Percy Bysshe Shelley

Shelley’s life

He was one of the great English poets of the romantic period. He rebelled against politics and conservative values. He was born on August 4, 1792 at Field Place in Sussex. His father was a squire. His school education was prestigious, he studied at Eton and in 1810 he entered the Oxford University College.

One year later he was expelled from the school, because of his pamphlet The Necessity of Atheism. In 1813 he published another atheistic work Queen Mab, which became his first important poem.

He married young Harriet Westbrook, but it was not a successful marriage. He fell in love and travelled with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, the daughter of William Godwin and known as the author of  Frankenstein. After Harriet’s suicide in 1816 they married. Then they went to Switzerland to meet Lord Byron, the very famous and controversial poet of those times. In the next period they travelled throughout Italy and in this period Shelley wrote most of his lyric poetry, e. g. Ode to the West Wind and To a Skylark. 

Shelley died drowning in the sea off the Italian coast in 1822. 

Shelley’s works

Shelley in his works expresses his optimism, faith in humanity and joy. With this he is unique among the romantic poets. Central themes of his work are: beauty, the passions, nature, political liberty, creativity and imagination. Shelley believed that it was possible to achieve human happiness based on beauty, hope and love. In his essay  A Defence of Poetry he states that poetry brings about moral good.

Shelley composed great poetry: Epipsychydion, Adonais, Alastor, shorter poems Ode to the West Wind, To a Skylark, Ozymandias, The Indian Serenade, When the Lamp is Shattered. Shelley wrote also lyrical dramas Prometheus Unbound and Hellas (inspired by Greek struggle for independence) and a five-act tragedy The Cenci (history of a 16th-century Roman family). For Keats he wrote an alegy Adonais. Some more of his works were The Mask Of Anarchy (political protest), The Triumph Of Life, The hymn To Intellectual Beauty, Mont Blank (written in Switzerland), Julian and Madallo.

The Cloud

A poem about the cloud. It is rhymed. It shows his positive relationship to nature. He is praising the cloud for what it does: it brings shade for the leaves, fresh showers for the thirsting flowers. The language is very poetic: I laugh as I pass in thunder. 

Epithets: sanguine Sunrise, golden bees, calm rivers; comparisons: I hang like a roof.

Personifications: Cloud, Earth, Ocean, Spirit, Sunrise, Moon, Heaven, Sun, Sky, Air, Sea, Sunset are shown by first capital letters. 

To a Sky-Lark

The main theme is admiration of the skylark.

The rhyme is ABABB, while the fifth verse is always longer. Shelley admires the skylark, its voice and how high it can fly: Higher still and higher, ... And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.
In the language some older forms are present: Thou art, thy, singest, Hail to thee
Some of the lexical means to express the author’s positive attitude to life and his belief in beauty: Skylark, higher, Heaven, beams, light, melody, love, clear, fresh, rose, ...

However, there are also some negative elements in the poem to show that these elements do not reach the skylark – symbol of the nature: shadow of annoyance never came near thee, what ignorance of pain? Thou lovest – but ne’er knew love’s sad satiety. There is a difference between the human world, which is only unperfected, and the skylark’s ideal singing: Thing more true and deep Than we mortals dream. The author says that his voice is above everything and the most beautiful: All that ever was Joyous, and clear and fresh, thy music doth surpass.

Shelley, believing in beauty, compares the beauty of skylark’s singing to a poem, praising its voice: Better than all treasures That in books are found – Thy skill to poet were. The author has a desire to achieve the same effect with his works: Such harmonious madness From my lips would flow The world should listen then.
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