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‘Dim Mirrors of Ruin’: The Myth, Memory, and Mourning of P. B. Shelley’s Death
Professor Mark Sandy
Durham University, UK

Reflecting on the implications of P. B. Shelley’s epitaph, taken from Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, ‘Nothing of him doth fade / But doth suffer a sea change / Into something rich and strange’,
this lecture attempts to disentangle the reality from the myth of the events surrounding the poet’s
death and cremation. To what extent do nineteenth-century accounts, say, by Edward Trelawney
and Leigh Hunt, mythologise or testify to the circumstances of Shelley’s drowning, the discovery of
the poet’s washed ashore body, and its subsequent burning? Sifting the myth from the reality is
instructive about both Mary Shelley’s role as literary editor and executor in her Preface to her
husband’s Posthumous Poems (1824) and his poetic reputation in the late nineteenth century.

Exploring the myth and reality of Shelley’s death also offers further insights into another
compelling and haunting aspect of the poet’s mythification: Shelley as a prophetic self-elegist of his
own demise in his letters troubled by fears of drowning, his elegy for Keats, Adonais, and his
unfinished 7he Triumph of Life. Through an evocation of Dantean imagery Shelley’s Adonars, for
instance, closes with a hopeful yet perilous voyage towards the ‘abode where the eternal’ reside. Such
an existentially treacherous, poetic, voyaging out is equally charted by Shelley’s own self-allusion to
‘Ode to the West Wind'. Shelley’s lyric is another of his visionary poems which is, like the fragment
of The Triumph of Life, written in Dantean metrics (ferza rima) and meditates on questions of
posterity. Crucially, then, Shelley’s own mythmaking, as much as the mythification of the untimely
events of the poet’s demise, have helped to shape the posthumous reception of Shelley’s poetry in

the nineteenth century and beyond.
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