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Percy Bysshe Shelley 
(1792 – 1822) 

 

 
 

 
Biography: 
 

ercy Bysshe Shelley, (born Aug. 4, 1792, Field Place, near Horsham, Sussex, Eng.—
died July 8, 1822, at sea off Livorno, Tuscany [Italy]), English Romantic poet whose 
passionate search for personal love and social justice was gradually channeled from 

overt actions into poems that rank with the greatest in the English language. 
 
Shelley was the heir to rich estates acquired by his grandfather, Bysshe (pronounced “Bish”) 
Shelley. Timothy Shelley, the poet’s father, was a weak, conventional man who was caught 
between an overbearing father and a rebellious son. The young Shelley was educated at Syon 
House Academy (1802–04) and then at Eton (1804–10), where he resisted physical and mental 
bullying by indulging in imaginative escapism and literary pranks. Between the spring of 
1810 and that of 1811, he published two Gothic novels and two volumes of juvenile verse. In 
the fall of 1810 Shelley entered University College, Oxford, where he enlisted his fellow 
student Thomas Jefferson Hogg as a disciple. But in March 1811, University College expelled 
both Shelley and Hogg for refusing to admit Shelley’s authorship of The Necessity of Atheism. 
Hogg submitted to his family, but Shelley refused to apologize to his. 
 

P 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Horsham-England
https://www.britannica.com/place/Sussex-historical-county-England
https://www.britannica.com/place/Livorno-Italy
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Romantic
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/justice
https://www.britannica.com/topic/English-language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/bullying
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Jefferson-Hogg
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/disciple
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Late in August 1811, Shelley eloped with Harriet Westbrook, the younger daughter of a 
London tavern owner; by marrying her, he betrayed the acquisitive plans of his grandfather 
and father, who tried to starve him into submission but only drove the strong-willed youth to 
rebel against the established order. Early in 1812, Shelley, Harriet, and her older sister Eliza 
Westbrook went to Dublin, where Shelley circulated pamphlets advocating political rights 
for Roman Catholics, autonomy for Ireland, and freethinking ideals. The couple traveled to 
Lynmouth, Devon, where Shelley issued more political pamphlets, and then to North Wales, 
where they spent almost six months in 1812–13. Lack of money finally drove Shelley to 
moneylenders in London, where in 1813 he issued Queen Mab, his first major poem—a nine-
canto mixture of blank verse and lyric measures that attacks the evils of the past and present 
(commerce, war, the eating of meat, the church, monarchy, and marriage) but ends with 
resplendent hopes for humanity when freed from these vices. In June 1813 Harriet Shelley 
gave birth to their daughter Ianthe, but a year later Shelley fell in love with Mary 
Wollstonecraft Godwin, daughter of William Godwin and his first wife, née Mary 
Wollstonecraft. Against Godwin’s objections, Shelley and Mary Godwin eloped to France on 
July 27, 1814, taking with them Mary’s stepsister Jane (later “Claire”) Clairmont. Following 
travels through France, Switzerland, and Germany, they returned to London, where they 
were shunned by the Godwins and most other friends. Shelley dodged creditors until the 
birth of his son Charles (born to Harriet, November 30, 1814), his grandfather’s death 
(January 1815), and provisions of Sir Bysshe’s will forced Sir Timothy to pay Shelley’s debts 
and grant him an annual income. 
 
Settling near Windsor Great Park in 1815, Shelley read the classics with Hogg and another 
friend, Thomas Love Peacock. He also wrote Alastor; or The Spirit of Solitude, a blank-verse 
poem, published with shorter poems in 1816, that warns idealists (like Shelley himself) not to 
abandon “sweet human love” and social improvement for the vain pursuit of evanescent 
dreams. By mid-May 1816, Shelley, Mary, and Claire Clairmont hurried to Geneva to 
intercept Lord Byron, with whom Claire had begun an affair. During this memorable 
summer, Shelley composed the poems “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” and “Mont Blanc,” and 
Mary began her novel Frankenstein. Shelley’s party returned to England in September, settling 
in Bath. Late in the year, Harriet Shelley drowned herself in London, and on December 30, 
1816, Shelley and Mary were married with the Godwins’ blessing. But a Chancery Court 
decision declared Shelley unfit to raise Ianthe and Charles (his children by Harriet), who 
were placed in foster care at his expense. 
 
In March 1817 the Shelleys settled near Peacock at Marlow, where Shelley wrote his twelve-
canto romance-epic Laon and Cythna; or, The Revolution of the Golden City and Mary Shelley 
finished Frankenstein. They compiled History of a Six Weeks’ Tour jointly from the letters and 
journals of their trips to Switzerland, concluding with “Mont Blanc.” In November, Laon and 
Cythna was suppressed by its printer and publisher, who feared that Shelley’s idealized tale 
of a peaceful national revolution, bloodily suppressed by a league of king and priests, 
violated the laws against blasphemous libel. After revisions, it was reissued in 1818 as The 
Revolt of Islam. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/August
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/autonomy
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Queen-Mab
https://www.britannica.com/art/blank-verse
https://www.britannica.com/art/lyric
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-Wollstonecraft-Shelley
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-Wollstonecraft-Shelley
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Godwin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-Wollstonecraft
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-Wollstonecraft
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Love-Peacock
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Because Shelley’s health suffered from the climate and his financial obligations outran his 
resources, the Shelleys and Claire Clairmont went to Italy, where Byron was residing. They 
reached Milan in April 1818 and proceeded to Pisa and Leghorn (Livorno). That summer, at 
Bagni di Lucca, Shelley translated Plato’s Symposium and wrote his own essay “On Love.” He 
also completed a modest poem entitled Rosalind and Helen, in which he imagines his destiny 
in the poet-reformer “Lionel,” who—imprisoned for radical activity—dies young after his 
release. 
 
In August 1818, Shelley and Byron again met in Venice; the Shelleys remained there or at Este 
through October 1818. During their stay, little Clara Shelley (b. 1817) became ill and died. In 
“Lines Written Among the Euganean Hills” (published with Rosalind and Helen), Shelley 
writes how visions arising from the beautiful landscape seen from a hill near Este had 
revived him from despair to hopes for the political regeneration of Italy, thus transforming 
the scene into “a green isle. . . / In the deep wide sea of Misery.” He also began Julian and 
Maddalo—in which Byron (“Maddalo”) and Shelley debate human nature and destiny—and 
drafted Act I of Prometheus Unbound. In November 1818 the Shelleys traveled through 
Rome to Naples, where they remained until the end of February 1819. 
 
Settling next at Rome, Shelley continued Prometheus Unbound and outlined The Cenci, a 
tragedy on the Elizabethan model based on a case of incestuous rape and patricide in 
sixteenth-century Rome. He completed this drama during the summer of 1819 near Leghorn, 
where the Shelleys fled in June after their other child, William Shelley (b. 1816), died from 
malaria. Shelley himself terms The Cenci “a sad reality,” contrasting it with earlier “visions . . . 
of the beautiful and just.” Memorable characters, classic five-act structure, powerful and 
evocative language, and moral ambiguities still make The Cenci theatrically effective. Even so, 
it is a less notable achievement than Prometheus Unbound: A Lyrical Drama, which Shelley 
completed at Florence in the autumn of 1819, near the birth of Percy Florence Shelley, Mary 
Shelley’s only surviving child. Both plays appeared about 1820. 
 
Prometheus Unbound, which was the keystone of Shelley’s poetic achievement, was written 
after he had been chastened by “sad reality” but before he began to fear that he had failed to 
reach an audience. Published with it were some of the poet’s finest and most hopeful shorter 
poems, including “Ode to Liberty,” “Ode to the West Wind,” “The Cloud,” and “To a Sky-
Lark.”After moving to Pisa in 1820, Shelley was stung by hostile reviews into expressing his 
hopes more guardedly. Shelley and Edward Williams drowned on July 8, 1822, when their 
boat sank during the stormy return voyage to Lerici.1 

 

                                                           
1Donald H. Reiman, “Percy Bysshe Shelley: English Poet”, Encyclopædia Britannica, 
www.britannica.com/biography/Percy-Bysshe-Shelley  

 

 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy
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https://www.britannica.com/topic/radical-ideologist
https://www.britannica.com/topic/human-nature
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Fraistat and Donald H. Reiman. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012. e-
book. Ebook Central (database). ProQuest. 
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BA Call Number:   821.7   S5451m   (B1 -- BnF Collection) 
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Also available as e-book:  
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Vatalaro, Paul A. Shelley's Music: Fantasy, Authority and the Object Voice. RLE: Percy 
Shelley 4. London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis, 2009. e-book. Ebook Central (database). 
ProQuest. 
 
Wilson, Ross. Shelley and the Apprehension of Life. Cambridge Studies in Romanticism 
101. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. e-book. Ebook Central (database). 
ProQuest. 
 
 
 



 

210101                                        Bibliotheca Alexandrina-Library Sector                      Compiled by Mahmoud Keshk 

E-Theses: 
 
Abbott, William Henry. The Philosophy of History in Selected Works of Percy Bysshe 

Shelley. PhD diss. Texas A&M University, 1973. e-thesis. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 
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(database). ProQuest. 
 
Garber, H. L. Study of the Principal Issues Involved in the Critical Judgments Concerning 

Percy Bysshe Shelley as a Poet. Master’s thesis. University of Southern California, 1930. e-
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