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SHELLEY’S DEFENCE – A BHAR 

A Defence of Poetry – Shelley’s Philosophy and Other Observations 

Dr. Anasuya Bhar 

 

In order to understand P. B. Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry (1821, 1840) it is important for us 

to look into the aesthetic/cultural/literary situation of the contemporary period. William Wordsworth’s 

‘Preface’ to the Lyrical Ballads (1802) had already established the position of the poet as an integral 

part of the society. Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817) had confirmed the powers of a secondary 

imagination behind the workings of a poetic mind. The ‘defence’ for and of poetry was already a 

contemporary issue in an atmosphere which was flooded by empirical knowledge and scientific 

advancement. To many, poetry was redundant and ‘useless’ in a society which was progressing. Poetry 

seemed to belong to a former and more ‘primitive’ world where scientific knowledge had not yet made 

a presence. Hence, there was a conflict between the modern, the contemporary, and the world of poetry. 

In other words, the spirit of the age did not seem favourable to poetry.  

Thomas Love Peacock’s (1785 – 1866) The Four Ages of Poetry (1820), was written with 

precisely this picture in mind. He had evolved four repetitive cycles for the evolution of poetry, the 

iron, gold, silver and brass ages, from the primitive to the modern in order to show how poetry dwindled, 

with time. Peacock’s style was jocular and condescending, to say the least. He was a man specialising 

in satire and was an unsuccessful poet. His essay had no redeeming feature for poetry.  

While the historian and the philosopher are advancing in, and accelerating, the 

progress of knowledge, the poet is wallowing in the rubbish of departed ignorance, 

and raking up the ashes of dead savages to find gewgaws and rattles for the grown 

babies of the age. … Mr. Wordsworth picks up village legends from old women and 

sextons; and Mr. Coleridge, … superadds the dreams of crazy theologians and the 

mysticism of German metaphysics, and favors the world with visions in verse, in 

which the quadruple elements of sexton, old woman, Jeremy Taylor, and Immanuel 

Kant are harmonized into a delicious poetical compound. (Wimsatt and Brooks, 416) 

 

This essay was ‘provocative’, to say the least.  

Percy B. Shelley was a close friend of Thomas Love Peacock and there are many letters that 

the former wrote to the latter, on several issues. Peacock’s ‘The Four Ages of Poetry’ was published in 

Charles Ollier’s Literary Miscellany, in 1820. This was, interestingly, the only edition of the periodical. 

Reading his friend’s essay Shelley had written to him on February 15, 1821.  

The world is pale with the sickness of such stuff. At the same time your anathemas 

against poetry itself excited me to a sacred rage, or caloëthes scribendi of vindicating 

the insulted Muses. I had the greatest possible desire to break a lance with you, within 

the lists of a magazine, in honour of my mistress, Urania; but God willed that I should 

be too lazy, and wrested the victory from your hope: since first having unhorsed 

poetry, and the universal sense of the wisest in all ages, an easy conquest would have 

remained to you in me, the knight of the shield of shadow and the lance of gossamere. 

(qtd. Dowden, 383) 

 

A few days later, Shelley’s biographer Edward Dowden assures us, that the lethargy was thrown away 

and A Defence of Poetry was written in February - March 1821. The essay was ready for the next issue 



 

2 
 

SHELLEY’S DEFENCE – A BHAR 

of Literary Miscellany, but that failed to be published; Shelley died in 1822, and Mary Shelley wanted 

to get it published in the Liberal, a radical journal of Leigh Hunt, but that too, never materialized. It 

was not until 1840, that Mary included the essay in Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and 

Fragments, without really suggesting its point of origin in Peacock’s essay. The polemical interest of 

the essay and the content of the provocative original, both, had been forgotten by then.  

Shelley’s essay is undoubtedly, far beyond that of merely a polemical retort. As Dowden, very 

rightly, asserts, even Sidney and Spenser  

… would have applauded the grace and puissance of the knight of the lance of 

gossamere in a cause on behalf of which each of them in his day had been a champion. 

[Poetry] … is the order and beauty of the universe expressing themselves through the 

mind of man, and gaining from man’s mind a higher and intenser life. … he 

recognized [in the age of brass] the great outburst of poetry which filled the spacious 

days of the opening of this century a prophecy of the awakening of a great people. 

(qtd., Dowden, 384)  

 

Shelley’s essay is not only a vindication of the position of poetry in a society characterised by science 

and industry, it is also a manifesto for the social function of the poet. Dowden also gives us another 

interesting information – he says that the ‘Defence’ would have had three parts to it if completed. Sadly 

enough, Shelley lived to write only the first part of the essay.   

Shelley’s essay begins with a discussion of Reason and Imagination, which shows his 

familiarity with both the empirical school of thought as well as the Wordsworth-Coleridge description 

of poetry as imaginative. He too, defines poetry as “the expression of the Imagination”. Poetry is 

connate with the origin of man, and his soul is likened to an Aeolian lyre, where various experiences 

create their own rhythmic poetry. The parallel is well known with his lyrical ‘Ode to the West Wind’. 

A Defence shows Shelley’s familiarity with the basic concepts of Romanticism and even classicism, in 

his familiarity with Plato’s ideas. He had recently translated Plato’s Symposium and had also written 

his own short pieces on ‘Love’ and ‘Life’, which drew heavily on the thoughts of Plato. Shelley’s 

thoughts on poetry derive both from the romantic concept of creation being ‘original’, ‘organic’ and 

‘expressive’ as well as the classical concept of art being ‘mimetic’. Poetry, he believed, belongs to the 

perennial, irrespective of the times, or the development of the ages, it is a representation of what is 

fundamentally archetypal about society. Poets, in this way, become the ‘institutors of laws’, and the 

‘founders of the civil society’. In paragraph 12 of the text, Shelley underlines the fundamental aim of 

poetry being that which brings pleasure; pleasure which satisfies morality and the gain of wisdom, and 

not necessarily always pertaining on ‘utility’. He goes on to give a historical account of all the ages 

from the ancient to the modern, taking care to comment on the areas highlighted by Peacock in his 

essay. He brings in the concept of utility and tries to justify the claims of pleasure from the twin 

perspectives of immediate gain, brought about by material knowledge and its use, and the more 

permanent gain based on universal truth, with the pursuit of poetry. The future ‘utilitarians’, nurtured 

on the principles of Jeremy Bentham (1748 – 1832) and John Stuart Mill, are only moving away from 
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the ‘first principles which belong to the imagination’ and are merely increasing the miseries of the 

world.  

The rich have become richer, and the poor have become poorer; and the vessel of the 

state is driven between the Scylla and Charybdis of anarchy and despotism. Such are 

the effects which must flow from an unmitigated exercise of the calculating faculty. 

(Shelley, Defence, 501) 

 

And then later,  

 
… The cultivation of those sciences which have enlarged the limits of the empire of 

man over the external world, has, for want of the poetical faculty, proportionally 

circumscribed those of the internal world; and man, having enslaved the elements, 

remains himself a slave. … Poetry, and the principle of Self, of which money is the 

visible incarnation, are the God and Mammon of the world. [One cannot serve both 

at any given time. ] (Shelley, Defence, 503)   
 

Shelley’s views on poetry are not dependent on any external circumstances. He is a votary of 

the eternal power of poetry, which must transcend all particular ages and must reign in the realms of 

the permanent. Shelley accords to the poet the office of the lawmaker and the prophet or the seer. In 

this, he comes closest to another poet of the same era, that is, William Blake (1757 - 1827). The latter 

too, believed in the visionary powers of the poet and endorsed his identity as a prophet or a seer. Blake’s 

own works, notably, his prophetic works, stand proof to this. (Blake’s repudiation of empirical 

knowledge, and especially of science, with particular reference to the ideas of Francis Bacon, Isaac 

Newton and John Locke are well known.) The concluding part of Shelley’s Defence  accords to the poet 

the powers of a prophet 

 

Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration, the mirrors of the gigantic 

shadows which futurity casts upon the present, the words which express what they 

understand not; the trumpets which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire: the 

influence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators 

of the World. (Shelley, Defence, 508) 

 

The important word here is, of course, ‘unacknowledged’. It is a wry comment on the part of Shelley 

to underline the function of the poet in this world, which sadly, prioritises empirical knowledge above 

all things.   

In another work, A Philosophical View of Reform, Shelley underlines his more pronounced 

political views, written perhaps with Bentham’s views in mind. Some of its ideas are found in 

Prometheus Unbound (1820). This work too, was ready in 1820, but was, unfortunately, not published 

until 1920, a hundred years later. Shelley was seriously affected by the Peterloo Massacre of Manchester 

in August 1819, and he was consistently talking about the inequalities present in society and the need 

for the establishment of a more equable society. Shelley wrote to Thomas Love Peacock, as early as 

January 26, 1819, about such a work: 

I consider poetry very subordinate to moral and political science, and, if I were well, 

certainly I would aspire to the latter, for I can conceive a great work, embodying the 
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discoveries of all ages, and harmonizing the contending creeds by which mankind 

have been ruled. (qtd., Dowden, 291) 

 

The manuscript was ready by 26th May 1820, when Shelley asked Hunt if there would be any publisher 

for this 200 page manuscript.  

Shelley (1792 – 1822) is taken to be a latter day radical who found himself in the thick of all 

contemporary politics. This was the time of the post-revolutionary era in France, the time of the rise of 

Napoleon, the time of the continuous Anglo French wars, the rapid industrialization, the growth of the 

print industry, the Corn laws and the protests against them, the exploitation and the rise of the labouring 

classes, and the rise of Utilitarian ethics. Raymond Williams, in his very interesting thesis on Culture 

and Society (1780 – 1950) (1958), lays down, among other things, the inseparable ties that the 

contemporary poets of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century had with the social and political 

issues of the time. Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Shelley, Keats and Byron were all within a huge 

gamut of a continuously important era. The time was that of industrialization and the advancement of 

learning. This was also the time when the status of a poet as an artist of genius was coming to the fore. 

The poet was not just an artisan or a skilled rhymester, but one who was a seer, a prophet, a man 

speaking to other men, as well as a legislator – these were some of the ideas that the age brought into 

the fore. When Shelley wrote his A Defence of Poetry, he was especially paying a tribute to the identity 

of the poet in the age of Mammon. Raymond Williams’ discussion of ‘The Romantic Artist’ (Chapter 

2), is an interesting exploration of this identity of the romantic poet. Thomas Love Peacock, in 

rubbishing poetry, was also rubbishing the identity of the poet. Shelley’s Defence re-situates the poet 

as integral to the contemporary world and anticipates his presence in all societies of the world, through 

all times.  
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