
ENGUGCC04-British Romantic Literature 

Unit II 

Percy Bysshe Shelley: “Ode to the West Wind” 

The poet and Romanticism: 

Born in 1792 at Sussex, England , Percy Bysshe Shelley belonged to the Age of Romantic 

Revival which approximately began around 1789 (alternative year 1798) and ended in 

1832,closely coinciding with the political upheaval of French Revolution which upheld the 

values of liberty, equality and fraternity. With the death of Jean Jacques Rousseau, the age of 

prose and reason was fast coming to an end and was being replaced with imagination and 

creative genius. Frederich Schlegel characterized this period and Romanticism with three 

attributes-originality, creation and genius. 

There was a turning back to the medieval, supernatural, astrology ,alchemy and the occult as 

opposed to Classicism. Emotions and individualism were given a high priority. However the 

English poets of this period were not medieval scholars, rather to quote J.B. Priestley: “ …they 

were men who wanted to present the drama of mystery, ecstasy or agony, of their inner life in 

outward terms…of a world very different from the one in which they found themselves.” (qtd 

Sengupta 11)  

Percy Bysshe Shelley was smitten by the ideals of the revolution although he was not a direct 

participant or witness to the revolution like the older poets,William Wordsworth or Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge. Shelley had imbibed the spirit of the revolution and was an iconoclast from his 

earliest days. He was passionate in his search for personal love and social justice which find a 

vent in his finest poems. Young Shelley was educated at Syon House Academy (1802-1804) and 

the at Eton (1804-1810).In his younger days he constantly resisted bullying by resorting to 

imaginative creations and literary wit. In 1810, Shelley took admission in Oxford along with his 

disciple Thomas Jefferson Hogg. By that time he had already published two Gothic Novels and 

some juvenile verse. However, they were soon expelled from Oxford on the charge of publishing 

an anti-establishment   essay, The Necessity of Atheism.  Shelley never apologized for this 

publication and continued writing works which were in tandem with his free spirit and rebellious 

nature. In 1811, Shelley eloped with Harriet Westbrook and went to Dublin where he distributed 

pamphlets advocating political rights for Roman Catholics, autonomy for Ireland, and 

freethinking ideals. 

Shelley later abandoned Harriet, when he fell in love with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin  in 

1813, the daughter of  the famous William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft. In 1814 they 

eloped and remained in constant financial crisis. Perpetual indebtedness caused them to return to 

England, but the couple was never accepted by society. In spite of all the personal and social 

turmoil Shelley continued to write and publish. Some of his famous works are  Queen Mab, 

Alastor;or The Spirit of Solitude, poems “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” and “Mont 

Blanc,”twelve-canto romance-epic Laon and Cythna; or, The Revolution of the Golden 

City.Dramas like Prometheus Unbound and The Cenci.Throughout his entire life Shelley 

deepened his understanding of the society and the politics of his day. His dissatisfaction with the 

present made him project a vision of change and a new world to come through his individual 
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nature poems and other pamphlets. In his Defence of Poetry, Shelley thus wrote: “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 to sing 

the battle, and feel not what they inspire, the influence of which is moved not , but moves. Poets 

are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”(255) 

Shelley was drowned on July 8, 1822, when his boat sank during the stormy return voyage to 

Lerici. 

The poem: 

"Ode to the West Wind" is an ode (there is a direct invocation to the west wind), written 

by Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1819 near Florence, Italy. It was originally published in 1820 

by Charles in London as part of the collection Prometheus Unbound, A Lyrical Drama in Four 

Acts, With Other Poems. The immediate context of the poem is registered by Shelley in the 

following words: "This poem was conceived and chiefly written in a wood that skirts the Arno, 

near Florence, and on a day when that tempestuous wind, whose temperature is at once mild and 

animating, was collecting the vapours which pour down the autumnal rains. They began, as I 

foresaw, at sunset with a violent tempest of hail and rain, attended by that magnificent thunder 

and lightning peculiar to the Cisalpine regions." But it is possible that two other events also 

influenced Shelley when he was writing the poem lending it both  a tone of pain and pathos and 

also a need to surmount the same with a spirit of revolution. One could be the death of William 

in 1819, his son by Mary Shelley and the other, the witnessing of the Peterloo Massacre in 

August 1819. The poem is about the need of political and social change and the role of the poet 

in bringing about that change. According to Ian Lancashire : “Dante's Divine Comedy had told an 

epic story of his ascent from Hell into Heaven, to find his lost love Beatrice. Shelley's ode 

invokes a like ascent from death to life for his own spark-like, potentially fiery thoughts and 

words. Like Prometheus, Shelley hopes that his fire, a free-thinking, reformist philosophy, will 

enlighten humanity and liberate it from intellectual and moral imprisonment. He writes about his 

hopes for the future.” (70) 

The poem is written in terza-rima (interlocking three-line rhyme scheme) and is in five cantos of 

five stanzas each. It is in Iambic pentameter. The first three cantos of the poem describe the 

effect of the mighty west wind on the earth, air and water respectively. The last two sections 

move away from the west wind and draw attention to the poetic persona who is foregrounded   as 

possible agent like the west wind to bring positive change in the world.  

In the first canto, the autumnal west wind is both the destroyer and the preserver. It creates an 

atmosphere of destruction by driving and banishing the pale and dried leaves which look like 

diseased mobs running away in fear from a fierce sorcerer. The colour of the leaves –black, 

yellow, hectic red perhaps hint at the first flush of tuberculosis. The wind also drives away the 

seeds under the snow where they hibernate like dead bodies in a grave. But in doing so the west 

wind also preserves the seeds to grow into new plants when the spring comes afterwards as  his 

azure(blue) sister. The colour azure as opposed to black is indicative of life and health. The 

Norton anthology mentions that the titles, ‘destroyer’ and ‘preserver’ come directly from the 

Hindu Gods, Siva the destroyer and Vishnu , the preserver, known to Shelley from the translation 

and writing of Sir, William Jones and Edward Moors’ Hindu Pantheon (1810).  
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The leaf image connects the second canto to the first, conjuring a complex idea where the 

numerous dense clouds like leaf get entangled and lifted with the upsurge of the wind in the far 

and distant horizon. The destructive image is pronounced for the clouds are to bring ‘rain and 

lightning’. The stream of wind in the middle of the sky with clouds dangling from it, create a 

picture of a gigantic tree, the stream of wind being compared to a Maenad (the raging or mad 

one, worshipper of Bacchus, the god of wine). The locks of wind indicate the approaching storm. 

An apocalyptic image is created when the clouds and the wind form a dome like covering on the 

earth which seems to be a ‘vast sepulchre’. The dense and thick canopy is to bring in a 

catastrophic storm. 

The third canto shows the fluid yet powerful motion of the wind cutting through the waters, to 

reach the deepest depths of the blue Mediterranean. The poet imagines the Mediterranean is 

rudely awakened out of its lull’d  stupor . The flora and fauna underneath the sea as if tremble 

with fear in the presence of the wind. The vegetation is interestingly ‘sapless’ since they are 

surrounded by water. The work of the wind also reveals the ruins of palaces and towers 

submerged under the waves but shinning brilliantly under the light of the day. With its pressure, 

the wind "would waken the appearance of a city". From what is known of the "wind" from the 

last two cantos, it became clear that the wind is something that plays the role of a Creator. 

Whether the wind creates real things or illusions does not seem to be that important. Baiae's bay 

(at the northern end of the Gulf of Naples) actually contains visible Roman ruins underwater 

(that have been shifted due to earthquakes.) Obviously the moss and flowers are seaweed. It 

appears as if the third canto shows—in comparison with the previous cantos—a turning-point. 

Whereas Shelley had accepted death and changes in life in the first and second canto, he now 

turns to "wistful reminiscence [, recalls] an alternative possibility of transcendence". 

The fourth and the fifth cantos rivet the attention to the poet himself from the demi-godlike 

figure of the wind. The tone is personal and one of supplication which is repetitive, incantatory 

one. There is a nostalgia of the boyhood days when the poet was similarly strong as the west 

wind  but at present with the loss of such strength the poets begs to be lifted as the leaf or the 

cloud or the wave with a wish to be relieved of the thorns (adversities ) of life. Such a wish could 

also be a death wish , for death would bring a rebirth like the seeds of spring. Ultimately there is 

a forceful prayer to the wind to assist the poet in disseminating his thoughts of a new and hopeful 

tomorrow. There are metaphors and similes scattered in canto five too, where the poet wishes to 

be like the lyre of the wind, or the withered leaves so that he can die only to be reborn. At times 

the poet and the wind becomes one and the same. The poet believes that his verse would be 

igniting (‘Ashes and sparks’) new thoughts in a new world to come. Elsewhere ,in “To a 

Skylark” the poet seeks similar assistance, 

 Teach me half the gladness 

That thy brain must know, 

Such harmonious madness 

From my lips would flow 

The world should listen then, as I am listening now. 
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 It would be prophetic and in spite of the inevitable seasonal change the poet interrogates, 

perhaps to reassure himself, “If winter comes, can Spring be far behind?” 

For Shelley, both the poet and the wind are symbols of change and transformation. Like the 

cloud, like the skylark the west wind too is an aesthetic symbol of revolution. Shelley’s antipathy 

to political establishment of his own day was inspired by a profound distrust of monarchy, the 

church, and the law. Mary Shelley described how it began in childhood: 

Inspired with ardour for the acquisition of knowledge, endowed with keenest sensibility 

and with the fortitude of a martyr, Shelley came among his fellow –creatures, 

congregated for purposes of education, like a spirit from another sphere;…To a devoted 

attachment to those he loved he added a determined resistance to oppression.”(qtd 

Watson 301) 

Issues in the poem: 

-Destruction and Preservation 

- West wind as the revolutionary force 

- Pain and pathos of the poetic persona 

-Nature and Human life 

-Symbols, images and metaphors of death and rebirth 
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