from the picture that is presented to Prometheus by the Furies, 

and this is obviously done to demoralise the champion of mankind . 
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We cannot do better than quote what K.N. Cameron has said in this context: 

In the great days of the National Assembly, the fall of the Bastille, and the 

proclamation of the right of man, people were like 'a legioned band of liked 

brothers' dedicated to 'Truth, Liberty and Love'; with the successive 

assumption of power by Robespierre, Napoleon and the Bourbons, 'Tyrants 

rushed in and did divide the spoil', and 'Despair' smothered the hearts of 

37 

man. 

In Shelley's view, love is the instrument that, combined with reason, should be the 

only harmonising principle of life. N.I. White holds the view that the play expresses Shelley's 

'own disillusion and disappointment in life' yet the poet 'reasserted more strongly than ever 

an optimism based upon a new philosophy of reality that could recognise fully the strength of 

evil while perceiving that it was not forever invincible; because it rested upon a distortion of 

truth'. ^̂  

* Contd. We can recall here the conversation between semi-chorus I and semi-chorus II (ii 

564-577) and we may also recall Prometheus' report of the picture to Panthea in response to 

her query after the departure of the Furies (ii 648-655) 
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The main theme of the play may be poetically described as the progress of the soul 

soaked in love. When love and reason are united, evil is conquered. Demogorgon dethrones 

Jupiter; thus the spirit of life defeats a destructive force. In Act I, goodness touched by love 

sounds the death knell of evil and for the destruction of evil through the united force of love 

and reason; it also causes the law of Necessity to help the process. 

Since Shelley 'was averse from a catastrophe so feeble as that of reconciling the 

champion with the oppressor of mankind', ^̂  he felt the need for adding a Fourth Act, a hymn 

of rejoicing at the defeat of evil. What Scudder says about the addition of the Fourth Act is 

worth quoting: 

The fourth act was an after thought, composed at Florence, a few months after 

the rest of drama. The action proper was of course concluded with the end of 

the third act; yet we have had a consciousness throughout that not only the 

immediate personages but the entire universe of living forces were involved in 

the issue; and the union of Prometheus and Asia, as well as the general 

statements of the third act, leave us unsatisfied. We demand some expression 

of rapture from these chorus-voices which have lent so much charm to each 

stage of the poem. The fourth act, that great symphony of rejoicing, where all 

voices of nature and of the mind sing their triumph, is thus no arbitrary 

addition, but an essential spiritual unity of the drama. ""̂  

The action of the play is rather complicated, but Shelley manages to knit together the 

various threads of his ideas into one whole. During this process, undoubtedly, drama suffers 

but philosophy and poetry win. True, the action does not proceed as in a well-made play, but 

is of a kind which fits in a poetic drama. Scudder comments rather regretfully in this respect: 

'Despite the wondrous nature poetry of the drama, the whole action takes 

place, not on this solid earth of hill and forest, but in an unknown region 
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which has no existence outside the soul of man. The personages are vast 

abstractions, dim though luminous, like wraiths of mist in morning sunlight 

they drift around us, appearing, vanishing, in mystic sequence. Over the whole 

drama plays, though with broken and wavering lustre, the 'light that never was 

on sea or land' and which change to the sober and not once does the 'poet's 

dream' change to be sober world of waking fact. "* 

We may now briefly analyse what happens from Act One to Act Four. The First Act 

deals with the martyrdom of Prometheus. After the curtain opens the hero of the drama, who 

has hung three thousand years on the icy rocks in the Indian Caucasus, is found along with 

the two sisters of his would-be-bride Asia. They — Panthea and lone — accom.pany him. to 

cheer him up. As no mortal tongue may utter the curse he once pronounced upon Jupiter, 

Prometheus calls upon the phantom of the tyrant himself to repeat it. He is now repentant of 

his curse and thus he forgives Jupiter and attains peace and serenity. As dawn begins to break 

up. Mercury, the messenger of the gods comes down from heaven with the Furies following 

him. He laments his task and advises Prometheus to reveal the secret regarding the destiny of 

Jupiter. As Prometheus rejects him he has no other way than to call up the Furies who will 

torture the Titan. Shelley makes these Furies, hurt the feelings of Prometheus with visions of 

heart-rending misery and crying. After their departure some benevolent spirits watching over 

the noble endeavours of man come down to the exhausted victor and try to cheer him up with 

the visions they have seen. But still Prometheus feels that all hope is vain without love, for 

Asia is still far away from him. 

Act II opens with a spring moming in a valley of the Indian Caucasus. There Asia is 

united with Panthea, who comes from Prometheus. Panthea informs Asia that she had dreamt 

of Prometheus being transfigured with radiance of love and also of the transcription 'follow, 

follow' on all the forms of nature. These words are repeated by Echoes which bid Asia to 
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follow for waking up an unspoken voice which sleeps in the world unknown. The description 

of the forest into which Asia and Panthea go, comes in the form of a pastoral interlude and 

thus relieves the action. They reach the peak of a mountain where the portal of the cave of 

Demogorgon is. When they meet Demogorgon on his throne, the action is held up for nearly 

200 lines in which the poet puts a metaphysical discourse and narrative of Prometheus 

dealing with mankind. The Government of the world, which causes Prometheus to suffer, 

Asia to intervene and consequently Jupiter to be overthrown, is explained through the 

conversation of Asia and Demogorgon. Asia enquires of Demogorgon the nature of the 

mystery of the conflict between good and evil, but without replying her directly Demogorgon 

ascends the chariot of Hour to reach heaven and Asia and Panthea ride another chariot to 

reach a cloud sailing above the earth. The cloud becomes full of the light that is reflected 

from the appearance of Asia. 

In Act III the poet deals with the fall of Jupiter and the liberation of Prometheus. 

Jupiter is dethroned in the first scene. In the second scene the conversation between Apollo 

and Oceanus hints at the fact that the gods in Shelley, as in Aeschylus, were averse to the 

tyranny of Jupiter at heart and they forecast the glorious future. Scene iii shows the unbinding 

of Prometheus by Hercules. The spirit of the Earth then guides Asia and Prometheus to a 

beautiful cave where they will live. Scene iv contains the narration of the accomplishment of 

the renovation of all things after the destruction of the evil. 

The last act. Act IV is the consummation of all the preceding events. Shelley 

composed this act to give an expression to the natural world participating in the spiritual 

conflict. There are four divisions of the Act. The first division (lines 1 to 184) is a choral 

prelude which describes the passing of the evil era, the creation of the new and perfect world 

and the participation of the hours and the spirits in the overwhelming joy. The second 

division (185-315) presents visionary representations of the moon and the earth as seen by 
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Panthea and lone. In the third division (319 - 510) the mutual felicity of the Moon and the 

Earth is described. The fourth division (511 - 578), however, gives a note of warning that 

evil may again break loose. Demogorgon, as the leader of the Daemons and the repository of 

the truth, calls forth his crew from the natural and the spiritual regions. He then declares the 

only way for Man is to recover his power and glory. He warns them that if men do not 

overcome hatred and revenge, if they degenerate in mind, tyranny will revive and evil will 

reign again. The regeneration of mind is the basis of the new Promethean age. If man purges 

himself of all his stupid illusions he can free himself from 'Sceptres, tiaras, swords, and 

chains and tomes / Of reasoned wrong, glazed on by ignorance.' {Prometheus Unbound, Act 

m, Sc. iv, 11. 166-167) 

This Act has rightly been called a symphony. The light and timeless beauty of Greek 

choric songs has been combined in the drama with the abandon of the best Elizabethans. The 

capacity for sustained lyricism shown by Shelley in this Act has perhaps never been equalled. 

Songs like 'To the deep, to the deep,' 'Life of life; thy lips enkindle' are noteworthy. For the 

sake of variety, Shelley used different kinds of stanzas and handled them with the greatest 

care. 

PART - III 

The element of lyricism that abounds in the fourth Act of Prometheus Unbound, 

however, naturally puts some hindrance in the presentation of dramatic action. In order to 

consider the much-debated question that arise from this fact, the question whether there is 

more of lyric or of drama in this play, we are likely to compare it with Aeschylus' dramatized 

version of the Greek mythology. This will be doing injustice to Shelley. The play by 

Aeschylus dealt with concrete facts according to the beliefs of the Greeks. Shelley, on the 

other hand, dealt with highly idealised visions. The myth is the same as in Prometheus Bound 
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but Shelley gave it a metaphysical twist with a particular moral concern of his own. In 

Shelley, Prometheus suffers, but ultimately wins, whereas in Aeschylus, the great and good 

character not only suffers, but as generally happens in life, is perished. However, Shelley's 

world of action has to be inward; 'action' nevertheless is there, even some physical action. 

The three stages of the development of the plot - the exposition, the climax and the 

denouement depend on the suffering of Prometheus, his revocation of the curse, the conflict 

between Jupiter and Demogorgon and the unbinding of Prometheus. But the actions are two

fold - one is physical, the other is mainly spiritual. The climax of both physical and spiritual 

actions is inherent in Asia's penetration into the den of Demogorgon (Act II, Sc. II). The 

denouement is made to flow from the hero's revocation of his curse in the opening scene. At 

many places of the play, dramatic devices of suspense and tension are well applied. Two 

examples may be cited: hearing the sound of Demogorgon, Jupiter moves close to the throne 

(Act III, Sc. I, 1. 249). Then after Jupiter's fall, the fate of Prometheus is held in suspense 

when the significance of the climatic event is discussed by Ocean and Apollo (Act III, Sc. II, 

11. 18-19 and 35-39). Dramatic relief is also provided in the songs of the spirits after the 

torture of Prometheus by the Furies (Act I, Sc. I, 11. 795-800). The above mentioned 

conversation (between Ocean and Apollo) itself is also a dramatic relief The conversation of 

the fauns represents the passing of time in course of which Asia and Panthea journey to the 

cave of Demogorgon (Act II, Sc. II) and Asia's transfiguration provides the impression of 

time taken by Demogorgon to the abode of Jupiter (Act II, Sc. V). There is another frequently 

used device - the contrast of the opposites - the noble is contrasted with the tyrant. In the 

play human touches are sprinkled at right places. The third and fourth scenes of the third Act 

bring a soft touch of domestic felicity with Earth, Asia, Panthea, lone and Prometheus joining 

together. Human elements are also found in abundance in the behaviour of many characters. 
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Mother Earth's sympathetic treatment towards Prometheus has a benign effect (Act I, Sc. II, 

11. 656-657). 

Mercury has to obey Jupiter's commands and arrange to torture Prometheus by the 

Furies, but he himself is unable to witness the painful sight (Act I, Sc. II, 11. 135-438) lone 

with her typical forebodings is a typical female (Act 1,11. 756-759). The two Fauns are full of 

common superstitions (Act II, Sc. II, 11. 89-97). 

To Shelley, his dramatic personnel are some visible symbols, representing human 

souls in their varied aspects. But his concern is not merely with human destiny; he is 

concerned with the representation of certain moral ideas that have universal appeal and 

application. That is why the drama is enacted far above the temporal world of concrete 

situation. 

Prometheus wants to take back the curse (Act I, Sc. 1,11. 69-73). He has outlived his 

hate and ill will. Here we find contrast with Aeschylus' Prometheus and echoes of Milton's 

Satan, to some extent: 

If then my words had power, 

Though I am changed so that aught evil wish 

Is dead within; although no memory be 

Of what is hate, let them not lose it now: 

What was that curse! for ye all heard me speak, (Act 1,11. 69-73) 

But the spiritual transformation of Prometheus and his sufferings have already made him 

wiser and more mature, unlike his Greek counterpart: 

I speak in grief, 

Not exultation, for I hate no more, 

As then ere misery made me wise. 

(Act I, 11. 56-88) 
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The poet himself says in his Preface to the Prometheus Unbound: 

The only imaginary being resembling in any degree Prometheus, is Satan,; and 

Prometheus is, in my judgement, a more poetical character than Satan, 

because, in addition to courage, and majesty, and firm and patient opposition 

to omnipotent force, he is susceptible of being described as exempt from the 

taints of ambition, envy, revenge and a desire for personal aggrandisement, 

which, in the hero of Paradise Lost, interfere with the interest. The character 

of Satan engenders in the mind a pernicious casuistry which leads us to weigh 

his faults with his wrongs, and to excuse the former because the latter exceeds 

all measures. But Prometheus is, as it were, the type of the highest perfection 

of moral and intellectual nature, impelled by the purest and the truest motives 

to the best and noblest end.'*'̂  

Thus Shelley himself has pointed out the difference between Milton's Satan and his 

Prometheus. Milton's Satan is forever proud and bent on taking revenge. He does not forgive 

his enemy and wants to wage 'eternal war' against him by taking recourse even to fraud or 

guile. Shelley's Prometheus, on the other hand, though he himself has not mentioned it, 

accepts a Christ-like approach. When we consider lines 53-59, we may become doubtful as to 

why Shelley insisted on repetition of the curse. We should say that he wanted to realise the 

extent of his evil thought, to foreswear them for ever. From the dramatist's point of view, it 

may be a clever plan of revocation. Shelley's Christian idea of sin is reflected in the lines 

284-287: 

To whom all things of Earth and Heaven do bow 

In fear and worship: all prevailing for: 

I curse thee: let a sufferer's curse 
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Clasp thee, his torture, like remorse: (Act. 1,11. 284-287) 

We have to be attentive to the fact that a sufferer's curse will torture the tyrant 'like remorse'. 

'Remorse' is the key-word here. To Shelley both Good and Evil are infinite as the universe is. 

That Shelley regarded Evil as a negation of Good without resistance is reflected in the lines 

297-301. 

... let the hour 

Come, when thou must appear to be -

That which thou art internally; 

And after many a false and fruitless crime 

Scorn track thy lagging fall through boundless space and time. 

(ActI, S e l l , 11. 297-301) 

The destined Hour will expose Jupiter's hollowness. He will survive only word of universal 

scorn for all time to come. 

Prometheus himself admits that 'it does repent me; words are quick and vain' (Act I, 

1. 303). Thus he is contrasted with Milton's Satan, who remains vain and does not repent. It 

shows that pride is intellectually abjured, not emotionally. It is a fact that Prometheus realises 

that he in the blindness of his suffering gave way to bitter hatred; 'Grief for a while is blind, 

and so was mine', (Act I, 1. 304) and thus Prometheus's moral reformation is complete. 

Shelley does not forget to emphasize his hero's conversion from fright to pity. We may also, 

by the way, may take note of the fact that Prometheus's mother Earth bursts into a passion of 

grief as she mistakes his mode of capitulation as a surrender, the confession of defeat; 

Rossetti's remark may be remembered here that the tyrant god is created by the mind of man. 

In response to third Fury's attempt to torture Prometheus mentally and 

psychologically the reaction of Prometheus shows the inviolable part of the soul that can 
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never be degraded and we may take it is as a kind of mysticism found in Plato's Republic and 

Shelley's essay on Love. The Furies cannot put out the light of his soul, although they can 

undermine his repose. As 'Yet am I king over myself (Act I, 1. 492), he is the master of all 

conflicting thought within, hence their threats are futile. Ultimately, in the encounter between 

Good and Evil, Good wins and the victim's old internal agony will torment the shadowy 

thing. As Prometheus is the 'King' over himself, Milton's Satan also is, but therein ends the 

resemblance. Satan's 'Mind' and Prometheus's 'Mind' are two different mental states - Satan 

still hates whereas Prometheus hates no more. Therefore Satan merges with the figure of Evil 

and reacts against anything good, whereas Prometheus suffers like Christ in order to destroy 

Evil and establish the reign of Good. Between lines 503 and 502 we find a narration which 

shows the sight of nations suffering from misery and bloodshed and a city is reduced to 

ashes, but as the fire behind ashes will flare up later, similarly evil is bound to decay: 

Leave the hatred, as in ashes 

Fire is left for future burning: 

It will burst in bloodier flashes 

When we stir it, soon returning: 

Leave the self-contempt implanted 

In young spirits, sense enchanted, 

Misery's yet unkindled fuel: 

(ActI, 11. 506-512) 

Self-contempt here is the meanest fault in human character leading to gratification of senses. 

The invocation at its place to certain spirit is to read misery in human heart by inducing self-

contempt. Further the maniac fears those who fear him: 
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Cruel 

More than you can be with hate 

Is he with fear... 

(ActI, 11. 514-516) 

Therefore, leave for the present all cruelty. The chorus of Furies says that such evils as 

'hatred' and 'hell's secrets' are bound to recur again in history. 

Then there are the series of pictures parallel to the different events in history - to the 

Napoleonic Wars as in the Revolt of Islam, crucifixion of Christ, sufferings of Christ and 

breaking out of the French Revolution and its aftermath. In all these narrations of historical 

events, especially the visions of two central tragedies of the world's history (which are meant 

to intensify Prometheus's agony), we find Shelley's moral concerns are writ large. There are 

references to Christ - a type of those who suffer because they love (this Christ is not the 

malignant soul that Shelley refers to earlier). But Shelley does not forget to remark that 

Christ's religion ultimately brought wars, killing and discord among religious sects (there is a 

subtle reference to the persecution of the blacks in Spain, 11. 546-559). (We may remember 

here the vision which Michael unrolls before Adam in Milton's Paradise Lost). The Furies 

also conjure up visions of tainted past and dark futures. The sight of this misery of man 

tortures Prometheus and he suffers crucifixion himself. And the images of Christ and 

Prometheus merge together. 

Then we have the picture of the social and political disaster that took place after the 

French Revolution. When the concept of liberty, equality and fraternity was thrown to the 

wind, Prometheus's (Shelley's) faith in the goodness of man was temporarily forgotten and 

the tortuous reaction of Prometheus made Shelley suffer from psychological torment. When 

all healthy idealism, dedication to truth and freedom were supplanted by the reign of terror, it 

is a matter of regret to Shelley that French people become still the victims of the old spirit of 
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hatred. The Reign of Terror ultimately produced another batch of tyrants and despots like 

Napoleon: 

Drops of bloody agony flow 

From his white and quivering brow 

Grant a little respite now: 

See a disenchanted nation 

Springs like day from desolation: 

To truth its state is dedicate, 

And freedom it leads forth her mate 

A legioned band of linked brothers 

Whom Love calls children. 

(Act 1,11. 564-575) 

In this poetic drama, Shelley has taken the role of a poet in the way as Shelley himself 

says in A Defence of Poetry: 'A poet participates in the eternal, the infinite and the one.''* 

If we probe deep into the urges that prompted Shelley to write a beautiful rhapsodic 

harmonious fourth Act, we shall not fail to find in ultimate analysis that Shelley never forgets 

to give vent to his moral anxieties regarding the mystery and potency of the evil and the 

helplessness of the good in combating the forces of the evil. That he paints an advanced 

picture of the golden age in which he dreams of a better, happier and brighter world ruled by 

love and justice and free from inequalities, injustice, tyranny and hatred, is justified by his 

same moral concern which inspired him to write the play itself At the same time his moral 

concern is also over the fact that the golden age may not last long and the serpent is trampled 

only for the present and not crushed. 
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As we try to justify lack of physical action in the Prometheus Unbound, we have to 

face another issue - the leading characters are symbolic universals. However, we must bear in 

mind that they do possess some element of individuality also. The four chief characters -

Prometheus, Jupiter, Asia and Demogorgon may be judged by their internal conflict. The 

more a character suffers from conflict, the more he or she may be considered an individual 

being made of flesh and blood. 

We had already noted that Shelley in his Preface to the play refers to his hero as 'the 

type of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature''̂ '̂  and we may also note that he 

selected the noblest elements alone in the Prometheus of Aeschylus and developed these 

elements into a grand and harmonious conception.'^^ Shelley's Prometheus stands for love, 

justice and liberty, as opposed to Jupiter, the tyrant. He represents the desire in the human 

soul to create harmony through reason and love by dint of unequalled courage and endurance. 

Todhunter thinks he is: 'the incarnation of the genius of humanity.''*^ Later, he describes 

Prometheus as the 'divine imagination, the father force which creates and re-creates the 

universe by its marriage with the divine idea, or mother force, Asia'.^ 

But we must recall that Prometheus is not presented as an ideal character at the very 

beginning. His imperfection becomes evident from the fact that he curses Jupiter after being 

punished: 

I curse thee: let a sufferer's curse 

Clasp thee, his torturer, like remorse: (Act I ) 

He then shows that he has the mortal weaknesses of hate, envy, revenge, 

scorn, anger and defiance: 'Fiend, I defy thee!' (Act 1,1. 262) At the time he was removed to 

a great extent from wisdom, love, forgiveness, pity, sympathy, and benevolence. To achieve 

purity and perfection, he has to struggle hard within his soul, has to pass through the 
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purgatory of suffering, pain, and despair which ultimately brought remorse. Suffering makes 

him wise, destroys his pride and the slavery of self so that he may shine and pronounce: 

Yet am I king over myself, and rule 

The torturing and conflicting throngs within, 

As Jove rules you when Hell grows mutinous. 

(Act 1,11. 492-494) 

Prometheus Unbound is the play of the spiritual reformation of Prometheus. The Aeschylean 

hero in the beginning — proud, self-willed, over-free in the use of his tongue, mad with hate 

against his enemy — gradually changes and feels that love and forgiveness are needed to 

remove evil and then revokes the curse pronounced upon the enemy.* 

* Let us remember his declaration: T speak in grief, not in exultation, for I hate no more.' 

(Act 1,11. 56-57) 

We recall here Shelley's description of Christ on cross — bleeding, yet forgiving. 

('Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.') The Prometheus figure naturally 

merges into the image of the suffering and forgiving Christ. 

But in Prometheus Unbound, Shelley is also, distinguishing Christ from the concept of 

Christianity. His Prometheus resembles Christ, as he too is suffering not so much for himself 

as for his beloved mankind whose dark, bloodstained future he has been shown, and he too 

was nailed on the rocks for his championship of the human cause. This spiritual reformation 

causes Carlos Baker to say: 

The Titan, having cast out pride and hatred while remaining firm and calm in his opposition 

to the evil principle, is now ready for the arrival of the great hour of man's redemption. 
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And this image of Prometheus remains resplendent up to the last — a figure who triumphs 

through suffering and shines in a projected character steeped in love, wisdom, and lack of 

enviousness. Thus his reformation is complete and his moral glory enlightens the world. 

Jupiter, on the other hand, does not suffer from any conflict directly. In the play, he is the lord 

of ever34hing except 'the soul of man' which Tike inextinguished fire' bums 'towards heaven 

with fi_erce reproach...[and]... reluctant prayer'. This is the only threat to his otherwise 

secure 'Empire' built on the oldest faith and hell's coeval. (Act III, Sc. 1,11. 5-10) 

But there is a passive reference to the fact that he was not such an evil force in the 

past, for otherwise Prometheus would not have made him a temporal and spiritual guide and 

governor of man. He was certainly good and just to be appointed so: 

Then Prometheus 

Gave wisdom, which is strength to Jupiter, 

And with this law alone, 'Let man be free.' 

Clothed him with the dominion of wide Heaven. 

(Act II, Sc. IV, 11. 43-46) 

But as Jupiter became drunk with power, he deteriorated into a worse state of 

existence. As he began to misuse his power, the rulers of church and state, who acted under 

his influence, made men their slaves by political coercions or by superstitious fears. Thus he 

became the agent of the mysterious power of evil striving forever with the power of good for 

dominion over space and time. 

In Aeschylus, Prometheus reconciles with Jupiter by delivering a secret to the latter 

that his (Jupiter's) child by Thetis will overthrow him. But Shelley, not agreeing with this 

kind of surrender, brings Demogorgon, the progeny of Jupiter. The doom of Jupiter at the 

hands of this character suggests that evil must be defeated by itself: 
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I am thy child, as thou wert Saturn's child; 

Mightier than thee: 

(Act III, Sc. 1,11. 54-55) 

However, here we meet him for a very brief period. In Act III (Sc. I), he is cheerful with the 

expectation that Demogorgon will 'redescend and trample out the spark' burning forever in 

the soul of man. And ironically enough, in that very scene Demogorgon descends only to 

bring about Jupiter's dire ruin. 

In order to eradicate evil, human mind must embrace love and intellectual beauty, 

which in the play have been symbolised by the character of Asia. Todhunter explains the case 

beautifully: 

The long sufferings of Prometheus, which result from the usurpation of evil — 

the retarding power which withers and destroys his work by regarding it as 

fixed and final when Asia becomes so transfigured that evil can no longer 

endure the light of her beauty."*^ 

It is true that in the mind of Asia there is no direct moral conflict, but there is a gradual 

change from confusion to necessitarianism. Her descent into the cave of Demogorgon 

signifies the purification of her mind. She was not sure of the nature of truth and the supreme 

power of the world. After a conversation with Demogorgon, Asia's mind is purified of all 

inhibiting doubts and she is ready to rejuvenate the world, seeking its fruition with wisdom, 

patience, endurance, courage, and self-sacrifice. The original radiance, which she possessed 

at her birth among the Aegean isles, returns and the voices in the air sing her glory, praising 

her as 'life of life' (Act II, Sc. V, 1. 48), 'child of light' {Ibid, 1. 54), and 'lamp of Earth' {Ibid, 

1.66). She may be regarded as both the lover and the guardian angel of Prometheus. 

Demogorgon is, in some sense, the spirit of life, the spiritual energy displayed in 

truth, virtue, love, genius, or joy. Various critics have interpreted him in various ways — he 
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has been considered the principle of Necessity or Destiny, which is again to some a moral 

principle and also the representative of 'a mystical state of mind'. He is also explained as a 

spirit of rebellion stirred up by the spirit of tyranny and also as a law of liberty. In any case, 

there is a contradiction in the delineation of the character of Demogorgon. He is at once a 

denizen of the Jupiter-Prometheus cosmos and an intruder into it. There is close affinity 

between him and Earth's 'prostrate sons' (Act 1,1. 216), who had revolted against Jupiter. He 

inhabits the bottom of a volcano and erupts in order to overthrow Jupiter. So we find an 

outward conflict — the awful spirit brings the ruin of his own creator after a physical 

encounter with him. 

Thus, all the chief characters in Prometheus Unbound participate in the eternal moral 

conflict between the principle of Goodness and the principle of Evil in which the former 

ultimately wins, being helped and encouraged by the principle of Love and the law of 

Necessity. 

PART - I V 

Regarding Shelley's use of diction and imagery, it may be appropriate to point out 

that Shelley's aim in composing this play is perfectly balanced with his portrayal of different 

characters and style: 

My purpose has hitherto been simply to familiarise the highly refined 

imagination of the more select classes of poetical readers with beautiful 

idealisms of moral excellence. *̂* 

Comparing Shelley's diction with that of other English poets, we can say that despite 

a few echoes of Shakespeare and Milton, Shelley does not distil the older poets after the 

manner of Tennyson or care like Browning for free bold coinages. It is natural that he should 
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have such favourites as 'custom', 'slave', 'hope', and 'just' with their derivatives in one 

class, and in another as 'agony', 'delight', 'gentleness', and 'mildness'. He is over-fond that 

in their abuse or excessive use may be called hectic such as 'demon', 'curse', 'mad', 

'poison', and 'blood'. This streak of the romantic novel of terror he never lost. 

But in the language of Prometheus Unbound, what matters most is the music of the 

verse. The prosodic wave of this majestic drama, ranging from the soft lyrics of the consoling 

spirits, passing through the rhapsodic 'life of life', merges in a grand manner to the majestic 

orchestration of the Act IV. 

There are no doubt some dramatic elements too. The first speech of Jupiter in the 

scene of his fall is perhaps the best dramatic speech: 

Victory! Victory! Feel'st thou not, O world, 

The earthquake of his chariot thundering up 

Olympus? 

(Actlll, Sc. 1,11. 49-51) 

In fact, the long and high-sounding speeches in the play do not mar the dramatic 

action. It does something quite different. Especially, the 'curse speech' in the phantasm of 

Jupiter and Jupiter's first speech meant for the deities, though highly rhetorical, are 

dramatically effective, too. The conversation of the Furies is full of dramatic suspense: 

First Fury: Ha! I scent life! 

Second Fury: Let me but look into his eyes! 

Third Fury: The hope of torturing him smells like a heap 

Of corpses, to a death-bird after battle. 

(Act 1,11. 336-340) 

It is interesting to note that the poet felt to have recourse to blank verse whenever he 

had to give vent to a long suppressed feeling {viz. Prometheus laments in Act I): 
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Yet I endure, 

I ask the Earth, have not the mountains felt? 

I ask you Heaven, the all-beholding Sun, 

Has it not seen? The sea, in storm or calm, 

Heaven's ever-changing shadow, spread below, 

Have its deaf waves not heard my agony? 

Ah me! alas, pain, pain ever, forever! 

(Act 1,11. 24-30) 

In the words of Scudder: 

The basic blank verse, which accounts for over half the drama, is varied in 

tone to differentiate between characters: thus, of the soliloquies which open 

Act I, - II, and -III, Prometheus's is craggy and harsh, Asia's mild and 

delicate, and Jupiter's majestical [sic]. Shelley's blank verse has none of the 

sweet music of Shakespeare or of the organ-harmonies of Milton. But here is a 

music of aerial eloquence, as if sounded by: 

The small, clear, silver lute of the young spirit 

That sit in the morning star.^' 

In this way, Shelley has in fact tried to build up the atmosphere of the play full of 

moral concern — the conflict between different characters has thus been shown through the 

use of his diction. 

PART-V 

We have already referred to the fact that Shelley does not always echo his 

predecessors. That also means that we have to remember certain weaknesses of Shelley: he 
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does not possess the Shakespearean power of dramatic constructions. At the same time we 

must remember that he also does not expose the intellectual power, as Tennyson does in A 

Memoriam. Yet it cannot be denied that there are certain influences of Shakespeare and of 

other Elizabethan dramatists, for perhaps there is no literary genius in the world who is not at 

places influenced by some other genii. Even Shakespeare assimilated much from others. 

Actually what matters is the matter and maimer of assimilation. However, unfortunately, in 

cases of most of the Romantic dramatists, the influence of Shakespeare and other Jacobeans 

and Elizabethans seems to be the reverse to invigorating effect. They attempted to recreate 

the Elizabethan spirit, but their attempts resulted in shadows in place of substance. 

In the Preface to the play Prometheus Unbound, Shelley himself rem^arks on the 

influence of other poets and dramatists on him: 

There is similarity between Homer and Hesiod, between Aeschylus and 

Euripides, between Virgil and Horace, between Dante and Petrarch, between 

Shakespeare and Fletcher, between Dry den and Pope: each has a generic 

resemblance under which their specific distinctions are arranged. If this 

similarity be the result of imitation, I am willing to confess that I have 

imitated. ̂ ^ 

True, verbal echoes from Shakespearean plays are not many, or rather, they are 

perceptible between lines, and are reflected in a subtle way: but Shakespeare is very much 

there in certain passages and incidents. In Act III (Sc. II), after Jupiter's fall, the fate of 

Prometheus is held in suspense when the significance of the climactic event is discussed. This 

is Shakespearean. 

In Act I, after Prometheus is tortured by the Furies, a dramatic relief is provided 

through the songs of the spirits. After the fall of Jupiter, Apollo and Ocean rejoice. This is 

another dramatic relief which is obviously Shakespearean. There are again dramatic pauses in 
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Shakespearean style. In Act II (Sc. II), the conversation of the Fauns provides the impression 

of time taken by the journey of Asia and Panthea. This is an echo of Shakespeare's A 

Midsummer Night's Dream. Similarly, the time taken by the journey of Demogorgon to the 

halls of .lupiter is indicated in the scheme which describes the transfiguration of Asia (Act II, 

Sc. V). Another dramatic technique is the contrasts of the opposites. The Furies, reminding of 

the witches in Macbeth, are the tyrants, the mighty torturers who are contrasted with the 

noble, the loving, the sweet, and the naughty spirit of Earth. We know from a letter from W. 

H. Merle, a school-fellow of Shelley, that he (Shelley) often used to run up and down stairs, 

indulging in the Witches' songs in Macbeth. ^^ 

PART - VI 

We may, however, do not treat Shakespeare's influence upon Shelley as a demerit; 

but there are some other accusations raised against this play. These are mainly that the action 

is too little; the characters are nothing but symbols; and the Fourth Act is a meaningless 

addition. But we often forget that it is a lyrical and poetic drama. The action is twofold here 

— while one is physical, the other is mainly spiritual. The effect of this drama comes not 

necessarily from the action, but from the various conflicting emotions which the characters 

give vent to; the characters and the plot are only instruments for creating the total effect. 

Still, we may go through some of the flaws that may be pointed out if the play is to be 

considered as a 'drama' only. At the cost of Jupiter's degradation as purely evil, Prometheus 

is upgraded as purely good. Thus, Prometheus becomes a less convincing character from the 

dramatic point of view. Ocean, instead of becoming a dramatic character, turns out to be a 

mysterious, sensuous beauty of the sea. Mercury is painted as an unwilling slave of the 

tyrannous force of Jupiter. The brief appearance of Hercules loses importance after his 
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unbinding of the hero whereas he should have been a symbol of a powerful and benign agent 

between Heaven and mankind. Asia, Panthea, and lone could have been painted in contrasts 

as more humane than they are. 

Then there is no direct meeting between Prometheus and Demogorgon whereas Demogorgon 

is presented before Asia as a 'mighty darkness', 'ungazed upon and shapeless', without any 

'limb', form, and 'outline', visible on the 'ebone throne'. This is dramatically disappointing. 

Asia's delivering a long speech on the history of the world takes away the scope of what 

could have been a much more assuaging climax. Demogorgon's answer to Asia's question 

should have been a distinct statement in aphorism. The scene which Shelley could have 

exploited dramatically is the scene of Jupiter's fall. Instead of conflict, there is Metaphysics. 

However, the metaphysical suggestions are not always appropriate. Demogorgon says that he 

is the child of Jupiter and Thetis; but as Eternity he is presumably older than he says; then 

why must he recede in darkness? 

Remembering all these flaws, we may establish three allegations against Shelley's 

Prometheus Unbound — that the play is not organically connected, that its characters do not 

help the readers understand emotions and that the majestic characters fall from their serene 

profundity to a common level. Graham Hough thinks that in this play '.. .the realisation of his 

[Shelley's] own conception was too personal and too intense to allow the "negative 

capability", the ability to become everything and everyone that the dramatist required.'̂ "^ But 

Shelley was a romantic poet and so he could never be objective. 

However, we cannot ignore the fact that Prometheus Unbound has much similarity 

with the chief characteristics of the plot-structure and character-delineation as we find in 

Greek and Shakespearean dramatists. Besides, the contemporary Gothic paraphernalia also 

contribute much to render the piay suitable for stage performance. Chorus (lone and 

Panthea), messenger (Mercury), songs and dances, peripeteia, anagnorisis, hybris, dramatic 
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relief, pauses, supernatural beings, keynote, rising action, climax, denouement — all are there 

as in Greek or Elizabethan plays. Chorus, Furies, speeches, blood and groans, torture and 

desolation, scorn and despair, and remorse remind us of the Gothic plays. All these 

characteristics have been incorporated to shape the play into such a coherent organic whole 

that it will not be wrong to term the play as 'truly dramatic rather th£in narrative'.^^ Shelley's 

claim that it is a drama 'with characters and mechanism of a kind yet unattempted' is also not 

unjustified.^^ 

Prometheus Unbound may be weak as a drama, but its structure is not inadequate 

because it was not a tailor-made drama meant for stage-performances. Prometheus' mind is 

the source of the moving spring of the play, extending its influences over men and nature. 

One example may be cited — his mental conflict as shown in the First Act is the most 

dramatic. In the opening scene, he is discovered chained to a rock in the Caucasus. Panthea 

and lone are sitting at his feet. Night slowly dissolves into dawn. This change in nature 

simultaneously brings change in Prometheus, but the most important dramatic act is that the 

whole action revolves around suspended dawn. 

The remaining action in Act I centres round the torturing by Furies, emphasis being 

on the mental pain and comforting by the spirits. This act thus dramatises the fate of the 

idealist. In this very act, Prometheus withdraws his curse on Jupiter, the symbol of evil, and, 

forgiving an enemy, Christ-like, demonstrates the final triumph of love. Shelley's idea was to 

make the myth more dramatic, though at the cost of some confiasion in the scheme of the 

play. 

There are also enough changes of mood in the play. In Act I, nature is harmonious 

with the mood of suffering — bleak, cold, wild, and awful. Yet, significantly enough, the sky 

does not lose the varied beauty. In Act II also, we find a variety of colourful natural scenes, 

luxuriant tropical valley, snow-clad cliffs, glaciers, and lakes in tone with the colourful lyrics 
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when Love and Faith go hand in hand in quest of wisdom. Action in all the four acts takes 

place, for the most part, on the heights where the air is free from any impurity. The functions 

of light and colours in this play create an organic unity. 

The Fourth Act was introduced as an afterthought to fulfil the artistic and spiritual 

unanimity of the drama. Moreover, the title of the play is not the Unbinding of Prometheus 

but Prometheus Unbound. This act, therefore, displays the exultant state of the world after the 

hero was unbound. 

It may be said here that abundance of lyrical poetry rather than external drama does 

not necessarily make this play less dramatic. On the other hand, as T. S. Eliot has observed: 

The poetry of a great verse-drama is not merely a decoration of a dialogue 

which could, as drama, be well put in prose; it makes the drama itself different 

and more dramatic. ^̂  

However, as we have already said, conquest of evil is the central theme of this play, based on 

a moral issue. Shelley has here drawn Virtue as she would be magnificent in persecuted state, 

but impatient of unauthorised tyranny. This feature of moral excellence has been pointed out 

as the central theme of the play by the poet himself. We have to see now how intensely the 

poet suffered from moral anxiety. Keeping aside the demerits, we, therefore, need to shift our 

focus on the moral atmosphere of the play. 

PART - VII 

In his Preface to Prometheus Unbound, Shelley wrote: 

Didactic poetry is my abhorrence: nothing can be equally expressed in prose 

that is not tedious and supererogatory in verse. My purpose has hitherto been 

simply to familiarise the highly refined imagination of the more select classes 

80 



of poetical readers with beautifiil idealisms of moral excellence: aware that 

until the mind can love, and admire, and trust, and hope, and endure; reasoned 

principles of moral conduct are seeds cast upon the highway of life which the 

unconscious passenger tramples into dust, although they would bear the 

harvest of his happiness/^ 

The same moral concem has been expressed in the concluding speech of Demogorgon 

at the end of Act IV of the play itself: 

These are the spells by which to reassume 

An empire o'er the disentangled doom. 

To suffer woes which Hope think infinite; 

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 

To defy Power which seems omnipotent 

To love, and bear: to hope, till Hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent. 

(Act IV, 11. 568-575) 

This moral concem of Shelley has been explained by Mary Shelley in the following 

way: 

The prominent feature of Shelley's theory of the destiny of the human species 

was that, evil is not inherent in the system of the creation but an accident that 

might be expelled.... Shelley believed that mankind had only to will that there 

should be no evil and there would be none.^^ 

What she has not pointed out here is that Shelley also believed that love was the 

transcendental force which would inspire mankind to will so. No one doubts that man is 

subject to necessity, or, as Demogorgon puts it, to Fate, Time, Occasion, and Change; but 
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there are moments of choice, when man's destiny is in his own hands, when he is to choose 

between good or evil. In the beginning of the play, such a moment comes to Prometheus, and 

he chooses wisely because his heart is filled with love: 

I wish no living thing to suffer pain. 

(Act 1,1. 305) 

Pity and forgiveness — these two virtues help Prometheus in resembling Christ: 

Remit the anguish of that lighted stare; 

Close those wan lips; let that thorn-wounded brow 

Stream not with blood; it mingles with thy tears! 

(Act 1,11. 597-599) 

Prometheus resembles Christ when he is suffering not so much for himself as for his beloved 

mankind whose dark bloodstained future he has been shown, and as he was also chained to 

the rock for his championship of the human-cause. 

Shelley's moral concern has perhaps been most appropriately revealed in the 

following lines: 

Very simply, the change that Prometheus from its beginning dramatises, s the 

reflection of Shelley's hope, a hope assuming in its pertinacity the strength of 

faith that spring will follow winter, that the reign of mercy and peace will 

someday succeed the dominion of hatred and oppression.^' 

In his Ode to the West Wind, Shelley has expressed that hope: 

If winter comes, can spring be behind? 

For the arrival of this spring, what matters most is the initial reformation of Prometheus 

during winter. The dispatch of Panthea to Asia, Asia's transformation, her descent to the cave 

of Demogorgon, Demogorgon's ascent to the throne of Jupiter, the conflict between the two 

(i.e., Demogorgon and Jupiter), Jupiter's futile resistance and subsequent downfall, the 
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deliverance of Prometheus fi'om his bondage and so on — all follow from Prometheus's 

change of heart. Actually, it is no wonder that critics explain Prometheus's determination to 

revoke the curse as the one crucial act of the entire play and that many of them have 

interpreted the retraction as required and also as an act of moral recognition and repentance. 

The casting down of the Tyrant is swift and sure. Carlos Baker's comments are worth quoting 

here: 

This event which in dramatic terms ought to be climactic does not seem to 

have been so conceived by Shelley. The mental reforms achieved when 

Prometheus casts hate from his heart in Act I is not only a symbolic 

anticipation of the cosmic reform achieved by Demogorgon in dethroning 

Jupiter, but also a direct cause of it. To all intents and purposes the expulsion 

of Jupiter really took place during Prometheus's first act of recantation. For 

this play, despite its mythological fabric, is a drama of the inner mind, and evil 

is represented as a deformity of the mind. 

But it may be noted again that Shelley hints that evil is not expelled for ever. It is important 

to remember that Jupiter takes Demogorgon with him into the abyss: 

Sink with me then — 

We two will sink in the wide waves of ruin, 

Even as a vulture and as a snake outspent 

Drop, twisted in inextricable fight 

Into a shoreless sea. 

(Act III, Sc. 1,11. 70-74) 

This event may be explained thus: Jupiter seems in his fall to be subsumed back into the 

eternity that Demogorgon represents, an aspect of potentiality that is now dispossessed but 
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that at some future time re-emerge to dominate and tyrannise. ^̂  Then Hercules unbinds 

Prometheus and this event is explained by the poet in the play: 

.. .thus both strength 

To wisdom, courage and long-suffering love, 

And thee, who art the form they animate, 

Minister like a slave. 

(Act III, Sc. Ill, 11. 1-4) 

After liberation takes place on the physical level, all things begin to awake, move, and 

live in the newly bom earth which nourishes its created life with a love that is no longer 

hindered by Jupiter's tyranny and Prometheus's bondage. There is also a new world of 

political systems, and a radical change in human behaviour, as mankind becomes free: 

The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains 

Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, but man 

Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless, 

Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king 

Over himself; 

(Act III, Sc. IV, 11. 193-197) 

But man is still man in that he is not yet and never will be exempt from — 'chance, and 

death, and mutability'. As Asia and Prometheus withdraw to their cave, we may say that they 

are thus subsumed into their principle archetypes Adam and Eve, unfallen and in the state of 

bliss and grace, to preside over the original garden of humankind. This is not an anti-climax 

so much as a brilliantly calculated measure achieving the freedom of action to be complete — 

Prometheus has achieved his end, and Jupiter has been overthrown — now the whole earth 

rejoices. Act IV is the dramatisation of millennial joy and reawakening: 
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In fact the extraordinary fourth act of Prometheus is a piece of writing that 

defies all normal categories and aspires to the condition of pure Joy through 

words used as image and as music.. .to their music comes the final grandeur of 

a last restatement, the symphonic conclusion by Demogorgon, who brings the 

work to an end with a triumphant//wa/e.^'' 

The re-emergence of Demogorgon has been appropriately interpreted by Stuart M. 

Sperry: 

By asserting to the last the primacy of necessity, Shelley was preserving an 

order essential to the intellectual decorum of his play. Although Prometheus 

by his endurance m̂ ay keep alive the millennial spark of hope, it is only 

through Demogorgon and the comprehensible working of the vast forces he 

controls that the promised change can come about.^^ 

Demogorgon's final speech actually expresses the moral concerns of Shelley; Shelley 

is sure about the end, but not so about the means. He cannot settle the problem with final 

assurance; what is there to guarantee the stability and continuance of humanities' new bliss? 

To solve this problem, Shelley uses Demogorgon as his mouthpiece, and the best he can do is 

to put forward certain pledge: 

Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom, and Endurance, 

These are the seals of that most firm assurance 

Which bars the pit over Destruction's strength: 

(Act IV, 11. 562-564) 

Demogorgon holds out to humanity these means to reclaim self-rule when in future the 

kingdom of darkness will try to reassume its reign. This concluding speech thus goes deep 

into the moral centre of the Promethean situation. 
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The span of Shelley's prose writings until the composition of Prometheus Unbound is 

wider than that of his poetry. In these also, he has emphasised on the principles celebrated in 

the drama. Bennett Weaver has noted that as early as 1812 in his An Address to the Irish 

People and Proposals for an Association, Shelley has stressed on six important concepts — 

(1) Tyranny, Power, and Evil; (2) Virtue and Wisdom reflecting true power; (3) Love as the 

solution of the conflict; (4) Need for succour for man; (5) the Self-destruction of despotic 

power; and (6) the ultimate triumph of Good. These are all dealt with symbolically in the 

play.^'' Also, as N. I. White points out, in this play the freedom of the will 'is the one quality 

that bulwarks humanity against an eternity of oppression'.^' 

Mary Shelley, in her note to the play, describes the theme of the play as 

...the image of one warring with the Evil Principle, oppressed not only by it, 

but by all — even the good, who were deluded into considering evil a 

necessary portion of humanity; a victim full of fortitude and hope and the 

/TO 

spirit of triumph emanating from a reliance in the omnipotence of good. 

The 'freedom of will' stressed by N. I. White, should be one of the conditions for 

conquest in the war against the evil, but then another condition is the sprinkling of love. 

However, it seems that the problem remains. Shelley has not perhaps cared to answer a 

particular question: how to maintain the delicate but necessary balance between two 

seemingly contradictory demands: to defy and to love. It may be perhaps pertinent in this 

connection to go back to the lines 1-73 of the play when, in Prometheus's second recantation, 

Shelley makes a further attempt to develop the resemblance between Christ and Prometheus, 

both being impervious to temptation, and serene in self-mastery. Parallelism is reinforced by 

Prometheus's wishing 'no living thing to suffer pain'. We can also recall that in unreformed 

Prometheus, clear sins of pride, ambition, and envy — sins of Milton's Satan — were 

committed though Shelley declares in his Preface that the Titan is free of envy, malice, and 
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self-aggrandising ambition. In fact, Shelley emphasises here more effectively than in the 

opening apostrophe that here is a conversion from pride to pity. We may recall Prometheus's 

regret that in the blindness of suffering he gave way to bitter hatred. Hurting other's feeling 

was the most heinous act of moral evil to Shelley. In his all-embracing sympathy for all 

living things and in his renouncing vengeance — the curse standing for all wrong moral 

attitudes — Prometheus scores a point over his inferior fellow-rebel, Milton's Satan. The 

moral reformation of Prometheus is thus complete. 

Even after more than one hundred and fifty years Shelley is regarded by many as a 

Romantic extremist 'whose poetry has nothing to do with the twentieth century 

enlightenment. As Mary Shelley says: 

It must be difficult for the present generation rising around to believe that 

Shelley "looked on political freedom as the direct agent to effect the happiness 

of mankind" and that to eradicate the misery and evil brought about by it, he 

sought a means forever. Any new spring, hope of liberty exulted Shelley 

wildly and intensely. His dream of millennium is still far off perhaps, but the 

people who are fighting to bring it; to destroy injustice and exploitation may 

easily find in him a comrade in spirit.^^ 

In this context it is interesting to note how Mairxist intellectuals regarded Shelley. The 

following extract from the reminiscences of Marx's daughter Eleanor is revealing in this 

respect: 

The true difference between Byron and Shelley consists on this, that those 

who understand and love them consider it fortunate that Byron died in his 

thirty-sixth year, for he would have become a reactionary bourgeois had he 

lived longer: conversely they regret Shelley's death at the age of twenty-nine, 
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because he was a revolutionary through and through and would consistently 

have stood with the vanguard of socialism.^^ 

Engels also wrote in the same vein: 

Byron and Shelley are read almost exclusively by the lower classes. No 

respectable person could have the works of the latter on his desk without his 

coming into the most terrible disrepute. It remains true: blessed are the poor, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven and however long it may take, the 

kingdom of this earth as well.^' 

Engels found that the struggling class in England also enjoyed reading the works of 

Shelley as he thought that his writings contained socialist thoughts. 'The workers also have in 

their hands cheap editions of the writings of Thomas Paine and Shelley'. He also noted: 

Shelley the genius, the prophet, and Byron, with his glowing sensuality and 

his bitter satire upon our existing society find most of their readers in the 

proletariat, the bourgeois owns castrated editions, family editions, cut down in 

accordance with the hypocritical morality of today. 

Shelley's Prometheus Unbound is, as we have already noted, an evidence of this 

missionary zeal. The optimistic note found in this play is due to his faith that poetry ought to 

hold up before the mind's eye certain ideals of 'moral excellence'. Shelley always regarded a 

poet as a legislator or a prophet. In his essay A Defence of Poetry, Shelley observes: 

Poets, according to the circumstances of the age and nation in which they 

appeared, were called, in the earlier epochs of the world, legislators or 

prophets: a poet essentially comprises and writes both these characters. 

He moreover regarded imagination as a moral faculty. His constant aim, therefore, 

was to renovate the world, to bring about Utopia, to reshape the society of his time in 

accordance with the ideals of the French Revolution. He hoped that institutions of kingship, 
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priesthood, tyranny, and injustice would soon disappear and the golden age of happiness was 

not far off. Most of his poems deal with his aspirations for an expression of the interweaving 

of hope and expectation. In the last two acts of Prometheus Unbound, Shelley is trying to 

image what kind of world we would live in — at the same time he is trying to claim as he 

can, while being responsible to his awareness of limiting factors: evil cannot act only if 

mankind is armed with these qualities: 'Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom, and Endurance'. There 

is a warning that in course of 'eternity', period of victory will be followed again by defeat 

and that, therefore, man should be careful. And, if, with infirm hand, 'Eternity' should free 

the 'serpent' of evil, these 'spells' should be used in order 'to reassume an empire o'er the 

disentangled doom'. Ihe secret of victory lies in endurance and suffering. Like Prometheus, 

man must culture himself, purge his mind of all those illusions that he clings to. The 

regeneration of mind is the great Promethean value: 

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite: 

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 

To love and bear; to hope, till Hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; 

This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be 

Good, Great and joyous, beautiful, and free; 

This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory. 

(Act IV, 11. 570-578) 

Shelley of course knew that man often remains deprived of the fulfilment of these 

impulses because he suffers from cynicism, fear, self-interest, and unwisdom. Yet this drama, 

written in the dawn of nineteenth century, still may play a significant role in the world which 

89 



is, at present, facing conflict, violence, and moral degradation. All over the world extremists 

are acting; rebellions are bursting forth; greedy and corrupt people are exploiting and 

persecuting the poor and the helpless. Under this miserable situation prevailing in the world, 

Shelley's warning may show a way to find the means to solve these endless problems. 

However, we have to admit that it may be 

that he has not been able to maintain a balance between the means and the end; but at least it 

is true that in order to find out the means (about which Shelley was not sure), we may find his 

warning through Demogorgon helpful to some extent.* 

* Interestingly, Cameron thinks that Shelley anticipates Gandhi.̂ "* His view is later maintained 

by some modem critics. For example. Art Young says: 

The courage of the non-violent soldier surpasses that of the violent one for it is 

courage inspired by love rather than by fear. It is the courage of Shelley's 

Prometheus, of Socrates and Martin Luther King [Jr.].^^ 

We have to remember in this context that Shelley was not always a votary of non-violence or 

bloodless revolution. We cannot forget that in early youth he was one of the two or three first 

disciples of William Godwin (1756-1836), the English political philosopher whose 

materialism pervaded his anarchistic trait. But it was the aftermath of the French Revolution, 

especially the September Massacre that cooled his fiery imagination about a happier and just 

world, free from exploitation and ruled by love. Further the critics of conventional religion 

and conservative Christianity will be delighted, however, by the frank and incontrovertible 

picture of the terrible things which have been done in the name of the religion by the prince 

of peace, mercy, and mildness: 

Look! Where round the wide horizon 

Many a million-peopled city 

90 



Thus, Shelley explains the real nature of life with a meaningful purpose. It follows from this 

play that it is a complex symbol designed to evoke the mind of man to the realisation of 

'moral excellence' as an all-embracing mode of living: 

It was Shelley's belief that human beings were created to love, to admire, to 

sympathises, to contribute, to assist to rejoice, that they were, in short, 

intended to fulfil their best potential. 

Shelley believed, however, that through individual failure a man was led to moral 

degradation and that to keep up his moral ideal, a man has to respond properly even to the 

severest oppression through kindness, fortitude, and a firm determination to transform the 

oppressor by 'peace and love'." 

Sir Geoffrey Ash, a modem critic, states in course of his study on Gandhi that 

Prometheus Unbound is the 'most Gandhian of all long poems'. 

'̂ °"' Vomits smoke in the bright air. 

Hark that outcry of despair! 

'Tis his mild and gentle ghost 

Waiting for the fate he kindled... 

(Act 1,11. 548-555) 

However, the comparison between Gandhi and Shelley is done because both Gandhi and 

Shelley believed that a non-violent society will be attained on earth, but that it will not be 

founded on a single act of heroism and that it will never be a state of static perfection. A non

violent society, such as Shelley described at the end of the Third Act of his play, is one of 

perpetual creative energy which is constantly reviewing its commitment to non-violence 
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To the socialist or the Marxist, however, the bound Prometheus will be a type of a champion 

of the poor, downtrodden, and have-nots undergoing ever-multiplying torture at the hand of a 

despotic tyrant whose power and glory are hollow within. He may not accept the positive 

non-violent disposition and Christian-like forgiveness and pity for the tyrant which the 

suffering Titan clearly displays. But he (the socialist or the Marxist) still heartily subscribes 

to the picture of the classless human society and the anticipation of Marx's own dream of 

communism in its final state: 

'̂ °"' through the act of love. We may compare Prometheus's significant declaration ('I wish 

no living thing to suffer pain') to Meihatma Gandhi's statement: 'There is no love where there 

IS no will.'^'^ But we have to also remember that Shelley differs from Gandhi on the concept 

of 'Ramrajya'. One may argue that ultimately Prometheus was unbound by a symbol of force, 

i.e. Hercules, and that Hercules in this play represents not mind's strength but the physical 

strength, to attract people to non-violence by imaginatively portraying its profundity, 

grandeur, beauty, and promise of Utopia. Still, as we have already said, Shelley himself was 

not sure that mankind will be able to accept non-violence as the way of their life. At the core 

of his heart, there was a sad realisation of a 'sad reality' that as 'to err is human', a human 

being will tend to take a false step and thus will fail in attaining perfection. That sad 

realisation is reflected in the last speech of Demogorgon, and it is given expression with 

minute details in the failure of Beatrice in The Cenci, which is a human tragedy. 
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The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains 

Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, but man 

Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless 

Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king. 

(Act III, Sc.IV, 11. 193-197) 

Thus we find that in Prometheus Unbound, perhaps it was Shelley's intention to 

attract people to non-violence by imaginatively portraying its profundity, grandeur, beauty 

and promise of Utopia. Still, as we have already said, Shelley himself was not sure the 

mankind will be able to accept non-violence as the way of their life. At the core of his heart, 

there was a sad realisation of 'sad reality' that as to err is humane, a human being will tend to 

take a false step and thus will fail in attaining perfection. That sad realisation is reflected in 

the last speech of Demogorgon and it is given expression with minute details in the failure of 

Beatrice Cenci in The Cenci, a human tragedy. 

In this context it is worth remembering that Prometheus has not always been 'the type 

of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature'. He has had an immoral hatred of 

omnipotence which has given him the necessary courage for never to submit or yield; and he 

has had a kind of unregenerate pride which can make him exultantly say, even after three 

thousand years of torture, that when the great hour arrives, it will drag Jupiter from his 

throne. When Prometheus fulfils his promise to recall his curse upon Jupiter, Shelley 

emphasises the hero's conversion from pride into pity. The moral reformation of Prometheus 

being completed, he is able to endure with equanimity almost all the tortures heaped upon 

him by Jupiter. 

As we have mentioned before, Shelley develops resemblance between Christ and 

Prometheus as both are impervious to temptation and serene in self-mastery. Mercury offers 

Prometheus some benefits if he submits to Jupiter: 
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If thou might'st dwell among the gods the while 

Lapped in voluptuous joy? 

(Act 1,11. 425-426) 

Like Christ, however, Prometheus declines the offer, choosing to endure the agonies which 

yet must come, because he knows that the reign of evil will end after the agony. 

PART VIII 

The structural design of Prometheus Unbound is rather complicated, and even 

sometimes confusing, though the essential theme of the play is fairly simple: the removal of 

that repressive force which now restricts and tortures the human mind; would not only 

provide an opportunity for the rebirth of the power of love in that mind, but would enable 

man to realise his tremendous potential of intellectual might and spiritual bliss which has for 

so long been stifled by fear, hatred, selfishness and despair. Shelley is not suggesting that 

these things have happened, but only that they ought to happen. As a matter of fact 

Prometheus Unbound is one of those visions of what ought to be or may be in the distant 

future. Shelley works out his vision of man's achievement of ethical perfection in a broad 

socio-historical perspective, the groundwork for which is provided by Asia's exposition in 

Act IL He pays no attention to specific historical details. His references to French Revolution, 

persecutions of Christians and also the crucifixion of Christ, are in passing and moves upon a 

highly mythological plane. The mind of man in the age of Saturn was undeveloped and mind 

simply vegetated. Subsequently, in the age of Prometheus 'mad disquietudes and shadows of 

uru-eal good' began to appear. Prometheus granting Jupiter dominance upon only one 

condition, namely that man is to be free, means in effect that the mind of man be allowed its 
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'fierce wants' and 'mad disquietudes' assume command, while at the same time retaining the 

power of freedom of choice. The mind may at any time shake off these agonies if the inward 

deception is so strong that almost limitless possibilities inherent in an act of self-reform have 

long been ignored and thus the mind of man has been subjected to the severest of tortures. 

Eventually, however, the Great Hour arrives. The mind resolves to rid itself of the attitudes 

which have kept it chained into the darkness. With this resolution the way for the expulsion 

of mind's Demon is prepared. This resolution and the preparation provide Shelley with 

ethical scheme in Act I. Precisely at the moment of the expulsion (represented in a 

preliminary way by the departure of the last of the Furies and finally by the fall of Jupiter) the 

way is made ready for the entry into the human mind of a harmonising power (dramatically 

represented by Prometheus's reunion with Asia.). The mind is ultimately released by its own 

strength (Hercules). We are given to understand that the 'mad disquietudes' may return, 

although, such a contingency, is for the time unlikely. Some critics have asserted that the poet 

thought it necessary only for mankind to resolve 'that there should be no evil and there would 

be none while certain qualifications must be clearly stated. One of these is that even under the 

new dispensation, (assuming, as he does, the power is achieved on a world-wide scale), man 

will still have to contend with 'chance, and death and mutability'. 

Secondly as may be inferred from Demogorgon's final exhortation to the assembled 

cosmic hosts, there is no absolute guarantee of a permanent expulsion of moral evil. Jupiter, 

the destructive force, has been cast down into the pit. But there is always the possibility that 

in some distant point of time in the future, some infirmity will develop in mankind to set this 

destructive force free once more and once more evils will hold sway. 

If the forces of moral good were capable of being set in motion only through a 

regeneration into the mind of man, the forces of moral evil can reassume their formal 

dominance only through a degeneration in the strength of the mind. But as long as 

95 



'Gentleness', 'Wisdom', 'Virtue' and 'Endurance' remain in a man, he will have always 

weapons with which to fight moral evils. Truly, as a myth of moral regeneration, this play 

needs rather to be understood than justified. One has only to grasp, respective psychological 

attitudes of the self-enslaved and the self-liberated mind, as it now is, with reasons. The rest 

is a show of the mind of man set free, made perfect, made whole - 'One harmonious soul of 

many a soul whose native is its own divine control'. 

Shelley's drama thus provides poetic affirmation for his belief in 'a kind of optimism' 

which 'is tempered by his appreciation of the imperfections which now exist in both the 

moral and physical world'. In this regard we may note what a modem critic says: 

Shelley sensed and expressed the need for people to be daring in intellect, 

intelligent in recognising love as the essence of humanity and humans in 

applying a loving intellect in social situation. It is for this reason that Shelley's 

poetry is vitally alive today. Far from being 'an ineffectual angel', Shelley, 

from the early Queen Mab to the climatic Prometheus Unbound and the final 

fragmentary Triumph of Love, urges a brave, responsible, involved and loving 

confrontation of the events and questions of life. By its consistent assertion of 

the viability, efficacy and necessity of the tirade of intellect, love and social 

enlightenment Shelley's poetry defines true humanity. 

Actually the socio-economic and the political forces of his time were never absent 

from Shelley's mind and most of his longer poems and poetic plays, even some love lyrics 

reflect the poet's awareness of these forces. Often this awareness and concern - a sort of 

moral concern - are expressed through symbols. In Prometheus Unbound, Prometheus, 

Mercury and the Furies represent particular social classes or particular types of people: the 

people who were protesting types, intellectuals who wanted reforms; the middle class people 

who used to sit on the fence and who were unable to make up their mind; then there were 
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military-minded people, exploiters, robbers and parasites who used to thrive on the powers 

bestowed upon them by the high and the mighty. Jupiter symbolises the ruling aristocratic 

class who is opposed by another symbol, Prometheus who represents the intellectual class 

thirsting for reforms, the Furies represent the forces of the ruling aristocracy, as well as the 

Quadruple Alliance, they also represent the large armies, the cunning judges, low 

practitioners and money-lenders all of whom keep the parasites on bondage. Mercury 

symbolises an agent of the higher classes. The torture of Prometheus in Act I direct our 

attention to how the intelligentsia of Shelley's time were painfully disturbed by an image of 

Europe destroyed by wars and oppressions during the twenty five years of the century. 

Mercury also becomes the representation of the meek oppressed people who are harassed by 

the morally disturbed conscience. Mercury's in-between 'poetical mind' feels sorry for the 

intellectuals who are tortured by the fact that a devastated Europe carmot rise again. lone and 

Panthea, on the other hand, the companions of Prometheus, hold out the torch of hope of a 

new world order and they also point out to an inspiring fact that history of the struggles for 

liberty in the past will live on in the hearts of mankind as inspiring memories and this in spite 

of despotic forces trying to make the memories dead. By the way we may note here that the 

recantation of the curse on Jupiter in Act I by Prometheus may represent the idea that the 

intellectuals of his time were thinking of channelising the revolutionary forces of the time by 

peaceful means instead of taking recourse to hatred, spirit of revenge and violent means. 

Shelley's moral conscience then is pricked when in a moment of anger Prometheus curses 

Jupiter with bitter hatred and revengeful spirit. We may equate Asia with Love and 

Demogorgon with Necessity without any fear of contradiction. This interpretation of the 

symbolical significance of the play is not very far from what Mary Shelley herself suggests at 

various places, including her Preface to Prometheus Unbound. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE CENCI 

From the universal perspective of^ Prometheus Unbound to the world of state intrigues 

and church politics and family feuds of The Cenci is a long journey through all ways -

psychologically, morally and philosophically, and if we may say so, also dramatically. We 

can do no better than quote Sperry: 

Having celebrated the triumph of love and the millennium, in the purified 

atmosphere of Prometheus Unbound and its "beautiful idealisms of moral 

excellence", he was now impelled to depict a far darker scene, what he 

described in his letter dedicating The Cenci to Leigh Hunt as the "sad reality" 

reflected in the despairing plight of a virtuous heroine pressed beyond the 

limits of human endurance.' 

It is said that The Cenci is the only play in which Shelley has made an objective 

approach to represent his moral concern. That Shelley had the contemporary and future stage 

in view is never doubted. The theme is admittedly a revolt which shocked the conservative 

elements of the contemporary society and also some puritan dramatists. The management of 

Covent Garden and Drury Lane rejected the play as they thought the theme to be 

'objectionable.' 

Controversies were raised ad infinitum as to whether the play is worth reading or 

staging. Nevertheless, this is the only play of Shelley and perhaps of any other Romantic 

dramatist, which caused a great stir among both theatre people - state managers, directors, 

actors and actresses - as well as the academicians. 
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Let us first be acquainted with the favourable opinions of some major critics or 

Shelley scholars, both contemporary and modem. We may start with Shelley's own opinion, 

as he says: 

I am strongly inclined to the affirmative at present, founding my hopes on this, 

that as a composition, it is not certainly inferior to any of the modem plays 

that have been acted, with the exception of Remorse; that the interest of the 

plot is incredibly greater and more real, and that there is nothing beyond what 

the multitude are contented to believe that they can understand whether in 

imagery, opinion, or sentiment.^ 

The play was praised by the well-known contemporary critics like Leigh Hunt and 

Byron. Hunt exclaims: 

What a noble book, Shelley, have you given us; what a tme, stately, and yet 

affectionate mixture of poetry, philosophy and human nature, and horror, and 

all- redeeming sweetness of intention, for there is an under-song of suggestion 

through it all, that sings, as it were, after the storm is over, like a lark in April.'* 

Byron, too, read The Cenci and appreciated it as a play of power and poetry: 

You also know my high opinion of your poetry - because it is of no school. I 

read Cenci - but besides that, I think the subject is essentially non-dramatic. I 

am not an admirer of our old dramatists as models. I deny that English have 

hitherto had a drama at all. Your Cenci however was a work of power and 

poetry. ^ 
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Among the new EUzabethans, Thomas Lovell Beddoes in particular was one who 

greatly admired The Cenci. In Shelley's play he could see virtues that were missing from his 

own works. Writing to his friend Kelsall, he explodes: 

Why did you send me The Cencil I open my own page, and see at once what 

damned trash it all is. No truth or feeling. How the deuces do you, a third and 

disinterested person, manage to tolerate it!^ 

There are other later critics who praised the play for its technique. Swinburne 

significantly called it 'The one great play written in the great manner of Shakespeare's pen 

that our literature has seen since the time of these.'^ Browning, too, gave the play un-bridled 

praise, as a youth sending his copy to Kean with the suggestion that it be produced by the 

Covent Garden. Macready, when in retirement, is reported to have offered to return to the 

stage if he could appear as Count Cenci.^ Another critic, St. John Irvine declared that 'Shelley 

had a surer sense of form than Shakespeare'.^ A critic even declared in The Edinburgh 

Review that: 

{The Cenci) is altogether among those miracles of genius, which no criticism 

can analyse.... The imaginative faculty usually appears inborn, we know, but 

how the dramatic talent can be acquiesced by intuition, is an incomprehensible 

thing.'° 

The mastery of incident has been described as striking by some critics for example, 

Francis C. Mason says: 

The mystery of the possession by a mind considered to have been purely 

missionary, of such skill in dramatic realism remained the most astonishing 

impression. " 
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Among the later critics, K.N. Cameron and Horst Franz, in their critique, conclude: 

'There seems no reason why The Cenci should not take its recognized place as one of the 

classics of the stage'. Even Arthur C. Hicks and R. Milton Clarke who have collected 

material on the subsequent career of The Cenci to show how it had not been appreciated by 

1 "X 

many critics, themselves believe that Shelley's tragedy, contrary to the opinion prevalent 

among literary and dramatic critics, is not properly classified as a closet drama unsuited to 

stage production. They consider it a great acting drama, one of the very best of its kind. ^ 

More recently. Marcel Kessle and Bert O States have observed in PMLA: 

Let us not fool ourselves about Shelley's play: it is a valuable stage piece 

which can attain a certain theatrical vitality.... And become an acting play. 

But it will never take a place beside our esteemed stage classics, beside 

Macbeth, Othello, The Master Builder, Phaaedre, Oedipus et... as acting 

plays of the first rank, one not subject to a peculiar and exclusive combination 

of circumstances, which attend its presentation.'^ 

Stuart Curran perhaps offers the most valuable opinion regarding the value of the play: 

77?̂  Cenci remains the most significant serious play of its century written in 

English, the single work capable, had conditions of the stage allowed its 

enactment, of serving as the focal points for the revival of a true poetic drama 

in the nineteenth century. A work of rich poetic integrity, original in form and 

thought, in its mythic dimensions as terrifying as Prometheus Unbound is 

reassuring. The Cenci is not only one of Shelley's major works, but also, what 

is rather a different matter, one of his most important compositions. Shelley's 

contemporary critics understood as much."^ 
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But we have also to consider the fact that despite successful, if not triumphant, stage 

performances, dating from 1886, critics have stubbornly insisted that The Cenci is not to be 

classed as an acting play. Even each of the foremost Shelley biographers, Dowden, Peck, 

White, thinks in this vein. 

Of the elder Romantic poets, only Wordsworth and Coleridge remained silent on The 

Cenci; probably neither of them read the play, or possibly, to Wordsworth at least, Shelley, 

like Byron, was a moral suspect, a teacher of dangerous doctrine, made all the more 

seductively dangerous by the fineness of the art by which they are conveyed.' The more 

tolerant Coleridge, on the other hand, takes a somewhat middle path: 

... (Shelley's) discussions - tending towards atheism of a certain sort - would 

not have scared me; for me it would have been a semi- transparent larva, soon 

to be sloughed, and through which I should have seen the true image, the final 

metamorphoses. 

Hicks and Clarke, mentioned that The Cenci was liked by the stage people but not 

accepted on account of the theme: 

It is worthy of note that Mr. Harry of Covent Garden, the first theatrical 

manger to consider The Cenci for production was so impressed that he 

requested Shelley to write a tragedy on some other subject, which he would 

gladly accept, although he considered the theme of incest in The Cenci so 

objectionable that he would not even submit the part of Beatrice to Miss O. 

Neill (sic) for reading.'^ 
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Perhaps this very theme of incest led Shaw to consider the play as 'unendurably horrible'̂ **, 

as much as another critic, Horace Shipp who repeats it: 

The Cenci was produced with garish realism, the physical horror would be 

overpowering - the superhuman conflict between right and wrong, the 

interplay of the powers of light and darkness would be hidden behind a story 

of incestuous passion and sadistic oppression.^' 

But Shelley's own biographer Newman I. White is always vehement in expressing his 

abusive opinion regarding The Cenci: 

The Cenci can hardly be called a tragedy at all. In anything like the traditional 

meaning of the word in spite of an intelligent and clever use of the materials, it 

is obviously defective in structure, when considered as a play for the stage. 

He has also observed elsewhere: 

Shelley's The Cenci does indeed have the appearance of great tragedy, but it 

breaks down upon closer analysis. Objective as it seems to be it does not in 

reality get beyond the great abstract triangle of Tyrant, Slave, and Rebel which 

robs practically all Shelley's plays and narrative poems of real humanity and 

makes him the most abstract of all the Romanticists. Wordsworth's The 

Revenge and Coleridge's Remorse all belong to a class in which psychological 

analysis provides the main interest. With Coleridge and Wordsworth, at least 

this analysis is merely the author toying with his own mental projections, and 

it is tinged with abnormality. ̂ ^ 

Considering all these opinions — favourable or unfavourable — we may say at least 

that in this play Shelley has tried to depict a "sad reality" as objectively as he can, despite 

being a Romantic poet always engrossed with his subjective feelings, in order to reflect his 

own moral concern. 
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PART II 

In Shelley's dedicatory letter to Leigh Hunt, Shelley calls The Cenci a 'sad reality', 

really the play was not bom out of his own imagination; there is a direct source to which he 

refers in his Preface: 

A manuscript was communicated to me during my travels in Italy, which was 

copied from the archives of the Cenci palace at Rome, and contains a detailed 

account of the horrors which ended in the extinction of one of the noblest and 

richest families of that city during the Pontificate of Clement (VIII) in the 

Year 1599.̂ ^ 

Mary Shelley, in her note on The Cenci points out the fact that Shelley was only 

'twenty six' when he wrote The Cenci. Mrs. Shelley, however, also refers to another fact that 

Shelley 'asserted that he was too metaphysical and abstract, too fond of the theatrical and the 

ideal, to succeed as a tragedian.' ^̂  

At the same time, Shelley, as this very note points out, was confident that the art of 

writing a drama is not too difficult to acquire: 'There is nothing which the human mind can 

Oft 

conceive which it may not execute, Shakespeare was only a human being.' 

Mary Shelley, however, also says in her note, that Shelley after finding the 'old 

manuscript account of the story of The Cenci, 'requested her to compose a play based on that 

account'. But she 'entreated him to write it instead and he began, and produced swiftly, urged 

on by intense sympathy with the sufferings of the human beings whose passions, so long cold 

27 

in the tomb, he revived, and gifted with poetic language.' 

About The Cenci, Shelley himself informs Leigh Hunt (August IS, 1819): 
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My Prometheus is finished, and I am also on the eve of completing another 

sort totally different from anything you might conjecture that I should write of 

a more popular kind, and, if anything of mine could deserve attention of high 

claims. ^̂  

Shelley's letter speaks of an enthusiastic mood. It may be relevant here to point out 

that the Italian manuscript was given to him in 1818. Mary Shelley copied it from May 18 to 

May 25, 1818 (29). There, as we have already pointed out, lay the germs of the play. On 

April 22, 1819, Shelley with Mary visited the Bolonna palace and saw the picture of Beatrice 

Cenci. *̂' 

According to Mary Shelley, Shelley took up the task of writing the drama with all 

seriousness (a little before or on May 14) and completed it on August 20. Then he gave the 

manuscript to Mary for copying it. He himself took hardly three months to complete it, 

though in the mean time his son died: 'We suffered a severe affliction in Rome by the loss of 

our eldest child.'^' 

The historical accuracy of the story in the manuscript, on the basis of which he wrote 

the play, has since been challenged and Shelley obviously did not care to verify. 

But he changed the spirit and the naked horrors, of course. Here he is in line with 

Shakespeare. In plot construction, characterisation and situations Shelley depended much on 

Shakespearean dramatic method. There are also some traces of Webster, Ford, Beaumont, 

Fletcher and Middleton. Moreover, Calderon, whom he was reading at the time, must have 

influenced him. Mary Shelley, though, believed that only one passage was influenced by that 

reading; otherwise, it was her husband's 'judgment' and originality and that went to the 

making of the play: 
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He admired Calderon, both for his poetry and dramatic genius; but it shows his 

judgment and originality that, though greatly struck by his first acquaintance 

with the Spanish poet, none of his peculiarities crept into the composition of 

The Cenci, and which he himself alludes as suggested by one in El Purgatorio 

de San Patricio. 

But E. J. Bates gives many more evidences of influences — he links old Cenci to 

Lodovico Eurico in Calderon's El Purgatorio de San Patricio ^^ Shelley himself admits the 

'plagiarism' in footnote no. 2 in his Preface to The Cenci: 

An idea in this speech was suggested by a most sublime passage in El 

Purgatorio de San Patricio of Calderon: the only plagiarism which I have 

intentionally committed in the whole piece. 

PART III 

Shelley composed the play during the summer in a quiet country villa, situated amidst 

a beautiful natural environment: 'Nature was bright, sunshiny, and cheerful, or diversified by 

storms of a majestic terror, such as we had never before witnessed.' In this setting, Shelley 

approached the subject with the objectivity of a dramatist: '...to avoid the error of making 

them actuated by my own conceptions of right or wrong, false or true... to make apparent 

some of the most dark and secret concerns of the human heart.' 

The play is based on the tale of a terrific clash between the wills of the psychotic 

Count Cenci and his daughter Beatrice. In order to dominate his family, the Count violates 

the modesty of his daughter. Driven to desperation, the gentle girl conspires with her brother 
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and stepmother to kill the Count. For this deed they are condemned to death by the Count's 

friend, the Pope. 

Regarding this tragic end, Shelley himself comments in his Preface to The Cenci 

rather ironically: 

The Pope, among other motives for severity, probably felt that whoever killed 

the Count Cenci deprived his [the Pope's] treasury of a certain and copious 

X- 39 

source oi revenue. 

Shelley introduces his play based on this account with a Preface and a Dedication 

addressed to Leigh Hunt: 

In this patient and irreconcilable enmity with domestic and political tyranny 

and imposture, which the tenor of your life has illustrated, and which, had I 

health and talent, should illustrate mine, let us, comforting each other in our 

task, live and die. '*̂  

The Cenci is a tragedy of sober pathos. Crime and heroic innocence are thrown into 

relief with a swift progress of action. This sad tale of grim and sordid family affairs is 

dramatized by Shelley in a bleak and austere style. At the same time, there is a deep and 

smouldering intensity of passion and a steady tragic purpose. This five-act play is full of 

dramatic tension and thrills. There are clashes of wills and a moving denouement, which flow 

from character motivations. The suspense begins from the very start when Beatrice's destiny 

is gaspingly apprehended. In the middle, the result of the murder-attempt is awaited with 

stopped breath, and the end brings the final suspenseful moment about the fate of the culprits. 

However, dramatically the Fifth Act may not be a 'masterpiece' as Mrs. Shelley 

claims it to be "". At the same time, it must be admitted that the philosopher, the psychologist, 
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the poet, and the dramatist in Shelley combine here to bring about one of the most moving 

tragic situations ever presented on the English stage. Marzio confesses, and then withdraws, 

and Beatrice denies her guilt. Camillo feels pity for Beatrice and sympathy for his dead 

nephew and then finally the confessions of Lucretia and Giacomo — all combine to create a 

tumultuous dramatic impact. 

In the last scene, the tying up of Beatrice's hair by her mother and that of her mother 

by Beatrice ring a powerful and moving pathetic note: 

Here, Mother, tie 

My girdle for me, and bind up this hair 

In any simple knot; ay, that does well. 

And yours I see is coming down. How often 

Have we done this for one another; now 

We shall not do it any more. My Lord, 

We are quite ready. Well 'tis very well. 

(Act V, Sc. IV, 11. 159-165) 

PART IV 

Shelley's moral anxiety is reflected throughout the play, especially in the behaviour, 

action, and words of the chief characters. It may be noted that, compared to the characters of 

Prometheus Unbound, the characters of The Cenci are much more realistic. In both of the 

plays, Shelley deals with the theme of tyranny and persecution, but in the later play the 

portrayal of grim and sordid reality is too frightening. Count Cenci and Beatrice are the chief 

characters and their moral conflicts play pivotal roles in revealing and moulding Shelley's 

main proposition that it is the desperate force of moral evils that are out to destroy the gentle 
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and good forces in man and nature. Beatrice, the central figure, is a tragic picture of actual 

suffering humanity. She is such a gentle and weak victim that her torture creates an 

overpoweringly real atmosphere of guilt and oppression which grips the heart of the audience 

with awe. Regarding her moral conflict, Mary Shelley comments: 

... the character of Beatrice, proceeding, from vehement struggle, to horror, to deadly 

resolution, and lastly to the elevated dignity of calm suffering, joined to passionate 

tenderness and pathos, is touched with hues so vivid and so beautiful.... 

From the beginning, the conflict between good and evil becomes distinct. Count Cenci 

admits loudly: 

...I Love 

The sight of agony, and the sense of joy, 

When this shall be another's and that mine. 

And I have no remorse and little fear, 

Which are, I think, the checks of other man. 

(ActI, Sc. 1,11. 81-85) 

Beatrice, however, is aware of his evil element and informs Orsino: 

...with this outward of love he mocks 

His inward hate. 'Tis bold hypocrisy, 

For he would gladlier celebrate their deaths, 

Which I have heard him pray for on his knees: 

(Act II, Sc. II, 11. 50-53) 
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We have to note him as a criminal who boasts: 

Beware! For my revenge 

Is as the sealed commission of a King 

That kills, and none dare name the murderer. 

(Act I, Sc. Ill, 11. 96-98) 

Beatrice alone has power to defy him, and this power was generated from her honesty. 

Lucretia's speech proves that she has gone on struggling against his tyranny and torture for 

long: 

Until this hour, thus you have ever stood 

Between us and your father's moody wrath 

Like a protecting presence: your firm mind 

Has been only refuge and defence: 

(Act II, Sc. 1,11. 46-49) 

But when Beatrice apprehends what her father intends to do in order to punish her, at 

first she hesitates to defy any more: 

I was just thinking 

'Twere better not to struggle any more. 

(Act II, Sc. II, 11. 52-53) 

However, she recovers herself and regains strength: 

May the ghost 

Of my dead Mother plead against my soul 
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If I abandon her who filled the place 

She left, with more, even, than a mother's love! 

(Act II, Sc. 1,11. 94-97) 

Count Cenci on the other hand, suspects that she is apprehensive and becomes much 

more resolute in his determination to assault her physically. Beatrice, naturally, becomes wild 

in frenzy, despair, and abomination after the apprehended onslaught on her modesty is done: 

Like parricide... 

Misery has killed its father: yet its father 

Never like mine ... O, God, what thing am I? 

(Act III, Sc. I., 11. 36-38) 

But gradually she again gains control over herself and becomes determined to take 

revenge: 

Ay, something must be done; 

What, yet I know not... something which shall make 

The thing that I have suffered but a shadow 

In the dread lighting which avenges it... 

(Act III, Sc. 1,11. 86-89) 

Lucretia, in the mean time, unaware of the nature of the heinous crime committed by 

her father, makes Beatrice aware of the 'punishment' that he deserves: 

Death must be the punishment 

Of crime, or the reward of trampling down 

The thorns which God has strewed upon the path 

Which leads to immortality. 
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(Act III, Sc. 1,11. 122-125) 

Beatrice, then, after some brooding, determines and says: 

I have prayed 

To God, and I have talked with my own heart, 

And have unravelled my entangled will, 

And have at length determined what is right. 

(ActIII,Sc. 1,11. 218-221) 

Since then Beatrice seems to be also a cold, calculating, criminal bent on taking 

revenge. And therein lies the difference between her and Prometheus: Prometheus revoked 

his curse, felt repentant of his fury and hatred and, through his union with love, became free 

of his imprisonment; but Beatrice, on the other hand, became a tragic heroine. As Shelley 

himself puts it in the Preface to The Cenci, is what follows: 

Undoubtedly, no person can be truly dishonoured by the act of another; and 

the fit return to the most enormous injuries is kindness, forbearance, and a 

resolution to convert the injurer from his dark passions by peace and love. 

Revenge, retaliation, and atonement, are pernicious mistakes. Had Beatrice 

thought in this manner, she would have been wiser and better; but she would 

never have been a tragic character nevertheless."*^ 

So our tragic heroine commits a 'mistake' because she is a human being, and 'to err is 

humane'. But Prometheus is a 'titanic' figure who represented an ideal, which human beings 

should try to uphold. Thus The Cenci remains not a lyrical drama, but a drama of tragic 

reality — it presented not what should be, but what happens. 
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Count Cenci, on the other hand, is not a person without religion. Shelley himself 

points out in the same Preface: 

Cenci himself built a chapel in the court of his Palace, and dedicated it to St. 

Thomas the Apostle, and established masses for the peace of his soul.'*'* 

Strangely enough, Shelley's Cenci thinks that God has chosen him for doing things 

wrong: 

'Tis plain I have been favoured from above, 

For when I cursed my sons they died, — Ay... so... 

As to the right or wrong, that's talk... repentance 

... Repentance is an easy moment's work 

And more depends on God than me. 

(Act IV, Sc. 1,11. 39-43) 

It becomes clear that Count Cenci loves evil for its sake and for him, entertainment 

consists in committing crimes: 

My soul, which is a scourge, will I resign 

Into the hands of him who wielded it; 

Be it for its own punishment or theirs, 

He will not ask it of me till the lash 

Be broken in its last and deepest wound; 

Until its hate be all inflicted. 

(Act IV, Sc. 1,11. 63-68) 

His hatred of Beatrice, therefore, is generated from his evil element because she is 

good and able to defy his omnipotent evil power in the family: 
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Her corpse shall be abandoned to the hounds; 

Her name shall be the terror of the earth; 

Her spirit shall approach the throne of God 

Plague-spotted with my curses. I will make 

Body and soul a monstrous lump of ruin. 

(ActlV, Sc. 1,11. 91-95) 

He thinks that since Beatrice is his own child, God will not forgive her for defying 

him. Contrary to Prometheus, who forgives Jupiter, Count Cenci curses Beatrice, and does 

that even on the ground of her probable motherhood: 

That if she ever have a child; and thou, 

Quick Nature! I abjure thee by thy God, 

That thou be fruitful in her, and increase 

And multiply, fulfilling his command, 

And my deep imprecation! 

(Act IV, Sc. 1,11. 141-145) 

However, this conflict between God and evil does not consummate into the defeat of 

evil through love and forgiveness joined with fortitude. Count Cenci is killed in his sleep, and 

perhaps, this very murder, committed in order to justify the outrage committed on Beatrice, 

generates pity for the old villain who is not able to struggle, and faces a helpless death. It may 

be observed here that there is no conflict on the physical level, and the spiritual conflict 

between the good and the evil does not indicate that the dramatist was so sure of his end — 

the defeat of evil — as he was in Prometheus Unbound. At the same time, it must also be 

admitted that these two dramas are technically different, and so, naturally, the ends are shown 

in different ways. 
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After the murder of Count Cenci, Beatrice remains firm and resolute in her belief in 

God. Like Prometheus, she is then prepared to put up with every form of suffering. She 

knows that in this world of corruption and crime she will not get real justice. At times she 

even wavers in her faith: 

The God who knew my wrong, and made 

Our speedy act the angel of His wrath, 

Seems, and but seems, to have abandoned us. 

(Act V, Sc. Ill, 11. 111-115) 

There is also an element of stoicism: 

...I 

Have met with much injustice in this world; 

No difference has been made by God or man, 

Or any power moulding 

My wretched lot, 

'Twixt good or evil, as regarded me. 

(Act V, Sc. IV, II. 82-84) 

Ultimately she regains hope for divine mercy: 

You do well telling me to trust in God, 

I hope I do trust in Him. 

(Act V, Sc. IV, 11. 87-88) 

But up to the end she cannot hope for human mercy and says with a kind of cold 

cynicism: 
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Oh, plead 

With famine, or wind-walking Pestilence, 

Blind lightning, or the deaf sea, not with man! 

Cruel, cold, formal man; righteous in words, 

In deeds a Cain. 

(Act V, Sc. IV, 11. 105-109) 

With that resignation and resolution Beatrice accepts her destiny: 'We are quite ready. Well, 

'tis very well.' (Act V, Sc. IV, P. 165) 

Thus, in The Cenci, the evil element is eradicated, but not permanently, for the real 

evil consists not in the image of the tyrant Cenci, who is but an instrument of the corrupted 

Church, which as a form of social authority enables him to carry on his tyrannical torture and, 

still after his death, goes on persecuting the oppressed. Beatrice's tragedy, therefore, is a 

tragedy of a corrupt society where money is power, and the real conflict is between the 

Church, the society, and the oppressed humanity. That Shelley suffered from intense moral 

anxiety on all these accounts is writ large in the play. 

Through the unfolding of the spiritual history of Beatrice, we find Shelley at his best 

as a dramatist who loses his identity and still reveals his insight into the minutest workings of 

human soul. Mary Shelley aptly comments on this aspect of Shelley as a dramatist: 

The character of Beatrice, proceeding from vehement struggle to horror, to 

deadly resolution, and lastly, to the elevated dignity of calm suffering, joined to 

passionate tenderness and pathos, is touched with hues so vivid and so beautiful 

that the poet seems to have read intimately the secrets of the noble heart imaged 

in the lovely countenance of the unfortunate girl.'̂ ^ 
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Beatrice, though young, is able to analyse her own nature: 

...sorrow makes me seem, 

Sterner than else my nature might have been; 

(Act I, Sc. II, 11. 34-35) 

She is also capable of analyzing her father's nature: 

And with this outward show of love he mocks 

His inward hate. {Ibid, 11.50-51) 

Even Count Cenci notices her fortitude and defiance; her "fearless eyes", brow 

superior", "Unaltered cheek" and "that lip made for tenderness or scorn" 

(Actll, Sell , 11. 116-117) 

But she is not an ideal character, not a saint, and therefore, as she commits a tragic 

error, i.e. takes revenge in place of forgiving the oppressor, is taken to the gallows in spite of 

her heroic defiance and belief that she is not guilty. Perhaps, she becomes, however, 

conscious of her tragic error at the end, and so, in her farewell speech to her brother Bernardo 

who, it seems, is left alone, helpless and miserable in the world of crime, corruption and 

persecution, she leaves a message for suffering humanity; it is, in other words, Shelley's 

message for the future golden era: 

One thing more, my child: 

For thine own sake be constant to the love 

Thou bearest us; and to the faith that I, 

Though wrapped in a strange cloud of crime and shame, 

Lived ever holy and unstained. And though 

111 tongues shall wound me, and our common name 
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Be as a mark stamped on thine innocent brow 

For men to point at as they pass, do thou 

Forbear and never think a thought unkind 

Of those, who perhaps love thee in their graves. 

So mayest thou die as I do; fear and pain 

Being subdued. (Act V, Sc. IV 11. 145-155) 

Thus the tragedy of Beatrice shows what would have happened if Prometheus would 

not have revoked his curse and have not forgiven Jupiter. In Prometheus Unbound, the final 

speech of Demogorgon warns humanity that the evil serpent may at any time coil around 

Eternity. In order to avoid it mankind 'must forgive wrongs Darker than death or night' and 

Beatrice has unfortunately been unable to do so. Thus Beatrice becomes an erring 

Prometheus, a failing Prometheus, who in her farewell speech admits the value of forgiveness 

and thus gains a Christ-like moral triumph. 

PARTV 

Shelley himself comments on the play's language in his Preface; 

I have avoided with great care in writing this play the introduction of what 

is commonly called mere poetry, and I imagine there will scarcely be found a 

detached simile or a single isolated description, unless Beatrice's description of 

the chasm appointed for her father's murder should be judged to be of that 

46 

nature. 
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Shelley says this in his own way regarding the language he has tried to use in the play. 

Thus his two predecessors Wordsworth and Coleridge have also put stress on the use of the 

'familiar language of men,' Shelley further clarifies his point: 

But it must be the real language of men in general and not that of any particular class 

to whose society the writer happens to belong. ^ 

Thus in imagery, passion and familiar language Shelley wanted to come nearest to 

men's heart: 

In a dramatic composition the imagery and the passion, should 

interpenetrate one another, the former being reserved simply for the full 

development and illustration of the latter: Imagination is as the immortal 

God which should assure flesh for the redemption of mortal passion... 

Mrs. Shelley also stresses on the fact that Shelley tried to avoid 'mere poetry.' '̂ '̂  

Shelley himself said further: 'I have been cautious to avoid the introducing of faults of 

youthful composition; diffuseness, a profusion of inapplicable imagery, vagueness, generality 

and as Hamlet says, 'Words, words.' ^̂  

As a matter of fact the dramatic quality of the style of the play, as E. S. Bates explains, 

consists in its balance between superficiality and suavity of imagery, the fusing of figures 

with the emotion of characters, avoidance of dramatically irrelevant poetry. He concludes 

only from example, the gravity of the expression of imagery, use of emotional epithets, etc. 

This quality gives lucidity, directness, and force to the style.^' 

Shelley's command over a wide range of dramatic expressions — from pungent irony 

to touching heights of lyrical fervour — is to be noted in The Cenci. The speech of the Count 

announcing the unexpected deaths of his sons contains the ring of dramatic speech. The 

speaker's soul in all its deeper nuances is laid bare: 
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You hear me not, I tell you they are dead; 

And they will need no food or raiment more; 

The tapers that did light them the dark way 

Are their last cost. The Pope, I think, will not 

Expect I should maintain them in their coffins. 

Rejoice with me — my heart is wondrous glad. 

(ActI,Sc. Ill, 11.39-50) 

Such passages are fit for stage effect. Beatrice's body, mind and soul are all groaning 

under her father's assault, the nature of which cannot be disclosed by her; 

Beatrice: O, God, what thing am I? 

...Who art thou, questioner? I have no father. 

(Aside) She is the madhouse nurse who tends on me, 

It is a piteous office 

(Act III, Sc. 1,11. 38-42) 

The murder scene closely follows Shakespearean diction and imagery - the rush of 

deeply studied lines unconsciously get mixed up with Shelley's own : 

Marzio: ... I knew it was the ghost, 

Of my dead father speaking through his lips, 

And could not Kill him. 

(Act IV, Sc. III. 11 20-22) 

The language of The Cenci, is also, at places, an imitation of Shakespearean diction. 

But that has not become a demerit, on the other hand, as Shelley has superbly used that type 
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of diction to suit his drama, it has turned out a merit. K. N. Cameron's comment illustrates 

this point cogently; 

The Cenci, with its archaisms and soliloquies strikes the reader as old fashioned 

in a way that Shelley's non-dramatic poetry does not. On the stage, however, 

these defects are lost in the dramatic movement of the play or are glossed over 

by audiences conditioned to the Shakespearean manner. ̂ '̂  

Otherwise, the style is marred outwardly by 'unduly long speeches and long 

soliloquies and lack of flashing dialogue,' and inwardly by what Leavis calls 'emphasis and 

insistence serving instead of realization.' 

In order to refute this charge that Shelley indulges in long, philosophical speeches, we 

have to bear in mind that Shakespeare too, cannot help using often lengthy narrations by a 

single character. Even long speeches in Shakespeare have dramatic effect and they not only 

have action, but also help in extending the action of the play. In case of Shelley also, the poet 

has been able to get rid of the habit of flying high on the wings of lyrical raptures and has 

been able to use his command over language and narrative skill, in such way that dramatic 

effect is reinforced instead of spoiling it. 

Mary Shelley's comments may be relevant here; 

The fifth act is a masterpiece. It is the finest thing (Shelley) ever wrote, and 

may claim proud comparison not only with any contemporary, but preceding 

poet. The varying feelings of Beatrice are expressed with passionate, heart

rending eloquence. ̂ '' 

Beatrice's final speech in the play justifies the comment of Mrs. Shelley. This brief 

farewell speech creates in the mind of the audience and the readers, a delicate balance of 

sympathy and ironic awareness. 
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...My Lord, 

We are quite ready. Well, 'tis very well. 

(Act V, Sc IV, 11. 164-165) 

Stuart M. Sperry has also chosen this scene to point out Shelley's control over 

language; 

Our attention is caught by the imagery of knitting and untying of Beatrice's 

hair, the metaphor Shelley uses throughout with great delicacy for his 

heroine's virginity, on which, as we have seen, the construction of her 

character depends. 

On the whole, we may say that in this play Shelley's diction is conversational, bare of 

undue ornamentation and carefully chosen in order to suit to character and theme .The blank 

verse is dignified and yet flexible enough. Shelley, quite skilfully, aware of moral concern, 

suits his style of versification to the particular emotional tone required by the context of the 

play. For instance, whereas Orsino's monologue is low keyed and relaxed, Cenci's 

characterisation is the successful proof of his tortures ('the dry, fixed eye ball; the pale 

quivering lip') and it is done in the tone of compressed intensity. Moreover, again and again 

in the play Orsino reveals his hypocrisy by resorting to shrewd language: 

Doubt not but I will use my utmost skill 

So that the Pope attend to your complaint, 

(ActI, S e l l , 11. 41-42) 

Shelley's keen dramatic sense helps him to create a great many situations where one 

character breaks into the speech of another, or where a sentence is suspended in the middle 

and another begins. 
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Stuart Curran aptly comments over Shelley's language in The Cenci: 

The diction never requires an editorial gloss, and only in a few instances are or 

confronted with a convoluted syntax reminiscent of the difficult passages that 

abound in the nature of Shakespeare. Shelley indulges in a few poetical 

archaisms, but never in a new Elizabethan diction; his language is unforced 

and natural.... its language is vigorous and still current, a continuing testament 

to the efficacy of Shelley's 'Wordsworthian' conception of the language of 

drama. ̂ ^ 

Regarding the use of imagery in the play, it may be pointed out that except Seville's 

dramatic entrance just after the death of Count Cenci; Shelley has used imagery that is 

pervasive but subtle. Usually the characters that are orally inadequate expose themselves by 

their choice of particular words. There is a stem irony in the model of the Greek tragedies, in 

the dream of Bemerdo who hopes that the Pope will one day free him from the dark halls of 

the Cenci palace, for ultimately he will be consigned to the galleys for life. 

In fact, Shelley's technique in this play is more Greek than Elizabethan (though it is 

also true that the play abounds in Elizabethan and Shakespearean influences). The simplicity 

of structure takes its place within the context of a simplicity of style, Shelley remains within 

the confines of the Cenci Palace, except exposing the importance of the nobles and Camillo, 

until the Count has been murdered. With this view in consideration Northrop Frye comments: 

'There is no tragedy of this type in Shakespeare.'^^ 
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PART VI 

The Cenci was composed at the poet's twenty seven years of age, still, we may say, it 

can be ranked with the historical plays of Shakespeare. In character portrayal, probe into the 

psychological depth of human mind, and philosophical reflection, it may even be compared 

to Hamlet of Shakespeare. Marlowe's tragedies, it is true, are more dramatic and more 

crowded with characters, but these perhaps lack to some extent the subtle shades of emotion 

and fine feelings so beautifully expressed in Shelley's tragedy. It is a well known fact that 

Shelley was indebted to the Elizabethans.^^ 

But Shelley has skilfully enough, used the Shakespearean devices and thus has made 

his tragedy not a more imitation, but an original product of his creative genius. Bernard 

Shaw, one of the many who discuss Shelley's debt to Elizabethan models, possibly explains 

why The Cenci may be considered a great drama with certain limitations; 

The Cenci... is a failure in the sense in which we call an experiment with a 

negative result a failure. But the powers called forth by it were so 

extraordinary that many generations of audiences will probably solicit to have 

the experiment repeated on then, in spite of the incidental tedium. And if the 

play be ever adequately acted, the experiments will not even be temporarily 

fatiguing to witness, though it perhaps may prove at one or two points 

unendurably horrible. ^̂  

The question is why as a drama, which can, with predictable confidence be put on the 

stage in its entirety or very nearly without calling attention to broad structural faults- The 

Cenci falls far short of success as a stage play. The answer will be found in the explanation 

given by Shaw, quoted just now. 
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But Curran, who stands on another ground, explains Shelley's use of Elizabethan 

devices in a superb way: he meant not to copy or imitate, but to recreate in the language of 

his day the vigour and vitality of the Elizabethan stage. ̂ *̂  

In The Cenci Giacomo develops to a great length the similarities between the soul and 

a lamp. Here we find a Shakespearean influence- Othello already evolved this similitude. But 

this is not a matter of plagiarism, but an error of taste. Desmond king-Hale comments on this 

point: 

Every writer, however independent, uses phrases which have lodged in his 

memory, and there is no disgrace in doing so in moderation, Shelley does not 

go beyond moderation, for less than five percent of the lines of the play are 

under suspicion, and even if all the Shakespearean echoes were clearly proven, 

which they are not, they would be only a minor flaw in a casting structure, on 

a level with those in Venice Preserved. 

Keeping this view in mind, we may point out that Shelley perhaps, after all, was not at 

all dependent on Webster for his trial scene, and on Shakespeare for the murder scene. Curran 

explains Shelley's dependence on his source in the following way: 

Shelley is accurately following his source, where the murderers stay from 

killing an old man and Beatrice drives them to the act by vowing to do it 

herself if they will prove themselves such cowards. 

At the same time, it may be that Shakespeare himself was inspired by the Cenci 

scandal. Actually Curran has hold up this suggestion: 

This instance of "Plagiarism" is frequently cited as the most obvious of 

Shelley's borrowings in The Cenci. Ironically, however, it may be that 
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Shakespeare originally borrowed the scene from contemporary accounts of the 

Cenci murder. Since Macbeth can definitely be dated shortly after the 

accession of James I in 1603 and The Cenci scandal of 1599 had gained 

considerable notoriety, a version of the "Relation" could easily have 

influenced Shakespeare. Indeed, such a course is all but taken for granted by 

Maria Luisa Abrasion, with May Willis, in The Secret Archives of the Vatican, 

(Boston and Toronto, (1969, p. 209) ^̂  

The Banquet scene of The Cenci has also been considered Shakespearean, but except 

for the feast itself, the scene develops on its own course. There is on the other hand, much 

similarity with the feast described by Seneca, at which Atreus served up two of Thystes' 

children to the king because, almost in the same way, Cenci imagines the wine to be the 

blood of his sons, and drinks it up in a ritualistic manner. 

Shakespearean influence is present to some extent also in the great speech of Beatrice 

in the final scene of the play. It begins like Claudio's confrontation of mortality in Measure 

for Measure, but her reaction is also natural enough to face the sentence of death. 

In general Shelley borrows from Shakespeare with a less obvious and far more 

effective hand thein any of his contemporaries. 

132 



PART VII 

Shelley's struggle to stage his play throws some interesting light on the reaction of the 

people who mattered in the theatre of his time. St. John Irvine argued that The Cenci is not a 

"closet drama" but a stage play. '^ Shelley himself had stage production in mind from the very 

beginning and wrote to Thomas Love Peacock in London: 

The object of the present letter is to ask a favour of you- I have written a 

tragedy on the subject of a story well known in Italy, and in my conception 

eminently dramatic- have taken some pains to make my play fit for 

representation, and those who have already seen it judge favourably. What you 

to do is to procure for me its presentation at Covent Garden.^^ 

As he desired Kean and O'Neil to play the Count and Beatrice respectively, he was 

disappointed to know that it was impossible for Kean to play the chief male character. 

Somehow Shelley felt that stark exhibition of incest on the stage would not be 

desirable, so he tried to lessen the actual horror of the incident: 'This story of The Cenci is 

indeed eminently fearful and monstrous; anything like a dry exhibition of it on the stage 

would be insupportable.'^^ 

He also thought that the author's name should remain incognito for the success of the play on 

the stage (by then Shelley had earned some infamy) ^̂  and wanted to print it after its 

rejection. ^̂ . Then he got 250 copies printed in Italy, a reason being that his contemplated 

audience would be able to comprehend the theme more easily. Mrs. Shelley comments about 

the rejection of it Major Harris of the Covent Garden: 
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(Mr. Harris) pronounced the subject to be so objectionable that he could not 

even submit the part to Miss O'Neil for perusal, but expressed his desire that 

the author would write a tragedy on some other subject, which he would 

gladly accept. ̂ ^ 

Drury Lane Theatre Management also rejected the play on the ground that the story was too 

horrible.'" Some later day famous actors and actresses, however like Mac- ready Phelps and 

Miss Clym had coveted to play the chief roles to test their histrionic talents, when the play 

was actually produced on the stage.'' Much later, on May 6, 1886, The Cenci was produced 

by the Shelley Society at the Grand Theatre. It was, however, a private show. Even then, 'it 

was not suitable for performance.' (Alma Murray who rose to stardom by playing Beatrice 

thought so).'^ 

The audience on May 6 numbered about 2,400 people and included such notables as 

Browning, Meredith, Lowell and Sir Percy Florence Shelley, the poet's son. 73 

74 The contemporary newspaper reviewers, however, thought it unacceptable. 

The first public presentation of this tragedy took place a year before Shelley's 

centenary, on 16* January 1891. It was not known to the Shelley Society. It 

was staged by a Parisian company under the management of the poet Paul Fort 

in France. '^ 

Three weeks before the centenary, Florence Farr and a small group of actors enacted the final 

scenes of the play, on H* July, 1892. It was, however, a private production. '^ 

After the First World War, The Cenci was staged many times. In November 1919, it 

77 • 

was produced at Coburg, Germany but it was an insignificant production. The Russian 

production of twenty-six performances, during the same season was much more significant. 78 
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70 

The Cenci was performed also in Prague (June 1922) and Spain (Nov, 25, 1923). It was 

again produced in Germany in 1924 for nine performances. It was the last in the flurry of 

continental performances in the early 1920's.^° 

At this time in Europe many interesting productions of the play occurred, but among 

those the most significant one was the production by Sybil Thomdike. The play was staged at 

the New Theatre, London, in 1922 and in Empire Theatre in March 1926. 

Stuart Curran's view regarding the stage performances of the play is worth while to 

mention, for it sums up its stage history in the decade of the 20's: 

The 1920's had made its point, Shelley's point, the The Cenci was "fit for 

representation". In the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Italy, 

England and the United States, the tragedy had succeeded on Stage — 

sometimes indifferently; it is true, but also sometimes very well. 

The seventeen performances in Paris, in the year of 1935 were also successful. Curran 

calls it one of 'the most important stage events of the twentieth century . The play was also 

staged in 1940 (USA) and in 1950^1 In 1959 The Cenci was professionally produced in 

England by London's Old Vic Company. It ran for thirty performances, from the end of April 

to the 6* of June. ^'^ All these successful stage presentations prove that this play of moral 

concern contains good materials. 
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PART VIII 

The criticism of The Cenci reaches a certain point between praise and condemnation. 

Admittedly the faults of The Cenci as a stage play are its extremely horrible scenes, echoes of 

Elizabethan plays and the inwardness of the dramatist. But we must remember that, 

essentially, it is a poetic drama and in part comparable with the best tragic scenes of English 

drama. Obviously without the central vent and the deep-dyed villainy, there could be no 

drama in the play. Therefore, the defects are in the very nature of the plot and character. As 

there are many irrelevant scenes and long speeches and soliloquies, in most of the 

performances, we understand, these have been curtailed without affecting the dramatic 

mterest. 

The faults of the play are not far to seek. The main theme is not only horrible but also 

repulsive. The central event is made the climax, for the other impudent events like the deaths 

of Cenci's sons, the incest, the murder of Cenci or the execution cannot be presented on the 

stage. Therefore the interest shifts from action to passion and character: 

My pangs are of the mind, and of the heart, 

And of the soul; 

(Act V. Sc. Ill, 11. (65-66) 

Hence the moments before and after the action are emphasized. The first act is devoid 

of all action. There is only an analysis or exposition of the past, present and future motive of 

the chief characters. In the third scene only some sort of action is seen when Count Cenci 

resolves that: 

It must be done: it shall be done, I swear! 

(Act I., Sc. Ill, 1. 178). 
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This scene could have been the beginning, giving a key-note to the thing about to 

happen and then Orsino's real designs towards Beatrice being shown. In that case the third 

scene would have revealed the past and set half of interest rolling towards future events. The 

second act too unnecessarily prolongs the anticipation for action, delaying the climax. 

Although Beatrice's shock at the sin committed on her brings the first scene of the third act 

nearer to dramatic interests, the next scenes (II and III) take them away. The information of 

Cenci's escape could be disclosed later. In the Act IV, scenes II and III contain much 

dramatic conflicts echoing Shakespeare's Macbeth. Then the last scene of that act, showing 

Beatrice lying, has some dramatic element. Act V brings intense drama only after the first 

scene. Thus, with a few dram.atic scenes, Shelley has been able to draw the praise of the most 

sensitive literary figures since his time. 

The two chief characters are no doubt great tragic characters, but the contrasting 

colours are diametrically opposite. One is downright villain who believes that God is on his 

side. The father image in him symbolizes tyrannical power. The idealist Shelley persecuted 

by his father and society, has perhaps something to do with this portrayal. On the other hand, 

Beatrice is unconvincingly good. Like Desdemona she suffers. But whereas the 

Shakespearean character is a victim of falsehood which is caused by lago's mischief and her 

husband's credulous nature, Beatrice, however, after being tortured, commits crime herself. 

She can neither narrate her persecution nor confess her share in the murder of her father. So 

she has to tell a lie. Shelley was at a fix to bring the solufion artistically or in the least 

plausible way. Drama of course suffers. The problem with the spectator or the reader will be 

how to accept sympathetically a suddenly turned shameless liar as a character of tragic 

dimension. Macbeth's tragic decline is accountable and he never loses our sympathy. Beatrice 

does not admit of committing the crime: in that case she should have clarified why she does 

not think so. She may think herself justified in her action but she should have confessed it. 
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Another dramatic flaw lies in the portrayal of the minor characters. They seem fibre-

made to serve a limited purpose. Lucretia has to help the heroine in undergoing her suffering 

and the readers or spectators to feel the evolution, in her character. Giacomo lacks initiative 

and joins the conspiracy at the motivation of Orsino and Bemerdo has no individuality. Thus 

these three almost passive characters just serve the purpose of chorus. Orsino's hypocritical 

self analysis in soliloquies delays action and hence makes dramatic interest suffer. The judges 

are sternly just. Pope and Cardinal Camillo, in spite of being humane, cannot help Beatrice. 

The characters in The Cenci represent as expected Shelley's well-known division of mankind 

— 'Tyrant, slave and rebel'.^^ 

There are some other demerits like slow action, too many long speeches and frequent 

scene changing, soliloquies which are perhaps more than required, though they do not sound 

monotonous. 

But, above all, we have to remember that since it is a poetic drama, it is fated to have 

these faults. Here Shelley lays stress on moral degradation as an inherent weakness in the 

sensual aspect of man. He saw the story as prominently a work for the stage and felt that he 

had to try to be realistic, as he says, he 'endeavoured as nearly as possible to represent the 

character as they probably were.'^' 

St. John Irvine ignores these faults and comments: 'Shelley had a surer sense of form 

than Shakespeare.'^^ 

Perhaps, he noted that The Cenci was probably the first tragedy by a Romantic 

dramatist, presenting psychological analysis and characterization. Shelley himself remarks 

regarding the play: 

[It was] written without any of the peculiar feelings and opinions which 

characterize my other compositions. I have attended simply to the impartial 
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development of such characters, as it is probable the persons represented really 

were, together with the greatest degree of popular effect to the produced by 

such a development.^^ 

We may take into consideration Curran's comment in this respect: this play is a 

psychological study whose focus is Beatrice, the Romantic Everyman with whom we identify 

and in whose defeat we are forced to see our own. 

Though the play was not accepted by the contemporary stage, Shelley himself was 

optimistic regarding its fate: 

I am exceedingly interested in the question of whether this attempt of mine 

will succeed or not. 1 am strongly inclined to the affirmative at present, 

founding my hopes on this, that, as a composition, it is certainly nor inferior to 

any of the modem plays that have been acted, with the exception not inferior 

to any of the modem plays that have been acted, with the exception of 

Remorse: that the interest of the plot is incredibly greater and more real: and 

that there is nothing beyond what the multitude are contented to believe in 

imagery, opinion or sentiment.^' 

Stuart M. Sperry, the Harvard Shelley scholar, analyses the play against its 

contemporary background, and praises it eloquently, in spite of all the demerits. Nonetheless 

The Cenci remains the most stage-worthy and dramatically effective play composed in the 

Romantic period in England, a play that has been mounted in recent memory by London's 

Old Vic Company with considerable success. 
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PART IX 

The Cenci remains a dramatically effective play, because it raises powerful and 

impelling moral issues that disturb people in all ages. The awfiil revelations of the monstrous 

heart of Count Cenci, the hopeless agony and desolation of Beatrice staggering from her 

transitory error to stoic resignation and a patient waiting for the ultimate to come are all 

reflected vividly in the play. Her calm resignation, perhaps in a way symbolises the triumph 

of good over evil. It is a representation of the suffering and patience of humanity, its agonies 

without ecstasies. 

But the intrigues of state and church centred on the family Circle of The Cenci, raises a 

particular ethical problem. Shelley's argument with Thomas Jefferson Hogg as to the 

reconcilability of law with morality may be cited here to throw light on Shelley's moral 

concerns, Shelley denies Hogg's assertion 'that it is a duty to comply with the established 

laws of your Country' and considers the motives of Sophocles' Antigone who is the dearest 

archetype for his own Beatrice. Shelley's letter for that raises the most perturbing question: 

But the question is, is Antigone immoral? Did she wrong when she acted in direct violation 

of the laws of a prejudiced society? ^̂  At the end of the letter, Shelley clearly stated that 

'political affairs are quite distinct from morality.' 

This moral problem, the potential opposition between uncompromising idealism and 

practical expediency, is the very issue presented in The Cenci within a deeply moving 

situation. The fundamental issue is: is Beatrice justified in planning the murder of her father, 

according to the dictates of her conscience and in adopting violent means to relieve both her 

family and herself of an insupportable tyranny? 
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Shelley, as a dramatist, as we have already seen in his Preface, prepares the readers for 

this dilemma: 

Undoubtedly, no person can be truly dishonoured by the act of another; and the 

fit return to make to the most enormous injuries is kindness and forbearance, 

and a resolution to convert the injurer from his dark passions by peace and love. 

Revenge, retaliation, atonement are pernicious mistakes. If Beatrice had thought 

in his manner she would have never been a tragic character.̂ "^ 

This passage points out the moral imperative which Beatrice violates in carrying out the 

murder of her own father. On the other hand, the practical reality of her situation is that 

isolated by the political corruption of the society. Church and state that surrounded her and 

the action of her father, she seems to have not other way than to adopt the very violent means 

of her torturers. 

Shelley thus deliberately centres this drama on an ethical issue. Despite the Preface 

putting forward an ideal of human forbearance the action proceeds and the play raises a 

fiindamental question: is there no limit to what Beatrice must put up with? 

Carlos Baker and Robert F. Whiteman think that though Beatrice acted as a brave and 

desperate human being, she was wrong.^^ There are, however, some modem critics, among 

whom is Stuart Curran, who think that as Beatrice had to act within a corrupt universe, she 

should not be judged in terms of simple ethical grounds. He comments: 

That peace 

Which sleeps within the care of the heart's heart 

(V. ii, 124-125) 
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is the moral fabric on which she founds her life, the traditional Christian 

morality by which man is redeemed from evil through love and in which at its 

simplest level God rewards the good and punishes the evil.... Cenci bends his 

efforts towards Beatrice's moral fabric, and she struggles for its preservation 

as for life itself"^ 

After celebrating the conquest of love in Prometheus Unbound and its 'beautiful 

idealisms of moral excellence', Shelley was now compelled to depict a darker scene of 'sad 

reality' which portrays an honest and noble lady pressed beyond the limits of human 

endurance. 

It seems that the ordeal of Beatrice tries to dramatize the actual possibility of failure. 

Her characterization is easily conceived as of two distinct parts. In the first two acts she is an 

innocent young girl, and that part of her character is contrasted with the mature avenger of 

the last three. But though the contrast is there, Shelley has not let it remain static. Actually the 

play is a tragic record of her progressive disillusionment with Orsino, with her father, with 

the world, with God. 

Curran compares Beatrice with Cordelia on the ground of coldness and thinks that 

Beatrice's 'coldness' has ample cause.^' After the sexual assault, symbolically she is 

compelled to become a part of the evil she has so long defied. Her father thus violates the 

very core of her moral system. That is why she is then asking not for more vengeance, but for 

retribution, for the re-establishment of moral values through the destruction of her father, 

who is to her then nothing but an incarnation of Evil itself. 

The arrival of Savella, the Legate of Pope, with a warrant for moments after the 

commission of the murder is, no doubt, an ironic event. This event may be interpreted in two 

ways. It may indicate that had she only waited with patience, the course of justice would have 
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been taken out of her hands. On the other hand, it may point out the absurdities of a cruel and 

illogical world in which Beatrice is punished for the execution of which the society has 

ordained too late. 

Thus this unexpected arrival again raises an ethical issue. In Prometheus Unbound also, 

Shelley has created an ironical situation. The truth of the prophecies trust in necessity and the 

ultimate triumph of the good, and Shelley points it out in the drama that in order to be 

delivered of his bondage, Prometheus has only to summon his spirit of determination and 

perseverance. And the same time, it is true that although he can be sure of the end of his 

torture he has no way of knowing its extent. It is not easy for him to persevere for reaching 

the end, without the means to fix the destined hour and the manner of his liberation. If, after 

long defiance his endurance would have yielded the fatal secret to Jupiter and just after that 

he would have discovered that the promised liberation was at hand, it would have been a 

tragedy also for Prometheus, as is the case with Beatrice. Thus The Cenci represents the 

undoing of an honest but human heroine, failing to uphold the Promethean ideal. She fails on 

account of two kinds of pressures the external pressure of the force of oppression and the 

internal one of her vulnerable human nature. Thus it seems that Beatrice fails because she is 

less fortified and less determined than Prometheus. 

Curran, however, tries to justify Beatrice, pointing it out that she 'Kills for the sake of 

justice', that she kills 'not out of revenge, but imperative self defence.' 

We may say that Beatrice is ultimately to be judged by the standard dramatized in 

Prometheus Unbound and reaffirmed in the Preface to The Cenci — the principle of 

forbearance and non-violence. Towards the end of the play, Beatrice goes on lying to the 

judges and mercilessly compels Marzio to retreat his confession and embrace death on the 

rack. Thus in adopting the violence of her father, ironically she becomes in a way her father's 
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child, through she was not so at the outset of the play. The Count somehow seems to triumph 

as he corrupts her soul, her deeper integrity, by inducing her to believe that she can escape 

injuries that appear to her intolerable only through taking revenge by violent means, thus 

becoming identified with her own father whom she detests. The ultimate tragedy of Beatrice 

is that she is either unable or unwilling to see that she has been morally perverted. 

We should turn to Shelley's Preface for his statement on the moral issue: 

It is in the restless and anatomizing casuistry with which men seek the 

justification; of Beatrice, yet feel that she has done what needs justification; it is 

in the superstitious horror with which they contemplate alike her wrongs and 

their revenge that the dramatic character of what she did and suffered, 

consists. 

The paradox of the play is that we sympathise with Beatrice, as she defies her father, 

and also at the end when she prepares herself for execution in complete conviction of her own 

innocence, and that the same time we are compelled to recognize that she has taken recourse 

to her father's violent means. 

The tragedy of Beatrice is that she has erred, has lost the ability to judge her own 

situation, has committed an act of 'retaliation' and thus has become guilty of a 'pernicious 

mistake'. And we are placed to condemn and pity her at the same time. 

To Shelley, hope is to cardinal virtue necessary to generate resolution for waiting the 

promised hour of liberation form the characters of the Tyrant. But in The Cenci, Beatrice in 

her sorrow, anguish and, despair, considers hope as 'the only ill' 'worse than despair.' (Act V 

Sc. IV, 11. 97) 

144 



Her singular triumph in the face of despair is to accept the meaninglessness of the 

external world without relinquishing the meaningfulness of her internal values. She is at last 

prepared to die in peace with herself, 'fear and pain/Being subdued.' (Act. V., Sc. IV. 11., 

155-156) Thus her greatest moment as a moral being consists in the calm reaffirmation of her 

belief in the good her father and the Pope sought to shatter, a reaffirmation by which she 

greets death committed to a meaning the universe denies to man. 

We have already referred to the weakness of the minor characters in the play, which is 

not merely accidental. As The Cenci offers a study of the conflicting nature of good and evil, 

Shelley brings these minor characters to explain, how it is that good men are defenceless 

when confronted by evil and how they impotently watch the destruction of the ideals of 

beauty, truth and justice. 

To Beatrice, the conflict of the play is between good and evil. She believes, and we also 

find so, that she fights for survival in a confrontation of good and evil. But the Count Cenci 

who believes in God, but does not care either for good or evil, reduces the confrontation to a 

personal level where it is merely a struggle of wills. He wants to restore the strength of his 

old and failing personality through the spiritual destruction of his daughter. He is having an 

undaunted struggle with morality in which he wants to be victorious. He can obtain his end 

only through the total subjection of his daughter to him. 

Curran considers the Count as a grate Romantic hero and compares him to Faust and 

Manfred. He comments: 'Together the three forms a trinity of demigods, of overreachers 

seeking to expand the limits of human endeavours.''*'^ 
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We may sum up the ultimate failure of Count Cenci in this way — this romantic 

overreaching and craving for a negative absolute, like Faust's and Manfred's is doomed to 

failure, to utter ruin and decay which tries to destroy the sheer goodness of Beatrice who 

triumphs in the long run with her calm and stoic acceptance of death. 

PART - X 

This tragedy of humanity becomes a heart-rending tragedy of the highest magnitude. 

Shakespeare nearly always ended his tragedy with a hopeful note, but Shelley's tragedy ends 

with a conflict between the means and the end unresolved. At the end of Hamlet's tragedy 

there is Fortinbrass with his broad shoulders — but in the tragedy of Shelley there remains 

Bernardo — a mere, delicate boy. And this, perhaps, is significant in regard to Shelley's own 

wavering faith, — none too sanguine — about the future of humanity. Perhaps he felt that the 

world must wait for a Prometheus before it is liberated from the appalling tyranny, which was 

grinding life, faith, and hope out of man in his own age. Thus in this play Shelley has been 

successful in making a fusion of actual reality and a human problem of eternal significance. 

Shelley's aim was clear. He himself tells in his Preface that he wants 'to make apparent 

some of the most dark and secret comers of the human heart'.'*" In order to do that he was 

aware that he should 'increase the ideal, and diminish the actual horror of the events', so that 

the pleasure which arises from the poetry which exists in these tempestuous sufferings and 

crimes may mitigate the pain of the moral deformity from which they spring. There must also 

be nothing attempted to make the exhibition subservient to what is vulgarly termed a moral 

purpose. The highest moral purpose aimed at the highest species of the drama, is the teaching 

of the human heart through its sympathies and antipathies, the knowledge of itself; in 
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proportion to the possession of which knowledge every human being is wise, just, sincere, 

tolerant and kind. '̂ ^ 

Further, in the dedicatory letter to Leigh Hunt, Shelley points out the fact that here he 

has not taken the role of a propagator: 'I lay aside the presumptuous attitude of an instructor, 

and am content to paint, with such colours as my own heart furnishes, that which has 

been'.'"^ 

Mrs. Shelley also in her note on the play refers to another letter in which Shelley says 

the same thing: 

It is written without any of the peculiar feelings and opinions, which 

characterizes my other compositions; I have attended simply to the impartial 

development of such characters, as it is probable the persons represented really 

were,... '«^ 

In spite of all these admissions, Shelley's philosophy is not to be missed in the action of 

the play. 

The Cenci represents a conflict between external moral directive and inner moral 

sense. Shelley is a romantic rebel who believed that persecuted humanity will ultimately 

reach a point in the golden age and at the same time he was uncertain about the means to 

attain this end. In his Prometheus Unbound the hero is delivered from his bondage and 

mankind is freed from its shackles, through human minds' union with forgiveness generated 

from the spirit of love. The Cenci is a later work where Shelley has become more mature and 

his experience in the mean time has perhaps compelled him to realize that the conflict with 

bitter reality is the fate of every idealist rebel. Beatrice therefore is a rebel who is not 

delivered of her bondage to attain and enjoy a millermium. On the other hand, she leaves 

Bernardo alone to fight against the evil, corruption and persecution. Shelley's dream of 
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millennium, as represented in the earlier drama, has an elevating inspiring value, at least for 

the idealists. The Cenci carries a far more important significance — it warns the dreamers and 

the rebels that it is not so easy to bring the millennium that even the brightest, gentlest and 

most innocent rebel may even have to face the worst in reality, in course of fighting against 

the evils of the world. 

Thus we find that throughout the play Shelley is not only disturbed by the potency and 

mystery of evil, but he is also concerned about the means by which evil could be, if not 

eradicated, confronted. 

What Art Young, a recent critic says about The Cenci is significant enough: 

In The Cenci Shelley identifies with the persecuted who in their attempt to 

create a better life turn to violence. But despite his sympathy with suffering 

humanity he maintains the perspective of a non-violent philosopher when the 

struggle becomes violent. Violence in reality does not accomplish the goals of 

those who better this world, and it can never be condoned morally. Yet Shelley 

in The Cenci imaginatively communicates his empathy with the suffering and 

frustrated men and women who bravely and determinedly combat evil, and who 

through a lack of wisdom turn to violence. '°^ 

In The Cenci Shelley imaginatively portrays the 'sad reality' of innocence corrupted 

and deluded and the tragedy of Human potential unfulfilled. That is why The Cenci will go 

on carrying a message for the innocent humanity so long the mankind will have to put up 

with oppression and exploitation. The revolutionaries of the world still dream of a world free 

of corruption, injustice and slavery. The Cenci bears a warning for them, makes them aware 

of the impending danger awaiting their conflict with the evil system of society. 
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CHAPTER V 

Hellas 

Hellas of Shelley is set on the Greek dramatic form and is modelled upon the Persae 

of Aeschylus. In the poet's own words: 

The Persae of Aeschylus afforded me the first model of my conception, 

although the decision of the contest now waging in Greece being yet 

suspended forbids a catastrophe parallel to the return of Xeroxes and the 

desolation of the Persians. ' 

But the play was actually inspired by the ideals of Godwin which put stress on the 

basic nobility of man's nature. We know that the very revolutionary idealism of Godwin, his 

impossibly high conception of man, was a major influence on Shelley and consequently on 

his two plays Prometheus Unbound and Hellas. H.N. Brailsford said, 'It would be no 

exaggeration to say that Godwin formed Shelley's mind, and that Prometheus Unbound and 

Hellas were the greatest of Godwin's works'.^ The whole conduct of rational action, as 

Godwin perceives it, is consequent upon the theoretical position that 'to a rational being there 

can be but one rule of conduct, justice, and one mode of ascertaining the rule, the exercise of 

his understanding.'^ Such an appeal to reason, issuing forth in justice, is a kind of return to 

first principle, which recalls Rousseau, Godwin argues that the route of much of the evil in 

the world comes from the greed of possessing property, etc.: 

With grief it must be confessed, that, however, great and extensive are the 

evils that are produced by monarchies and court by the imposture of priests 

and the iniquity of criminal laws, all these are imbecile and impotent 
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compared with the evils that arise out of the established administration of 

property. ^ 

We know property leads to the exploitation of one many by another, and to the 

inequity of individual power and opportunity. If we remove these inequalities all will be 

well. But in spite of this improbable and unfounded optimism, Godwin produces in this and 

other passages a heavy mixture of idealism along with other radicals and poets of 1793. The 

humanitarian instincts of the work, its attack on monarchy and aristocracy and its advocacy 

of public good over private needs and affectations, all had a compulsion for a mind like that 

of Shelly, sensitive, subtle and independent, Godwin raised the standard of morality above 

the reach of humanity and directed virtue to the most airy and romantic heights. It is therefore 

not surprising that Brailsford would call Prometheus Unbound and Hellas 'the greatest of 

Godwin's works.'^ 

Like Prometheus Unbound, Hellas also bears the testimony to the influence of 

Godwin's noble conception of moral conduct and freedom. Shelly was also directly inspired 

by the Greek declaration of independence from the Turkish Yoke and this play unfolds the 

story of Salamis in terms of contemporary warfare and makes a prophecy of Hellenic 

freedom. 

PART II 

Hellas has a theme which is more universal in appeal than The Cenci. Shelley's 

preface to the play tells us abut the newspaper information on which the Oedipus Tyrannus 

was based and here also the Greek design is used: 
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Common fame is the only authority which I can allege for the details which 

form the basis of the poem, and I must trespass upon, the forgiveness of my 

readers for the display of newspaper erudition to which I have been reduced.^ 

This time the tone of the play is idealistic. The past events are 'Wrought upon the 

creation of futility', through a series of lyrical pictures, composed in the autumn of 1821, it 

was published in the spring of 1822. In one of his letters Shelley says that the play was 

written "in one of those few moments of enthusiasm which now seldom visit. 

The immediate urge was purely mundane to air his views on certain contemporary 

affairs. As personal matters like his friendship with Prince Mavrocerdato and his interest in 

freedom could be combined in the play, the poet was happy with the subject. 

PART in 

In the preface Shelley explains that the poem can be called a 'drama' only 'from the 

circumstance of its being composed in dialogue'.^ As hinted earlier the backdrop of the story 

is the Greek war of independence against the Turks. The poet, greatly admired the ancient 

'Productions' of Greece and felt strongly about the apathy of the civilized world towards the 

aspirations of the 'modern' Greeks. Shelley emotionally writes in his preface; 

The apathy of the rulers of the civilized world to the astonishing circumstance 

of the descendants of that nation to which they owe their civilization, rising as 

it were from the ashes of their ruin, is something perfectly inexplicable to a 

mere spectator of the shows of this mortal scene. 

That Shelly welcomed this revolution or war for national independence is recorded by 

Mary Shelly in her note on Hellas: 
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Shelly had hymned the dawn of liberty in Spain and Naples, in two odt 

dictated by the warmest enthusiasm; he felt himself naturally impelled 1 

decorate with poetry of the descendants of that people whose works 1: 

regarded with deep admiration and to adopt the vaticinatory character 

prophesying their success. ' ' 

Cameron describes Shelley's preface as: 'Perhaps the most concentrated revolutionai 

statement of the age.' '̂  It is really so significant: '...as portion of the cause of civilizatic 

and social improvement' '̂  

The relevant portion of the preface is also being quoted to point out Shelley 

awareness of the growing revolutionary movement: 

...it is also unquestionable that actions of the most exalted courage have be( 

performed by the Greeks - that they have gained more than one naval victor 

and that their defeat in Wallachia was signalized by circumstances of herois 

more glorious than victory.'"^ 

In this war of the oppressed against oppressors, the privileged gang of murderers aj 

swindlers are the sovereigns. Shelley did not believe that the modem Greeks we 

degenerate. On the other hand, he believed that their growing opposition to the Turks h; 

transformed them, for 'habits which subsist only in relation to a peculiar state of soci 

institution may be expected to cease as soon as that relation is dissolved.'' Thus here Shell 

places the emphasis on social conditioning. He acts not as a dreamer but interprets t 

contemporary politics and analyses even the role of Russia in this context. He says: 

Russia desires to posses, not to liberate Greece; and is contented to see t 

Turk, its natural enemies, and the Greeks, its intended slaves, enfeeble ea 

other until one or both fall into its net. '^ 
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Shelley knows that the rulers of Europe are hesitant to intervene, because the struggle 

of Greece is generated from a spirit of revolution - 'the same spirit before which they tremble 

throughout the rest of Europe.''^ But Shelley is, as usual optimistic and hailing the glorious 

future: 

...a new race has arisen throughout Europe, nursed in the abhorrence of the 

opinions which are its chains, and she will continue to produce fresh 

generations to accomplish that destiny which tyrants foresee and dread. 

He is confident of the consequences of the conflict between 'the oppressed' and 'the 

oppressors' and along with 'the exploited' watches the moment of their approaching scepters 

from their grasp. '^ 

PART IV 

There is a prologue to the play, but when the play was first published in 1822, it did 

not contain the Prologue; Shelly's intention in composing the Prologue was to develop some 

of the general ideas underlying the dream and to put the Greek war in historical perspective. 

But for some reason, it was not appended to the play. 

The Prologue has some significance. It consists of fifty-one lines. The protagonists are 

Christ, Satan, and Mahomet. At the beginning of the prologue, the Herald of Eternity 

announces the sitting of the 'Senate of the Gods.' In his speech there is a reference to the past 

era of Greek civilization: 

Within the circuit of this pendent orb 

There lies an antique region, on which fell 

The dews of thought in the world's golden dawn 

Earliest and most benign, and from it sprung 

Temples and cities and immortal forms 
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And harmonies of wisdom and of song, 

And thoughts, and deeds worthy of thoughts so fair. 

(Prologue to Hellas, 11.32—37) 

After a chorus which introduces Satan, Christ and Mahomet—^these three come before 

the senate to plead for or against Greece, Christ, speaking first, plead for Greece and urges 

God to send forth: 

Fate 

Thy irrevocable child: let her descend, 

A seraph-wing'd Victory [arrayed] 

In tempest of the omnipotence of God 

Which sweeps through all things. 

{Ibid. 11. 100-4) 

He further hopes that in spite of the schemes of the 'Quadruple Alliance' and the 

'Holy alliance' - "hollow league" — Greece will come out victorious. On the other hand, 

Satan declares that fate is the instrument also; 

Thou Destiny, 

Thou who art mailed in the omnipotence 

Of Him who sends thee forth, what e'er thy task, 

Speed, spare not to accomplish, and be mine 

Thy trophies, whether Greece again become 

The fountain in the desert whence the earth 

Shall drink of freedom, which shall give it strength 

To suffer, or a gulf of hollow death 

To swallow all delight, all life, all hope. 

{Ibid. 11. 133—141) 
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By means of this weapon, Satan is ready to destroy progress itself: 

...war shall hover 

Above, and fraud shall gape below, & change 

Shall flit before thee on her dragon wings, 

Convulsing and consuming,... 

{Ibid. 11. 147—150) 

He chooses 'Anarchy' as his first weapon; and his next weapon is 'tyranny'. 

'Anarchy' refers to the social chaos and violence, which led to the defeat of the French 

Revolution and "tyranny" to the rule of Napoleon. But Christ intervenes and reminds him that 

new forces are waking up: 

Obdurate spirit! 

Thou seest but the Past in the To-come. 

{Ibid.W. 160—161) 

Then Mahomet also calls fate to assist the Turks, but before his message becomes 

clear, the Prologue ends. 

As in Prometheus Unbound Shelly has portrayed Christ as the representative of the 

suffering humanity. Here also, Christ, as the spokesman for progress is a symbol of a 

revolutionary spirit. Shelly, as his Essay on Christianity shows, drew a distinction between 

Christ and the Christian Church. He regarded Christ as a moralist, as a revolutionary. In 

Hellas he tried to draw Christian support on behalf of the Greeks against the Turks. 

This Prologue provides an appropriate background to the play itself. It establishes the 

moral concern of Shelley which is reflected throughout the play. M. Wilson aptly comments; 

The radical evil, so brilliantly depicted in Prometheus Unbound, is not 

forgotten but it has continually been edged out of the way, the Platonic evil of 

domination in Time and by references to historical cycles, rolling worlds, ebb 
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and flow, thrones of buildings on chaos, crystalline floors paving chaos, 

foundations solid or fluctuating, and the like. ^̂  

PARTY 

The action of the drama has two movements. The first depicts the initial triumph of 

the Greeks and the second expresses the treachery of the great powers that leave Greece to its 

fate. The first movement may be divided into some stages—^the first stage consists of a 

Chorus, singing the victory of the courageous Greeks, a conversation between the Sultan 

Mahmud and his adviser Hussan, and the appearance of the ancient soothsayer Ahasuerus, 

and, also, another Chorus forecasting the destination of Mohammedan power. Then on the 

central stage there are announcements of a series of Greek victories, a third Chorus, referring 

to the libertarian and cultural traditions of Greece, and the arrival of apparitions of Mahomet 

the second who prophesies further ruin. The second movement is formed of the 

announcements of treachery of the great powers and the connection in the semi choruses 

regarding the golden future. 

The action of Hellas opens at Constantinople. The Turkish Sultan Mahmud is asleep. 

The captive Greek women are singing a hymn to liberty: 

Freedom, so 

To what of Greece remaineth now 

Returns; her hoary ruins glow 

Like Orient mountains lost in day; 

{Hellas; Sc.1.11. 82—85) 
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Mahmud, thus disquieted by the song wakes up from a disquieting dream. His advisor 

Hasan suggests consultation with the old Jew but the King remains disturbed: 

Kings are like stars—they rise and set, they have 

The worship of the world, but no repose. 

(//e//a5,sc 1,11 195—196) 

After Hasan's departure, the imprisoned Greek women again sing in a Chorus: 

World on worlds are rolling over 

From creation to decay, 

Like the bubbles on a river 

Sparkling, bursting, borne away. 

{Ibid. 11. 197—200) 

Then Mahmud and Hassan reenter. Mahmud is gloomy at the thought of his empire 

being torn by internal conflicts and outward attacks and he is drawn towards inevitable 

destruction: 

Ruin above, and anarchy below; 

Terror without, and treachery within; 

{Ibid. 11.268—269) 

Hassan tries to cheer him up: 

Famine, and pestilence, 

And panic, shall wage war upon our side! 

{Ibid. 11.439-440) 

In the mean time, a messenger announces the withdrawal of the Russian ambassador 

from Constantinople and another messenger enters with the sudden success of the 

revolutionziries in the Morea. A third messenger enters with the news of the spread of revolt 
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within the empire, involving Damascus, Medina, Persia, Crete and Cyprus. Again a forth 

messenger brings information that a Greek squadron was moving towards the Bay of Corinth. 

Thus the disheartening news of the war with the Greeks go on pouring in. K N. Cameron 

comments on this scene: 

The sprit that animates the scene inversely conveyed through the alarm and 

gloom of the speakers - reflects the joyous exultation with which liberal 

Europe watched the insurgent advance of the Greeks .... 

Then, again, the semichoruses and the Chorus of the captive Greek women assert the 

continuity and greatness of the Greek spirit; 

But Greece and her foundation are 

Built below the tide of war, 

Based on the crystalline sea 

Of thought and its etemity; 

(Hellas, 11. 696—699) 

Cameron further comments on the significance of this chorus: 

As in the 'World on Worlds' chorus. Shelly contrasts the general continuity of 

mind with the passing of material objects .... This inspiring and progressive 

body of thought will join with historical necessity to secure Greek victory.... 

But if this victory is to be permanent and not, it is implied, to end in internal 

military despotism, the Greeks must reject vengeance....The object of this 

chorus, coming immediately after the successive reports of Greek victories, is 

to foreshadow the drama's final message of hope. 

As the chorus stops, Mahmud comes back with Ahasuerous the Jew. Through his 

hypnotic spell, the Sultan sees the phantom of Mahmud the Second. It predicts that 'the 
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Empire nods in its decay', for 'the autumn of a greener faith is come'. (11. 870-71) It 

prophesies further: 

Islam must fall, but we will reign together 

Over its ruins in the world of death:— 

And if the trunk be dry, yet shall the seed 

Unfold it self even in the shape of that 

Which gathers birth in its decay. 

{Ibid. II. 889-891) 

Mahmud is then left in despair and so the victory shouts coming off stage do not 

inspire. Mahmud knows that the successes are short lived and hence meaningless: 

Weak lightning before darkness! poor faint smile 

Of dying Islam, 

{Ibid. 11. 915-16) 

Though the main action is over at this stage the crude shouts of the masses are shown 

pitted against the chanting of the semichorus. Here is a dramatic conflict which continues till 

triumphant chorus cries at the end; 

The world's great age begins anew 

(/&/J. 11.1060) 

'Voices without' which announce the successive treacheries of the great powers are 

Einswered by defiant semi-chorus. The whole episode is wounded up in the final chorus of 

hope for a regenerated Hellas in an egalitarian world. This concluding movement begins with 

a voice without, which announces the fresh advance of the Turks. The next semichorus 

reflects the impending horror of a small nation watching the gathering of destructive power: 

Victorious wrong, with Vulture scream, 

Salutes the rising sun, pursues the flying day! 
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(Ibid, 11940-941) 

Another voice without cries 'victory', 'victory' because Russia is unwilling to intervene 

against the Turks: 

Victory! Victory! Russia's famished eagles 

Dare not to prey beneath the crescent's light. 

(Ibid. 11. 948-949) 

Still another voice brings the news that Austria, Russia, Britain and France have 

agreed on a policy of nonintervention. Naturally, at first the semi-chorus I and II express 

bewilderment and despair at the news of this international treachery: 

Semichorus I: Alas! for liberty! 

If numbers, wealth, or unfulfiUing years, 

Or fate, can quell the free! 

(Ibid. 11. 973—975) 

Semichorus II: Repulse, with plumes from conquest torn led the ten thousand 

from the limits of the mom: 'Through many an hostile Anarchy!' 

(Ibid. \\.9SS—990) 

Then, gradually, the chorus again asserts the immortality of the Greek ideal. In two 

revolutionary stanzas, the chorus defies the gathering forces of reaction: 

Semichorus I : Let the tyrants rule the desert they have made; 

Let the free posses the Paradise they claim. 

Be the fortune of our fierce oppressors weighed 

With our ruin, our resistance, and our name! 
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Semichorus II : Our deed shall be the seed of their decay, 

Our survivors be the shadow of their pride, 

Our adversity a dreeim to pass away— 

This dishonour a remembrance to abide! 

{Ibid. 11. 1008—1015) 

There comes yet another announcement of victory; the British navy has also decided 

not to intervene against the Turks. But the semi chorus is hopeful of a democratic power 

rising in America: 

Semichorus I : Let freedom and Peace flee for 

To a sunnier strand, 

And follow Love's folding star 

To the Evening land! 

{Ibid.W. 1027—1030) 

The dream ends with the Shelleyan vision of millermium in a chorus: 

The world's great age begins anew, 

The golden years return, 

The earth doth like a snake renew 

Her winter weeds outworn: 

Heaven smiles, and faiths and empires gleam, 

Like wrecks of a dissolving dream. 

Another Athence shall arise, 

And to remoter time 

Bequeath, like sunset to the skies, 

The splendor of its prime; 
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And leave, if naught, so bright may live, 

All earth can take or Heaven can give. 

{Ibid. 11. 1060—10-89) 

But at the back of his mind the poet apprehends that the shadows of the monsters of 

death and hatred may return: 

Oh, cease! must hate and death return? 

Cease! must men kill and die? 

Cease! Drain not to its dregs the urn 

Of bitter prophecy. 

The world is weary of the past, 

Oh, might it die or rest at last! 

{Ibid.W. 1060—1100) 

On this concluding chorus, Mrs. Shelley's observations are worth quoting: 

The conclusion of the last chorus is among the most beautiful of his lyrics. 

The imagery is distinct and majestic; the prophecy, such as poets love to dwell 

upon, the Regeneration of Mankind — and that Regeneration reflecting back 

splendour on the foregone time, from which it inherits so much of intellectual 

wealth, and memory of past virtuous deeds, as must render the possession of 

happiness and peace of tenfold value. 

This chorus hails the new world order to come in further where mankind will take it s rightful 

place. This represents the philosophy of Shelley, the visionary. Cameron's interpretation of 

the 'philosophy' may also be relevant here: 
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The final vision of Hellas revolves, like The Revolt of Islam, or Ode to the 

West Wind around the passing of the 'winter of the world' and the coming of 

the 'spring' of a new society. ^^ 

Woodings, however, rightly points out the fear in the subconscious mind of the poet -

in fact the thought of evil is never absent from Shelley's mind - even in the most optimistic 

moment (e.g. the end of Prometheus Unbound). Woodings says: 

Equality and human brotherhood will constitute the basis for morality and 

philosophy in this new world society. People Vv'ill then abandon any kind of 

filial religion, especially the old religions of persecution and exploration. It is 

possible, however, that sometime in future the new order might be destroyed 

and war and persecution might return. ̂ ^ 

Thus Shelley's Hellas reflects the conflict of his mind; he was optimistic of the arrival 

of a golden era at the end; but he was not sure of the means to attain it; at the same time he 

was afraid that human error may at any time regenerate the force of evil, which will again 

destroy the new world order. 

PART VI 

The action of the play is greatly more dramatic than OedipusTyrannus and we feel at 

the end, as if an exciting episode from a great drama has been presented to us. The battle for 

freedom is always an exciting subject and the author's consciousness of the opposing 

conflicts is interspersed throughout the play in such a way that the dramatic objectivity is 

almost lost in the subjective cobweb of emotion. 
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Shelley, however, deserves credit for adjusting the Elizabethan tradition of occasional 

scene-shifting with the Greek technique of sustained scenic effects. The Messenger's 

narration of events, supernatural sooth sayings and dream disturbing effects also heighten the 

dramatic tempo. 

Shelley's ardour for Greek war, for Greek literature and culture, has not however, 

clouded the dramatic inspiration in him. The Sultan is not cast in the mould of the traditional 

frauds. He attains some tragic dimension when he stands out in bold relief as a melancholy 

figure as thoughtful as Hamlet: 

Ruin above, and anarchy below; 

Terror without, and treachery within; 

The chalice of destruction full, and all 

Thirsting to drink, and who among us dare 

To dash it from his lips? And where is Hope? 

{Hellas. 11. 268-272) 

And as defiant as Macbeth: 

Tomorrow and tomorrow are as lamps 

Set in our path to light us to the edge 

Through rough and smooth, nor can we suffer aught 

Which he inflicts not in whose hand we are. {Ibid. 11. 644-647) 

The messengers look indifferent and insignificant figures in the large canvas. Whatever their 

roles are the characters seem above our contempt. 

There is the presence of Shakespearean echoes at other places also; 

...Ominous signs 
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Are blazoned broadly on the noonday sky: 

One saw a red cross stamped upon the sun; 

It has rained blood: and monstrous births declare 

The secret wrath of Nature and her Lord. 

The army encamped upon the Cydaris 

Was roused last night by the alarm of battle, 

And saw two hosts conflicting in the air, 

The shadows doubtless of the unborn time 

Cast on the mirror of the night. While yet 

The fight hung balanced, there arose a storm 

Which swept the phantoms from among the stars. 

{Ibid. 601-612) 

Here the echoes from Julius Caesar is distinctly heard: 

I have seen tempests, when the scolding winds 

Have riv'd the knightly oaks... 

But never till tonight, never till now, 

Did I go through a tempest dropping fire, 

And yesterday the bird of night did sit, 

Even at noonday, upon the market place, 

Hooting and shrieking 

Despite such Shakespearean echoes the lyrical raptures are impressive: 

Semichorus I : I hear! I hear! 

The hiss as of a rushing wind, 
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The roar as of an ocean foaming, 

The thunder as of earthquake coming. 

I hear! I hear! 

{Hellas. 11. 719-723) 

In basic structure and the central conflict Hellas is a drama. But all the other essential 

dramatic ingredients are lacking. It is to a great extent, devoid of the first and foremost 

quality of a play, objectivity. Most of the characters are types rather than individuals. At 

various places lyrical waves halt the action. The main characters seem to be Shelley's 

mouthpieces. Therefore the poetic work fits in his own visions into the framework of a 

poetical unit and consequently the ideas remain vague and abstraction dims the dramatic 

concretion. Thus Hellas remains, along with Prometheus Unbound, a reading play. 

Shelley himself believes that: 

The final chorus is indistinct and obscure as the event of the living drama 

whose arrival it foretells. Prophesies of wars, and rumours of wars, etc. may 

safely be made by poet or prophet in any age, but to anticipate however darkly 

a period of regeneration and happiness is a mere hazardous exercise of the 

faculty, which bards possess or feign.̂ "" 

We have only to say that 'this hazardous exercise of the faculty', Shelley really 

possessed and not merely feigned. But, then, it may produce good poetry and not good 

drama. 
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PART - VII 

This drama was however written at the very beginning of Greek uprising (in the 

autumn of 1821), but, it looked forward to the triumph of freedom and love as inevitable and 

this is a moral triumph which the poet aims at. The Turkish ruler, Mahmud, is shown as 

uneasy and time-bound, whereas the Greek ideal is shown as timeless, 

But Greece and her foundations are 

Built below, the tide of war. 

Based on the crystalline sea 

Of thought and its eternity. {Hellas. 11. 696-699) 

This empire of Greece is that of the spirit. In a reference to St. Paul's preaching at 

Athens, Shelley sees it as embodying love and not hate; 

In sacred Athens, near the fane 

Of Wisdom, Pity's altar stood, 

Serve not the unknown God in vain, 

But pray that broken shrine again, 

Love for hate and tears for blood. {Ibid. 11. 733-737) 

The antithesis of love and hate is fiirther emphasized when the spirit of Mahomet the 

second is summoned up (Shelley's parallel with Aeschylus' Darius). Mahomet the Second 

had conquered Constantinople in 1453; he now prophesies the end of the Islamic empire and 

underlines Mahmud's subjections to time earthly fears...which lead to hate. In a fine piece of 

irony Mahmud's hopes are given a boost when the great powers stand by and see Greece 

defeated reversing the course of Aeschylus' play: but this is done only to emphasize the 
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fragility of such a victory and this way the moral concern of the poet is tensely sustained. The 

Turkish voices shouting "kill! Crush! Despoil" (1.1022) are make to recede in the background 

by the magnificent final chorus, which, as Shelley himself pointed out, is as prophecy like 

that Isaiah and Virgil's in the fourth Eclogue: 

The world's great age begins anew 

The golden years return, 

{Ibid. 11. 1060-1061) 

But the poet himself was anxious of the fate of the world. As in Prometheus Unbound 

Demogorgon gives a warning that the serpent may, clasp Eternity again, here also as we have 

pointed out earlier, hope ends in melancholy: 

Oh, cease! must hate and death return? 

Cease! must men kill and die? 

Cease! drain not to its dregs the urn 

Of bitter prophecy, 

The world is weary of the past, 

Oh, might it die or rest at last! 

{Ibid.W. 1096-1101) 

This oft-repeated stanza may be explained this way: According to the rotation of the wheel, 

hate and death will return. The play thus suggests that death is the way to rest, for men can 

rest only in contemplating the eternal. However, Hellas does not end as Adonais does. 

Adonais insists on the advantage that the dead has over the living: 
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Die, 

If thou wouldst be with that which thou dost seek! 

(29 L 11) 

Hellas does not offer such an answer, for it is written as a tribute to the Greek cause. 

Nevertheless, it seems that Hellas is moving towards such an event. 

As usual. Shelly was sure that in the conflict between love and hate, ultimately, love 

will win; he was vacillating about the appropriate means, and from that mood generates the 

anxiety, worry and uncertainty regarding the moral course to be adopted in future. 

However, it may not be impertinent to say that the play is not obviously a major 

dramatic work of the poet. It is evident that Shelly l l i c Q t o L/C objective but he could not help 

bringing in his old political, social and philosophical views, and hence in this play he lacks 

the necessary objective view of a successful dramatist. 
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CHAPTER VI 

Oedipus Tyrannus or Swellfoot the Tyrant 

Prometheus Unbound was the product of a mature mind and it has been hinted at in the 

preceding chapter on The Cenci that Shelley was slowly developing an objective attitude 

towards dramatic writings. His thought processes being more mature now and perhaps on 

Keats's advice he was becoming more conscious about the realities of life and their 

transcription to art. Triumph of Life is his last work and perhaps the best proof of maturity. S. 

C. Chew and Richard D. Attick have described the years 1812 -1818 as 'transitional'.' 

Shelley's poem Episychidion and the play Oedipus Tyrannus or Swellfoot the Tyrant are also 

handy evidences of this 'transition'. 

The play was composed in August 1820, two years before the poet's death. Grunting of 

Pigs at the Baths of San Guilliano inspired him to project in Mrs. Shelly's words, a 'political 

satirical drama on the circumstances of the day, to which the pigs would survey as — 

chorus'. 

This play is the last and the longest of Shelly's political poems and a dramatic burlesque 

on George IV and the Liverpool administration. The chorus of frogs in Aristophanes was 

obviously in his mind. The play recalls the satiric comedies of Aristophanes especially the 

Chorus in frogs, which appears to be Shelley's model. By 'the circumstances of the day'; 

Mrs. Shelley definitely means the Caroline affairs. The Prince of Wales, who later became 

King George IV, married Princess Caroline of Brunswick and the scandal around the Queen 

Caroline is the main episode of the drama. 
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It will be relevant to sketch here the historical background that Shelley obviously drew 

upon. As mentioned earlier, George IV, the Prince of Wales at that time has married Caroline 

of Brunswick, a German princess in 1795. The Prince's main aim was to secure through the 

legally married wife, a large estate so that he could pay off the loans he incurred, due to his 

habit of gambling. He married in the mean time secretly and a large number of women were 

there in his keeping. When faced with a conspiracy to remove her, Caroline thought it wise to 

live apart from the King in a foreign country but George did not stop scheming against her 

and sent spies to the continent to collect information about her fast life. A commission was 

found to clinch evidence against her. The Milan Commission, as the committee of enquiry 

was known, secured the services of some dismissed servants of the Queen (Sir John Loch was 

the chairman of the committee. Col. Browne and Cook and Powell, two lawyers, were the 

members — all these so called important persons knew the art of being useful to the 

influential people.) In the mean time, when the old King died, the Queen Caroline thought the 

time was opportune to return and claim her rights as Queen. 

A tussle between the king and the Queen started in regard to the rightful claims of 

Caroline and as a result, confusion was worst confounded. Naturally, Lord Liverpool, the 

Prime Minister, was on the side of the King, but also naturally, the people on the whole 

supported the cause of the Queen. Though the people had no faith in the Queen's character, 

they were nevertheless sure about the King's shady activities. When the Queen was coming 

to London, the cheering crowd turned her journey into a victorious procession, women in the 

crowd shouting, 'God bless her' and men pulling her carriage through the streets, decorated 

with flags. 

In the mean time, the 'green bag' was laid by Castlereagh before the House of 

Commons and by Liverpool, before the House of Lords. On June 7, Castlereagh proposed the 

establishment of a secret committee to investigate the evidence against the Queen. On July 8, 
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1820, Lord Liverpool with the help of a newly introduced Bill of Pains and Penalties, tried its 

reading which was passed with a slender majority of nine and that too after prolonged 

deliberations, which in effect constituted the Queen's trial. Taking this as his defeat and in the 

face of historic public enthusiasm for the Queen, Lord Liverpool dropped the bill. (But the 

Queen died next year, on August 7, 1821.) Though the play is partly a parody of the Greek 

Drama, it is also a satire on the Queen's trial. 

However, the contempor£iry reference in general (among who were Sir Francis 

Burdett, Sir William Corbett and The Examiner) defended the Queen. Political satirists and 

Cartoonists also exploited the situation. In many of the pamphlets were found the same 

dramatic personnel — a rat, a leech, and the same paraphernalia — the green bag and swine 

— as we find in Swellfoot the Tyrant. However, it is not known whether Shelley saw it in 

Italy and knew of them before composing his play. 

Newman I White argues that Shelley saw two cartoons on the green bag theme. These 

could either have been sent to him, by some friend, or been shown to him by his English 

friends in Italy. The same theme confirmed to inspire many other poets, for several years. For 

instance, Keats wrote The Cap and the Bells. 

Like other reformers, Shelley was also of the opinion that the issue was no longer a 

personal one. But he was not a supporter of the Queen and unlike some others, he only hoped 

that the circumstances of the Queen might advance the cause of parliamentary reform: 'My 

only hope is that the mistake into which the ministers have fallen, will precipitate them into 

ruin.' ^ 
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Shelley made use of The Examiner of June 11 in which Castlereagh's explanations of 

administrative positions about the claim of the Queen were published. As the people had the 

suspicion about the minister's honesty, Castlereagh suggested the formation of a secret 

committee to investigate the evidence against the Queen. The Queen's stance of appealing to 

the judgment of the lowest rungs of society was criticised by Castleregh. He thought that her 

method of sucking justice through people would only aggravate the people's discontent 

against the Government at Peterloo massacre. The influential media organ The Examiner took 

the side of the Queen. The Queen, emboldened by the support of The Examiner, and the 

defence by Sir Francis Burdett, declared T proudly retort your charges upon yourself... I defy 

you.'^ 

Among the reformers who came forward to defend the Queen was William Corbett 

whose Political Register, forcefully gives a vivid description of the case. Pamphlets were 

distributed, William Hone being there behind all this. As we find in Swellfoot the Tyrant, here 

also as dramatic personnel figured a rat, a leech and the like, the green bag and swine. 

Interestingly, immediately after the sale of only seven copies, the rest of the issues of 

Swellfoot the Tyrant were burnt. More interestingly, this was done by the overzealous adheres 

of the dictates issued by the society for the suppression of vice. * 

* Caricaturing royal couple inspired many productions of the similar kind, many years 

before Shelley wrote the poem, Keats' The Cap and the Bell was also inspired by the affair. 

But it is not known whether Shelley was acquainted with it and inspired by any of them, 

except a Kit titled A New Catechism. We may remember here also Burke's Survive multitude 

and the theme of Spencer's pigs' meat. 
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PART II 

The outline of the story is as follows: The King of Thebes, the Swellfoot, rules over a 

nation of pigs. He is presently worried about the spread of famine in the kingdom, and 

especially about the impending cut in the supply of bacon for his own feasts. In the meantime 

Toumine, the Queen returns, and the swinish population, acclaim her, though, according to 

Mammon's proposal, she is to be tried to prove her innocence. She is to face a shower of 

supernatural elements showered on her head from the green bag. But snatching away the bag, 

she poured the elements on the king and his court and they are immediately transformed into 

filthy and ugly animals. Then something more interesting happens. As the image of the 

famine on the alter goes deep down into the earth, a Minotaur rises. The Queen amidst the 

cheers of the pigs rides upon the Minotaur and chases her opponents. 

With the help of these slender threads of non- dramatic story Shelley wove a satirical 

play. The characters are obviously allegorical. * 

* On the authority of N.I. White we can interpret the following major allegorical characters. 

Swellfoot (George IV), lona Taurina (Queen Caroline), Minotaur (John Bull), Swine 

(People), Purganax (Castlereagh), Lactones (Wellington), Datry (Eldon), Mammon (Lord 

Liverpool), Leech (Vice Chancellor Leech), Rat (William Cooke) and Gadfly (Lt. Col, 

Browne). 
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In the very opening scene Shelley's moral zeal is made clear — he exposes in a brutal 

burlesque style the horribly miserable existence of the exploited slum dwellers. We find 

Swellfoot worshipping in the temple of Famine. Meanwhile, a chorus of swine begins 

shouting ~ he was not aware of their presence before: 

Semi chorus : Alas ! The pigs are an unhappy nation! 

Now if your Majesty would have our bristles 

To bind your mortar with, or fill our Colons 

With rich blood, or make brawn out of our gristles, 

In policy — ask else your royal solons -

You ought to give us hogwash and clean straw — 

And sties well thatched; besides it is the law! 

Swellfoot : This is sedition, and rank blasphemy! 

Ho! There, my guards! (Act I, Sc. 1,11. 60 - 68) 

A guard now brings Solomon along with problem of the court, Moses, the sow-gelder, 

and Zephania, the hog butcher (representing Malthus and his followers, advocating the 

sterilization of the poor). Pigs are driven out and Mammon, 'the Arch Priest', and Purganax, 

'Chief of the Council of the Wizards' appear. The king is warned about an impending disaster 

by Purganax: 

There is something rotten in us — for the level 

Of the state slopes, its very base topple, 

The boldest turn their backs upon themselves! 

(ActI,Sc. 1,11. 99-101) 
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Mammon does not seem to be concerned: 

Why, what's the matter, my dear fellow, now? 

Do the troops mutiny? Decimate same regiments; 

Does money fail? Come to my mint, -coin paper. 

(Act I, Sc. L 11. 102-104) 

But the situation is far from simple. That an oracle 'was spoken by Mammon' is not 

remembered by him. The oracle explained that the Queen would return, the country would 

have to choose between 'reform or civil war'. Therefore, the Queen has to be kept away by 

any means, fair or foul. Purganax now sumjnons a leech, a gadfly and a rat (i.e. the Milan 

Commission of Leech, Cooke and Browne). 

The Gadfly sings: 

I have hummed her and drummed her 

From place to place, till at last I have dumbed her, 

Hum! hum! hum! (Act 1, Sc. 1,11.258-260) 

The leech more forcefully states: 

1 will suck 

Blood or muck! 

The disease of the state is a plethora 

Who so fit to reduce it as I? 

(ActI,Sc. 1,11. 261-264) 

The singing is disrupted by the sudden announcement for the Swellfoot about the 

return of the Queen. Panic is writ large on his face. General Lactones, the Duke of 
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Wellington, with whom Castlereagh represented the king, while negotiating with the Queen's 

advisers, is summoned; Dakry, Lord Eldon the Lord Chancellor also comes with him. He 

sheds crocodile tears; 

And how I Loved the Queen! — and then I wept 

With the pathos of my own eloquence. 

(Act I, Sc. 1,11. 332-333) 

Now scheming Mammon offers a venomous green bag, a test trap, collected by the 

leech, the gadfly and the rat. Purganax's name is proposed for persuading the pigs of the 

'public sty' (the House of Commons) to accept the bag as containing innocuous things, and, 

therefore, it can be poured over the Queen. 

The second act shows at the beginning Purganax praising the boars (members of the 

house) for the glories of their country. If his reasons are to be taken seriously, all is there well 

on all fronts, except the poverty suffered by the lower classes. But he thinks that in near 

future their condition will improve. A brilliant piece of parody in Purganax's speech turns it 

into parliamentary oration: 

Grant me your patience. Gentleman and Boars, 

Ye, by whose patience, under public burthens. 

The glorious constitution of these sties 

Subsists, and shall subsist. 

(Act n, Sc. L 11. 1-4) 

He warns that opposition would be treated mercilessly: 

Those impious pigs who, by frequent squeaks, have dared impugn. 

The settled Swellfoot system, or to make 
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irreverent mockery of the genuflexions 

Inculcated by the arch-priest, have been whipped. 

Into a loyal and an orthodox whine. 

(Act II, Sc. 1,11. 25-30) 

Then the suspected moral degradation of the Queen is hinted at: 

But then he fears the morals of the Swine; 

The sows especially, and what effect 

It might produce upon the purity and 

Religion Of the rising generation 

Of Sucking-Pigs, if it could be suspected 

That queen lona -

(Actll, Sc. 1,11. 51-56) 

At the same time he clearly points out that he just wants to be fair to the Queen and 

therefore, wants to pour out a magic fluid from the green bag which will prove if one is guilty 

or not. 'An honourable boar' points out that the particular colour is an evil one: 

Oh! No GREEN BAGS! Jealousy's eyes are green, 

Scorpions are green and water-snakes and efts, 

And verdigris, and-

Pat comes a retort from Purganax:-

Honourable Swine, 

In piggish souls can prepossessions reign? 

Allow me to remind you, grass is green — 
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All flesh is grass; no becon but is flesh — 

Ye are but becon. 

(Act II, Sc. 1.11. 76-80) 

In the meanwhile pigs break in and Purganax is confused :-

Gods! What would ye be at? 

(Act II, Sc. 1,1. 124) 

The response of the Chorus is significant: 

The oracle is now about to be 

Fulfilled by circumvolving destiny. 

Which says: 'Thebes, choose reform or civil war, 

When through your streets, instead of hare with dogs, 

A CONSORT QUEEN shall hunt a KING with Hogs, 

Riding upon the IONIAN MFNOTAUR.' 

(Act II, Sc. 1,11. 151-156) 

Now, to the relief of PURGANAX, the Queen herself enters and agrees to the test of 

the green bag: 

Lord PURGANAX, I do commit myself 

Into your custody, and am prepared 

To stand the test, whatever it may be, 

(Act. II, Sc. 1,11. 180-182) 
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Full of confidence in her victory, she says in an aside: 

I, most content of all, 

Know that my foes even thus prepare their fall! 

(Act II, Sc. 1,11. 190-191) 

Scene II of this act sounds more serious. In the earlier scenes Shelley mainly wanted to 

expose the duplicity and unscrupulousness of the Tories. Now his theme as in A 

Philosophical View of Reform in the final scene has taken on a grimmer tone. It is as if 

England faces the alternative of despotism or revolution. A bitter psychologically acute 

picture of the autocratic ruling class, with its self-centered, cynical smugness, and its hard 

brutality is pointed by the opening chorus of the priests of Famine. 

The second scene opens thus with the chorus of priests: 

Goddess bare, and gaunt, and pale, 

Empress of the world, all hail! 

What though Cretans old called thee 

City crested Cybele? 

We call thee FAMINE; 

Goddess of fasts and feasts, starving and cramming! 

Through thee, for emperors, kings, and priests and lords 

Who rule by viziers, sceptres, bank notes, words, 

The earth poured forth its plenteous fruits, 
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Com, wool, linen, flesh and roots — 

Those who consume these fruits through thee grow fat, 

Those who produce fruits through thee grow lean, 

Whatever change takes place, 

Oh stick to that; 

And let things be as they have ever been; 

(Act II, Sc. IV, 11. 1-14) 

We find when the Swellfoot and his companions are taking part in the feast; the swine 

(the common people) too, come and thank Famine. But they do not thank the Goddess for the 

continuance of the rule as the priests do; they rather think that the Queen represents the force 

that will help them to revolt against the ruling power: 

Hail to thee, hail to thee. Famine; 

Thy throne is on blood, and thy robe is of rags; 

Thou devil which livest on damning; 

Saint of new churches, and cants, and GREEN BAGS, 

Till in pity and terror thou risest 

Confounding the schemes of the wisest; 

When thou liftest thy skeleton form, 

When the leaves and the skulls roll about, 

We will greet thee — the voice of a storm 

Would be lost in our terrible shout! 

(Actll, S e l l . 11. 42-51) 
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His speech reminds us of the vision of Thomas Spence in his constitution of a perfect 

commonwealth.^ 

Liberty now approaches the alter of Famine and accuses the Queen of inactivity and 

passivity: 

.. .by thy dread self, O Famine! 

I charge thee! When thou wake the multitude, 

Thou lead them not upon the paths of blood. 

The earth did never mean her fbison 

For those who crown life's cup with poison 

Of fanatic rage and meaningless revenge — 

But for these radiant spirits, who are still. 

The standard bearers in the van of change, 

Be they th' appointed stewards, to fill. 

The lap of Pain, and To Be and Age;-

Remit, O Queen! Thy accustomed rage! 

Be what thou art not! In voice faint and low 

Freedom calls Famine, - her eternal foe 

To brief alliance, hollow truce, - Rise now! 

(ActI, S e l l , 11. 89-102) 
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Shelley here sings of the glory of Liberty as he does near the end of the Act IV of 

Prometheus Unbound. Some critics think that for this Liberty-Famine scene Shelley was 

indebted to the conclusion of the young Coleridge's Letter of Liberty to her Dear Friend 

Famine in Tthe Conscioness adPopulum (VOl.I, 1795). * 

Coleridge argues that unless the rulers of England adopt more liberal policies, they 

would have to face overwhelming forces of revolution generated by economic distress 

(famine) of the people.^ 

The tone of this Famine-Liberty scene is now turned into a burlesque. A dramatic twist 

is given to the scene when the Queen suddenly snatches the Green Bag and empties it over 

'her enemies' who are instantly changed into 'a number of filthy and ugly animals' and who 

then 'rush out of the temple.' 

* The Concioness published in 1795 supplied Shelley with some other suggestions. The stage 

directions read: 

'A magnificent Temple, built of thigh bones and death's heads, and tiled with scalps' and 'the 

interior of the Temple of Famine, the statue of the Goddess, a skeleton clothed in parti

coloured rags, seated upon a heap of skulls and leaves intermingled.' These seem to have 

been suggested by Coleridge's 'temple of despotism' which 'like that of Tescalipoca, the 

Mexican deity, is built of human skulls, and cemented with human blood.' Some 

characteristics of Famine-goddess of fasts and feasts — starving and cramming — may be 

derived from The Concioness: 
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They (the ruling class) deprecated the anger of Heaven by a Fast and after that a treat feasts 

for the rich and their friends... usual scanty morsel to the poor."^ 

After this the pigs are transformed into Bulls and then the image of Famine disappears 

down into the earth and a Minotaur (the figure of John Bull) arises: 

Minotour: My name's John Bull; I am a famous hunter, 

And can leap any gate in all Boetia, 

Even the palings of the royal park, 

Or double ditch about the new enclosures; 

And if Your Majesty will deign to mount me, 

At least till you have hunted down your game, 

I will not throw you. 

(Act II. Sc. ii, 11. 109-115) 

lona rides on the Minotaur and becomes ready to charge out with all the pigs 

metamorphosed into Bulls: 

Wake all the dewy woods with jingling music. 

Give them no law (are they not beasts of blood)? 

But such as they gave you. 

(Actll.Sc.ii, 11.124-126) 

She, along with the bulls, then goes out of the Temple to pursue Swell foot and his 

companions. 
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The final scene thus represents Shelley's hope that the existing tyrannical rule will be 

reformed and the real fact behind the testimony of the lying witnesses of the Milan 

Commission will be exposed. 

PART III 

We have already observed that all the major characters of Oedipus Tyrannus are 

allegorical. As this is a short play, there is not much opportunity of elaborate characterization. 

However, this much can be said at least that the King is a traditional tyrant who exploits the 

common mass. Mammon and Purganax are his two instruments of evil execution. As in most 

of his plays, here also Shelley has tied to expose a conflict between good and evil out of 

which revolution and consequent reformation come out. Here the Queen stands up as the 

rebel against the tyrannical rule of the King and she allegorises to some extent Shelley's 

moral mission. However, at the same time, it must be kept in mind that here Shelley 

expresses his own moral concern at his best through the speech of liberty: 

O famine! 

I charge thee! when thou wake the multitude, 

Thou lead them not upon the paths of blood. 

The earth did never mean her foison 

For those who crown life's cup with poison. 

Of fanatic rage and meaningless revenge - (Act I, Sc. II, 11. 89-102) 

The allegorical portrayals were responsible after the play not being unpopular. As 

usual with the Romantic playwrights, stage managers and directors have not liked the play's 

extravagant speeches, outrageous characters and revolting settings. The form is obviously 
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classical, but the topicality of the content makes the play worth considering. But in spite of 

some sort of realism, it fails to deliver the goods, despite Shelley's resolution to be strictly 

objective 'henceforth' in his attempts at drama- writing. It can also be considered as a product 

of mature mind, which shows that Shelley was slowly developing an impersonal and realistic 

view of the world around. We believe that the play's dramatic energy is greater than The 

Cenci. Naturally, Shelley's 'familiarity with the literature of a national scandal' has surprised 

many. " 

However, this drama at least demonstrates again, as did the poem Peter Bell the Third, 

how Shelley watched developments in England, not only from the point of view of an idealist 

but also as a person who was fully aware of the sordid realities around, and who, being a 

sensitive rebel, suffered moral anxieties and was disturbed by the age-old problem of finding 

out proper means to eradicate evil from the world. 

We have tried to make it clear in our foregoing discussion that Shelley was deeply 

hurt by the moral degradation in the activities of the Castlereaghs and Wellingtons whose 

administrative policy made the people suffer from war, poverty, oppression and exploitation, 

that the poet wanted to eradicate all these entirely from the country. His ideas were 

fundamentally radical as they were in The Masque of Anarchy. He may not have wanted to 

abolish the existing administrative structure for the present. He perhaps hopes that the 

enlightened leaders of thought and reformers would one day be able to bring in a new era 

guided by the principles of love and justice. Some have described this reforming zeal of 

Shelley as repeated in this play as 'Promethean egalitarianism.''^ It was an intolerable state of 

things to Shelley that common mass of people is dictatorially ruled over by a corrupt society 

and the human potential which had the capacity to love and create aesthetic and human 

surroundings worth living is being wasted. True, this picture of creative human potential 

going in waste and conflicts between the upper class and the exploited mass is not to be 

195 



found in Hazlitt, Byron or Hunt- to name three contemporary Romantic writers- who could 

never think that inequality could ever be eliminated as this is ingrained in human nature. 

Shelley's fellow romanticists may also think that ultimately monarchism would vanish, yet 

they could not help thinking that Shelley's radical humanism and idealism were a sort of 

Utopian dream. But the fact remains that by the side of savage criticism and hatred for the 

ruling class there is also a touch of compassion and a dream of a better would, though this 

dream was laughed over by Byron and others. May we challenge Byron and his like to show 

any where in the literature of the age, Don Juan included, this kind of in-depth study of the 

harsh reality, hellish human misery and brutality and the potential force of creative processes 

which would one day bring in a golden age in its true sense. 
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CHAPTER VII 

Charles the First 

'I mean to write a play in the spirit of human nature without prejudice and passion'. 

Thus declared Shelley when the seed of Charles the First were being sown in his many-

splendoured fertile mind. During Shelley's stay at Pisa with Byron (August 1821- May 1822), 

Shelley worked on this historical play which he left unfinished. He wrote to Trelawny: 'I am 

now writing a play for the stage. It is affectation to say that we write a play for any other 

' The poet assumed, if completed, the play might have surpassed The Cenci. 

Shelley comes nearest to neutrality in Charles the First, at least as far as the handling of 

the characters and plot construction are concerned. What Shelley wrote in the preface to The 

Cenci could perhaps be applied to this also: 'To represent the characters as they probably 

were, and have sought to avoid the error of making them actuated by my own conceptions of 

right and wrong.'"* 

He also declared to the publishers that the play was 'not coloured by the party spirit of 

the author', but this is partly true. In his selection of material and delineation of characters, 

Shelley definitely betrays in the play his politico-moral concerns. At the same time it is true 

that the Charles the First is not a propaganda play either. Shelley's serious involvement in the 

moral issues is quite evident in this play also. His vast reading of historical accounts shows 

his seriousness. We agree with Cameron when he says: 
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The unfinished play gives the impression of a great work of art 

struggling to be bom, like Michelangelo's captives emerging from the rock. If 

it had been completed on the same level on which it was begun, it might have 

been a play of greater power and significance than The Cenci. ̂  

In this play Shelley tried to depart from his Elizabethan model and create a new 

dramatic language and form. But unfortunately the play could not be finished, perhaps due to 

the complexity of his material, the currents and crosscurrents of the historical forces and 

perhaps also because of Shelley's incomplete conception of the projected plot. But what he 

has left for posterity, bears ample testimony to the Shelleyan interest in the public causes and 

his concerns for degradation of the highly placed people from his owoi conception of moral 

stand. In fact, this play bears the stamp of his whole hearted concentration in dramatic 

objectivity as no other drama, except The Cenci does. Thus he was showing signs of his 

gradual maturity. 

PART II 

The theme struck long before he thought of the Cenci affair. He asked his wife to 

write the play, but Mary Shelley convinced him that only he could make such an attempt. The 

Cenci success had emboldened him and near the end of 1819 he took up the project. Till then 

he was vacillating: 'Unless I am sure of making something great, the play will not be 

written.' . He thought that perhaps the composition of a play was: ' . . .a devil of a nut... to 

crack.' 

The time was January 1822. Nevertheless, a hope lingered that after completion and if 

everything went according to his plans, it would be better than The Cenci 'as a work of art' 

and that he might earn pounds 150 or 200 for its copyright.^ In April too he could not 'seize 
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on the conception of the subject as a whole.' ^ He at last gave in to mood of despair and 

dropped the ideal of writing a better play than The Cenci.: 

It is impossible to compose except under the assurance of finding sympathy in 

what you write... I do not go on writing 'Charles the First'. Here, for the time 

being, the project started too ambitiously is shelved in cold storage." 

As a matter of fact, he felt too unsure of the future and much dissatisfaction with the 

past. As a result, an unfinished play remained for posterity. 

It is interesting to note that not even he refers to the possibility of a theatrical 

production of the play in any of the letters he wrote during the period except once in the 

beginning when the project took roots in his mind. Perhaps he wanted to write a good reading 

drama and it cannot be denied that Charles the First contains the germ of a true drama. 

The immediate inspiration was one of Shakespeare's historical plays. His consultation 

of Burnett's History of His Own Times and Hume's History of England shows that he wanted 

to be faithful to real facts. Hume's History described the King and the Queen as opposites in 

character — one gentle and other impetuous. The historical Wentworth was somewhat a 

tragic figure and the jester Archy and Arch Bishop Laud are clever and practical men 

respectively. Thus there cannot be any wide departure from historical characters. '̂  

PART III 

Shelley thought to cover the period 1633-1641, which he thought was similar to his 

own age, struggling against the domination of the aristocrats, in the first two acts of the play. 

The aristocratic clique, comprising the King, William Laud, Arch-Bishop of Canterbury and 

Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, imposed heavy penalties and taxes that resulted in the 

trial of John Hampden for his flaunting the official direction. The star- chamber dictated rules 
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in the hope of breaking the power of parliament. The dissenters against the church of England 

were also being subjected to pressure, and, failing to subordinate them to the aristocratic 

dictators, the Church applied terroristic methods to bring the protesters to their knees, 

Whitelock in his Memorials '̂  gives some vivid description of this terroristic method 

(William Pryne, a puritan lawyer was fined pound 5000 and sentenced to have his ears 

removed and to be imprisoned for an alleged slight on the Queen, in his Histriomastix: A 

Scourge of Stage players. Due to his continuous defiance he was again tried and stamped S.L. 

(Seditious libeller), this time with two other offenders, John Bastwick, a physician and Henry 

Burton, a preacher. Shelley treated the first trial of Prynne as a dramatic event in his opening 

scene. Whitelock's detailed description of the picturesque m.asque also inspired Shelley in 

composing the opening scene as also the colourful parade of chariots. '̂  

But Shelley gave the scene an ironic, anti-establishment twist. The grand spectacle has 

been exploited by Shelley in his play as a procession of protesters and massive uprising 

described by citizens of London. The onlookers have been shown as murmuring 'Strafford is 

an apostate'. Laud is 'drunken with bold and gold', the papist Queen walks 'as if her nice feet 

scorned our English earth'. We may note here the speech of the second citizen giving vent to 

the bitter venom of the people which is clothed in words that seem like poetic echoes of a 

social radical of Shelley's times (Spencenes, for instance): 

Here is the pomp that strips the houseless orphan. 

Here is the pride that breaks the desolate heart, 

These are the lilies glorious as Solomon, 

Who toil not, neither do they spin,— unless 

It be the webs they catch poor rogues withal. 

Here is the surfeit which to them who earn 
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The niggard wages of the earth, scarce leaves. 

The tithe that will support them till they crawl 

Back to her cold hard bosom. {Charles the First, Sc. I, II. 155-152). 

Just after the scene of masque we are shifted to a large hall in the palace. The lawyers 

of the Inn of court exchanged thanks with one another. Shelley significantly ignores the 

names of the lawyers — Sir John Finch, Mr. Gerling, Mr. Hyde, etc. as Whitelock mentions. 

But he brings in a group of puritan supporters, Oliver St. John being a representative of the 

group. Obviously Shelley wanted to express through St. John the bitter feeling of the people 

against monarchy. We are shown here the Queen lecturing to St. John on Prynn's conduct and 

she minces no words in telling him that the French type absolute monarchy is badly needed 

for England. 

But the hateful reply of St. John characteristically bears testimony to Shelley's political 

views: 

Madam, the love of Englishmen can make 

The lightest favour of their lawfiil king 

Outright a despot's. - We humbly take our leaves, 

Enriched by smiles which France can never buy. {Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 29-32) 

The establishment received the message and argued among themselves about how to 

handle the rebel Scots and whether to call parliament or not. Shelley here gives a telling 

account of the efforts of the tyrant members of the cabinet to maintain despotic rule over the 

discontented public at the cost of the country. They in fact take up the challenge to meet the 

new uprisings for democracy as they think that imposition of taxes is the rightful 

conventional prerogative of the establishment. They decide to meet this challenge through 

armed forces, if necessary. The king arrogantly says: 
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...that subjects 

May know how majesty can wear at will 

The rugged mood. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 78-80) 

The Queen's uppish stance and her hatred for her ordinary countryman are writ large on 

her supporting speech: 

My dearest lord, 

I see the new bom courage in your eye 

Armed to strike dead the Spirit of the Time. 

Which spurs to rage the many headed beast. 

(Ibid. Sell, II 113-116) 

We are reminded of Purganax's (Castlereagh) shrewd speech before parliament in 

Swellfoot the tyrant when Strafford speaks cynically about the policy of the Government: 

Fee with coin 

The loudest murmurs; feed with jealousies 

Opposing factions, — be thyself of none: 

And borrow gold of many, for those who lend 

Will serve thee till thou payest them; and thus 

Keep the fierce spirit of the hour at bay. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, l\. 160-165) 

We know Shelley nursed a bitter feeling against religious tyranny and find that Laud, 

the reactionary and blindly religious tyrant is depicted by Shelley as a cruel vainglorious 

fanatic who is hell-bent for crushing the rebellious Scots: 
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Let ample powers and new instructions be 

Sent to the High Commissioners in Scotland. 

To death, imprisonment, and confiscation, 

Add torture, add the ruin of the kindred 

Of the offender, and the brand of infamy. 

Add mutilation: and if this suffice not, 

Unleash the sword and fire, that in their thirst 

They may lick up that scum of schismatics. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 225-232) 

Laud's monstrous suggestion to raise money at the cost of the Scots for declaring war is 

opposed by the Queen, and Strafford's suggestion sounds seditious: 

The engine of parliaments 

Might be deferred until I can bring over 

The Irish regiments: that will serve to assure 

The issue of the war against the Scots. 

And this game won — which if lost, all is lost — 

Gather these chosen leaders of the rebels, 

And call then, if you will, a parliament. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 344-350) 

Shelley's intention becomes clear when Archy, the fool, ironically and poetically, and 

rather in a sombre manner, expresses the hunch of a coming deluge. This he speaks to the 

king and the Queen, after his brief absence and shortly after the parley referred to above: 
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Thus Baby Charles, and the Twelfth Night Queen of Hearts, and the overgrown 

schoolboy Cottington, and that little urchin Laud, — who would reduce a 

verdict of 'guilty, death', by famine, if it were impregnable by composition — 

all impanelled against poor Archy for presenting them bitter physic the last day 

of the holidays. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 388-392) 

After Archy's forced exit, the Queen again speaks in favour of the French model of 

Absolutism, obliquely advocating the imposition of despotic rule in England. Her speech here 

has a subtle reference to castigation of the Catholic Scots: 

...and, as we pass 

The gallery, well decide where that Corregio 

Shall hang, — the Virgin Mother 

With her child, bom the king of heaven and earth, 

Whose reign is men's salvation. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 463-464) 

Catherine Macaulay's depiction of Charles in regard to his ruling in England for 'four 

years despotically' by usurping 'the power raising money without the consent of the people' 

and by imposing rigorous and arbitrary penalties or offences 'not legally punishable' reminds 

us of Shelley's picture of the ruler who is made to say: 

My lord of Coventry, 

Lay my command upon the Courts below 

That bail be not accepted for the prisoners 

Under the warrant of the Star Chamber. 

{Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 80-83) 
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Shelley does not forget here to slightly soften the image of Charles and makes him 

vacillating, and, as if, mislaid by his adviser. It is noteworthy that Hume's and Clarendon's 

picture of Charles tallies with that of Shelley: 

Oh, be our feet still tardy to shed blood, 

Guilty though it may be! 

{Ibid. Sc II, 11. 225-232) 

Shelley's sources perhaps influenced him to depict the Queen as having powerful influence 

over her husband. 

Prynne, Bastwick, and Bishop Williams were accused of writing seditious statements 

against Laud, and they were tried. The Star Chamber is the backdrop. Shelley's picture of 

Bastwick is that of typical puritan revolutionary, fanatical in his own ways, and having a 

stance of hatred to his oppressors. Jaxon is depicted as a 'moderate' royalist. The speeches of 

Bastwick too, bring out the conflict of the age: 

Bastwick Ye grudge me not 

The only earthly favour ye can yield, 

Or I think worth acceptance at your hands, — 

Laud 

Bastwick 

Laud 

Jaxon 

Scorn, mutilation, and imprisonment. 

Officer, take the prisoner from the bar. 

And be his tongue slit for his insolence. 

While this hand hold a pen-

Be his hands 

: Stop! 

{Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 23-26) 
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Forbear, my lord! the tongue, which now can speak 

No terror, would interpret, being dumb, 

Heaven's thunder to our harm; 

And hands, which now writes only their own shame, 

With bleeding stumps might sign our blood away. 

Laud : Much more such 'mercy' among men would be, 

Did all the ministers of Heaven's revenge, 

Flinch thus from earthly retribution. I 

Could suffer what I would inflict. 

{Ibid. Sc. Ill, II. 23-26, II. 32-44) 

It may be that Shelley took suggestions from Macaulay's statements that Laud shouted 

'with the utmost gall and bitterness against the unhappy prisoners whilst he magnified his 

own religious patience in bearing injuries' and that 'Laud whilst he was sitting in the Star 

chamber being told of Prynne's harangue, moved that he might be gagged'.'^ This suggestion 

the court waived. Near the end of the act, we hear Bishop Williams is brought in and he 

delivers a defiant speech (as Williams later capitulated that Shelley was in two minds as to 

how to project him). For the fourth scene Shelley significantly echoes what Macaulay and 

Hume wrote about the projected flight of Hampden, Pym and Cromwell to America. This is 

what Macaulay writes: 

The enormous, yet increasing height of monarchical tyraimy which raged at 

this time in England, together with the small prospect of redress which the 

times promised, occasioned numbers of the natives to sell their estates, and to 

ship themselves off for America, there to enjoy a liberty lost to the inhabitants 

of great Britain. But these avowed destroyers of all the rights of humanity, the 
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bosom friend and ministers of Charles, unwilling that their fellow-citizens 

should anywhere possess the blessings of Freedom, prevailed with their master 

to issue out a proclamation, debarring the adventurous access to those 

uncultivated shores. Eight ships laying in the Thames, and ready to sail were 

stayed by an order of the council. Embarked in these were Sir Arthur Bazerio, 

John Hampden and Oliver Cromwell, three men of spirit, who resolved for 

ever to abandon a country where the laws had lost their power to protect, and 

fly to other extremity of the globe, there to endure a painful solitude in wild 

deserts, rather than submit to a government that degraded their condition 

beneath the condition of beasts. '̂  

Historian Hume developed the concept of a new freedom in America unlike 

Macaulay, from which may have come the suggestion for Hampden's speech: 

The puritans, restrained in England, shipped themselves for America, and laid 

there the foundations of a government which possessed all the liberty, both civil 

and religious, of which they found themselves bereaved in their native 

country.'^ 

Obviously, Macaulay, Hume and Shelley thought that America was a land which could 

prove a heaven for them. Shelley's tribute to America reflects his idea of moral excellence of 

a country which was supposed to be free from tyrarmy and injustice: 

Oh, light us to the isles of the evening land! 

Like floating Edens cradled in the glimmer 

Of sunset, through the distant mist of years 

Touched by departing hope, they gleam! Lone regions, 

Where Power's poor dupes and victims yet have never 
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Propitiated the savage fear of kings 

With purest blood of noblest hearts; 

(Charles the First, Sc. IV, 11. 22-28) 

Unfortunately, the fourth scene remains fragmentary and still more unfortunately 

Shelley left the play unfinished as the manuscript shows nothing else except one of the 

notebooks which gives us some idea of the poet's design for the second act: 

Act 2 Scene 1 

Chiefs of the Popular Party, Hampden's trial and its effects — Reasons of 

Hampden and his Colleag[u]es for resistance — young Sir H. Vane's reasons: 

The first rational and logical, the second impetuous and enthusiastic. 

Reasonings on Hampden's trial. P. 222 

The king zealous for the Church inheriting this disposition from his father. 

This act to upon between the two Scotch wars. 

Easter Day 1635 

The reading of the liturgy 

Lord Traquai' 

The covenant 

The determined resistance against 

Charles and the liturgy — 

Worse than the worse is the indecision of Mary di Medici the Queen who 

came to England in 1638. It was observed that the sword and pestilence 
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followed her wherever she went and her restless spirit embroiled everything 

she approached. 

The King annulled at York, 

Many unlawful grants; and in wh 

[This is the conclusion of Shelley's plan but at the top of one of the pages is pencilled:] 

Act-2 

After the last Scottish war 

And at the bottom: 

The End- Strafford's death °̂ 

From the forgoing discussion we may have an insight into Shelley's mind, his deep 

hatred for despotism, monarchical tyranny, his radical humanism and also his dream of an 

idealistic refuge for the sensitive rebels away from moral depravation of the high and mighty. 

P A R T - I V 

The plot, as would have taken shape, has both strong and weak points. The keynote is 

amply sounded in the fourth scene which opens with citizens. Law students and some young 

men making remarks about the Masque of the Inns of court. The king, the courtiers, the 

revelries, and the political strategy are all displayed in their proper context. Credit must be 

given for this artistic manipulation of the exposition scene. The impending tragic gloom has 

cast its shadows before through the clash between the Masque and the Anti-Masque: 
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Here is Health 

s 

Followed by grim disease, glory by shame 

Waste by lame famine, wealth by squalid want. 

And England's sin by England's punishment. 

And, as the effect pursues the cause foregone, 

Lo, giving substance to my words, behold 

At once the sign and the thing signified-

A troop of cripples, beggars, and lean outcasts; 

Horsed upon stumbling jades, carted with dung, 

Dragged for a day from cellars and low cabins 

And rotten hiding-holes, to point the moral 

Of this presentment, and bearing up the rear 

Of painted pomp with misery. 

(Charles the First, Sc. 1,11. 162-174) 

The second scene is impressive. It shows the King and the Queen in council and all the 

main figures are brought before the front stage. We know about the suppressing measures and 

orders issued by the King which throw enough hint about the discontent prevalent among the 

people. The third scene is rather complicated. From the court of the Star Chamber the 

Archbishop Laud is seen doling out his cruel justice. At the trial of the Bishop of Lincoln he 

is seen gladly presiding whereas he should have been indebted to him for his first promotion. 

His mockery of justice adds fuel to the public discontent. 
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The fourth scene, though incomplete, would have shown Hampden, Pym, the young Sir 

Henry Vane, Cromwell and his daughter about to embark for America, being arrested by the 

King's orders. But the fragment of this scene consists of only one speech and Cromwell has 

nothing to say. Archy speaks two lines in the next fragment and then a soliloquy and a song 

follows: 

Archy : A widow bird sat mourning 

Upon a wintry bough. 

Heighho! The lark and the owl! 

One flies the morning and one lulls the night: — 

Only the nightingale, poor fond soul, 

Sings like the fool through darkness and light. 

A widow bird sat mourning for her love 

Upon a wintry bough: 

The frozen wind crept on above, 

The freezing stream below. 

There was no leaf upon the forest bare, 

No flower upon the ground, 

And little motion in the air 

Except the mill-wheel's sound. 

{Charles the First, Act. I, Sc. V. 11. 3-16) 

Rossetti has suggested that the Fool was to sing the song after the imprisonment or 

execution of Charles. 
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The final catastrophe is to be anticipated through a number of suggestions from the 

beginning — i.e. the various sarcastic comments made by the citizens towards the king (11. 

102 -107), the subdued anger shown by St. John and the gentleman of the Inns of Court at the 

Queen's behaviour, the opposition and resentment towards the authority because of the 

orders, the terror-stricken Court, the utter foolishness of the advisers, the failure of the new 

taxes to refill Treasury, Laud's merciless so-called justice, Archy's bitter remarks, his mirth 

turning into bitterness, and despair — all this reminds us of Shakespeare's Fool in King Lear 

and such characters in Beddoes. 

'Just and generous' King Charles rises to tragic dimension. 'Wicked Counsels' (1. 

126) surround him. He marries a lady whose pride for France, 'her fatherland' is disturbing to 

the English. She cannot get rid of the idea of the divinity of kingship. (11. 436-437) Charles is 

like 'a cat caught in a rat trap'. Proud Queen Henrietta always goads her husband to acquire 

power and authority. She tearfully pleads with him not to summon the parliament. She has 

something of a Lady Macbeth in her. The third Citizen described her thus: 

Amidst her ladies walks the papist queen 

As if her nice feet scorned our English earth. 

The Canaanitish Jezebel! I would be 

A dog if I might tear her with my teeth! 

{Charles the First, 11. 67-70). 

Shelley intended Laud, the Archbishop, to be the villain of the piece. He is extremely 

cruel and a hard -boiled puritan. The second citizen comments: 

Rather says the Pope: 

London will soon be his Rome: he walks 

As if he trod upon the heads of men: 
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He looks elate, drunken with blood and gold:— 

Beside him move the Babylonian women, 

Invisibly, and with her as with his shadow, 

Mitred adulterer! he is joined in sin, 

Which turns Heaven's milk of mercy to revenge. 

{Charles the First, Sc. 1.11. 58-65) 

Strafford, however, is not that bad. True, he too urges the king to be despotic: 

That which would be ambition in a subject 

Is duty in a sovereign: 

{Ibid,'&cAl,\\. 150-151) 

He comments elsewhere: 

Now if a man should call his dearest enemies 

To sit in licensed judgement on his life, 

His Majesty might wisely take that course. (Aside to Cottington) 

It is enough to expect from these lean imposts 

That they perform the office of a scourge, 

Without more profit. 

(/5/J.,Sc.n. 11. 276-281) 

He also whispers aphorisms form MachiaveUi and Bacon (Sc. I, 11. 55-56). Yet his love for 

the King cannot be doubted: 
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I Own 

No friend but thee, no enemies but thine; 

Thy lightest thought is my eternal law. 

How weak, how short, is life to pay — (Ibid. Sc. II. 11. 203-206) 

He is devoted to his friend for ever — 

Oh! My dear liege, take back the wealth thou gavest 

With that, take all I held, but as in trust 

For thee, of mine inheritance: leave me but 

This unprovided body for thy service, 

And a mind dedicated to no care 

Expect thy safety:- but assemble not 

A Parliament. Hundreds will bring, like me; 

Their fortunes, as they would their blood, before — (Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 299-308) 

He is mercifully just: 

'twere politic and just that Williams taste 

The bitter fruit of his connection with 

The schismatics. But, you, my Lord Archbishop, 

Who owed your first promotion to his favour; 

Who grew beneath his smile — (Ibid. Sc. III. II. 55-59) 

Shelley paints him like Camillo of The Cenci and Mahmud of Hellas as an even Character. 

The contrast between Laud and Strafford would have been a subject of great dramatic interest 

had the play been completed. Other characters are well defined. Some of them would look 

like Lucretia, Bernardo and Giacomo of The Cenci. 
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It would be wild guess to think that, if completed, the play would have been a major 

tragedy in which human passion would build up the plot. In point of style and manner, 

Shelley wrote to Trelawny, he wanted to 'approach as near the great dramatist as my feeble 

powers will permit' and his model was King Lear. In this respect Charles the First shows an 

advance over The Cenci. Long tiring speeches are there and Shakespearean imagery £ind 

echoes are in plenty. But the diction and imagery are lively and realistic language has a 

popular ring: 

Queen: Have you not noted the Fool of late 

Has lost his careless mirth, and that his words 

Sound like the echoes of our saddest fears? 

What can it mean? I should be loth to think 

Some factious slave has tutored him. 

King : Oh, No! 

He is but Occasion's pupil. (Charles the First, Sc. II, 11446-451) 

Thus Shelley's verse is at times 'very effective'^^ 

It is natural to be curious about the reason of his not completing the play. Some 

plausible guesses may be hazarded here: 

The poet's dislike of Capital punishment, "̂̂  his unwillingness to show that the 

intolerant puritans as victorious, ^̂  his lack of sympathy for the subjects, an 

impossibility of seeing an idealistic denouement 'on account of the refusal of 

27 

later facts to conform to the prophecy that liberty will triumph over tyranny,' 

the poet's uncertainty of delivering the goods ^̂  and in his being irked by 
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'factual discipline',^^ — all these are conjectures only. But one thing is certain 

that Shelley did not lose confidence in his potential dramatic talent as he 

believed he was gifted with. In fact, the poet was gradually waking up to 

discover the power of his dramatic genius Charles the First is singularly free 

from the 'fantastic creations of his fancy, or his idealism.'^" 

Peacock's views seem justified: 

... if his life had been prolonged, I shall think, he would have accomplished 

something worthy of the best days of theatrical literature. If the gorgeous 

scenery of his poetry could have been peopled and strong feelings, which he 

was so capable of expressing, had been accommodated to characters such as 

have added his name to those of the masters of the art. 

Shelley's weaknesses as a dramatic artist are also obvious here — imitation of 

Elizabethan models, lack of discipline, love for lyrical flights, and self-projection. All this is 

due to his inexperience in dramaturgy. Excepting The Cenci, a stage drama in the true sense 

of the term, no other stagable play was attempted by him. 
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PARTV 

That Shelley suffered in his mind some moral anxiety about the Charles the First is 

quite evident in his comments mA Philosophical View of Reform: 

From England then first began to pass away the stain of conquest.... By rapid 

gradation the nation was conducted to the temporary abolition of aristocracy 

and episcopacy, and to the mighty example, which, 'in teaching nations how 

to live', England afforded to the world — of bringing, public justice, one of 

those chiefs of a conspiracy of privileged murderers and robbers whose 

impurity has been the consecration of time. 

The political slant was thus unavoidable in Charles the First and passage after passage can be 

quoted to show that Shelley was advocating through his play some parliamentary reforms and 

a sort of republicanism in order to remove all tyrannical rules and privileges of the high and 

mighty. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

The Fragment of An Unfinished Drama 

As soon as Hellas was completed, Shelley lost no time in taking up another dramatic 

venture, 'during the late winter of early spring of 1829'. Mrs. Shelley reports: ... a drama, 

undertaken for the amusement of the individuals who composed our intimate society, but left 

unfinished' ' 

This 'intimate society' obviously composed of William Trelawny, Byron and their 

Italian friends who all were staying at Pisa at that point of time. 

A thin supernatural curtain hangs over the whole setting. Love is the central theme. The 

Tempest supplied an idea. The out line of the story as conceived is as follows: 

A Pirate, a man of savage as well as of noble nature, after shipwrecks, was saved by 

an Enchantress, residing in one of the islands of the Indian Archipelago. She fell in love with 

the Pirate, who forgetting all about his mortal love, for a while, remained attracted to the 

Enchantress. But after some time, he remembered his previous beloved who still lamented 

her separation form him. He now escaped from the enchanted island to return to the Lady. 

However, he again went to the sea and the angry and vengeful Enchantress tossed up a magic 

tempest in order to bring him back to her island. In the meantime, a good spirit brought his 

Lady also to the Enchanted Island. An Indian youth who was in love with her was found to 

accompany her. But the Lady returned his passion only with a sisterly affection. The scene 

between the Lady and the youth in the fragment takes place after this arrival on the Isle. 
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The love entanglement involving these four characters has great dramatic interest. The 

mysterious Pirate has great dramatic potential, he being 'a man of blood and peril', 'awful', 

and 'beautiful'. * 

Here is the germ of a conflict between mortal love represented by the gentle, innocent 

lady and supernatural passion expressed by the Enchantress. If the play was completed, this 

conflict would have much heightened the dramatic interest. The Indian youth and the Pirate 

are competitors. To the youth the Pirate 'was the winter of my peace' (line 12) Their relation 

could also have carried much dramatic significance. At the same time it must be admitted that 

the fragment is so lyrical in tone that it looks more like an unfinished poem than 'an 

unfinished drama.' 

There are only two fragmentary scenes. The first fragment contains the soliloquy of the 

Enchantress who also invokes a spirit who gives the answer. Then there is the other 

fragmentary scene in which we find the conversation between the Lady and the Indian Youth. 

We may say that in this fragment of a drama there is also a kind of conflict between good and 

evil. The Enchantress stands for the evil spirit who tries to win over mankind, in whose 

nature we find the intermingling of good and evil. The Lady, 'innocent', 'true and kind.' 

symbolizes the essential goodness. 

* 'Is it an idealized portrait of Trelawny', as Dowden ^ says in his The Life of Percy Bysshe 

Shelley (p. 522)? 
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The Pirate, swinging back and forth between the Enchantress and the Lady, is the 

ordinary human being who has to put up with 'remorse and scorn and solitude'. * 

In our opinion, Shelley and Jane Williams represent the Indian and the Lady more than 

the others. Then Jane had visited India, lived there for some time and later shifted to a 'realm 

of abandonment', that is, Italy, the 'Paradise of Exiles'. 

To go back to the theme, Mary Shelley's outline of the plot arguing with what we have 

noted earlier, has been, however, questioned. Cameron's views, for example, cannot be 

brushed aside easily. 

The Indian Youth had a previous love (32-35), a condition Mary assigned to the Pirate, 

and he refers to the Lady's encounters with her previous beloved (identified as the Pirate by 

Mary) in such a strange way (88-92) that he himself seems to be the previous beloved, 

through either a magic spell or reincarnation. 

The Lady gives no indication of having known her beloved twice (as Mary stated) but 

seems to have left him when he was merely 'a boy'. Nor does he appear to have been a pirate, 

rather, he is a reviled youthful idealist, like 'Lionel'. Finally, Mary did not mention the 

mysterious plant, although it was going to play an important role in the play. Possibly, 

* Interestingly, Williams noted in his journal that according to his guess Trelawny resembled 

the previous lover. Sylvia Norman, on the other hand, presumed that the previous lover is 

sketched after Shelley himself and the Lady 'Who plays on the double flute and delights in 

flowers' is very like Jane Williams. ^ 
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Shelley changed his plot-outline after talking to Mary, perhaps he misled her with regard to 

some aspects of it, or perhaps she saw more in it than she wished to disclose. '* * 

As the fragment shows, both good and evil forces here seem to be inherent and in 

constant conflict. Shelley's moral approach is evident here. We may note that love is the 

weapon with which the Lady hopes to win over the Pirate: 

Methinks 

This World of Love is fit for all the world. 

And that for gentle hearts another name 

Would speak of gentle thoughts than the world owns. 

(The Fragment, 11. 41-44) 

This love manifests when spring comes: 

...When Spring indeed 

Came to unswathe her infants, and the lilies 

Peeped from their bright green masks wonder at 

This shape of autumn couched in their recess 

Then it dilated, and it grew until 

One half lay floating on the fountain wave, 

(/6/^.ILn. 206-211) 

* By the way, we may mention that the homeland referred to by both the Indian youth and the 

Lady is an idyllic place of great natural beauty (261-274) replete with the pleasure dome 

(289-293) located in the Himalayas, the source of many Indian rivers. This is obviously a 

reference to Kashmir, as we find in the beginning of Prometheus Unbound. Medwin tells us 

that Shelley wanted to go to India, but Peacock prevented it. ^ 
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The growth of the plant enriched with flowers and fruits perhaps, symbolizes the growth of 

love and its mellow maturity in the heart of the Lady: 

Day by day 

I nursed the plant, and on the double flute 

Played to it on the sunny winter days 

Soft melodies as sweet as April rain 

On silent leaves, and sang those words in which 

Passion makes Echo taunt the sleeping strings; 

(Ibid. II. \\.n9-n4) 

The description of the seeding and growth of the plant is so detailed that it becomes 

obvious that Shelley must have considered it of special importance. Perhaps it also represents 

some aspect of the good spirit. 

As pointed out earlier, this fragmentary drama consists of only two fragmentary scenes 

— one of only 28 lines in which the enchantress laments her lost love, presumably the Pirate. 

She uses a spell that will bring him back to her. She is answered by a mysterious spirit who 

resides in the centre of the earth. 

In the next scene of 216 lines the Lady and the Indian Youth are found on the strange 

land. They discuss her previous lover guessed to be the Pirate. When he was only a 'simple 

innocent boy' (lineSS) the Lady knew him. He left her in the 'Dawn' of life. In spite of his ill 

reputation, she wants to find him out and join him: 

Some said he was a man of blood and peril, 

And steeped in bitter infamy to the lips. 

More need was there I should be innocent, 
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More need that I should be most true and kind, 

And much more need that there should be found one 

To share remorse and scorn and solitude, 

And all the ill that wait on those who do 

The tasks of ruin in the world of hfe. 

He fled, and I have followed him. 

(Ibid. 11. n. 112-120) 

The Indian youth asks the Lady how she left India and came to the Island. She tells of a 

drearn in which amidst the light of a glowing m.eteor, 'a spirit like a Child' placed 'something 

like melon seeds' in a vase. The next day she found a little plant sprouting in the vase. She 

took care of it and it grew to a large and beautiful plant, trailing outside her window through 

a garden and a lawn until its end began to float in a fountain. The fragment breaks of here. 

However, this plant somehow brought the Lady from India to the Island, the 'realm of 

abandonment' (line 99). 

This fragmentary drama has long passages of superb lyrical beauty. There is no direct 

conflict or no complete delineation of personality. It seems that, even if completed, it would 

have remained a lyrical drama on love. 

What, however, strikes us, is not the lyrical beauty of the play, or the descriptions of 

beauties of nature and women. Shelley's lifelong theory that love has a strong winning power, 

which ultimately gets over the obstacle put in its way by adverse circumstances of vengeful 

human nature, was to be manifested here also. Evil forces are already defeated before the 

play is completed and, as we have hinted earlier, if completed, it would have championed the 

causes of moral excellences in this play too. 
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CHAPTER IX 

Translations of Dramatic Works of Euripides, Goethe and Calde'ron by Shelley 

— Fragments only. 

P A R T - 1 

SHELLEY'S TRANSLATIONS 

When Shelley was asked about the importance of learning a foreign language, he 

remarked: 

What is a translation of Homer into English? A person who is 

ignorant of Greek need only look at 'Paradise Lost', or the tragedy of 

'Lear' translated into French, to obtain an analytical conception of its 

worthless and miserable inadequacy. ' 

In spite of this attitude towards foreign language learning, Shelley himself tried his 

hand in translations. Among his dramatic translations there are part of Goethe's Faust, 

Calderon's Magico Prodigioso and The Cyclops of Euripides. In these works Shelley not only 

put down verbal equivalents for the original but also shaped the dramas according to his own 

understanding. Thus these translations may be considered as a part of the development of 

Shelley's dramatic potential. Moreover, it may be worthwhile to analyse these attempts for 

pointing out the fact that Shelley in these translations also treads on his favourite areas 

centring round moral beauties and the mystery of evil. 

One factor of importance in regard to these translations in Shelley's general theory of 

poetry, becomes distinct when we analyse the explanation provided in A Defence of Poetry: 
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Sounds as well as thoughts have relation both between each other and 

towards that which they represent, and a perception of the order of 

the relations of thoughts. Hence the language of poets has ever 

affected a certain uniform and harmonious reverence of sound, 

without which it were not poetry, and which is scarcely less 

indispensable to the communication of its influence, than the words 

themselves, without reference to that peculiar order. Hence the vanity 

of translation; it were as wise to cast a violate into a crucible that you 

might discover the formal principle of its colour and odour, as seek to 

transfuse from one language into another the creations of a poet. The 

plant must spring again from its seed, or it will bear no flower and 

this is the burthen of the curse of Babel. ^ 

According to Medwin, Shelley regarded Dante as both a subject for translation and an 

inspiration for composition — and discomfiting in both aspects.^ Goethe generated the same 

response within Shelley. In a note to his own translation of Faust, Shelley supplies an 

alternative rendition of the opening lines of the prologue in Heaven, and then comments: 

Such is a literal translation of this astonishing chorus: it is impossible 

to represent in another language the melody of the versification: even 

the volatile strength and delicacy of the ideas escape in the crucible of 

translation, and the reader is surprised to find a caput mortuum. 

Shelly insisted thus on thinking like the original poet, but in his own 

language: 
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Faust may furnish the germ of other poems... I have, (Imagine my 

presentation) even with all the license I assume to figure to myself 

how Goethe would have written in English, my works convey, no one 

but Coleridge is capable of this work.^ 

PART II 

Faust 

Bayard Taylor, who translated Goethe's Faust into English comments on the Walpurgis 

Night scene of Shelley's Faust fragment and it is worth quoting here: 

His version of the Walpurgis Night, although not very faithful, and 

containing frequent lines of his own interpolation, nevertheless 

admirably depict the hurrying movement and the weird atmosphere of 

the original. This is more remarkable, since he disregards, for the 

most part, the German metres.^ 

As we have already pointed out Shelley's translation also becomes a part of his genius. 

He perhaps has chosen Faust, because the theme suited his temperament and favourite views. 

Here is a conflict between good and evil. Mephistopheles, the symbol of evil tempts Faust. 

This episode represents a moral crisis. 

At the beginning Raphael glorifies God's creation: 

The world's unwithered countenance 

Is bright as at Creations day. {Faust. Sc. 1.11. 27-28) 
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But Mephistopheles, who is an Arch-rebel, behaves otherwise, for he is never repentant 

and loves to find fault everywhere: 

I observe only how men plague themselves;-

The little god o'the world keeps the same stamp, 

As wonderful as on creation's day;— 

A little better would he live, hadst Thou 

Not given him a glimpse of Heaven's light 

Which he calls reason, and employs it only 

To live more beastlily than £iny beast. {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 41-47) 

God is confident of the qualities of his 'Servant Faust' and refers to him proudly: 

Though he now serves Me in a cloud of error, 

I will soon lead him forth to the clear day. 

When trees look green, full well the gardener knows 

That fruits and blooms will deck the coming year. {Ibid. Sc. 1.11.69-72) 

As Mephistopheles is eager to win a bet, God even gives him permission to tempt Faust to 

evil so that he: 

.. .even in his darkest longings, 

Is well aware of the right way: 

As long as he shall live upon the earth, so long 

Is nothing unto thee forbidden — Man 

Must err till he has ceased to struggle. {Ibid. Sc. I, U. 75-78) 

God also apprehends that Mephistopheles will fail in his endeavour. He explains why 

he has created the Devil and why he puts up with his insolence: 
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The active spirit of man soon sleeps, and soon 

He seeks unbroken quiet; therefore I 

Have given him the Devil for a companion, 

Who may provoke him into some sort of work, 

And must create forever. (Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 100-104) 

In the second scene of the fragment Faust in enthusiastic and energetic, a person who 

loves to enjoy sensuous beauty: 

Already Spring kindles the birchen spray, 

And the hoar pine already feel her breath, 

Shall she not work also with our limbs? (Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 11-13) 

Faust tries to guess the nature of Mephistopheles: 

Spirit of Contradiction! Well, lead on — 

There a wise feat indeed to wander out 

Into the Bracken upon May-day night, 

And then to isolate oneself in scorn, 

Disgusted with the humours of the time. (Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 226-230) 

Mephistopheles then leads Faust towards the bonfires of the witches. They meet among 

them a General, a Minister, a Parvenu, an Author and a pedlar-witch. Mephistopheles tells 

them: 

What has been, has been, what is done, is past, 

They shape themselves into the innovations 

They breed, and innovation drags us with it. 

The torrent of the crowd sweeps over us: 
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You think to impel, and are yourself impelled. {Ibid. 11. 311 -515) 

Here, it seems that Shelley speaks out in the garb of Mephistopheles: then Faust and 

Mephistopheles begin to dance with a girl and an old woman respectively. A Procto-

Phantasmist intervenes because he is surprised to see the ghost 'dancing just like men and 

women'. Faust, the girl and the Procto-Phantasmist go on disputing for the latter want to 

'reason of enjoyment' midst of this din and bustle, Faust let the girl pass from him, for a red 

mouse came out of her mouth. Then Faust saw another girl, sad and forlorn and it seemed to 

him that she was like poor Margaret, his first love. But Mephistopheles pointed it out that it 

was nothing but an enchanted phantom like Medusa. Then he himself was surprised to find a 

theatre. An attendant informed him that it was really a theatre 'written by a Debutante and the 

actors who perform are Dilettante' and he himself was also a 'Dilettante curtain-lifter'. 

Here ends the fragmentary translation. It becomes clear that Shelley chose this play to 

establish his moral concern for the everlasting conflict between good and evil and perhaps 

wanted to depict Faust, as a good soul who sold himself to evil and ultimately was ruined. 

PART III 

The Cyclops 

Shelley translated The Cyclops of Euripides, during his stay at Florence in the Winter of 

1819. 

There are many mythological allusions in the first speech of Silenus, the chief of the 

Satyrs. From one of his speech it becomes clear that the evil spirit in this play is Cyclops who 

is referred to as the 'law lass giant', the man-destroying Cyclops; 'The fell Cyclops' etc. In 

this fragment the conflict is to take place between free human soul and the evil giant. 
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Though Silenus promises to help Ulysses ('We will help you all we can,' The Cyclops, 

(1,125), later he turns out as a person who cannot be trusted. At first, he demands gold in lieu 

of help ('But how much gold will you engage to give' Ibid. 1. 131). Then he is ready to give 

away almost everything that is owned by the Cyclops, in lieu of wine but as soon as the 

Cyclops arrives, being afraid, he acts as a turncoat and a liar: 

Ah me; 

I have been beaten till I bum with fever. {Ibid. 11. 204-206) 

He says further. 

... but they bore off your things, 

And ate the cheese in spite of all I said, 

And carried out the lambs- {Ibid. 11. 211-213) 

He is ready to tell a lie in order to save himself: 

Cyclops, 1 swear by Neptune who begot thee, 

By mighty Triton and by Nereus old 

...that I never 

Gave any of your stores to these false strangers 

If I speak false may those who most I love, 

My children, perish wretchedly! {Ibid. 11. 240-241) 

Thus Silenus has been depicted as a person with some human weaknesses, fear and lack 

of mental strength — being old, he has lost the strength to withstand oppression and also to 

rebel. But his sons are young persons and, therefore, not afraid to die. 

Chorus : There stop! 

I saw him giving these things to the strangers. 
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If I speak false, then may my father perish, 

But do not thou wrong hospitality. 

{Ibid. 11. 249-252) 

Ulysses, on the other hand, symbolizes, the courageous and free human spirit: 

- if I needs must die, 

Yet will I die with glory; - if I live, 

The praise, which I have gained will yet remain. {Ibid. 11. 180-182) 

He is not afraid of the Cyclops and answers him back: 

Hear, Cyclops, a plain tale on the other side. {Ibid. I 232) 

At first he puts forward to the Giant a moral appeal: 

Turn then to converse under human laws, 

Receive us shipwrecked suppliants, and provide 

Foods, clothes, and fire, and hospitable gifts; 

Not fixing upon oxen-piercing spits 

Our limbs, so fill your belly and your jaws. {Ibid. 11. 283-287) 

He tries to redeem the Giant morally: 

Forgo the lust of your jaw-bone, prefer 

Pious humanity to wicked will: 

Many have bought too dear their evil joys. {Ibid. 11. 294-287) 

But the Cyclops is out an out evil — he is not to be guided by the good principle of life 

and so bawls out his motto: 
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I well know 

The wise man's only Jupiter is this, 

To eat and drink during his little day, 

And give himself no care. And as for those 

Who complicate with laws the life of man, 

I freely give them tears for their reward. {Ibid. 11. 320-325) 

He is also ironical enough; 

These are my hospitable gifts; fierce fire 

And yon ancestral caldron, which o'er-bubbling 

Shall finely cook your miserable flesh. {Ibid. 11. 329-331) 

The chorus of the satyrs sums up the subsequent action; 

Farewell, foul pavilion: 

Farewell, rites of dread! 

The Cyclops vermilion, 

With slaughter uncloying, 

Now feasts on the dead, 

In the flesh of straingers joying! {Ibid. 11. 361-366) 

Ulysses, however, strikes out a brilliant plan to save themselves from the grip of the 

Giant who after gobbling two sailors and drinking the wine brought to him by Ulysses, is 

then fast asleep. He requests the young sailors to help him. He tells them what he intends to 

do to defeat, punish and thus destroy the Cyclops: 
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When, vanquished by the Bacchic power he sleeps, 

There is a trunk of live wood within, 

Whose point having made sharp with this good sword 

I will conceal in fire, and when I see 

It is alight, will fix it, buming yet, 

Within the socket of the Cyclop's eye 

And melt it out with fire — {Ibid. 11. 454-460) 

The satyrs jump to this plan immediately: 

Chorus: May, I, as in libations to a God 

Share in the blinding him with the red brand? 

I would have some communion in his death. {Ibid. 11. 469-471) 

That Ulysses is a true leader who is never willing to forsake his followers in danger is 

indicated in his following speech: 

I will not save myself and leave behind 

My comrades in the cave: I might escape, 

Having got clear from that obscure recess, 

But too unjust to leave in jeopardy 

The dear companions who sailed here with me. {Ibid. 11. 478-482) 

Silenus, this time, joining with Ulysses asks the Tyrant to stay in the cave: 

Stay- for what need have you of pot companions? 

And in the sun-warm noon 

'tis sweet to drink. Lie down beside me now 

Placing your mighty sides upon the ground. {Ibid. 11. 547-551) 
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As the Cyclops again falls asleep, Ulysses reminds the satyrs to be courageous :-

'— but bear yourselves like man'. {Ibid. 1. 529). 

However, in spite of their promise ('We will have courage like the adamant rock') at 

the hour of action their moral courage fails: 

With pitying my own back and my back-bone, 

And with not wishing all my teeth knocked out. 

The cowardice comes of itself— {Ibid. 11. 647-649) 

Ulysses, being broad minded, forgives them: 

....Yet though weak of hand 

Speak cheerfully, that so ye may awaken 

The courage of my friends with your blithe words. {Ibid. 11. 655-657) 

When Cyclops cries out in agony ('I perish!' 1, 675), the Chorus explains the reason 

('for you are wicked', 1. 676). Ulysses now has defeated the evildoer and is proud of his deed: 

My father named me so; and I have taken 

A full revenge for your unnatural feast; 

I should have done ill to have burned down Troy 

And not revenged the murder of my comrades. {Ibid. 11. 701-704) 

Ulysses is not Prometheus. He is like Beatrice. He cannot forgive the Cyclops. He is 

also Hercules. He cannot put with the torture of others who are weak. Being strong he takes 

the law in his own hand and punishes the evildoer. He is a typical Greek hero, bent on taking 

rightful revenge. He is an agent of Nemesis and not Necessity. 

Therefore he himself is also punished with a curse: 
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Cyclops: Ai! ai! The ancient oracle is accomplished; 

It said that I should have my eyesight blinded 

By your coming from Troy, yet it foretold 

That you should pay the penalty for this 

By wandering long over the homeless sea. {Ibid. 11. 708-709) 

This fragment is a portion of Greek tragedy of Destiny and that is provided by this 

curse. If completed, it would have been an objective approach towards drama. The fragment 

ends here rather abruptly. We however, find even in this fragment the conflict between the 

moral evil and moral good that is typical of almost all the dramatic works of Shelley. 

PART IV 

Magico Prodifioso 

Shelley translated the Magico Prodifioso of Calderon directly from Spanish. The 

translation was praised by a well known Spanish critic, Salvaldor de Madariaga: 

Shelley's translation is indeed a, striking proof of his insight into Calderon's and 

style. Expression is not always crystal like in Calderon. He sometimes strains 

his sentences in order to cage them within the narrow walls of his versifications. 

But Shelley's ingenuity in disentangling the sense overcomes all obstacles. At 

times the younger poet improves the body of the original, perhaps at the 

expense of the image. ^ 

There are three scenes. In the beginning, Cyprian, the central figure, is a good honest 

noble scholar: 
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.. .The books you brought out of the house 

To me are ever best society. {Magico Prodifioso. Sc. 1,11. 4-5) 

Here also we find the poet's favourite theme — the encounter of the good and the evil. 

There is a conflict between the Daemon, the evil sprit and Cyprian, the good human being. 

The Daemon at first tries to win over Cyprian through argument: 

Search even as thou will. 

But thou shall never find what I can hide. (Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 57-58) 

He comes then in the guise of a foreign gentleman who is also a scholar well-versed in 

many subjects: 

For in the country whence I come the sciences 

Require no learning, — they are known. (Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 95-96) 

He gives an indirect reference to his fall from heaven: 

Had so much arrogance as to oppose 

The chair of the most high Professorship, 

And obtained many votes, and, though I lost, 

The attempt was still more glorious, than the failure 

Could be dishonourable. 

(Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 99-106) 

The moral question which Cyprian asks him is quite characteristic of Shelley: 

...even Jupiter 

Is not supremely good; because we see 

His deeds are evil, and his attributes 

Tainted with mortal weakness; in what manner 
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Can supreme goodness be consistent with 

The passions of humanity? {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 119-124) 

He comments further as a deist: 

Evil in God is inconceivable; 

But supreme goodness fails among the Gods 

Without their union. {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 146-147) 

As the Daemon is unable to shift Cyprian from his belief in the existence of supreme 

God, he applies trick: 

Since thus it profits him 

To study, 1 will wrap his senses up 

In sweet oblivion of all thought of but 

A piece of excellent beauty; {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 208-211) 

From the speech of Lelio, it becomes evident that Cyprian is a man much honoured by 

the citizens of Antioch. 

Although my high respect towards your person 

Holds now my sword suspended, thou canst 

Restore it to the slumber of the scabbard: 

Thou knowest more of science than the duel; 

For when two men of honour take the field, 

No counsel nor respect can make them friends 

But one must die in the dispute. {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 237-243) 
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Cyprian, on the other hand, is not merely a bookish gentle scholar: 

By my birth I am 

Held no less then yourselves to know, the limits 

Of honour and of infamy, nor has study 

Quenched the free spirit which first ordered them; {Ibid. Sc. 1,11. 249-252) 

He is intelligent and, controls the situation well: 

And if you both 

Would marry her, is it not weak and vain 

Culpable and unworthy, thus beforehand 

To slur her honour? What would the world say 

If one should slay the other and if she 

Should espouse the murderer? {Ibid. Sc. 1.11. 276-281) 

In the second scene of the play the conflict is further complicated. The beginning of this 

scene reminds us of Faust, for Cyprian sells his soul to Devil in exchange of Justina's love: 

So bitter is the life I live. 

That, hear me. Hell! I now would give 

To thy detested spirit 

My soul, forever to inherit, 

To suffer punishment and pine, 

So this woman may be mine. {Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 15-21) 

Then he beholds unnatural happenings: 

Philosophy, thou canst not even 

Compel their causes underneath their yoke: 
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From yonder clouds even to the waves below 

The fragments of a single ruin choke 

Imagination's flight; {Ibid Sc. II, 11. 33-37) 

Daemon again comes, now in the guise of a shipwrecked person. His soliloquy reveals 

his plan: 

It was essential to my purposes 

To wake a tumult on the sapphire ocean, 

That in this unknown form I might at a length 

Wipe out the blot of the discomfiture 

Sustained upon the mountain, Eind assail 

With a new war the soul of Cyprian, 

Forging the instruments of his destruction 

Even from his love and from his wisdom. (Ibid. Sc II, 11. 71-78) 

The Daemon again gives an oblique reference to his revolt against the supreme God 

and the consequent fall from Heaven: 

But the high praise 

Stung me with pride and envy, and I rose 

In mighty competition, to ascend 

His seal and place my foot triumphantly 

Upon his subject thrones. Chastised, I know 

The depth to whitch ambition falls; too mad 

Was the attempt, and yet more mad were now 

Repentance of the irrevocable deed: — 
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Therefore I chose this ruin, with the glory 

Of not to be subdued, before the shame 

Of reconciling me with Him who reigns 

By coward cession. {Ibid. Sc. II, 11. 118-129) 

Cyprian ultimately receives the boon from the Daemon: 

I am the friendless guest 

Of these wild Oaks and Pines — and as from thee 

I have received the hospitality 

Of this rude place, I offer thee the fruit 

Of years of toil in recompense; whate'er 

Thy wildest dream presented to thy thought 

As object of desire, that shall be thine. {Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 171-177) 

The third scene of the fragmentary play may be labelled as the temptation scene. The 

daemon attempts to tempt Justina who is a devout Christian. 

Let birds, and flowers, and leaves, and all things move 

To love, only to love. 

Let nothing meet her eyes 

But signs of love's soft victories; 

Let nothing meet her ear 

But sounds of Love's sweet sorrow, 

So that from faith no succour she may borrow, {Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 12-18) 

Justina, it seems, moves towards the signal of love, she is almost on the verge of falling in 

love: 
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O Nightingale, 

Cease from thy enamoured tale, — 

Leafy Vine, unwreathe thy bower, 

Restless Sunflower, cease to move, — 

Or tell me all, what poisonous Power 

Ye use against me- {Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 75-78) 

She admits of a soft and tender feeling for Cyprian: 

From the moment 

That I pronounce to my own listening heart, 

'Cyprian is absent!' - O me miserable! 

I know not what I feel! {Ibid. Sc. III. 11. 87-90) 

She resigns herself to be drawn by that 'feeling' which she recognizes as pity: 

...it is 

Enough I pity him, and that, in vain, 

Without this ceremonious subtlety. 

And woe to me, I know not where to find him now, 

Even should seek him through this wide world. {Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 96-100) 

At the same time she realizes that she is perhaps being enslaved by some evil power 

and so decides to free herself, against the passion which was trying to overwhelm her, 

Thought is not in my power, but action is: {Ibid. Sc. Ill, 1. 119) 

She is going to resist the evil power, which will 'force her' to step against her 'free 

will' (1. 125), because she believes that: 
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It is invincible; 

It were not free if thou hadst power upon it, (Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 126-127) 

Justina tells the tempter, the Daemon bravely: 

My defence 

Consists in God. (Ibid Sc. Ill, 11. 133-134) 

So, when the Daemon threatens her of making her a victim lust of others, she puts a forward 

plea to God: 

I 

Appeal to Heaven against thee; (Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 143-140) 

As Jupiter apprehends danger that may befall, she decides to take resort to worship: 

Livia, Quick, bring my cloak, 

I must seek refuge from these extremes 

Even in the temple of the highest God 

Where secretly the faithful worship, (Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 172-179) 

The scene ends with her ardent plea; 

Thine is the cause, great God! turn for my sake, 

And for Thine own, mercifully to me! (Ibid. Sc. Ill, 11. 186-187) 

Thus Justina stands pitted against the Daemon and symbolized good principle in action here. 

She tries to defy the Daemon with the weapon of devout prayer. 

Here Shelley obviously takes resort to an easy solution. The mystery of evil is 

apparently resolved and countered by rather a conventional esoteric force. ('More things are 

wrought by prayer' Tennyson) 
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It is at least evident in these fragmentary translations that the poet's moral anxieties 

have not yet left him exhausted even after the completion of his longer and full-fledged plays, 

where, of course, the shadows fall deeper. 
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CONCLUSION 

The romantic poets, including Shelley, tried to realise the complex and many sided 

literally form of drama in only a few of its facets — philosophy and didacticism, character 

and psychology, subjectivity and passion, poetry and artificial rhetoric, or mere mechanical 

imitation of older models. The resulting technical weaknesses, as we have seen, were many 

and varied. And they have made the admission of even the most 'theatrical' of these plays 

(like The Cenci, Marino Faliero emd De Montfort) to the public stages an exceptional event. 

But on the other hand, even the most poetical and unstagable of these plays have a sound 

dramatic core. The main trouble with them is that their merits are generally isolated and not 

all-round. In one, simplicity and realism of language stand almost alone, in another, a 

commendable interest in the depths of psychology and characters is largely unaccompanied 

by other dramatic qualities, in the third, the presence of many such qualities is partially 

neutralised by a hatred for the stage and a desire to create as for emulation, and so on. In 

these plays, therefore the 'literally' and the 'theatrical' have not always become organically 

one; they merely co-exist. The kind, quality and degree of these elements vary from play to 

play. Consequently the plays are almost throughout good poetry, often moving dramas, and 

sometimes even effective theatre. 

The dramatic wagons of these poets did not completely, or irreparably, break down 

under the unaccustomed loads they were made to bear. And many of them could be moved 

still further by their great creators. But was it worth their while? They were made to think that 

it was not. Their ambitions were largely irrelevant, for the prospect immediately before them 

was hardly enthusing: it was even positively repulsive. The spirit of the age had also worked 

from without, giving them a disgust, a dismay, a despondency, and even a positive 
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discouragement. This conjunction of the treatment melted out to them their dramatic 

achievement — imliterary theatre and literary closet drama. 

However, in the wider context of English dramatic history, the achievement of the 

Romantic poets is not a freakish coldly; it is a part of the main current. Wat Tyler, The 

Borderers, Remorse, Marino Faliero, The Sardanapalus, Cain, The Cenci and The Siege of 

Ancora to mention only a few, were more intimately in touch with the thought and spirit of 

the age than the spectacular melodramas and silly farces which occupied the monopoly of 

stage. A part of the Romantic Movement, the literary drama of this age symbolised a return 

now to the classical and now to the Elizabethan spirit. A 'legitimate' child of the poet, the 

Romantic poetic play is an important link in the chain of dramatic tradition which connected 

Shakespeare with Keats. In its purposefulness, its emphasis on psychological analysis, its 

bringing the drama nearer to the ritualistic aspects of Christianity, its emphasis on reform and 

classical simplicity both in structure and style, its comparative disregard of the stage and its 

unconscious preference for modem techniques and development, — the closet drama of the 

Romantic Revival as a whole, and the Byronic drama in part, — forestall the modem poetic 

drama. 

Prof. G. Wilson Knight has gone to the extent of regarding Byron's plays as 'pivotal'', 

an important link between the traditional and the modem; and even Prof S. C. Chew ^ thinks 

so and also that the poetic plays of the Romantic period are as a whole 'more nearly in line 

with the time-spirit and more nearly of the traditions of the past 'than' the great body of 

romantic poetry.' 

The value of the closet dramas to biographers, critics and literary historians is 

inestimable. They are an important vein for a study of the Romantic movement and also of 

the works and personalities of their authors, whose most intimate dream, they sometimes 
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enshrine. It is well nigh impossible, for instance, to understand the early transition in words. 

The Borderers, and Remorse is an important document for a study of Coleridge's philosophy. 

Who can hope to grasp and appreciate part of Byron's Protenus-like personality without being 

fully acquainted with Manfred, Marino Faliero, Sardanapalus and Cainl The Cenci is one of 

the most beautiful utterances of its author, and Prometheus Unbound is in many respects the 

highest water- mark of his achievements. The plays of Joanna Bailie, W.S. Landor and T. H. 

Beddoes are a major part of their total poetic output, and study of these authors is almost 

synonymous with study of dramas. A thorough acquaintance with Romantic closet drama is, 

therefore, an alienable part of a study of the Romantic Movement. 

Both a failure and achievement, the poetic drama of the Romantic Revival was a 

remarkable challenge. It was a disturbing challenge to the contemporary theatre, which 

haunted managers and actors of vision. It was a momentous challenge, almost the first of its 

kind, to the traditional dramatic theory itself — the challenge of the higher literary values in 

drama to the further ages, including our own. With our experimental stage and smaller 

theatres, our literary societies in universities and towns, our cultural gatherings, our cinema 

with its emphasis on the spoken word, there is no reason why we cannot meet this challenge. 
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