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Excerpts from Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry”

[Shelley wrote his “Defence” in , but it was published only a er his death.]
A poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth. ere is this difference between
a story and a poem, that a story is a catalogue of detached facts, which have no other connexion
than time, place, circumstance, cause and effect; the other is the creation of actions according to
the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in the mind of the Creator, which is itself
the image of all other minds. e one is partial, and applies only to a de nite period of time, and
a certain combination of events which can never again recur; the other is universal, and contains
within itself the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the possible vari-
eties of human nature. Time, which destroys the beauty and the use of the story of particular facts,
stripped of the poetry which should invest them, augments that of poetry, and for ever develops
new and wonderful applications of the eternal truth which it contains. (–)

e abolition of personal slavery is the basis of the highest political hope that it can enter into the
mind of man to conceive. ()
Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds. We are
aware of evanescent visitations of thought and feeling sometimes associated with place or person,
sometimes regarding our ownmind alone, and always arising unforeseen and departing unbidden,
but elevating and delightful beyond all expression; so that even in the desire and regret they leave,
there cannot but be pleasure, participating as it does in the nature of its object. It is as it were the
interpenetration of a diviner nature through our own; but its footsteps are like those of a wind
over the sea, which the coming calm erases, and whose traces remain only, as on the wrinkled
sand which paves it. ese and corresponding conditions of being are experienced principally by
those of the most delicate sensibility and the most enlarged imagination; and the state of mind
produced by them is at war with every base desire. e enthusiasm of virtue, love, patriotism, and
friendship, is essentially linked with such emotions; and whilst they last, self appears as what it is,
an atom to a universe. (–)
It is impossible to read the compositions of themost celebrated writers of the present day without
being startled with the electric life which burns within their words. ey measure the circumfer-
ence and sound the depths of human nature with a comprehensive and all-penetrating spirit, and
they are themselves perhaps the most sincerely astonished at its manifestations; for it is less their
spirit than the spirit of the age. 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
in uence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of theWorld.
()
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