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About the Book

Four questions consumed Shelley and coloured everything he wrote. Who, or what, was he? What was his purpose? Where had he come from? And where was he going? He sought the answers in order to free and empower not only himself, but the whole human race. His revolution would shatter the earth’s illusions, shock men and women with new visions, find true Love and Liberty and take everyone with him.

Ann Wroe’s book takes the life of one of England’s greatest poets and turns it inside out, bringing us the life of the poet, rather than the man. The result is a journey that is as passionate and exhilarating as it is astonishing. This is Shelley as he has never been seen before.
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IN LATER LIFE, Charles MacFarlane recalled the moment more or less exactly. He was standing in the Royal Bourbon Museum in Naples in February 1819, admiring a statue assumed to be of Agrippina, when someone at his shoulder murmured words. The remark had something to do with the statue’s gracefulness, little enough in itself, though it seemed ‘that sort of commonplace which is not heard from the vulgar’. MacFarlane remembered rather the voice, soft and strangely touching. The speaker was a gentleman of twenty-five or twenty-six, English, thin, with a delicate and negligent, even wild, appearance. They had not been introduced.

Falling in together, they wandered from statue to statue for the rest of the afternoon. His new escort talked avidly of Beauty, Justice, the Venus di Medici (‘all over a goddess!’), love of the Ideal and the astonishments of modern archaeology. At the end he shook MacFarlane’s hand, thanked him heartily, and disappeared.1 MacFarlane realised that he still had no idea who his ‘unknown friend’ had been. No name had been proffered, no visiting card. Instead he was left with fragments of deep thought, like leaves from a private notebook.

His mysterious companion had a past. You could learn from his acquaintances that he was Percy Bysshe Shelley, born at Field Place, Horsham, Sussex, in 1792, the first son of Timothy Shelley, landowner, sometime MP for New Shoreham and, since 1815, a baronet. The family was large: Shelley had four younger sisters and a brother 14 years his junior. He had been schooled at Syon House Academy and Eton, where he excelled in Latin composition; and at University College, Oxford, where after one term, in March 1811, he had been expelled with his best friend, Thomas Jefferson Hogg, for writing a pamphlet entitled The Necessity of Atheism. He had eloped the next August, aged nineteen, with a schoolgirl of sixteen, Harriet Westbrook; and then, that marriage having failed, had run off in 1814 with the almost-as-young Mary Godwin, daughter of William Godwin, the philosopher, and Mary Wollstonecraft, a champion of the rights of women. With Mary and her sixteen-year-old step-half-sister, Jane (later Claire) Clairmont, he had journeyed for six weeks through France and Germany in a sort of ménage à trois, and had set up a household with the girls on returning. As a result of this extraordinary behaviour his father had severed all connection with him, leaving Shelley for a time almost destitute; and despite his eventual marriage to Mary Godwin, the Lord Chancellor in 1817 had deprived him, on the double grounds of immorality and atheism, of the two infant children of his first marriage.

From boyhood he had written poems, as well as political tracts and the odd romantic novel. According to taste these were tedious, blasphemous or immoral, though a few saw beauty and genius in them. For a while, fearing that he had Jacobin tendencies and meant to revolutionise England in the style seen so recently in France, the government watched him, but most of his writings proved too obscure to be subversive. Disheartened and discredited, and convinced (for he had never retracted either his atheism or his singular notions of morality) that his two children by Mary Godwin would also be taken from him, he had left England in March 1818 for Italy. And there he seemed likely to remain.

MacFarlane later learned a little of this, including Shelley’s name, from mutual friends who formally introduced them. On a subsequent day they drove out in a carriage as far as Pompeii, hurtling crazily along to the ruins and back, and visited a macaroni factory where his companion, like a schoolboy, exulted in the giant levers that pressed out the pasta and, as he left, gave his small change to beggars. Of his life, condition and history he continued to provide no details. Much of the afternoon was spent sitting by the sea on curious lava rocks, watching until sunset the tranquil waves breaking on the sand, in the sort of enforced intimacy in which English gentlemen may sometimes feel induced to talk of schooldays or love affairs. In all that time, Shelley said nothing. MacFarlane, looking at his sad, lined face, concluded that he should not break the silence.

Shelley’s past seemed hateful to him. For most of his life he looked passionately forward, taking, as his friend Hogg observed at Oxford, ‘no pleasure in the retrospect’.2 He read history occasionally, but out of duty rather than pleasure; his historical dramas were aberrations in his career. The ‘record of crimes & miseries’ that men had left on earth was testimony merely to the worst of human nature.3 Facts, Shelley wrote, in poetry or history or in the lives of men, ‘are not what we want to know’.4 Sometimes he used the word ‘cered’ of memories, to imply that he had coated them, like corpses, with impermeable wax.

A few stories only he told frequently and with zest. One was of stabbing a boy in the hand with a knife (sometimes a fork) at Eton, pinning him viciously to his desk on some noble and desperate impulse; another was a fight, related at the highest pitch of horror, with an intruder in Wales who had tried to murder him. Neither may have been true. ‘His imagination’, one friend recalled, ‘often presented past events to him as they might have been, not as they were.’5 Hogg’s view was less poetic and more blunt: ‘He was altogether incapable of rendering an account of any transaction whatsoever, according to the strict and precise truth, and the bare naked realities of actual life.’6 Again, imagination was to blame. Indulgently, two of Shelley’s sisters remembered his boyhood account of a visit to some ladies in the village, their conversation, his wanderings in their garden along a winding turf bank and a filbert walk, when he had never been there.7

In 1814, when they eloped and fled to France, Shelley and Mary Godwin began a joint journal. Very quickly his entries dwindled, then stopped. The few he made gave the doings of ‘S.’ in the third person, at one remove from himself. In 1816, Mary tried to persuade him to write a story based on his early life; he started, but could not keep it up, any more than he could follow her desire to put more human interest in his poems. Whatever he had been since birth he endeavoured to leave behind. He could not help it that his mother had a miniature of him, sweet and bright-eyed, with three rows of buttons on his best jacket; or that his four younger sisters were full of stories of him, the adored and bullying elder brother, with his terrifying tales and his rough garden games. His friend Edward Trelawny once told him that he had met two of his sisters at an evening party. Shelley, after giving him a hard, cold stare, walked away from him and out of the room.8

His writings gave few more clues. Experiences of boyhood made a line here and there: shells found on the beach, a breathless run in the night woods, hard-boiled eggs and radishes stowed in his pockets, and a walk at school beside a mossy fence with a boy he thought ‘exquisitely beautiful’, their arms round each other’s shoulders.9 But such memories were no sooner found than they were suppressed again. All that mattered to him of his childhood he seemed to commit to a notebook in 1820, in several strongly underlined verses of the Wisdom of Solomon in the Apocrypha:

I myself also am a mortal man, like to all, & the offspring of him that was first made of the Earth.10

And in my mothers womb was fashioned to be flesh in the time of ten months, being compacted in blood, of the seed of man and the pleasure that came with sleep.

And when I was born I drew in the common air, & fell upon the earth which is of like nature, & the first voice which I uttered was crying, as all others do

I was nursed in swaddling clothes & that with cares.

For there is no King that had any other beginning of birth.11

* * *

His own beginning was as a Sussex boy. He had been pushed into existence in a first-floor bedroom at Field Place near Horsham, a red-brick Tudor house with Georgian attachments nestled in a snug dip of copses and lawns. There was no view, save of near slopes or outbuildings; his child’s world was circumscribed and close as a womb. A Sussex nurse with a flat, burring accent rocked him in her arms. He was embraced by Established Anglicanism in the nearby church at Warnham, crouched among yews and tombs. His ancestors lay there under slabs of black stone engraved with three whelk shells, the family arms, or were commemorated on marble plaques in the small, drab Shelley chapel, where those of his family who cared to could say their prayers.

Until the age of ten he was schooled in Warnham vicarage, a country education, though reams of Latin verses rang already in his head. He could put on rustic clothes and act the yokel for fun, toting a truss of hay on his shoulder and riding in farmers’ carts. Around him and into St Leonard’s Forest stretched Shelley fields, farms and stands of timber that would one day be his.

Here and there in his poems he placed Sussex touches: shadows outracing the wind on the long grass slopes of the Downs, a dog herding sheep to the corner of a field, spiders’ webs in hayrick and hedge, bats beating against the wired window of a dairy. Grey moths fluttered out of heaps of new-mown, still-moving grass; over the woods, a flock of rooks rose at the crack of a farmer’s gun. Small clouds in the sky were ‘crudded’, like a dish of curds, or scattered out quietly like sheep grazing. Several poems carried memories of water and flowers observed at Warnham pond through a grille of reeds, branches and his own small fingers locked against the sun. A nightingale’s song, too, might suddenly catch him,

And now to the hushed ear it floats

Like field smells known in infancy,

Then failing, soothes the air again.

At times he thought himself a countryman. In 1811, on his first marriage to Harriet Westbrook, he described himself in the register as ‘farmer, Sussex’. He told friends that he meant to manage his estates efficiently. When he later satirised the placid working folk of England he made them Sussex pigs in low-thatched sties, munching on rutabaga and red oats, while the government sharpened its knives to flay their bristled hides and make sausages from their spilling blood and guts.12

In his first conversation with Hogg at Oxford (late, cold, the fire burning down), Shelley glowed with enthusiasm for agricultural chemistry.13 Breathlessly, he expatiated on the mystery of how some lands were fertile, others barren, when a spadeful of soil from one appeared the same as the other; on how food, so readily reduced to carbon, might be made from new, surprising substances; and on how, if water could be manufactured, the deserts of Africa might be transformed into ‘rich meadows and vast fields of maize and rice’. Later he read eagerly the lectures of Humphry Davy, the greatest chemist of the day, who believed that almost all soil could be made better. (‘Manure is useful’, Shelley noted, ‘and may be converted into organised bodies . . . Chemistry a correct instrument for agricultural improvement.’)14

Pages of an 1819 pocketbook were also filled with notes on the yield per acre of potatoes and rutabaga, the chow of the pigs; to feed people on these would be more economical and more moral, he had concluded, than feeding them on meat.15 The regenerated earth Shelley dreamed of was covered with wheatfields, an image so captivating to him that he applied it also to the ‘pastured’ sea, newly reclaimed from Chaos:

                like plains of corn

Swayed by the summer air.

At the deepest level, earth and himself were not so different. Their substance was shared. All matter, as he knew from his eager reading of Lucretius at school, was made of minute, permanent, primordial atoms, ‘first-beginnings’ of ‘single solidness’. These moved in a void, struck by random blows of Fate until they aggregated as minerals, or grasses, or inky-fingered boys. Water and air were made of far finer primordia, and aether, or subtle fire, of the smallest atoms there could be. But all were composed of the same ‘fixed seeds’, hard and indestructible, eternally gathering and dispersing. Shelley told classmates that he was never so delighted as to discover that there were no such chemical elements as earth, air, water and fire.16 As Lucretius put it, the same elements, changed only a little in their relations and combinations, made up both lignis . . . et ignis, trees and flame. And Shelley, such as he was.17

Evidently, the seeds and their structures could never be seen with his naked eye. Yet as closely as was feasible, he stared at things. He got right down beside the plate to study pink fatty slabs of bacon or the jutting crag of a teacake. Pressed against fir trees, he inspected and licked the oozy runnels of resin. He read with his face only inches from the page, and watched tiny insects in the palm of his hand with fervent dedication.

Some friends thought he was short-sighted, with his large and slightly protuberant eyes. Mary in Italy ordered a gold-rimmed spyglass with a number 10 lens for myopia, perhaps for him. Yet Trelawny thought all his faculties ‘marvellously acute’, and Shelley himself sometimes complained not of dim vision but the reverse. Under ‘unnatural and keen excitement’, he once explained, ‘I find the very blades of grass & the boughs of distant trees present themselves to me with microscopical distinctness.’18 Each object, somehow, had ‘being clearer than its own could be’. Yet after that clarity and intensity he would take for hours to the sofa, lethargic and miserable without knowing why.

His senses, supposedly, were the ultimate and only source of knowledge about the world. So taught Locke, Hume, Helvetius and a whole procession of later, mostly French, philosophers. Shelley had no other reference point on which he could depend; what he could neither see nor feel, he could not trust. To negate, as the immaterialists did, ‘that actual world to which our senses introduce us’ seemed absurd.19 The earth into which he had fallen crying – real, tangible and beautiful as it seemed – thrust itself at him, demanding to be believed.

One of his most treasured possessions, from boyhood onwards, was a solar microscope in a heavy mahogany box that projected, on a sheet or a wall, giant images of the animalculae that wriggled in vinegar, or the overlapping plates of a fly’s wing, or the mites entombed in cheese. In 1812, at the age of nineteen, he declared this instrument essential for his studies in ‘a branch of philosophy’.20 As he viewed his specimens, lining them up in the shaft of light thrown through a window-shutter, he was taking apart the tiny bits of a solidly material universe: entangling his swift wings in atoms, as he wrote of Lucretius later.21 And he himself was nothing else. Laid under a lens, he too would swarm and flicker as the primordia moved in him.

He believed with Erasmus Darwin, whose books on science and Nature he also devoured as a schoolboy, that the minute worlds he saw suffered and felt as he did. All Nature was animated and, with even bigger and better microscopes, would doubtless be shown to be ‘but a mass of organized animation’.22 In Queen Mab, his first visionary poem of a perfected world, written in 1812, the Fairy Queen herself also saw to the hidden pulse of microscopic things.

‘I tell thee that those viewless beings,

Whose mansion is the smallest particle

Of the impassive atmosphere,

Think, feel and live like man . . .

And the minutest throb

That through their frame diffuses

The slightest, faintest motion,

Is fixed and indispensable . . .’23

From his earliest years of scientific enquiry Shelley pictured Nature as one concurring whole, with an iron chain of Necessity binding the smallest to the mightiest. He himself was in this chain, a mere agglomeration of responding atoms. He did not choose to act well or badly, just as he could not choose whether to believe or disbelieve in any notion or system put before him. ‘Motive is to voluntary action in the human mind’, he wrote in his notes to Queen Mab, ‘what cause is to effect in the material universe.’24 Liberty, in Hume’s words, was merely ‘a false sensation’. ‘It is impossible to deny,’ he had told a correspondent in 1811, ‘but that the turn which my mind has taken, originated from the conquest of England by William of Normandy.’25

What had set this system going in which he moved and lived? Clearly not the Jewish-Christian God, for Hume had abolished all respectable arguments for such a belief, and Pliny had drawn an irresistible picture of ‘God’ as impersonal power, ‘the existing power of existence’, as Shelley termed it.26 Until he could ‘REALLY feel’ the being of a God, he explained in 1811, ‘I must be content with the substitute reason.’27 Whatever unknown power or imperative lay behind the material universe, it was not an organism and had no personal connection with human beings. Prayers were made to it in vain.

The fact that something was, as Shelley argued in The Necessity of Atheism, did not demand a designer and a cause. The fact that he existed did not demand that he had been created, beyond the basic generative act by his father and his mother. If you found a watch lying on the ground, never having seen a watch before, you would not automatically assume (unless you were Shelley’s father or his father’s favourite theologian, Paley) that a Great Designer had made it. It might be merely ‘a thing of Nature’, a combination of matter not encountered before. Any ‘miracle’ was either this, or a plain lie. Besides, a creator would himself need creating, and so on ad infinitum and ad absurdum.

The universe had probably always existed, and would go on operating eternally, according to the laws of its own nature. Shelley pressed that argument too into Queen Mab, the earliest repository of his atheism and his hopes.

‘                . . . let every seed that falls

In silent eloquence unfold its store

Of argument; infinity within,

Infinity without, belie creation . . .’28

Nil posse creari/ de nilo, as Lucretius said.29 Nothing could be made of nothing, or return to nothing. Instead the primordial seeds, following their fixed laws and limitations, constantly grouped into forms, resolved to singleness and merged into new forms again. Shelley’s notion of ‘creation’ was arrangement and organisation of this sort, nothing more. Unending mutability was the nature of existence. Around these forms, in the infinite void – the ‘intense inane’ in his words – free play was allowed to the blows of blind Necessity, or whatever force held sway there. And that was all there was in the world, or in him.

Chance atoms came together: Shelley lived. He would die when by some stroke they dispersed again, into the waiting grave of the Earth around him. In the small space of time intervening he was ‘a mass of electrified clay’.30 No act or thought or transgression was truly his own, but marked the operation of eternal and immutable laws. Reason told him this was so. A high, remote spirit-voice mocked him as ‘Atom-born!’, and laughed at any presumption to think otherwise.31

* * *

Instinctively, though, he hated earth to sully him. On long Sussex walks with his sisters, when the heavy blue-brown Wealden clay had smeared their shoes and stockings, he would carry the little girls home in his arms but forbid their feet to touch his clothes. At Eton he roared with pain when leather footballs, caked and soaked from the field, were kicked deliberately and hard against the boy who would not play games. Near Oxford once, in the finery of a new blue coat, he became incensed when a farmyard mastiff forced him into cow dung and deep black mud. ‘Clogs’ and ‘clods’ of earth jammed the fine mechanism of thinking minds, his own and others’. ‘Filth’ was almost the strongest word in his lexicon, a spasm of horror.

Earth was not his element, either in its substance or its society. He did not belong. The point was made in a notebook fragment of 1821:

I would not be, that which another is—

I would not be equal below above

Anything human. I would make my bliss

A solitude! . . .32

                    And though my form might move

Like a vain cloud through a wilderness

Of mountains, o’er this world; I am not of

Its shadows or its sunbeams—

Beside his half-hidden child-self there always walked another boy. Like him, this child had been born to wealth, but he was neither happy nor comfortable. Mocked, misunderstood, touched already with divine inspiration, he was a Poet-child who lingered and dreamed alone. When Shelley read Byron’s The Lament of Tasso, a romanticised verse-life of Italy’s sixteenth-century heroic poet, the sixth canto made his head ‘wild with tears’.33 This boy of ‘delicate susceptibilities and elevated fancies’, was too much like another he knew. Byron’s lines were the history of himself.

And then they smote me, and I did not weep,

But cursed them in my heart, and to my haunt

Return’d and wept alone, and dream’d again

The visions . . .34

Shelley said he had been beaten too, by boys as well as masters, though they could not tame him. He told friends that he had been twice expelled from Eton, already a fighter for liberty and equality against the system of ‘fagging’, or doing chores, for the senior boys. Contemporaries remembered no expulsions, but instead a prankster and a brawler, a tall, slovenly looking boy (though also like ‘a girl in Boy’s clothes’), who flailed around with his fists and was fearsomely violent when thwarted. Yet in his mind he was the quiet, trembling youth at the edge of the playing field, already dedicated to his calling, listening to the elements as though these alone had truth to impart to him.

At Eton one tutor alone, Dr James Lind, had befriended him. The old gentleman, tall, white-haired and with ‘supernatural spirit’ in his eyes, had talked to him for hours, nursed him through a fever and introduced him to Plato, Herschel and Erasmus Darwin, opening his mind to wonders of Socratic philosophy, natural science, steam-power and the stars. In Lind’s library Shelley first read William Godwin’s Political Justice, the dense treatise on equality and practical philanthropy that most keenly developed his urge to reform the world.35 Teacher and pupil cursed George III as they drank their tea together.

From these beginnings, Dr Lind entered the Poet-child’s life. In Prince Athanase, an unfinished poem of 1817 that tracked Shelley’s imagined history, he became the philosopher Zonoras, ‘the last whom superstition’s blight/ Had spared in Greece’, tutoring the young prince in a flame-lit tower from which light streamed across the sea.36 One ‘rainy even’ they read Plato’s Symposium together, perhaps for the first time. Shelley then deleted that English, Eton rain, inserting instead a beach where they walked, talking Plato, as the moon set.

In his idealised past, his childhood contained no school or family. At times even Dr Lind was dismissed. All teachers were ‘tyrants’. ‘I have known no tutor or adviser not excepting my father’, Shelley told Godwin, ‘from whose lessons and suggestions I have not recoiled with disgust.’37 His hero-self grew up alone in some glen, or mountain, or wood. His teachers and playmates were the trees, the wind, the waves and the stars. ‘Solemn vision and bright silver dream’ were all the instruction he needed or received.’38

In his preface to The Revolt of Islam, his epic 1817 poem of idealised French Revolution-making, Shelley described his own education as a Poet. No desks or canes were mentioned. Instead,

I have been familiar from boyhood with mountains and lakes and the sea, and the solitude of forests: Danger, which sports upon the brink of precipices, has been my playmate . . . I have been a wanderer among distant fields, I have sailed down mighty rivers, and seen the sun rise and set, and the stars come forth . . . I have seen populous cities, and have watched the passions which rise and spread, and sink and change, amongst assembled multitudes of men.

Of all those childhood experiences, real or imagined, one had marked him above all others. This was his sudden awakening, on one particular morning, to the shadow of the Spirit of Beauty in the world. After this he became a fighter for Liberty and an insatiate seeker after Beauty, Love and Truth, obsessions that never left him. He was made aware, in a moment, of what his purpose was.

He had not dreamed this. Several of his poems described the moment of conversion, but enclosed it in details too vague to pinpoint where or when it had occurred.39 Again, facts were unimportant. Shelley mentioned only ‘a fresh May-dawn’, ‘glittering grass’, harsh voices from a nearby schoolroom. In one draft, he was wandering among meadows and trees while shouting schoolmates pushed past him.40 Whether this was Syon House or Eton, he was indifferent. The visitation had happened despite teachers and despite school. Nothing mattered except the ‘bright shadow’ that had fallen on him and his own boyish promise, spoken aloud, to love and to obey.

And then I clasped my hands and looked around—

—But none was near to mock my streaming eyes,

Which poured their warm drops on the sunny ground—

So, without shame, I spake: ‘—I will be wise,

And just, and free, and mild, if in me lies

Such power, for I grow weary to behold

The selfish and the strong still tyrannise

Without reproach or check.’ I then controlled

My tears, my heart grew calm, and I was meek and bold.

In later poems the tears and ecstasy happened under ‘the breathless heavens’, on the sea-shore, or among night ruins. Beauty’s shadow visited him not once, but often, in ‘visioned wanderings’ quite removed from earthly things:

                                                far aloft,

In the clear golden prime of my life’s dawn,

Upon the fairy isles of sunny lawn,

Amid the enchanted mountains, and the caves

Of divine sleep, and on the air-like waves

Of wonder-level dream . . .41

In other writings Beauty’s shade was not to be retrieved. In ‘Una Favola’, an unfinished story written in Italian in 1820–21, Shelley described a young man awakened by love at the age of fifteen and led by veiled female figures through a hidden sexual labyrinth of pines, cypresses, cedars and yews, ‘whose shadows begot a mixture of delight and sadness’.42 He lost his heart first to Life, then to Death, but neither was the love he sought, and both deceived him.

Shelley once blundered with Hogg into an incarnation of this scene, a secret garden near Oxford encircled by tall trees.43 The trim paths were overhung with laurel, the flower-beds bare in the dereliction of winter. Shelley took it for an enchanted grove, an Eden ruled by some absent spirit of Beauty or ideal Love, before swiftly plunging back through the hedge in embarrassment. He had trespassed into his other life, as into a waking dream.

Wandering naturally led him to such places, from which Beauty had gone and where melancholy closed round him.44 This was his Poet’s condition. Like the sad young man of Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard, the poem he most loved at Eton, he would loiter on certain hillsides, or by certain streams, until sleep lured him to the deep shade. Then, in Gray’s words,

‘Hard by yon wood, now smiling as in scorn,

Muttering his wayward fancies he would rove;

Now drooping woeful-wan, like one forlorn,

Or crazed with care, or crossed in hopeless love.’

Sometimes his two lives converged. In the summer of 1811 Shelley tried to recover, at Cwm Elan in the Welsh mountains, from the collapse of all his adolescent hopes. That spring he had been expelled from Oxford for atheism; a little before, he had been forsaken by his first love, his cousin Harriet Grove, a pretty, provincial girl who lived not far from the Shelley seat at Field Place. They had been informally engaged, but her parents had discouraged their friendship because of his radical opinions. Now he was alone.

Under the storm-blasted oaks he flung himself down, the river roaring in his ears, in a state of despair. He had wandered in the mountains, watched the sunset, and now he longed to die. Uncaringly, the great rocks observed him, and Earth, his unfeeling parent, crushed him to her cold, hard breast. The boy Shelley would eventually scramble up, hungry, and make his way back to the fine white villa owned by the Groves beside the river. But the Poet lay cold, still, comfortless.

Earthly parentage was in other ways unbearable. He had learned, taking his cue from Godwin’s Political Justice, that no human being was to be preferred over another simply because they were sister or mother or father to him.45 Those ties, though underlined by frequent, rigid filial bows, meant nothing. His Poet-self did without them, subsisting on Nature and on visions. He fled to Wales because by mid-1811, at eighteen, he had more or less rejected his family, and they him.

He nursed no strong feelings for his mother, whom he thought mildly ineffectual and ‘narrow-minded’. Towards his father he came to feel nothing but loathing and defiance. From his Eton days onwards he hated him, and could draw an appreciative audience with his strident cursings of ‘Killjoy’ and ‘the Old Buck’ until he collapsed in laughter. There seemed no reason for his hate, back then, except his father’s eager militarism, too-feeble Whiggism, and religion. After Shelley’s expulsion from Oxford, reasons accumulated on both sides. Timothy Shelley was appalled that his son should have written a tract called The Necessity of Atheism. He was startled by his son’s self-righteousness and high-handedness, and outraged by Shelley’s demand that he should be allowed to keep corresponding with Hogg, his partner in unbelief (‘Fine fellows these to presume to offer Proposals’).46 But most of all he was profoundly shocked by his son’s decision, in April 1811, to give up the entail on his grandfather’s estate, exchanging a secure landed inheritance for £200 yearly in cash.

Shelley’s life had been mapped out for him as his father meant him to pursue it. Education once completed at his father’s old college, he would probably go into politics. Clientism, patronage and borough-mongering already ran in the family. His grandfather was a client of the Duke of Norfolk, to whom he owed his baronetcy. His father also owed Norfolk his seat in Parliament, and the duke – unkempt, odoriferous, uncouth, but a Whig and thus, in theory, a reformer – could have secured a seat for young Shelley too, probably Horsham, if he had wanted it. He did not want it. He had heard too many people talk party politics round Field Place, ‘and hated it and them’.47 Indeed, he desired nothing his father could provide for him.

He knew very well what he could own, if he chose to claim it. He could enumerate the farms and timber leases, track land sales from the estate since 1792, his birth-year, and juggle with income figures in the thousands of pounds. In several pointed letters to William Whitton, his father’s London solicitor, over the business of the entail and the £200 a year, he explained that he knew what he was doing. ‘I will not listen’, he snapped, ‘to the suggestions of family pride, to interest to fortune I am indifferent.’48 He also desired ‘that when I am addressed again, a less authoritative manner be used, or subsequent letters are returned unopened.’

Shrewdly, Timothy Shelley realised that all his son’s rejections were connected. ‘To cast off all thoughts of his Maker,’ he sighed to Whitton, ‘to abandon his Parents, to wish to relinquish his Fortune, and to court Persecution all seems to arise from the same source.’49 The source was Shelley’s longing to be free. The son saw in the father a composite symbol of all tyranny, yet horrifically personal and close. The ‘old fellow’s’ blood ran in him, sluggish and inescapable: as if he too could be a complacent Sussex landowner, in outmoded hat and frock coat, taking breakfast in his London hotel.

In January 1812 Shelley began, in some awe, a correspondence with Godwin, who had become his model and guide in political matters. He told him, angling for sympathy as one radical to another, that his father had always regarded him as ‘a blot, a defilement of his honor’, that ‘he wished to induce me by poverty to accept of some commission in a distant regiment’ (hoping, too, that he would die in the Peninsular Wars against the French), and meant to proclaim him an outlaw.50 It was stirring stuff. None of it was true.

Through the spring of 1811 letters continued between Shelley and his father in terms of pained politeness (‘yr affect. Dutyful Son’, ‘My Dear Boy’). After 14 April, however, they had dealings only through Whitton. From 28 August, when Timothy Shelley heard of his son’s elopement with Harriet Westbrook, the annuity was cut off and civil correspondence ceased. Shelley from his side, desperate for money but utterly unbending, continued to pour out incandescent letters to the ‘Shelley’ he refused to be.

Obedience is in my opinion a word which should have no existence—you regard it as necessary. —51

Yes, you can command it. The institutions of society have made you, tho’ liable to be misled by passion and prejudice like others, the Head of the family; and I confess it is almost natural for minds not of the highest order to value even the errors whence they derive their importance.

Adieu, answer this. —52

Timothy Shelley chose not to. At Field Place his son’s name, always ‘Bysshe’ to them, could not be mentioned. With infinite coldness, at one of their last meetings, Shelley had watched his father weep and lecture him; as he scolded, the wild son – suddenly seeing Timothy Shelley as Jehovah with a handkerchief – fell off the edge of his chair, laughing like a demon. He had already floated in several letters, including one to his mother, a made-up story of his father being cuckolded by the family’s music master, with two horns growing from his forehead.53 Beneath the scorn was a sadder, simpler conviction, confided to Godwin, that his father could not separate his welfare from ‘certain considerations of birth; and feeling for these things was not feeling for me.’54 In short, the Old Buck had never loved him, but only the continuation of name, property and status he represented, like a house or a field.

In the last of his regular letters to his father, written on 15 October 1811, he cried that he had been treated ‘ill, vilely’.55 But he would not go away. The rejected and rejected son would go on erupting horribly into his father’s life, reminding him again and again of the physical bond he himself so hated.

if you will not hear my name, I will pronounce it. Think not I am an insect whom injuries destroy—had I money enough I would meet you in London, & hollow in your ears Bysshe, Bysshe, Bysshe—aye Bysshe till you’re deaf.

* * *

To put aside Shelley, gentleman of Horsham, was always harder than he supposed. Breeding went deep. People clustered to ‘the magic’ of his ‘unmeaning name’; a handshake, a turn of phrase, a shudder of distaste could give him immediately away.56

His clothes, too, proclaimed him. As a baby he had been wrapped in the best Japan muslin and Valenciennes lace, at a cost of almost £200, and had teethed on a golden rattle impressed with his initials. As a schoolboy he wore beautifully fitting pantaloons of silk; at Field Place he would stand in them before the fire, warming his tails like a young patrician, while his sisters silently admired him.

‘Almost every one’, he wrote later, ‘remembers the wry faces which the first glass of port produced.’57

At Eton he bought cakes, oranges and dancing gloves. He ordered his shooting jacket sent from home, as well as his pistols. Back at Field Place, surrounded by ‘Provincial Stupidity’, aristocracy seemed ordinary.58 ‘I wander about this place, walking all over the grounds,’ he wrote to the middleclass Hogg, unaffectedly. ‘Excuse the shortness of this as the s[ervan]t waits.’ ‘The Post fellow wants the letter.’ ‘I have rung the bell for the horse.’

‘My object in writing’, he informed Longman & Co., potential publishers, at the age of sixteen,

. . . was not pecuniary, as I am independent, being the heir of a gentleman of large fortune in the County of Sussex, & prosecuting my studies as an Oppidan at Eton . . .59

‘Jock’ Robinson, who eventually published Shelley’s first novel, Zastrozzi, was ‘a dog’, loathsome but useful. ‘We will all go [then] in a posse to the booksellers in Mr. Groves barouche & four,’ Shelley suggested to a friend in 1810; ‘—shew them we are no grub street gareteers’.60

In March 1811, a tailor’s bill revealed the Oxford wardrobe of the budding young champion of equality and philanthropy:61


	A Superfine Olive Coat Gilt Buttns.	4. 0 8

	A Pair Rich Silk Knitt Pantaloons	3 8 0

	. . .	

	Two Stripd. Marcela Waistcoats Double Breastd	2 0 0

	. . .	

	1. Pair Patent Silk Braces	0 8 0

	A Superfine Blue Coat Velvett Collr. & Gilt Buttns.	4. 12. 0



The blue coat was fresh-ordered. Obsequiously, with many bowings, the tailor fitted it to him: shoulders, lapels, cuffs. Shelley bore this with impatience. He dismissed him, grabbed his hat and cried ‘Let us go!’ He did not pay him, or not then. Salesmen could be made to wait.

He knew he was someone, said the Dean of College: wore extraordinary clothes, put on airs, paraded in the quad with his friend Hogg ‘as much as to say “We are superior to every body”’.62 To Godwin he admitted it: ‘Oxonian society was insipid to me, uncongenial with my habits of thinking.63 —I could not descend to common life.’ No wonder he had come to grief.

In 1811 – freshly expelled from Oxford and with no obvious means of employment – Shelley boasted that he could live on £50 a year.64 By 1817 friends thought him as poor as Pythagoras, living philosophically on crusts and book-reading. Yet his upholsterers that year were Beck & English, the smartest firm in fashionable Bath, to whom he eventually owed £1,192 1s. 10d. for furnishing a house at Marlow, in Buckinghamshire. (Again, he ignored their ‘fatuous claims’, departing for Italy in 1818 without leaving a forwarding address.)65 His beverage of choice was the best green tea, subsequently shipped to Italy from London (‘Townley tea’, Mary reported, ‘was tried and found wanting’). His jewellery repairs were done in Bond Street, his piano ordered from Novello’s. And his wayward brown locks were tamed, at least sometimes, with tortoiseshell combs from Floris’s in Jermyn Street and a good shake of Brewster’s Russia Oil, by appointment to princes.

For much of his adult life he kept horses and a carriage. The carriage came from Charters of New Bond Street, expensively accoutred, sprung and upholstered, and never paid for. He claimed it was his wife Harriet’s caprice, like the silver plate he also bought, but he continued to use it long after she had gone. Charters sent their bills in vain. In Italy, having emptied his pockets of farthings for mendicants, the milord in his calesso pronounced that they were happier than he was.

In February 1818, a rare month of hectic socialising just before his Italian exile, he was seen in style at the London opera, in a blue coat and white waistcoat. Leigh Hunt, the radical writer and magazine editor who became his most devoted friend, imagined him in retrospect at the theatre, ‘a thin patrician-looking cosmopolite’ leaning from his box. He was not out of place there. ‘We all laughed’, another friend wrote later, ‘at S’s little occasional aristocratical sallies, but we agreed that in general it is the aristocracy of superior with regard to inferior intellect.’66

With Byron, his greatest poet-rival, to whom he first diffidently introduced himself in Geneva in 1816, he was exquisitely aware of the gradations of class. ‘My dear Lord Byron’ each letter began, even when their friendship was easy. Shelley, countered Byron, ‘was as perfect a Gentleman as ever crossed a drawing room; when he liked—& where he liked. —’

But the status of gentleman bothered him. In principle and essence, he believed all men were equal. When he read in Diogenes Laertius that Plato thought wealth, health and good birth desirable for happiness, as well as virtue, Shelley scribbled ‘very bad’ in the margin of his old, brown, battered copy. He preferred, and jotted down in Greek, the assessment of Plato by Diogenes the Cynic: ‘He would consider good birth and fame and all such distinctions as showy ornaments of vice.’67

Aristocrats, Shelley wrote, were ‘gilded flies’, or ‘drones’, kept in idle comfort by the worker-bees who were the labouring poor. Though he stressed to Hunt that the word ‘aristocratical’ had no ‘ill signification’, and that land-owning gentry were slightly more tolerable than the ‘pelting wretches’ newly ennobled from banking, stockjobbing and commerce, perhaps they should all give up their land and earn their living.68 (‘But this Paradise is all visionary!’ people would cry.69 ‘Why is it visionary, have you tried?’ he would cry back.) No man, he wrote in his own French-flavoured Declaration of Rights, in 1812,

. . . has a right to be respected for any other possessions but those of virtue and talents. Titles are tinsel, power a corrupter, glory a bubble, and excessive wealth a libel on its possessor.

No man has a right to monopolise more than he can enjoy . . .70

Queen Mab, his first full vision of an egalitarian earthly paradise, was printed on fine paper ‘to catch the aristocrats’, as if he were not one himself. Often, he wished he was not. He railed against ‘mahogany tables, silver vases’, and was mortified when a beggar to whom he had given money, sprinting impulsively downstairs from dressing, upbraided him for his rich clothes.71 ‘In me,’ he told an acquaintance in 1811, ‘although as it were a living outcast from my parent’s bosom, the same machinery of oppression is preparing, in order that I also in my turn may become an oppressor.’72

A friend once pointed out, delicately enough, the difference of class between them. Shelley replied with almost incoherent passion:

You remind me of what I hate despise & shudder at, what willingly I would not, & the part from which I can emancipate myself from, in this detestable coil of primaeval prejudice, that will I free myself from—Have I not foresworn all this, am I not I [a] worshipper of equality—

If he could not prove his sincerity, he would give possessions up.73 Property acquired by labour, skill or ‘genius’ he could accept; that obtained by violence, usurpation or ‘imposture’ he abhorred.74 His own inheritance, he supposed, fell under the second head; he therefore strove to disown it. To shed property would leave him unencumbered. Among true and real friends, moreover, ‘all is common’.75 From his expulsion onwards he dreamed of establishing remote, radical communes of his ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ in which by natural right everything would be shared: ‘chairs tables beds glasses plates and food’, and love.76

The dream remained, but came no closer. Equality of possessions, Shelley confessed in 1819, was unrealistic for the moment, ‘a system of . . . absolute perfection . . . unattainable perhaps by us’.77 Yet politics based on that distant vision was the only sort he claimed to care for. Property, as Godwin had written in Political Justice, rightly belonged to those who needed it. It was the duty of the rich man to give and the right of the poor man to demand. On that principle, Shelley gave away his shoes (arriving at a neighbour’s barefoot), his money, and Mary’s clothes, continuing to hand out spontaneous charity until the last weeks of his life. On the same principle he took other men’s books, and raided Hunt’s wardrobe for waistcoats and handkerchiefs he might need himself. To take as well as give – though sometimes blushing ‘not a little’, Hunt said, in doing it – was proper redistributive justice.

Yet charity had its limits. The struggling lace-workers of Marlow, to whom Shelley handed out soup and money in 1817, were given blankets with ‘PBS Esq., Marlow, Bucks’ worked in the corner, in case they tried to sell them on.78 The ‘industrious poor’ only, of whom he kept a list, received an allowance on Saturday evenings from the bag of silver on his desk. His brushes with the truly destitute – in France in 1814, in the rubble of their burnt-out houses, where they encircled him silently as he ate their ‘sour bread’ and ‘stinking bacon’ – were disgusting and horrific to him.79 Unlike Malthus, whose Treatise on Population was a topic of hot debate round dinner tables, Shelley did not believe the numbers of the poor were sensibly reduced by starvation; he loathed that argument. Yet most men, he was convinced, lived in a state of ‘squalid ignorance, & moral imbecility’ from which he foresaw no swift improvement.80 And some, it seemed clear, would never rise out of the mud and slime of their incarnation: smoking Germans, demobilised soldiers, crass Swiss voituriers, or the ‘filthy people’ who, in one Italian way-station, covered his letter with oil.

He himself was pure. The word was a favourite, used often and with no false modesty. His virtue raised him above the common herd; he considered himself just, good, and unflinching in opinions for which the world would lacerate him. If others thought him ‘a blot’, he was a bright one. ‘A certain degree & a certain kind of infamy is to be borne,’ he told Mary, alluding in 1821 to the rumours of affairs and bastards that were being spread about him by their servants,

& in fact is the best compliment which an exalted nature can receive from the filthy world of which it is it’s Hell to be a part—

* * *

Pure as he was, Shelley felt no esteem or fondness for his body.81 It was a simple machine that would run for a while until worn out by age and disease. The human organism was a repository of dust and foulness, like the charnel-house at Warnham where he had plotted to linger as a boy, dry-mouthed, waiting for ghouls to emerge from their stone boxes. From body, to coffin, to tomb, to the earth, each covering was heavier and darker than the last.

He had probably seen corpses rotting as a child, on the gibbets on Horsham Common and Hounslow Heath. Death was handed out routinely by the authorities, even for petty stealing. ‘Zeinab and Kathema’, written when he was seventeen, described the chains creaking and the movement of maggots in the ruins of a face. Worms bred even in the young, fresh body of his little son William, his favourite child, born to Mary in 1816: a child who could run and skip and cry, ‘Che bella!’, and whose beauty drew Italian neighbours to watch him as he slept. Gamboge, aloes and wormwood were all tried, but the vermin multiplied. His lot was human.

                           —We decay

Like corpses in a charnel; fear and grief

Convulse us and consume us day by day,

And cold hopes swarm like worms within our living clay.82

The link between political oppression, moral evil and physical degradation was all too obvious to him. The common folk of Dublin were ‘one mass of animated filth’,83 the Austrian-occupied Italians ‘stupid & shrivelled slaves’.84 He observed with horrified fascination the goitred and crooked children of Nernier on Lake Geneva, diseased, as he supposed, by the ‘blighting mischiefs’ of their rulers, and noticed as he crossed into the Kingdom of Sardinia that the tyrannised inhabitants had scratched into the very rocks the story of their miseries.

Evil was infectious. From the poor of Marlow he caught ophthalmia, which stopped him reading; sitting opposite a fat old woman in a stagecoach he risked elephantiasis, indeed believed he had it, and obsessively pinched and searched his skin for the swelling signs of contagion. In 1821 something in the Pisan earth, air or water made his face erupt, like Job’s, with boils. Writing a little broadside once against a visiting bore, he threw down the words that most disgusted him:

Spurt phiz vomit, sweat, whine,

Caper, squalid, squalling, red

His images were not only of the sick body and its secretions, but of human birth.85

He could find no innate stain in human beings, no stupidity of Adam, Eve and apple, but instead the ‘wrong impressions’ stamped on the young by nurses and parents and, if they grew older, by the barbarity of schools and systems of government. Evil, in Shelley’s view, was a strong, autonomous power in the world, constantly at war with the power of good, invading and overwhelming whichever mind or body gave it admittance. The tenderest were most at risk. Baby Ianthe, his first child by Harriet, born with Queen Mab in 1813, sucked milk from a wet-nurse he loathed and who, he was sure, would infect her; in despair he snatched her away one day, tore open his shirt and forced the tiny mouth to his own unsullied breast.86

His body was tall, vigorous and strong-limbed, like that of ‘a young Indian’ to his sailor-friend Edward Trelawny, who often saw him naked when they bathed together in Italian rivers and seas. He could row and tow boats, outwalk and outclimb his friends and deck, with one punch, a stupid Swiss who took his seat in the Laufenburg diligence. At Marlow once he was seen hauling the womenfolk up a steep bank and hurtling down to fetch others, shooting past in explosions of dust. In his notebooks he drew himself naked and muscle-bound, often with weapons in his hands.

Yet his Poet-body was much frailer. Pestered and wounded by thoughts that snapped at his heels like hounds, he stumbled through life as through a forest of thorns that tore his pale, exhausted flesh. Hence the strange combination, which Hogg noted at Oxford, of superhuman strength with ‘weakness less than human’.87 Though Shelley seemed careless of his body, he saw it as graphically as he did the rest of Nature: his heart a rubbed stone, his nerves stretched like catgut, his whole frame ‘shaken to pieces’ by the ceaseless round of the claret bottle at Byron’s dinner parties. Obsessively – since Eton days, Trelawny thought – he worried his head with Thornton’s Medical Extracts, Trotter’s View of the Nervous Temperament, Lambe’s Reports on Cancer, and much else. Week by week


















	22 [November] Rolls Milk & Butter—	1.5

	23 Errand Milk	1.8½

	24 Rolls & Milk	  7
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Coda: The voyage out

IN THE AFTERNOON he set sail. He should have left earlier, Trelawny said, but Time as usual irritated him. At some point after two o’clock on 8 July 1822 he slipped the quay at Leghorn and, with Williams, headed out to sea.

For days the air had been sultry, hanging like a lid over the water. The blue sky was implacable; no rain had fallen for weeks. On 4 June, at Lerici, electric arches formed from one arm of the bay to the other. Over the succeeding month Williams noted the strange stasis in the weather:1

June 7th A dead calm—the atmosphere hot and oppressive.

June 10th . . . weather still threatening . . .

June 21st Calm—the sun having excessive power

June 27th The heat increases daily . . .

As for Shelley, he had established his compact with the place, wishing to stay ‘for ever’. Time had stood still, with the rainless sky. His boat, gliding in the moonlight, and Jane’s music offered him two ways to escape his chains, yet live. ‘If the past and future could be obliterated,’ he told John Gisborne, ‘the present would content me so well that I could say with Faust to the passing moment, “Remain, thou, thou art so beautiful”.’2

Later in that letter, however, he gave the scene a familiar and darker twist. ‘I stand, as it were, upon a precipice, which I have ascended with great, and cannot descend without greater, peril, and I am content if the heaven above me is calm for the passing moment.’ One tiny spot of beauty was surrounded by terror.

By 1 July a fine breeze had tempted Shelley and Williams to meet Hunt in Leghorn. It blew from the west. As Shelley left Villa Magni, Mary remarked that he was ‘full of spirits and joy’. Hunt thought his voice was stronger and his manner more confident, as though some of the old uncertainties had fallen away. But it was an illusion. Under the date ‘June 4 / July 4’ came an untidy pencil scrawl on a spare sheet of paper:

The hours are flying3

And joys are dying

And hope is sighing

          . . .

                   there is

Far more to fear

In the coming year

Than desire can bear

In this

On the day of his return, four days later, the sea was strange. Oily and slow, grey as gun-metal, it curled around his hull. ‘Smoke and rags’, as old sailors called them, hung in the sky. Shortly after three o’clock a storm-mist came down over the water, and the sun vanished. The wind switched to the north-west, and small dark clouds scudded close to the surface of the sea. Lightning was in the vapour, grazing and shocking him. At that point he could still be seen by telescope from shore, one white and tranquil sail to leeward against a turmoil of black cloud. Not long after, as the thunder broke, fog and sea enshrouded him completely.4

In an instant, the whole scene was in motion. The waves swirled, rose and foamed, flung up into a sky in which the massing clouds spread like a dense black cowl. Thunder crashed directly overhead, shaking his whole frame. Dark rain fell so hard that it bounced off the surface of the sea. It worked its way into eyes, mouth, clothes and every seam of him.

Within the weird half-light, the wind filled his sails with intoxicating breaths of air. White wings unfolded vastly from his shoulders, as if through this battering frenzy he could rise to the upper sky. A passing boat yelled an offer of help (‘For God’s sake reef your sails or you are lost’), but was rebuffed. A last glimpse, perhaps apocryphal, showed Williams trying to fold the sheets, struggling, and Shelley stopping him.

It might have been the sea alone that shattered and engulfed him. If not, a felucca crashed into him on the starboard quarter, perhaps as blind as he was. Their wings meshed. His mainmast snapped, and his side gave in as if it had been made of paper.

He went down instantly. Through the water he fell, down thirteen fathoms, with his notebooks, his pencils, his brass-and-ivory telescope, the crusts of bread in his jacket pockets, and £50 in Austrian dollars. He fell through forests of coral, his hair tangling with the waving weed. Nothing but foam was left behind on the surface of the sea.

At once the water began to work on him. It puckered his fair, freckled skin and turned it blue, the colour of unearthliness. After a while his limbs swelled and stiffened, as though they had absorbed the sea. A shark with a face like Castlereagh tore the white flesh slowly from his hands. By its side, a dogfish with Sidmouth’s jaw chewed on the bones that protruded from his thighs. Shoals of smaller fry, massing like reviewers at the scene of a kill, delicately ate the face that had never been drawn to anyone’s satisfaction.

Lightning stalked on land, alerting his friends. At Florence Henry Best saw the garden lit up by flashes and the orange trees and statues ‘wrapped in flame’. Stricken with fear, he looked towards the sea. At Pisa, the clattering rain invaded Lady Mountcashell’s dreams.5 Shelley had recently told such thrilling tales of storm and shipwreck, sitting in her drawing-room, that her nerves had been shattered and her husband had threatened to eject him. Now she saw her friend again. He came into her house looking melancholy and pale; she entreated him to sit and eat. He refused, telling her that ‘I shall never eat more; I have not a soldo left in the world.’ When she slept again, she dreamed that he was dead.

The storm had lasted twenty minutes, no more, and every other boat had returned safe. Medwin imagined the Don Juan enfolded in the ‘misty arms’ of the wind. Other men talked of divine revenge, and wondered whether the elements had been ‘commissioned’ to destroy him. ‘There is a solemn appeal to the thoughtful’, wrote Thomas de Quincey, ‘in a death of so much terrific grandeur following upon defiances of such unparalleled audacity.’ Orpheus, some noted, was supposed to have died by lightning as well as laceration.

After ten days, the body was washed ashore. It could not be moved and was buried, hastily and temporarily, to conform to the Genoan quarantine laws. Loose sand covered it and an old pine root marked it, as on the mounds raised to lone, drowned strangers on the shores of ancient Greece.

The grave was too near the tide-line; the sea oozed in, invading and putrefying the flesh it had embraced. There remained of Shelley’s earthly effects his black single-breasted jacket of mixed cloth, in rags; his shirt, torn at the lower sleeve; parts of his loose-fitting buff nankeen trousers; and his white silk socks, in black boots. One jacket pocket held the leather binding of a copy of Keats’s Lamia, borrowed from Hunt (he had mislaid his own), doubled back brutally where he had thrust it away as the vessel foundered.

On 15 August the noisome body, new-exhumed with hooks and tongs, was laid out on a grate by the sea. Trelawny officiated; Hunt kept apart in his carriage, too sick and sorrowful to watch, and after a while Byron swam away.6 No one else was there but the Italian labourers who had dug their friend from the sand.

Wine, oil, salt and frankincense were cast on the corpse to add to the beauty and perfume of the fire. Trelawny claimed that he committed the body to the flames with incantations: ‘I restore to nature through fire the elements of which this man was composed, earth, air and water; everything is changed, but not annihilated; he is now a portion of that which he worshipped.’ Byron, he said, complimented him on his pagan priestliness.

Fire licked the body slowly, disdaining the saturated flesh. It took three hours to burn with a steady phosphorescent light, fed with the lime in which the corpse had been buried. White worms of fire worked on the bones until they fell apart in ash, and blue flame hovered on the oily fluid that trickled from the heart. In the thin pan of the skull, the brains bubbled; Byron was to say later, in a moment of turmoil, that his brains were boiling ‘as Shelley’s did whilst you were grilling him’.

The blue sky, Hunt conjectured, seemed more than usually beautiful, filled with the ‘glassy essence of vitality’ rising alongside the flames.7 Trelawny was more worried by the winds that blew along the barren shore, threatening to disperse Shelley’s dust as atoms in the air. A sea mew, or possibly a curlew, flew low across the pyre, sweeping and screaming like a phantom that would not leave the body alone.

Shelley’s friends took souvenirs: the black, charred heart (or liver), pieces of the skull. In later years Trelawny would show visitors a whitened fragment of jawbone with the teeth sockets visible, wrapped in tissue paper. Other pieces of greyish bone, thin and light as shards in a kaleidoscope, were set behind glass in frames of gold and covers of tooled morocco.8 Fragments of the curiously small skull were handed round at parties; some ladies kissed them. Wispy curls of his hair were sewn on to pieces of paper. Most of his ashes were eventually buried in the shade of the Aurelian wall in Rome, in a spot which he had thought ‘might make one in love with death’.9

Mary placed the ‘heart’ first in a silk bag and then inside a page, folded in four, torn from her copy of Adonais. By 1851, when she died, only a little dust remained. It was laid in a silk-lined silver casket and kept in a shrine in the house of his descendants at Boscombe, with a red lamp burning before it as in front of his detested saints.

Shelley was not in any case there, as Mary had explained to the Hunts:

Wherever the Spirit of Beauty dwells he must be—the rustling of the trees is full of him—the waving of the tall grass—the moving shadows of the vast hills—the blue air that penetrates their ravines and rests upon their heights . . .10

She saw him, too, in dreams; Hogg heard his light, quick steps still running, and Trelawny, gazing at the sea, heard his shrieking laugh again.

The boats lay scattered near where he had been. The black and red coracle was washed ashore near Viareggio, the green-and-white skiff left in pieces in the store-room at Villa Magni, the Don Juan put in salvage at Leghorn, its hull packed with bluish mud. Later, having been decked and sailed for a while, it was wrecked on one of the Ionian islands which had appeared to the Poet so remote and safe, like Heaven. And by a pond in London one might find a boat of folded paper not much larger than a dragonfly, inscribed with lines that had begun to blur and run:

I am not

Your obedient servant,

P. B. Shelley

Far away, serenely, Vesper glittered in the darkening sky.
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