Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry” (1819; publ. posthum. 1826)

[...]

Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be “the expression of the imagination”: and poetry is connate with
the origin of man. Man is an instrument over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, like
the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an Zolian lyre, which move it by their motion to ever-changing
melody. [...]

A child at play by itself will express its delight by its voice and motions; and every inflexion of tone and every
gesture will bear exact relation to a corresponding antitype in the pleasurable impressions which awakened it; it
will be the reflected image of that impression; and as the lyre trembles and sounds after the wind has died away,
so the child seeks, by prolonging in its voice and motions the duration of the effect, to prolong also a consciousness
of the cause. [...]

In the youth of the world, men dance and sing and imitate natural objects, observing in these actions, as in all
others, a certain rhythm or order. [...] Their language is vitally metaphorical; that is, it marks the before
unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their apprehension, until the words which represent them,
become, through time, signs for portions or classes of thoughts instead of pictures of integral thoughts; and then
if no new poets should arise to create afresh the associations which have been thus disorganized, language will be
dead to all the nobler purposes of human intercourse. [...]

Every original language near to its source is in itself the chaos of a cyclic poem: the copiousness of lexicography
and the distinctions of grammar are the works of a later age, and are merely the catalogue and the form of the
creations of poetry.

[...] Apoet participates in the eternal, the infinite, and the one; as far as relates to his conceptions, time and place
and number are not. The grammatical forms which express the moods of time, and the difference of persons, and
the distinction of place, are convertible with respect to the highest poetry without injuring it as poetry; and the
choruses of £schylus, and the book of Job, and Dante’s “Paradise” would afford, more than any other writings,
examples of this fact, if the limits of this essay did not forbid citation. The creations of sculpture, painting, and
music are illustrations still more decisive. [...]

Poetry is indeed something divine. It is at once the centre and circumference of knowledge; it is that which
comprehends all science, and that to which all science must be referred. It is at the same time the root and blossom
of all other systems of thought; it is that from which all spring, and that which adorns all; and that which, if
blighted, denies the fruit and the seed, and withholds from the barren world the nourishment and the succession
of the scions of the tree of life. It is the perfect and consummate surface and bloom of all things; it is as the odor
and the color of the rose to the texture of the elements which compose it, as the form and splendor of unfaded
beauty to the secrets of anatomy and corruption. [...]

Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds. [...] Poetry turns all things
to loveliness; it exalts the beauty of that which is most beautiful, and it adds beauty to that which is most deformed;
it marries exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity and change; it subdues to union under its light yoke
all irreconcilable things. It transmutes all that it touches, and every form moving within the radiance of its presence
is changed by wondrous sympathy to an incarnation of the spirit which it breathes: its secret alchemy turns to
potable gold the poisonous waters which flow from death through life; it strips the veil of familiarity from the
world, and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty, which is the spirit of its forms. [...]

A poet, as he is the author to others of the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue, and glory, so he ought personally to
be the happiest, the best, the wisest, and the most illustrious of men. As to his glory, let time be challenged to
declare whether the fame of any other institutor of human life be comparable to that of a poet. That he is the
wisest, the happiest, and the best, inasmuch as he is a poet, is equally incontrovertible: the greatest poets have
been men of the most spotless virtue, of the most consummate prudence, and, if we would look into the interior of
their lives, the most fortunate of men: and the exceptions, as they regard those who possessed the poetic faculty
in a high yet inferior degree, will be found on consideration to confine rather than destroy the rule. [...]

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 influence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators
of the world.



