SHELLEY (1792-1822): 

A DEFENCE OF POETRY (1821; publ. 1840)

The Tradition of Poetic ‘Defences’ 

PLATO:

Plato provides the first genuine attack on poetry (in The Republic and Ion); as well as the first defence of it, or at least of a certain kind of poetic speechwriting (in the Phaedrus). 

Note: what follows is a brief summary of Plato’s critique of art; for more detail see the lecture notes on Plato’s Images of the Sun, Line and Cave and on The Quarrel of Philosophy and Poetry.
Plato on Art:

Plato’s critique of art has the following point of departure: that art is a "representation" of pre-existing things. This representation is more or less poor in relation to the original; art, to different degrees, conceals the original which it copies: the painting shows the mountain from one angle only, for instance, thus concealing other angles of the mountain, other possible lightings and times within which the mountain can be. 

The leads to the metaphysical charge: art and poetry lie, so to speak; they conceal the truth of the mountain rather than allow it to show forth. 

Plato also puts forth a moral charge: because art is removed from the truth, it appeals to the lower aspects of humanity -- while the higher, more rational, aspects are drawn to that which is true and enduring (cf. 602c-603d). 

The key point is, then, Plato's point of departure, his assumption that there is a form or essence (of "bedness" for example) which includes all of the possibilities, ways of being, or meanings of a bed. The form of the bed is made by god. 

In addition to the form of the bed we can understand that there are many particular manifestations of bedness; these having been made by a craftsperson. In the case of the bed made by the craftsperson, the source is the form; the craftsperson keeps in mind the nature of bedness and then brings forth a particular embodiment of that nature. 

Thirdly, the artist, in his or her painting or poetry, can only present a bed by representing the particular beds that he or she sees; the artist does not, in the true sense of the word, create a bed. (cf. 597).

The following chart aligns this categorization of three types of maker to the images of the Sun, Line and Cave.

	Three Makers
	
	Sun / Line 

	The Cave
	Mode of Truth

	
	
	(The Good:  
Grants Intelligence)
	(The Sun) 
(516b)
	A-letheia 
(Un-concealment)

	GOD: creates form of bedness
	A
	Intelligence (noesis)(511a-b) 
Dialectic (pure reason)
	Things themselves  
(516a-b)
	Out of cave = 
Out of concealment

	
	B
	Mathematical reasoning, 
based on assumptions 
(511a-d)
	Reflections of things  
(516a)
	an-amnesis = 
un-forgetting

	
	
	(Sun: Grants Sight)
	(The Fire) (514b)
	Lethe (forgetting / 
concealment)

	BEDMAKER: creates particular bed
	C
	Belief (pistis) 
eg. empirical sciences
	Stick figures 
(514c; 517d)
	In cave = 
un-truth, concealment

	ARTIST: creates image of the particular bed
	D
	Illusion (eikasia) 
eg. second-hand impressions
	Shadows of figures 
(515a-b)
	forgetting


ARISTOTLE:

Aristotle responded to the Platonic charge against poetry in his Poetics. Aristotle took tragedy as his exemplary art in that work – see notes on “Tragedy: Background”.

· Against the metaphysical attack (that artists reveal copies of copies, not the forms or truth of things), Aristotle claimed that the artist shows forth the form or universal in things for the first time. For this reason, poetry is more philosophical than history: history is bound to particulars while poetry sees the universal and brings it forth in a particular image.

· Against the moral charge that poetry teaches the wrong values, Aristotle claimed that art is morally purifying: tragedy arouses emotions of pity and fear, for instance, and leads to a catharsis of these emotions.

RENAISSANCE POETICS:
During the Renaissance there were several “Defences” of poetry, including the most famous, by Sir Philip Sidney (see “Art and Truth in the Renaissance”). Generally, for Renaissance thinkers, art has a power to reveal the ideal, the “ought to be” behind that which “is”.

SHELLEY’S DEFENCE:

Shelley’s Defence is a response to a satirical treatise, by Thomas Love Peacock, entitled The Four Ages of Poetry. This treatise grants that poetry is foundational for early societies; however, according to Peacock’s ironic argument, poetry is useless in an age of materialism, science and technology – note, in the late 1800’s, James Frazier would make a similar argument: noting that magic and religion serve to help primitive societies cope with the natural world, putting it within their frame of reference and, in a limited sense, control; for Frazier too, this work of magic and religion is no longer necessary in an age of scientifico-technological mastery of nature (The Golden Bough, 1890).

This is a question for us today: what place does the poetic have in our 21st Century Cyber-society? Is it still possible for art to be a founding measure for us? Is it possible for it to reveal new possibilities for seeing the world?

Shelley replies to this question in his treatise – asserting that it is especially in an age of science and reason that the need for the poetic is the greatest. This is similar to Wordsworth, who in the “Preface to Lyrical Ballads” claims that the cultivation of the poetic sensibility is especially important in an age of uniformity and the banal search for outrageous stimulation (NAEL: Major Authors p. 1440).

Shelley begins by delineating 2 basic faculties of the human mind: reason and imagination, that which analyzes and separates and that which poetically composes and synthesizes. Poetry is the expression of the imaginative aspect of humanity (p. 1769).

So one of Shelley’s central points is that in an age of reason and science, where things are taken as already known, an experience of the imaginative is needed – a forging of new connections and possibilities.

The poet’s main tool for this creative synthesizing and composing is the metaphoric nature of language: the metaphor allows a new view on things to arise for the first time. (1770-71) (Note: example of “Love is a red, red rose”; also, example of the word “gate”, gradually coming to be synonymous with “scandal” when used as a suffix).

In early societies, every author is a poet. When things (customs, ideas) are not rigid, all authors are creators of possibilities. 

Broad sense of poetry here: the poet, in the broad sense, is any founding-creator – not just authors of lyrics. All revolutionaries, for eg., are poets in this large sense (1773).

Poetry tied to that which is universal; story is tied to particulars (note Aristotle here). (1773)

Poetry is need in an age in which we are all slaves to materialism (Mammon) (1777).
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