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A Study of Shelley's idealism with a focus

on Prometheus Unbound

Bae, Chun Su

Department of English Language and Literature
Graduate School
Pukyong National University

Abstract

This paper explores® Shelley's idealism mainly through his
poem Prometheus Unbound. Shelley who wanted human beings
to enjoy la happy life saw social systems and customs that
impeded human happiness as enemies to struggle against.

Though Shelley was born into the aristocratic class and
raised in accordance with conventional and traditional beliefs
of high society, he came to have radical ideas. He was also
an excessive equalitarian who felt shame in that his privilege
inevitably requires the sufferings of the lower class.

Shelley thought that social evils could be removed by
poetry and tried this idea in his works. Shelley's poetry
Prometheus Unbound begins with the situation Prometheus is
bound by chains, and tries to solve social problems to achieve
freedom through his nonviolent resistance.

Prometheus gives Jupiter his own power to let the humans



free but Jupiter rules them by tyranny, not by love.
Prometheus's protest against Jupiter's tyranny is not to try to
achieve his independence from Jupiter by violent struggle or
revenge but to make the change in his recognition and see
the circumstance rightly.

By gaining right recognition he can recover his morality,
and finally he can be completely free from Jupiter's rule.

In this way this paper examines Shelley's humanism and his
efforts to construct-an ideal world in Prometheus Unbound.
It goes on to-suggest the freedom of those. equipped with
right recognition change. would. never be deprived by an

external force.
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Poet of Nature, thou hast-wept to know

That things depart which never may return:

Childhood and youth, friendship and love's first glow,

Have fled like sweet dreams, leaving thee to mourn.

These common woes [ feel. One loss is mine

Which thou too feel'st yet I alone deplore.

Thou wert as a lone star, whose light did shine

On some frail bark in winter's midnight roar:

Thou hast like to a rock-built refuge stood

Above the blind and battling multitude: (To Wordsworth 1-10)
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To disapprove of him as 'adolescent' is tacitly to approve as
'mature' a set of compromises with the violent, reactionary,
tradition—-bound, corrupt, and hypocritical society and government

and Shelley is to come dangerously close to dismissing human



hope, which Shelley made one of his great themes. It is to reject
the 'beautiful idealism of moral excellence' that might inspire us to
reform a society that always needs it. It is to turn one's back on
youth and the possibility of rejuvenating this wintry world. It is
death to have a heart so narrow as to have no room in it for

Shelley's poetry. (Ferber 6-7)
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A few months later Harriet's father and mother(who was Mrs.

Shelley's sister) became alarmed at Shelley's atheistic opinions. and
that is one of the reasons why he acted so unwisely in the next

Harriet was forbidden to meet him again. Shelley was very upset:
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Shelley never gave up his belief that people ought to live naturally

practical difficulties involved. (Neil 95)
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Shelley's consciousness of- class was inevitably, a guilty one; it
identified/him as one of the privileged, an 'oppressor' who'benefited
from an junjust system. 'l am one of these aristocrats', he confessed
in 1811.

'In me . . . the same machinery of oppression is preparing, in order
that [ alsoin my turn may.become an oppressor'. He did all that he
could be escape from his class and the position-that his birth into it

had prepared for-him. (Dawson 36)
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There is no want of knowledge respecting what is wisest and best
in morals, government, and political economy, or at least, what is
wiser and better than what men now practice and endure. But we
let 'I dare not wait upon I would, like the poor cat in the adage.'
We want the creative faculty to imagine that which we know, we
want the generous impulse to act that which we imagine we want

the poetry of life. (Cronin 56-57)
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[ met ‘a traveller from an antique land

Who said="Two vast and. trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and-sneer of-cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed.(Shelley 103)
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"Behold yon sterile spot;

Where now the wandering Arab's tent

Flaps in the desart—blast.

There once old Salem's haughty fane

Reared high to heaven its thousand golden domes,

And in the blushing face of day

Exposed its shameful glory. (Shelley 14)
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In the generation after his death, his poetry was esteemed almost

exclusively by radicals who saw his as primarily a political poet.
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Valued as a poet of the people, Shelley was hailed as an advocate

of liberty and a champion of the oppressed. But he was not

his poetry was

regarded simply as a voice of protest; above all,

it could envision forms of social organization

prized because

towards which readers were invited to strive. His style stirred the

masses to action, and his substance was the picture of the world

remade according to a political ideal. (Tetreault 16)
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But in truth I was averse from a catastrophe so feeble as that of
reconciling the champion with the oppressor of mankind. The moral
interest of the fable which is so powerfully sustained by the
suffering and endurance of Prometheus, would be annihilate if we
could conceive of him as unsaying this high language, and quailing
before his successful and perfidious adversary. 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
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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 aggrandizement, which in the Hero of

Paradise Lost, interfere with the interest. D

A Tade gt GAA FEst BPFoRs Aol
A Ut uerd dgol7lE fad etk o) e Ao
et G FolEe Fdetel B
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4
2 94 wof Zbe R BE @l vk Ed T2
L Fogdn st o 4% 5 ger o BE @ ¢ e
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o7 Az b A %o A g Beae A 3 nE
YH0R J%g QBE aa ek T1E 2EE PRl o}
W AF AR gae]l 1A BWORAE A R E A
WY e PsA g Aot mEE R n e Bye
A9 g Fereka & = glekVol, 1L 175). AgE T2
$29) BES ARHA Ao UM FA6 19 BlE AY
2 A3 e Ao auTh a9 TR A dztow A%
AAe 7H EA, QAZrelWA Izl EAQ Row HAREh

1) Shelley, Percy Bysshe. Shelley's Poetry and Prose: Authoritative Texts, Criticism Eds.
Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers. New York: Norton, 1977.(Prometheus Unbound

Preface 176)
Prometheus Unbound £ ©] @A ¢1& d9iomn o] 2= PUR ol F7]8
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He has, and in return he chains me here

Years, ages, night and day: (PU, [, 380-2)
TIHe F2 HF TR g Fods AEI7E of
VAT gadoE A f4F @ gutehdel Anges 2

3 eFol A5 wyH AHelrh o HEu
AR A ofAloke] & FaA theat 2ol HAL

A, A, el mel Qg FATAH F o)

AN
ST 2o el BEA] gh= A

9]
A= &, e, e
474 glol Bk ¥

252 o) BEE
(o))

¥ %
o FFE ke 7k Bu AL
A

To know nor faith nor love nor law, to be
Omnipotent but friendless, is to reign;

And Jove now reigned; for on the race of man
First famine and then toil and then disease,
Strife, wounds, and ghastly death unseen before,
With alternating shafts of frost and fire.

Their shelterless, pale tribes to mountain caves;
And in their desert hearts fierce wants he sent
And mad disquietudes, and shadows idle

Of unreal good, which levied mutual war,
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So ruining the lair wherein they raged. (PU, II, iv, 47-58)
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Prometheus: Disdain? Ah no! I pity thee.

. . . I speak in grief,
Not exultation, for I hate no more,
As then ere misery made me wise. The curse

Once breathed on thee I would recall. (PU, I, 53-59)
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The Earth: The tongueless Caverns of the craggy hills
Cried, "Misery!" then; the hollow Heaven replied,

"Misery!" ‘And the Ocean's“purple waves,

Climbing the*land, howled to the lashing winds;

And the pale natiens heardit, =="Misery!" (PU, I, 107-111)
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The Earth: Call at will
Thine own ghost, or the ghost of Jupiter,

Ask and they must reply —- so the revenge

Of the Supreme may sweep-through-vacant shad
As rainy wind through the abandoned gate

Of a fallen palace. (PU, I, 210-8)
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Phantasm of Jupiter:
Fiend, I defy thee! with a calm, fixed mind,
All that thou canst inflict I did thee do;
Foul Tyrant both of Gods and Humankind,
One only being shalt thou not subdue. (PU, I, 262-65)

“FYE o &#YTE ZRMHF-L ofFE s Rbgshs
L-oluA]” (mirror image) At (Wasserman 260). 13+ X 2w E]-$-
29 mkZol ol e oke] P Ql Flolv. TEMH -~ 34

= TIHA e vES AT 4o AR kg 4 3o
v oML o] S HAta AT Z=uE$AE b 3
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EM ek ﬁolt}. Eiuﬂﬂl%ét I E Y %Oé”% %8}04
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Phantasm of Jupiter: Thou art omnipotent.

O'er all things but thyself I gave thee power
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And my own will. (PU, [, 272-74)
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Prometheus: Were these-my words, O Parent? (PU, I, 302)

A &2t 05 FHoR HE o],
FIEL v adlE AT HER
wolo] wirho], Fatet, AA &Aoo
A e] Hojxl mhgo] JalSol Al shaty et

A JEI 2 Ao GEof, B gRFowt
agEe] gdA e adEe] A3elrt ke AFe sl e

2

The Earth: Misery, O misery to me,
That Jove at length should vanquish thee.
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Wail, howl aloud, Land and Sea,

The Earth's rent heart shall answer ye.

Howl, Spirits of the living and the dead,

Your refuge, your defence lies fallen and vanquished.(PU, I, 306-11)
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Mercury: Wise art thou, firm and good,
But vainly wouldst stand forth alone in strife

Against the .Omnipotent, (PU, I, 360-62)
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Third Fury: Thou think'st we will live through thee, one by one,
Like animal life;. . .

That we will be dread thought beneath thy brain.

And foul desire round thine astonished heart,

And blood within thy labyrinthine veins

Crawling like agony. (PU, I,-483-491)
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Corus: Look! where round the wide horizon
Many a million—-peopled city

Vomits smoke in the bright air.

Hark that outcry of despair!

"Tis his mild and-gentle ghost

Wailing for.the faith he kindled.

Look again, the flames almost

To a glow=worm's lamp have dwindled:

The survivors round the embers

Gather in dread. (PU, I, 551-59)
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Fury: The heaven around, The earth below,

Was peopled with thick shapes of human death,
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All horrible, and wrought by human hands,

Tho' some appeared the work of human hearts,

For men were slowly killed by frown and smiles. (PU, I, 586-590)
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Fury: The good want power, butite. weep barren tears.
The power goodness want: worse need for them.

The wise want loyve, and those who love want wisdom;
And all best things are thus confused to ill.

Many ‘are strong and rich, and would be just,

But live, among their suffering fellow—-men

As if none. felt; ‘they know not what they do.(PU, 1,/625-632)
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Prometheus : I would fain
Be what it is my destinyto be,
The savior and-the strength of suffering man,

Or sink into the original gulph of things. .. . (PU, I, 815-18)
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I see mighty Darkness

Filling the seat of power; and rays of gloom

Dart round, as light from the meridian Sun,

Ungazed upon and shapeless—neither limb

Nor form—nor outline; yet we feel it is

A living Spirit (PU, 1I, iv, 3-8)
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If the abysm

Could vomit forth its secrets. . . But a voice

Is wanting, the deep truth is imageless;

For what would it avail to bid thee gaze

On the revolving world? What to bid speak

Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance and Change? To these

All things are subject but eternal Love.
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So much I asked, and my heart gave
The response thou hast given; and of such truths

Each to itself must be the oracle. (PU, II, iv, 114-123)
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...There is a Cave
From its curved roof the mountain's frozen tears

All overgrown with trailing odorous plants

Which curtain out the day with leaves and flowers
And paved with veined emerald, and a fountain
Leaps in the midst with an awakening sound;

Like snow or silver or long diamond spires

Hang downward, raining forth a doubtful light;
Whispering without from tree to tree, and birds,

And there is heard the ever—-moving air



and bees; and all around are mossy seats

And the rough walls are clothed with long soft grass;
A simple dwelling, which shall be our own,

Where we will sit and talk of time and change

As the world ebbs and flows, ourselves unchanged-

What can hide man from Mutability?- (PU, II, iii, 10-25)
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The Spirit of the Hour:

And behold! thrones were kingless, and men walked
One with the other even as spirits do,

None fawned, none trampled; hate, disdain or fear,
Self-love or self-contempt on human brows

No more inscribed,...(PU, III, iv, 131-36)
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The Spirit of the Hour: And women too, frank, beautiful and kind
As the free Heaven which rains fresh light and dew

On the wide earth, past ; gentle, radiant forms,

From custom's evil taint exempt-and pure;

Speaking the wisdom once they could not think,

Looking emotions once they feared to feel... (PU, 1, iv, 153-58)
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