
THE LANGUAGE OP COLOR IN SHELLEY'S PROMETHEUS UNBOUND 

APPROVED: 

Major Professor 

/?. M . o. 
Minor Professor 

<? C c - s •')(.- Ik. 

Director of the'Department of English 

( 7 ^ - ^ ^ , f LA 
Dean of the Graduate School 



THE LANGUAGE OF COLOR IN SHELLEY'S PROMETHEUS UNBOUND 

THESIS 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

North Texas State University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

By 

Charlotte Ann Farrell, B. A, 

Denton, Texas 

May, 1969 



TABLE OP CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OP TABLES iv 

LIST OP ILLUSTRATIONS v 

Chapter 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 
The Premise and the Proposal 
The Perspective 
Shelley 
Prometheus Unbound 
The Method 

II. LANGUAGE AND ARTISTIC THOUGHT 11 

The Artistic Perception 
The Role of Language 
The Tools of Transmutation 
Poetic Language . . 
Shelley's Language 

III. THE SEMANTICS OP COLOR 24 
t 

j 

The Nature of J?olor Experience 
The Potentiality of Color Language 

IV. THE LANGUAGE OP COLOR IN PROMETHEUS UNBOUND . . 28 

Characteristics of Shelley's Color Language 
1 The idiosyncracies of Shelley's color diction 

The salient features of Shelley's poetry 
Techniques and Effects in the Color Language of 

Prometheus Unbound 
Modes of appearance 
Meaning through motion 
Time and dimension 

Conclusion: Transmutative Harmony 

APPENDIX . 52 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 66 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

A-I. Appearances of Color Terms In 
Prometheus Unbound . 57 

A-II. Modes of Appearance of Color 64 

iv 



LIST OP ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure Page 

1. Kandinsky's Conception of Color in Motion 41 

2. Frequency and Distribution of Color Terms 43 

3. Apparent Sizes of Colors . 47 

4. Volume-Density Comparison of Color Terms 48 

A-l. Munsell Three-Dimensional Color Concept 51 

A-2. Dimensional Effects of Munsell Color Concept . . . 52 

A-3. Munsell Color Solid 53 

A—4. Munsell Color Chart 54 

A-5. Psychology of Total Human Visual Experience. . . . 65 

A-6. Focus of the Eye to Red and Blue .66 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Premise and the Proposal 

On the premise that examination of a poet's language 

can provide a valid and significant approach to the study 

of a work of art, this thesis proposes to make such a study 

Prometheus Unbound, the major poetical work of Percy 

Bysshe Shelley, with specific attention to his use of color 

language. 

The assumption of a second premise provides for the 

manner of approach. It supposes the phenomena of color to 

be a form of language and therefore to possess certain in-

trinsic properties of the communicative function. By the 

perspective thus afforded, the study of "color language" 

offers a unique vantage point for research. It provides 

for the existence and function of color as both a medium 

and an Instrument of communication. And most importantly, 

it permits a consideration of this poetic work from a new 

position: its color structure. 

Acting upon this theory, the research and presentation 

to follow assert that language has many forms, color being 

one of themj and they propose the examination of Shelley's 

Prometheus Unbound for its use of this form of language. 



The vocabulary of color contained within the poem will be 

extracted and studied. The qualities and effects, patterns 

and associations of this vocabulary will be examined accord-

ing to modern color theory. By such an approach this inves-

tigation proposes to show that the language of color employed 

in this poem exerts a describable effect upon it, and in so 

doing makes a singular and distinctive contribution to the 

poem as a work of art. 

The Perspective 

This study is committed to a central focus upon the 

poem itself. It will be assumed to possess and assert its 

own meaning, and color language will be studied for its 

contribution to that meaning. A description of the poem's 

language of color is the prime concern of this study. 

This restricted approach, however, should not neglect 

the acknowledgment that any art object—however significant 

or definable in its own state of existence—is the product 

of a certain mind which conceived it. To fail in this 

awareness or to ignore its import seems at least unapprecia-

tive and disrespectful of certain vital relationships, if 

not weakening in an ethical sense to the highest aims of 

scholarship. Cognizance must be taken of the man who—at; 

least for the moment of creation—was "at one" with the ob-

ject. 



Shelley-

Shelley was an uncommon man: a poetic paradox. Of all 

the great Romantics, he was least interested in the world as 

it appeared, and most interested in that which it could be-

come. He was a soul who walked among men, but not with them. 

In the presence of conflict, he always preferred to feel life 

rather than to fit into its constricting conventions. His 

life and its aesthetic products seemed to portray a kind of 

poetic pilgrimage—a quest for, in his own words, "beauti-

ful idealisms of moral excellence."^ 

Shelley explored life's meanings from a prophetic and 

religious perspective, though his passionate convictions he 

avowed to be agnostic. In the style of a lyricist, he delib-

erately crowded the accepted poetic limits of his time.^ 

Men's opinions were not his ultimate value, and he would 

not be limited by their limitations. As one young scholar 

described the poet's attitude, "The normal individual faces 

the worldj Shelley faced the cosmos, and the power of the 

vision which was in him was so great that to his eyes, be-

dazzled by eternity, there were no realities and no ends 

save the one perfect Reality that was the end of all."3 

^Percy Bysshe Shelley, "Preface," Prometheus Unbound, 
The Selected Poetry and Prose of Shelley, edited by Kenneth 
Neill Cameron (New York,1966), p. 303. 

2Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (Garden City, 
1961), p. 289. 

3james Ramsey Ullman, Mad Shelley (Princeton, 1930), 
p. 119» 



And Shelley was a sensitive man. Committed to the 

quest for ideal beauty and love, sympathetic with the op-

pressed and downtrodden, his was a responsive and easily 

affected heart. It seems lncongrous that it was this same 

sensitive soul who also aroused the continual disapproval 

of his father; who, some believe, indirectly prompted the 

suicide of his first wife; and who Incurred the wrath and 

scorn of many of his contemporaries. Often they termed him 

a disappointment, a misfit, a troublemaker, a menace to or-

ganized society—a strange and alien being.^ 

Yet despite this turbulent, often controversial nature— 

perhaps because of it—there was and is about Shelley a cer-

tain intangible attraction—an appeal that urges the inquir-

ing student to seek behind the man to that mind which prompted 

him and to the manner of his expression of truth. What were 

the structures and devices which he employed to convey that 

which he considered to be deepest reality, the essence of 

meaning? If such structures did in fact exist for him and -

if they are at all discernible, they may well be sought in 

the texture of his work and In the tools which he employed 

to create it—in a word, his language. And there is no more 

excellent specimen of his linguistic prowess than Prometheus 

Unbound. 

^Ibid., p. 6. 



Prometheus Unbound 

In this beautifully abstract work of art, Shelley prof-

fers the poetic counterpart of the mythic Promethean fire. 

In the words of Sir Maurice Bowra, "His triumph is that .' . . 

through the enchantment which his poetry sets on us we are 

able to explore regions of which he is the discoverer . . . 

and to know in his company the delights of a condition in 

which the old quarrel of poetry and philosophy is healed and 

the pallid abstractions of analytical thought take on the glow 

and the glory of visible things."5 Similarly, Herbert Read 

declared it to be "the greatest expression ever given to 

humanity's desire for intellectual light and spiritual lib-

erty. "6 

The tide of critical opinion (save that, in Carlos 

Baker's term, of the "unreconstructed dissenters") over-

whelmingly concludes that this poem succeeds in supplying 

a masterful poetic fiber for the weaving together of the 

poet's moral, political, and philosophical ideals.7 One 

critic accords its brilliance and the superlative quality 

of its style to the certain Intensity with which Shelley 

described his hope for mankind.® Another credits the 

^Desmond King-Hele, Shelley: His Thought and His Work 
(London, I960), p. 209. 

6Ibid., p. 207. 

7Ibid., p. 208. 

^Ernest Bernbaum, Guide Through the Romantic Movement 
(New York, 19^9), p. 255. 



subtlety of its ambitious conception and the splendid lyrics 

9 

with which it sings of moral grandeur and universal hope. 

The Cambridge History of English Literature parallels the 

quality of the poet's concept of truth with that of Plato 

or Christ.10 Summarily, it might be concluded that by what-

ever standards men measure worth, this poem bids seriously 

for attention and acclaim. And if Prometheus signals the 

profile of greatness, it seems reasonable to suggest that 

its semantic structure signals a path whereby that greatness 

may be approached. 

Strangely, however, it is precisely at this point that 

much of the dispute and disagreement among Shelley's audience 

begins. What appear at first glance to be conflicts of in-

terpretation and evaluation are upon closer notice more pre-

cisely described as differences in appreciation or expectation-

simply lack of agreement in what is anticipated or required 

by the receiver. s 

It should be recognized that the possibility of aesthetic 

disappointment is always engendered by the establishment of 

criteria to be fulfilled on an artistic plane. Even should 

these criteria be fulfilled, there is still the further matter 

of individual judgment: are the fulfillments "pleasing" and 
) • 

^Carlos Baker, Shelley's Major Poetry (New York, 196l), 
p. 89. 

10Sir A. W. Ward and A. R. Waller, The Nineteenth Century, 
Part One, Vol. XII of The Cambridge History of English Liter-
ature , 15 Vols. (Cambridge^ 1961)7 P~ ^7• 



"approvable"? And thus ensues the endless, irreconcilable 

conflict of the interpretive dilemma. 

There are, however, brighter prospects for critical 

satisfaction afforded from the attitude of appreciation: 

the simple observation of a work of art for the recogniza-

ble components of its construction and the artistic skills 

employed in their creation. In this latter attitude the 

language of color in Prometheus Unbound will be examined. 

The Method 

A selective vocabulary of ninety-five color terms has 

been employed to investigate Shelley's use of this kind of 

language in Prometheus Unbound. Each word has been listed 

in the Appendix of this study and the following information 

recorded concerning it: 

1) location in poem 

2) color classification (according to 
the Pratt study to be described) 

3) word (or idea) modified 
4) field of poet's interest to which 

applied 
5) by whom spoken . 
6) closest traditional Munsell Color 

Name (to be explained) 

The color terms selected are those designated "Shelley: 

Vocabulary" by Alice Edwards Pratt in her study entitled The 

Use of Color in the Verse of the English Romantic Poets.J-1; 

After studying the entire poetical works of .certain selected 

llAlice Edwards Pratt, The Use of Color in the Verse of 
the English Romantic Poets (Chicago, 189877"p. 110. 
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literary artist—Shelley among them--Pratt then compiled a 

particular color vocabulary for each poet and tabulated his 

use of those words for his total poetic effort (individual 

poems not specifically examined). By correlating the color 

words of this present study with those she previously em-

ployed, the possibility is also created for comparisons 

between Prometheus Unbound and Shelley's total poetical vo-

cabulary of color. Also enlisted from her study are the 

twelve classifications or "heads" which.she termed "fields 

of interest" and to which she related the poet's color 

usages. The particular color words to be studied will be 

apparent from the table. These fields of interest are der 

scribed in the Appendix. 

Corroboration of the completeness and accuracy of these 

color word listings has been made by verification of their 

appearances in P. S. Ellis's A Lexical Concordance to the 

Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley. Satisfactory, if 

not identical, correlation has been established for all terms, 

employed. This investigation has also enabled the further 

comparison between Prometheus Unbound and other individual 

poems of Shelley. 

Each color term has also been assigned a color group / 

designation, according to the Munsell System of Color Nota-

tion. 1 2 This respected and competent plan for organizing 

12A. H. Munsell, A Color Notation (Baltimore, 1961), 
pp. 53-57. 



the appearances of surface colors has provided the conceptual 

framework and working vocabulary for much of the color theory 

employed in this paper. In addition, the relating of Shelley's 

color terms to such a system provides the possibility for more 

extensive future investigations in this area. The Munsell 

System is more fully explicated in the Appendix. 

The theories about color applied in this study derive 

essentially from investigations of contemporary experts in 

the field of color research, particularly those of Faber 

Birren in his books Color, Form, and Space and New Horizons 

in Color. Also of particular help were Color Fundamentals 

by Maltland Graves, An Introduction to Color by Ralph M., 

Evans, and The Science of Color, edited by the Committee on 

Colorimetry of the Optical Society of America. 

The role of language as a tool for man's expression of 

his perceptions—a conception which must underlie any study 

of this type—is essentially approached for its functional 

and structural aspects. The thinking of Northrop Frye in 

his Anatomy of Criticism provided significant influence in 

the matter of subject development. 

Certain decisions and assignments of meaning are un-

avoidable in a study of this nature. And the existence of, 

this "personal equation"—the determinations by any inves-

tigator which affect the (Claims of his study—is always a 

liability to objective research. Where these choices have 

been required, they have been made with care; nevertheless, 
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should misjudgments be assessed, it is hoped that the study's 

overall accuracy will compensate for any particular errors 

and that the ultimate intention of significant and worthwhile 

scholarship will be served. 

I 
v 1 



CHAPTER II 

LANGUAGE AND ARTISTIC THOUGHT 

The study of language as a tool of critical inquiry has 

moved increasingly into the foreground in recent decades. 

Language has come to be regarded not only as a means whereby 

artistic thought is expressed, but also as an object through 

which that thought may be examined. Therefore, in a consid-

eration of special communicative structures, it is important 

to understand that function which verbal language performs 

in the process of communication. 

The Artistic Perception 

Artistic thought begins in the self-consciousness of 

the artist's mind.l By a most elementary intellectual proc-

ess—not unlike Coleridge's function of the primary imagina-

tion—there is a moment of intuitive acuteness: eminent 

awareness.2 Bergson calls it an experience of sudden illu-

mination. Croce sees it always as an individual event-

separate and apart from metaphysical relationships.3 Shelley, 

iDonald M. Johnson, The Psychology of Thought and- Judg-
ment (New York, 1955)> p. 2. 

2M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York, 1958), 
p. 119. 

3susanne K. Langer, Peeling and Form (New York, 1953)* 
p. 375. 

11 
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by a sustained or extended version of this exalted sort of 

experience (this "'new life' approximating intoxication," as 

he called it in the Preface) was able to produce Prometheus 

Unbound. 

Concomitantly, there is usually for the artist a sense 

of separateness upon the realization of his insight. And 

this Isolation or sense of "otherness" prompts him to desire 

communication, or a sort of re-establishment with his universe 

Prye describes this condition as the poet's urge to show a 

world completely absorbed and possessed by the human mind3 

Wallace Stevens says it ". . .is his desire to associate 

and finally to identify the human mind with what goes on out-

side it which supplies him with his motive for metaphor."5 

That Shelley had something more in mind for Prometheus 

Unbound than the retelling of the Aeschylean story, he states 

quite plainly in his Preface to the poem. And that men have 

sensed his message is interestingly expressed in paraphrases 

and sub-titles which critics have applied to their discussions 

of the poem. In his book Shelley; His Major Poetry Carlos 

Baker refers to the poem as the "Heart of the Cosmos." Glenn 

O'Malley entitles his chapter on the work "World Harmony" in 

his book Shelley's Synesthesia. 

^Northrop Prye, The Educated Imagination (Bloomington, 
1964), pp. 33-34. . 

5Ibid., p. 34. 
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The artistic product of this act is more than an expli-

cation of the writer's perception. More accurately it should 

be termed the reaction arising from consciousness and contem-

plation. The artistic heart is gratified by having partici-

pated in the completion of the inner link—the "common 

rhythm"—joining two realities of mutual benefit.6 Shelley 

personally felt that Prometheus Unbound was his best work, 

even though he did not anticipate a wide acceptance or ap-

proval of it.7 

In whatever literary genre the artistic perception is 

presented, the verbal signs which it employs are broadly 

termed "language communication."® And the ultimate criteria 

for measuring the effectiveness of any framework of such 

communicative purpose lies in its adequacy to supply for the 

receiver some perceptual experience of his own. What vehicles, 

then, are at the artist's disposal to accomplish these trans-

mutative tasks? 

The Role of Language 

Shelley himself proffers a helpful lead in the inquiry 

just made: 

6j. E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols (New York, 1962), 
p. lii. 

^Newman I. White, Portrait of Shelley (New York, 1945), 
p. 328 and p. 374. 

^Charles Morris, Signs, Language and Behavior (New York, 
1946), pp. 346-347. 
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Language is a perpetual orphic song, 
Which rules with Daedal harmony a throng 
Of thoughts and forms, which else 

senseless and shapeless were. 

(XV, 415-417)9 

He suggests that language affords a structural framework 

which may bring together in a harmonious and related manner 

certain complexes of thoughts and forms as would otherwise 

remain unexpressed. 

In a more narrow sense, Wellek and Warren say that "Lan-

guage is quite literally the material of the literary artist."10 

And the literature which he creates is to be regarded as still. 

another kind of language. While this language literally rep-

resents no truth in itself, still—and more importantly--it 

provides the means for expressing any number of them. Herein 

lies the potentiality—the excitement—of the linguistic tool, 

concludes Northrop Frye, " . . . the containment by a language 

of what it can express. 

Shelley, too, knew these possibilities. In the Preface 

t o Prometheus he spells it out in these words: 

Poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, not 
because the portions of which they are composed 
had no previous existence in the mind of man or in 
nature, but because the whole produced by their 

9A11 citations of poetry refer to Prometheus Unbound ' 
unless otherwise indicated. V 

i 
! 

lORene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature 
(New York, 1956), p. 174. 

H-Northrop Prye, Anatomy of Criticism (Atheneum, New 
York; 1967) , p. 354. . 
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combination has some Intelligible and beautiful 
analogy with those sources of emotion and thought, 

and with the contemporary condition of them. . . . 

To labor the proposition of man as a creature of thought 

or cognitive energy is beyond the scope of this study. Rath-

er, it supposes that he does in fact have this capacity and 

that his actions proceeding from it are essentially symbolic 

actions, i.e., demonstrations of his recognitions and responses. 

In the thinking of Philip Wheelwright, man not only performs— 

he means, and intends, and seeks to know. Somewhere in the 

long temporal mystery of evolution, he acquired the capacity 

and disposition to let one thing represent another. It was 

at that indeterminable moment he became a linguistic crea-

ture.1^ And if linguistic, then contemplative—the two are 

inextricably bound to the human situation. 

This contemplative nature of Shelley and the desire to 

express it are evident not only in Prometheus Unbound but 

throughout his other works. Prom its early flickers in The 

Necessity of Atheism and An Address to the Irish People, the-

contemplative fire increases to glowing Intensity in his 

mature works of "To a Skylark," "Ode to the West Wind," 

"Adonals," and "The Triumph of Life." It is helpful to ob-

serve how this contemplation becomes artistic expression. 
| 

3j2phillip Wheelwright, Metaphor and Reality (Bloomington, 
1962), p. 19. 
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The Tools of Transmutation 

Ogden and Richards in The Meaning of Meaning view the 

overall communicative function of language as separate and 

different from the more mechanistic or perfunctory one. 

They define language essentially as an instrument for the 

promotion of purposes.13 And words become the common in-

gredients of uncommon patterns—the basic tools of commu-

nicative exchange. What then can they be said to signify? 

Susanne Langer, in her book Philosophy in a New Key, 

makes a crucial distinction between "signs" (also called 

"signals") and "symbols/1 a most pertinent differentiation 

with respect to Prometheus Unbound since much of the dis-

pute over the poem's allegorical nature involves a problem 

with this distinction. She asserts that a word, used as a 

sign, simply Indicates existence of a thing or condition. 

^ announces its object. Symbols, on the other hand, lead 

their interpreters to conceive—to see or apprehend—their 

objects. Symbols do not stand for their objects; they are 

vehicles for the conception of objects.^ Thus the symbolic 

potential of color language is established from this point 

of view. 

!3Gustaf Stern, Meaning and Change of Meaning (Bloomlrigton, 
1931)> p. 31, citing C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, The 
Meaning of Meaning. 

i^Langer, Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge, 1942), 
pp. 60-61. 
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Northrop Frye, commenting on the transmutative event 

from still a different perspective, asserts the directional 

aspects of signification. One direction is outward or cen-

trifugal: from individual words, extensions continue outside 

the reading to associations and implications. And there is 

also present the inward or centripetal direction which de-

velops from the words the sense of the larger verbal pattern. 

Words, then, have both literal and descriptive properties: 

they are both signs and motifs. At this critical point 

where autonomous verbal structure is seen to have its own 

existence, a new concept of language is made possible. It 

becomes literature-»a special form of language—even as ver-

bal language is a special form of communication.^5 

Wheelwright explains the psychological aspects of the 

transmutative evolvement as essentially resulting from man's 

conscious struggle with contrary forces. Strife, the basic 

catalyst, causes man to grope for a way to describe "The 

turbulent moods within and the turbulent world of qualities^, 

and forces, promises and threats, outside him. . . . 

His language, then, becomes some intelligible kind of syntax— 

the suitable word-patterns to represent his consciousness of 

reality. In this figurative moment of birth, language becomes 

^Frye, Anatomy," pp. 73-7^. 

.l^wheelwrlght, p. 46. 
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literature; and words—its symbols—become the tools of 

poetic diction. 

Poetic Language 

The most essential characteristic of this poetic language 

as it becomes literature may be termed "perspectival individu-

ality."-^ Partly creative, partly disclosive, the semantic 

structure employed is intended to restate the artist's concept 

through an individual invention. What he perceives is presented 

in a manner intended to prompt deeper insight for and fresh 

response from the sensitive hearer or reader. It states a 

probable relation or connection.between ideas that are already 

understood to some degree, and it relies for its possibility 

of recognition and effectiveness upon the receiver's ability 

and desire to respond through his own experience to some new 

sense of r e a l i t y . , 

Shelley undoubtedly understood this relationship and 

concurred with its principle, for in the Preface to Prometheus 

he asserted that poetry "creates by combination and represen-

tation." One scholar believes that a major factor influencing 

Shelley's choice of the Promethean myth as his basic framework 

from which to shape a larger meaning was its familiarity. 

Thus his audience, by being placed , in the company of char-̂  

acters they knew, were relieved of the task of identification 

1^Ibid., pp. 50-51. 

l8Ibid.. . : . 
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and were thus free to ponder their other levels of signifi-

cation. 19 

Shelley's perceptions concerning the universe of which 

he was a part were most certainly the experiential source from 

which Prometheus Unbound flowed. It was his conclusion that 

the minds of all men, including poets, are "modified by all the. 

objects of nature and art; by every word and suggestion which 

they ever admitted to act upon their consciousness. . . . 

From this subjection the loftiest do not e s c a p e . " 2 0 Continu-

ing on the matter of perceptual awareness, he defines it as 

"the mirror upon which all forms are reflected, and in which 

they compose one form."21 These crucial perceptions shaped 

the intent of his communication. In them was born Shelley's 

apprehension of meaning. 

These perceptions became language when he gave them 

verbal clothing. They become literature as receivers accept 

them to represent expressions of the poet's own conscious-

ness, and as they are enabled by the effect of the literature 

to have similar experiences of their own. Because his lan-

guage—the Shelleyan semantic referential--is the only direct 

approach to his perceptual concepts, it lies at the core 

of a.ny primary inquiry into his work. To study Prometheus 

Unbound then, it is profitable to examine its language. : 

^King-Hele, p. 170. 

20Shelley, ' Prometheus," Preface. 

21Ibid. 
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Shelley's Language 

I. A. Richards foresees a challenging opportunity for 

the sensitive, skillful writer: 

. . . language, well used, is a completion and 
does what the intuitions of sensation by them-
selves cannot do. Words are the meeting points 
at which regions of experience which can never 
combine in sensation or intuition, come together. 
They are the occasion and the means of that growth 
which is the mind's endless endeavor.22 

No poet has accepted this opportunity more eagerly than 

Shelley--nor expended himself more exhaustively to explore 

the limits of its challenge. The reading of any significant 

amount of his work shows him thoroughly engrossed and ab-

sorbed in finding and describing that meeting place. As one 

biographer noted of him, "No other poet has pursued with such 

breathless speed, on such aerial heights, the spirit of ideal 

beauty,"23 

Of regret is the fact that critical approval of Shelley's 

work has not always matched his own enthusiasm. Largely be-

cause of his language, he has been called "imponderable" and -

"tenuous beyond visual equivalent." Even Richard Pogle, who 

presents a sturdy defense of Shelley in The Imagery of Keats 

and Shelley, admits that the thought of Shelley's poetry 

suggests to a majority of readers "poverty of the senses, 

22l. A. Richards, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, pp. 130-131, 
cited in Richard Pogle, The Imagery of Keats and Shelley 
(Chapel Hill, 19^9), p. 11. -

23Edward Dowden, Life of Shelley (London, 1896), p. 17. 
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vagueness, evanescence, and a dim Infinitude. . . ."24 He 

later observes that many of the misapprehensions.concerning 

Shelley have arisen out of the nature of what the poet chose 

to write about. Astutely he points out that Shelley's fault-

finders "have confused his subject matter with his ability 

to handle it,"25 a point that seems to be particularly well-

taken. 

In A Defense of Poetry Shelley expressed the belief 

that language was the creative product of the poet's imagi-

nation. 26 Thus, while Shelley regarded the great poets and 

writers of the past as models, he felt no constraint to follow 

their various patterns with any precision. To his thinking, 

a true poet--because of his richer endowments in poetic facul-

ty—would seek new words and new combinations to express his 

perceptions.27 That Shelley himself Intended to do this is 

made abundantly clear to his Preface to Prometheus when he 

asserted that the imagery employed in the making of the poem— 

in many instances taken from the workings of the human mind,-, 

or from their behavioral manifestations—is "unusual in modern 

2^Pogle, Imagery, p. 30. 

25ibld., p. 36. 

26shelley, A Defense of Poetry (et passim) in Selected 
Poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley, edited by Harold Bloom (New 
York, 19^6), pp. 415-44B7" 

27shelley, Prometheus. ' Preface. 
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poetry." In a letter to Keats in July of 1820, he repeats 

this intention: "I have sought to avoid system and manner-

ism. 

That he was successful in this aim many critics agree. 

There is little about either Shelley's technique or.thought 

which suggests the restraint of conformity to a particular 

mode or convention. There are, however, certain distinguish-

ing characteristics that not only spell out a uniqueness in 

Shelley's style, but in so doing also contribute insight into 

the poet's mind. 

Highly significant among such characteristics, and cer-

tainly most relevant to Prometheus Unbound, was his keen 

interest in science and his inclination toward a scientific 

way of thinking.29 it prompted his persistent analytical 

manner. He constantly sought the causal chain; and in 

searching for its components, his piercing poetic eye often 

anatomized his objects.30 

Prometheus Unbound is rich in the effects of this scien-

tific interest. King-Hele describes the last act as "lyricized. 

science" and says that to miss this aspect of the poem is to 

2%elvin T. Solve, Shelley: His Theory of Poetry (New.-' 
York, 1964), p. 143. ~ 

^9gf. A. N. Whitehead, Science in the Modern World 
(C. U. P., 1926), p. 104: "He loved it, and is never tired 
of expressing in poetry the thoughts which it suggests. It 
symbolizes to him joy, and peace, and illumination." 

30Fogle, Imagery,'' pp. 56-57* 
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miss half its meaning.31 He concludes by noting that "The 

few writers who have taken an equal interest in science and 

poetry seem to accept that no other major English poet can 

seriously challenge Shelley in this hybrid form."32 

What Shelley knew of color phenomena--inextricably in-

volved as it is with the matter of light--is not precisely 

known. But one assumption seems reasonably justified: he 

undoubtedly was aware of it and interested in its effects. 

3lKing-Hele, p. 155. 

32ibid., pp. 166-167. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SEMANTICS OF COLOR 

Language has been presented as that medium of communi-

cation whereby artistic experiences of perceptual awareness 

can be given verbal form and structure. There are, in addi-

tion, other communicative media which may also communicate 

the meaning of a work of art. Color is one of them. And by 

its unusual nature it possesses the dual capacity to be both 

perceptual and linguistic servant of the literary artist. 

Regarded as a means of perception and communication, how 

can its functions be described? What is the semantic impli-

cation of color? 

The Nature of Color Experience 

In the broadest sense, color must be defined as the pro-

duct of man's mental activity, his awareness or perception. -

Gestalt theory asserts, "There is no form apart from the sub-

ject who forms it."1 More specifically, Faber Birren points 

out that "Beauty, harmony, rhythm, proportion, color, form, 

and space are not properties of things but of human percep-

tion. "2 Literally, then, what exists and is experienced in 

*Faber Birren, Color, Form, and Space (New York, 196l), 
p. 15. 

2Ibld., p. 16. 

24 
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the external world Is not true perception, but simply the 

stimulus for it.3 Thus, in a work of art there may be com-

ponent elements which are potential color stimulants, but 

the act of recognition itself—the actual experience of color--

in its most fully-developed and refined sense is a uniquely 

human experience. 

It must also be described as uniquely subjective experi-

ence. For every individual, each perceptive act is condi-

tioned by all cognitive experiences which have preceded it. 

Thus, no color experience can have precisely the same per-

ceptual effect for all persons, nor even for any two persons.^ 

There are, however, sufficient common or universal aspects of 

color intrinsic to the human experience of it to permit its 

function as a communicative device. 

And finally, for the purposes of this study, color is a 

multi-dimensional experience: physical; physiological and 

psychophysical; and psychological. The physical aspect is 

con 

the 

col 

hum 

spo 

dim 

cerned with the factors of radiant energy which stimulate 

eyes to recognize and define color. In this first sense, 

or is light. The second dimension refers to the combined 

an physiological and psychophysical processes which re-

nd to and evaluate the perceived stimulus. . The third 

.ension deals with the awareness which the subject 

3lbld., p. 17. 

^David Katz, The World of Colour (London, 1935)# p. 3. 
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experiences out of response and goes on to include the be-

havioral effects which the awareness prompts or the meanings 

which it assigns,5 Color perception in a work of art is 

affected by all these dimensions. 

The Potentiality of Color Language 

Color, to the knowing and sensitive literary artist, 

offers a medium for expressing his own responses to certain 

stimuli perceived in his universe, and it also affords an 

instrument whereby he may cause the same—or different— 

responses to occur for his readers. 

Shelley—undoubtedly aware of this potentiality— 

harnessed it to accomplish many of the unusual effects in 

his poetry. Vida Scudder in evaluating Prometheus Unbound 

credited much of its architectonic power to his "noble use 

of light and color."6 

Color theorists, studying the ways in which the human 

mind experiences and interprets color perception, have made 

observations that seem keenly appropriate for investigating 

and describing the various effects to be achieved through 

color. The following chapter will consider in greater detail 

certain of these observations which seem particularly relevant 

^Ralph M. Evans, An Introduction to Color (New York, 
1959), PP. 2-3. 

^Lawrence John Zillman, editor, Shelley's Prometheus 
Unbound (Seattle, 1959), p. ^7, citing Vida Scudder, Prometheus 
Unbound (Boston, 1892), p. 115. 
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to the study of Shelley and will examine Prometheus Unbound 

for evidences of their employment and effect. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE LANGUAGE OP COLOR IN PROMETHEUS UNBOUND 

The preceding chapters have endeavored to establish 

verbal language as an effective instrument for the artistic 

expression of perceptual awareness and to present color phe-

nomena as a further dimension of that linguistic expression. 

Shelley has been described as that type of sensitive artistic 

personality who would be aware of his perceptions, desirous 

of expressing them, inclined toward an interest in the poten-

tiality of the medium of color, and capable of understanding 

and employing its instrumentality. The focus of attention 

now turns to Prometheus Unbound, the magnum opus of the poet, 

to see how the use of color language implemented his poetic 

technique. To do so, it seems appropriate first to notice 

the characteristics or nature of Shelley's color language and 

then to describe the effects it accomplishes according to 

modern color theory. 

Characteristics of Shelley's 
Color Language , 

Complex, mingled, and moving, Shelley's color usage j' 
j i 

always permeates and penetrates that which it describes. 

Like the "dome of many-coloured glass" which he conceives 

28 
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"stains the white radiance of eternity,his language of 

color creates an effect—a figurative stain--more than it 

describes any single object. This factor, it seems, most 

precisely characterizes the unique nature of Shelleyan color: 

its staining quality. 

Critics, acknowledging and commenting on the poet's 

sensitivity to color, agree on its general translucent, 

changing, palpitating effects. Havelock Ellis in his article 

entitled "The Colour-Sense in Literature" found Shelley's 

color highly profuse and evidencing his great personal enjoy-

ment of it. To Ellis, the major characteristic of the poet's 

use of color is its fusion with light and movement. For 

Shelley, he says, " . . . the world was a perpetual flux. . . . . 

he seemed to be always looking through a rainbow-hued cas-

cade. . . ."2 as when he says, 

'Tis lost J and through yon peaks of 
cloudlike snow 

The roseate sunlight quivers: hear I 
not 

The Aeolian music of her sea-green plumes 
Winnowing the crimson dawn? 

(II, i, 24-28) 

In her study of the color usage of the English Romantic 

poets, Alice Edwards Pratt concurs in many respects with 

Ellis's opinion of Shelley's use of color. Speaking of the 

^Shelley, "Adonais," 11. 462-463, cited in Percy Bysshe 
Shelley Selected Poetry, edited by Harold Bloom (New York, 
19^6),p. 342. 

^Havelock Ellis, "The Colour-Sense in Literature," The 
Contemporary Review, Vol. 69 (January-June, 1896), p. 721. 
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salient characteristics of his color, she describes them as 

those of "ideality, beauty, evanescence, translucence, and 

a preference for the visionary and unsubstantial rather than 

for the concrete."3 Her collected data show him to employ 

an overwhelming amount of creative and imaginative coloring.^ 

Never superficial and external to the objects it is related 

to, his color usage combined with the radiant creations of 

his fancy. She says, "If Shelley's feet did touch the earth, 

his eyes were upon the 'emerald main,' the 'misty mountains, 

wide and vast,' and the 'azure heaven'. There he built up 

his visionary universe, *Obedient to the light that shown 

within his soul.'"5 

Comparing Shelley with other outstanding English writers, 

Pratt found that he employed more "indefinite" hues than any 

other poet she studied: "His predominant color-effects are 

those of a dream Nature, a 'series of lyric pictures' wherein 

the figures are of indistinct and visionary delineation."6 

The Idlosyncracles of Shelley's 
Color Diction 

There are also certain idlosyncracles in his color dic-

tion which should be noted. Ellis points out Shelley's 

3Pratt, p. 71. | 

^Ibld. 

5lbid., p. 74. 

6Ibid., p. 72. 
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"evidently unconscious repetition of the same word within a 

few lines; the color seems to flash before him and disappear 

again. . . ."7 as when he writes, 

We wandered, underneath the young gray dawn, 
And multitudes of dense white fleecy clouds 
Were wandering in thick flocks along the 

mountains 
Shepherded by the slow, unwilling wind; 
And the white dew on the new-bladed grass, 
Just piercing the dark earth, hung - silently; 
And there was more which I remember not: 

(II, i, 144-150) 

Unusual, also, is the poet's extreme preoccupation with 

fire. Ellis thinks Shelley gives the most extensive atten-

tion to this subject of any poet he has studied.8 Pratt 

mentions this fact also and attributes such an intense inter-

est on Shelley's part to fire's rare combination of the certain 

values and factors to which Shelley was most sensitive: life, 

light, and motion.9 

Odors, too, seemed to capture Shelley's special notice. 

If he was not able to supply an adequate description of odor 

in straightforward terms, he was quite likely to cross bound-

aries of the senses--a psychological transference known as 

synesthesia--and describe one sensory experience in terms of 

another, as when he said: 

In that star's smile, whose light is like / 
the scent ( 

Of a jonquil when evening breezes fan it. ' 
(The Triumph of Life, 419-420) 

fEllis, p. 721. 

8Ibld. 

9Pratt, p. 73. 
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Peculiar to Shelley's use of color is the evanescent 

pulsation which he sees in the brightness of hues. He en-

joys creating atmospheric effects by calling attention to 

this quality. Such phrases as "its gray robe gleams in the 

golden dew " (II, i, 130) and "illumined heaven with sanguine 

lights" (ill, ii, 4-5) illustrate his mastery of this tech-

nique . 

Cognizance must be taken of Shelley's very special pre-

dilection for the use of the words "white" and "pale." 

"White" ranked first among his 10 most often used color 

words, being used over 500 times throughout all his poems, 

according to the Pratt study. Also notable in intensity, 

"pale" was used 196 times. Other hues in the order of their 

frequency of usage are greens, blues, blacks, yellows, reds, 

grays, purples, and browns. The terms themselves and his 

particular preferences for them are similar to those of 

other poets of his day--their uncommonness for him lies in 

his intensity about them.-1-® 

And it was Shelley's unusual gift to be able to make the 

common seem uncommon by fresh and different descriptive com-

binations.11 By employing such unexpected phrases as "other 

lives under pink blossoms" (II, li, 84) and "the gusty sea 

of mist . . . breaking in crimson foam" (II, iii, 43-44) he 

1QIbld. 

Hlbid.. .. . , " 
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somehow brings more than color to his verse. Rather, he 

goes beyond to bring his audience to the threshold of con-

cepts—and perhaps questions. 

The Salient Features of Shelley's Poetry 

To summarize Shelley's sensitivity to color, the con-

clusion may be drawn that in this area, as in all aspects- of 

his thought, he was greatly more concerned with the ideal 

than with the real. He preferred to gaze beyond the shackled 

present with its clearer images to the potentiality of a 

better day or condition, whose images--though misty—are 

infinitely more desirable because they derive from freedom. 

His language of color helped weave the charm of these atmos-

pheric visions. His hues--like his dreams--were delicate 

and beautiful, yet ethereal and vaporous. 

It has been asserted that the uniqueness of Shelley's 

color language is marked by the total effect which it creates--

its staining quality. This effect is rendered more convincing 

perhaps by the imaginary removal from the poem of all its 

color terms. Such a suspension undoubtedly modifies the 

effect--if not the effectiveness--of the work. How can this 

color effect be described? What concepts are available to 

discuss his special uses of color? j 

Figures and analytical observations cannot fully explain 

the ideas of a poet which prompted the devices he employs. 

Still they can spell out certain ways and effects of his dic-

tion which provide a worthwhile insight into his style. 
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Therefore, the color terms appearing in the poem have been 

extracted, studied, and arranged according to the method set 

forth in Chapter I. The full text of these findings and clas-

sifications appears in Table A-I of the Appendix. Derivations 

and conclusions based upon it will be represented in the dis-

cussions of this chapter. 

With the color terms thus made available, some approach 

is needed which will provide for the discussion of Shelley's 

particular color usage with regard to its qualities and ef-

fects, patterns and associations. This need can be supplied 

through modern research in color theory. A number of these 

theories seem appropriate and applicable to the examination 

Prometheus Unbound and in this chapter will be explored 

for their presence and effect in the poem's color structure. 

At this point all that remains to permit the examination 

of the color terms in the light of the selected color the-

ories is setting forth a general understanding of the poem's 

content and message. Critics agree that in Prometheus — 

Unbound Shelley presents in four acts of a lyrical drama his 

concept of mankind's situation—and hope. Circumventing the 

matter of particularity or extent of symbolism employed by 

Shelley (which is not germane to the purposes of this study), 

concurrence can again be obtained among critics concerning 

the matter of the poem's theme: the majority agrees that 

freedom through love is the central message. Summarizing 

from the interpretations and criticisms of such respected 
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Shelleyan scholars as Newman I. White in Portrait of Shelley, 

Carlos Baker in Shelley's Major Poetry, Harold Bloom in The 

Visionary Company, Floyd Stovall in Desire and Restraint in 

Shelley, and Desmond King-Hele in Shelley: His Thought and 

His Work, the dramatic tension and action can be explained 

in the following way: 

Act I: This act establishes the condition 
of man. It states the nature of his 
self-imposed bondage and the price 
of his necessarily self-initiated 
release. It portrays man equal to 
his task. 

Act II: This act describes the participants 
in and the preparatory events for the 
cataclysmic upheaval which is to fol-
low in Act III (and which has been 
precipitated by the happenings of 
Act I). Asia confronts Demogorgon, 
that Force which will effect Prometheus's 
release; she encounters the spirit or 
vehicle of that release; and she ex-
periences the transfiguration which 
prepares her for re-establishment of 
her severed relationship of total love. 

Act III: This act signals the culmination—the 
enactment—of foredestined change. 
Jupiter is dethroned; Prometheus is 
released; Asia and Prometheus are re-
united. The totality or complete 
freedom of man is realized. 

Act IV: This act sings of the glorious ful-
fillment and freedom which can exist 
as a result of the preceding chain of 
events. 

Vida Scudder paints the emotional profile of the drama, 

saying Act I opens with the calm of endurance, moves into 

passive agony, and finishes in the peace of exhaustion. The 

dominant impression is one of endurance. Act II is one of 
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hope and promise; action is its center. In Act III the calm 

of fulfillment is as expansive as that of endurance in Act I. 

Finally, Act IV shows the triumphant, sweeping tumult of un-

equalled harmony.Against this background of the modified 

Aeschylean myth, attention now focuses upon the techniques 

and effects of Shelley's color language according to modern 

color theory. 

Techniques and Effects in the Color 
Language of Prometheus Unbound 

Basic to an understanding of the various effects which 

color language may contribute to a poem is a concept of how 

the human eye perceives light and color. Such an understand-

ing is especially vital to a study of Shelley's poetry— 

particularly Prometheus Unbound—in which a significant por-

tion of the color effect derives from his utilization of the 

attributes of the total visual experience rather than from 

only the more straightforward color terms. For example, when 

the Chorus of Spirits says, --

And we breathe, and sicken not, 
The atmosphere of human thought: 
Be it dim, and dank, and gray, 
Like a storm-extinguished day, 
Traveled o'er by dying gleams; 

Be it bright as all between 
Cloudless skies and windless streams, 
Silent, liquid, and serene. . . . j 

(I, 675-683) 1 

there is likely as much color effect achieved by the non-specific 

l^vida Scudder, Prometheus Unbound (Boston, 1892), p. xlv. 
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color words "dim" and "bright" as there is from the more 

direct color term "gray." Shelley's delight was this sort of 

interplay, the mix-and-match blends which have prompted critics 

to term his diction translucent, evanescent, pulsating, and 

atmospheric.^3 This perception and interpretation of color 

is inextricably bound to the subject of light, and the origin 

of that light has a great deal to do with the diction, which 

is chosen to describe it. In fact, the two may well be de-

scribed as a relationship of cause-and-effeet. In this frame 

of reference, light—the color stimulus—is the cause; color 

sensation--one facet of man's visual experience of that light— 

is the effect.-*-2* Other effects of a spatial and temporal 

nature combine with that of color to comprise the total human 

visual experience. Because Shelley's unusual use of color 

employs all of these aspects, they should be given close at-

tention. The psychology of the total visual experience is 

diagrammatically expressed in Figure A-5 of the Appendix. 

Modes of Appearance 

The term "modes of appearance" refers to the context in 

which colors are seen.15 Specifically it is concerned with 

the source of the light which makes the color sensation 

t 

13Pogle, Imagery, p. 49. ' 

l%aitland Graves, Color Fundamentals (New York, 1952), 
p. 26. 

15committee on Colorimetry of the Optical Society of 
America, The Science of Color (New York, 1953)> p. 14-5. 
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possible, and it describes the effects which are created in 

the course of such a visual experience. 

When the color is perceived as belonging to the light 

itself, it is said to be in the lllumlnant mode. When the 

source is in an object which itself receives light and then 

reflects it, the illumination mode exists. When the color 

is perceived as the passage of light through the bulk of a 

transparent substance, the mode of volume is said to be 

effected. When the reflecting surface is viewed through an 

aperture in a screen, it is said to be expressed in the film 

mode. And finally, when the color is recognized as belonging 

to the surface of an object, it is said to employ in the sur-

face mode.1^ These modes of appearances and their attributes 

are more fully shown in Table A-II of the appendix. 

It is interesting to notice the effects which Shelley 

creates by utilizing these various modes of appearances. For 

example, the illuminant mode is employed when he says, "The 

pale stars of the morn/Shine on a misery, dire to be borne. . . 

(I, 539-540). The mode of illumination is apparent when the 
# 

npon speaks, 

Thou art speeding round the sun 
Brightest world of many a one; 
Green and azure sphere which shinest 
With a light which is divinest { 
Among all the lamps of Heaven 
To whom life and light is given. . . . 

(IV, 457-462) 

16 Ibid., p. 146. 
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And the mode of volume finds expression in the words of 

lone: 

Thou most desired Hour, more loved and lovely 
Than all thy sisters, this is the mystic shell; 
See the pale azure fading into silver 
Lining it with a soft yet glowing light: 
Looks it not like lulled music sleeping there? 

(Ill, iii, 69-73) 

And his use of the surface mode is exemplified "by Earth's 

comment that "Blue thistles bloomed in the cities" (I, 170). 

Repeatedly Shelley supplies the qualities of colors and 

color-conditions. The brightness or dullness, the glow or 

the dimness of all that he sees or thinks about is a paramount 

awareness in him. Quick count shows him to use the indirect 

or secondary color terms "bright," "dim," "dull," "light," 

"shine," "crystal," "deep," "hues," and "shadow" more than 

200 times in Prometheus. While these do not convey the spe-

cific color designations that hue names do, certainly they 

contribute significantly to the color quality and effect of 

the poem and point to Shelley's agility with the modes of 

color. 

The result or effect of his use of all aspects of the 

visual experience is the ethereal sort of "otherness" which 

so characterizes his poetry. Simple color is supplemented 

with atmospheric charge. Common color terms take on proper-

ties of illumination or volume, transparency or opaqueness. 

Surface terms turn inward to infuse the core as well as the 

covering of Shelley's objects. No single kind of color 
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application is more forcefully or effectively employed by 

Shelley than this of using the various modes in which color 

may appear. 

Meaning Through Motion 

Along with the modes of appearance of Shelley's color 

usage is its inseparable and almost invariable companion, 

the sense of motion,. Shelley probably viewed these two ex-

periences of perceptual awareness as but different facets of 

one and the same coin. Light was motion, and the converse 

was equally true. It is difficult indeed to find a Shelleyan 

color term that .does not somehow involve motion—internal, 

external, or both. Richard Pogle says that restlessness and 

mobility characterize Shelley's poetry.1? And this may well 

be said of his color imagery. At times the intensity is 

blinding and overwhelming, as in the speech of Panthea in 

Act IV: 

And from the other opening in the wood 
Rushes, with loud and whirlwind harmony, 
A sphere, which is as many thousand spheres, 
Solid as crystal, yet through all its mass 
Flow, as through empty space, music and light: 
Ten thousand orbs involving and involved, 
Purple and azure, white, and green, and golden, 
Sphere within sphere; and every space between 
Peopled with unimaginable shapes, 
Such as ghosts dream dwell in the lampless deep, 
Yet each inter-transpicuous, and they whirl i 
Over each other with a thousand motions, ! 
Upon a thousand sightless axles spinning, 
And with the force of self-destroying swiftness, 
Intensely, slowly, solemnly roll on, 

!7pogle, Imagery, p. 57. 
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Kindling with mingled sounds, and many tones, 
Intelligible words and music wild. 

( i v . 236-252) 

Kandinsky, renowned Russo-German colorist, saw the prop-

erty of movement in color. Yellow, suggesting intuition, 

intellect, and idealism, has maximum spreading power. It 

conveys the feeling of approaching the observer. Blue, with 

little such power, creates the feeling of departure or re-

treat. Red is stable, but intense. An illustration of this 

concept is seen in Figure 1 below.18 Evaluation of the 

YELLOW BLUE 

Figure 1—Kandinsky's conception of 
color and motion. Yellow expands; blue 
contracts; red is stable. 

sequence of color terms in line 242 above (purple, azure, 

white, green, golden) identifies it as a warm, expanding, 

approaching movement of color—appropriate, it would seem, 

*®Wassily Kandinsky, The Art of Spiritual Harmony, j 
cited in Faber Birren, New Horizons in Color (New York, ' 
I960), p. 39. 
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for what Carl Grabo says is a passage which expresses Shelley's 

belief in the living quality of matter.^9 

A few lines farther into the same act the Earth remembers 

with displeasure the 

• • • Sceptered curse, 
Who all our green and azure universe 
Threatenedst to muffle round with black destruction, 

sending 
A solid cloud to rain hot thunderstones, 
And splinter and knead down my children's bones. . . . 

(IV, 338-342) 

The color movement from green through azure to black suggests 

the ominous darkness of un-freedom. 

When the movement is enacted in one of the dimensions of 

color other than hue, very different results are seen to be 

obtained. An example of this—with movement In the value 

dimension rather than in that of hue—is one of the most 

powerful images evoked through the poem. In Act IV lone (like 

Ezekiel) sees a celestial chariot of awesome nature and content, 

for 

Within it sits a winged infant, white 
Its countenance, like the whiteness of bright snow, 
Its plumes are as feathers of sunny frost, 
Its limbs gleam white, through the wind-flowing 

folds 
Of its white robe, woof of ethereal pearl. 
Its hair is white, the brightness of white light 
Scattered in strings; yet its two eyes are heavens 
Of liquid darkness, which the Deity 
Within seems pouring, as a storm is poured 
From jagged clouds. . . . • ! . 

(IV. 219-228) 

19Carl Grabo, Prometheus Unbound: An Interpretation 
(Chapel Hill, 1935), p. 140. 
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A view of the poem's full color profile is shown in 

Figure 2 below. This study of the frequency and distribu-

tion of color terms as they appear chronologically through 

the four acts of the drama provides opportunity for more " 

detailed observation and comparison concerning the motion 

of color. 

Act I Act II Act III Act IV 

White is indicated by dotted line. 

Other colors indicated by their own hues. 

Brown does not appear in the poem. 

in Prometheus "unbound?0^ ^ d l ^ i b u t l 0 n <* c°lor terms 
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The patterns of Individual colors are informative with 

regard to motion. Significantly, the unifying effect of 

yellow, the most luminous of all colors,2® is maintained 

throughout the poem. It is most frequently employed in Acts I 

and II as the drama begins and as the idealisms of a better 

day are sounded and sought. Interestingly, of the eleven 

times it appears in those acts, eight of them employ the sub-

form "golden," most connotative of yellow's sub-designations. 

In Act III its use diminishes in the presence of the more 

overt—even violent—physical action. In Act IV its forceful 

calm is restored with the arrival of conditions of freedom. 

It seems more than accidental that in four out of four ap-

pearances of yellow in the last acts, the name of the sub-

form employed is again "golden." 

Conversely, green--cool, passive, suggesting sympathy, 

adaptability, and fertility or growth23- is totally missing 

in Act I. As Prometheus lacks the capacity to initiate his 

own release, so the life-denot'ing properties of green have been 

absented from his world. The conditions prompting his regenera-

tive change simultaneously provided for the presence and effect 

of green. The frequency of its appearances is one of rising 

crescendo: from none in the Act I of spiritual barrenness and 

desolation,it rises to become the dominant color of Acts III 

and IV, where the conditions of renewal and freedom are fulfilled. 

2C>Graves, p. 8l. 

21Cirlot, p. 52. 
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In a similar manner, blue Is characteristically associ-

ated with serenity, hope, and spiritual promise.22 The most 

striking feature of its movement through the poem is its 

strong contribution to the coloring of Act IV. In that act 

it is the most frequently used color term, exceeding even 

the frequency of the poem's dominant color, white. 

The patterns of blue and green seem particularly inter-

esting in view of Goethe's theory, of which Shelley undoubtedly 

knew:23 

Blue and green are essentially atmospheric and not 
substantial colors. . . . and they evoke impressions 
of expanse and distance and boundlessness. . . . 
Blue . . . a perspective color . . . does not press 
in on us, it pulls us out into the remote.24 

Also noteworthy with respect to these two colors is the un-

usual pattern of appearance which' they display. Only these 

two colors cross or counter in any sort of distinct opposi-

tion the predominant color patterns of the poem. Such an 

effect provides a rather apparent color idiom for conveying 

Shelley's concept of hope for mankind. 

The motion of red is one of diminishing significance 

in the poem. After its strongest appearance in Act I it 

subsides to a bare existence in Act IV. Its Intensity 

22Q raves, p. 84. j 
1 

23white, Portrait, p. 381. 

24oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, cited in 
Maltland Graves, Fundamentals, p. 8 5 . 
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declines with the diminution of rage and strife, with which 

it is usually associated. 

The pattern and use of purple in Prometheus Unbound is 

unusual in comparison with those which appear in some of his 

best-known poems. Of a total of fifty-two uses throughout 

his entire poetical works, ten—or almost twenty per cent— 

of those usages are present in this poem.^ Its symbolic 

significance, Cirlot points out, "represents a synthesis 

comparable with, yet the inverse of, violet, representing 

power, spirituality, and sublimation."2^ 

Time and Dimension 

Because the human eye does not focus the same for all 

hues, some colors seem larger than others and convey ideas 

ot time and dimension or size and distance. These two as-

pects of color are related in certain ways: those colors 

which suggest remoteness or distance seem small; others, by 

their nearness, seem large. 

Yellow is perceived nearest and largest, followed by 

white, red, green, blue, respectively, and so on to black. 

Bright Images seem "spread out" and thus appear larger. 

Dull images seem small and contracted.2? The apparent size 

25pratt, p. 110 and Appendix of this study, Table A-±, 
PP. 57-63. 

26Cirlot, p. 52« 

2TBirren, New Horizons in Color (New York, 1955)> 
p. 39. 
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of colors is shown in Figure 3. 28 This theory applied to 

Figure 3: The Apparent Sizes of Colors 

the total color profile of the poem supports the opinion 

of Harold Bloom and those critics who believe that the poem 

essentially begins and ends in Act 1.^9 The pattern of color 

usage by acts is as follows, Act I, white; Act II, white; 

Act III, green; Act IV, blue. Or, in another way, Shelley's 

dimensional concepts of color in Prometheus Unbound indicate 

an early preference for the larger effects of white, followed 

by the retreating--yet sustaining—effects of the blue-green 

spectrum. 

An interesting observation can be made regarding the 

poet's color usage and the unbalanced dramatic tension which 

he is said to have employed in his plot. It seems that his 

use of color terms does not appear to be affected by the 

intensity of his plot structure. Figure 4 illustrates j ' 

^®Birren, Space, p. 49. 

29Harold Bloom, Shelley's Mythmaklng (New Haven, 1959). 
pp. 92-93. 
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this comparison: 

Acts Acts 
tfords 1 II III 

i 1...1. ..i" 
IV I II III IV 

50 10$ 

40 - ;• 8$ 

30 - 6$ y 

20 4$ -

10 - 2$ -

0 - 0% t* 

4a: Volume 4b: Density 

Figure 4—Comparison of use of color terms in Prometheus 
Unbound by volume and by density.30 

Volume, or the total number of color words per act, is shown 

in Figure 4a. Density, or the ratio between the total number 

of color terms per act and the total number of lines per act, 

is shown in Figure 4b. Plotted graphically, the two—volume 

and density—are seen to demonstrate similar patterns. Thus 

it may be concluded that in the plot of Prometheus, at least, 

his interest in and use of color language was not greatly 

affected by the ebb and flow of the plot. 

Important, too, in the matter of dimension, physical and 

mental, in color, is the focus of the human eye to red and 

blue. Figure A-6 in the Appendix illustrates the physiolog-
! 

ical difference which produces the psychological effect. 

Red focuses behind the retina; blue in front of the retina. 

30source: Appendix, Table A-I, pp. 57-63, and Prometheus 
Unbound. 
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Because the lens of the eye must become convex to pull the 

farther red image forward, this color seems nearer and larger. 

Blue flattens the lens, pushes the color back and causes it 

to appear far away. 

The effect of red's nearness and bigness Shelley employs 

in describing Prometheus's suffering. Prom "red gulfs of war" 

(I, 527), and "the bed, low, cold, and red. . . ." (I, 50*0 

the furies come to torment the stubborn Titan. But near, too, 

for those who can sustain the "red light of their own burning 

homes" (I, 615)> is the promise of hope. Active and present 

In the atmosphere we breathe, 
As buds grow red when snow-storms flee 

Wisdom, Justice, Love, and Peace, 
When they struggle to increase, 
Are to us as soft winds be 
To shepherd boys, the prophecy 
Which begins and ends in thee 

(I, 790-791; 796-800) 

The distant, retreating effect of blue Shelley uses in the 

opening lines of Act IV. The sun abides and controls as the 

pale stars "flee his blue dwelling. . . . " (IV, 6). And the 

world seems peaceful as "a violet's gentle eye/Gazes on the 

azure sky" (IV, 486). Blue is also enlisted to describe the 

arriving chariot whose "wheels are solid clouds, azure and 

gold. . . ." (IV, 214), while at the other entrance to the / 
t 

woods where she stands Panthea observes the psychedelic ef-

fects of whirling orbs mixing and twirling, "Purple and 

azure, white, and green, and golden,/Sphere within sphere. . 

(IV, 242). 
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Conclusion: Transmutative Harmony 

Prometheus Unbound has been studied for the appearances 

and effects of its language of color. Theories of modern 

research concerning the properties and meanings of color have 

been employed to provide semantic structure for this different 

communicative media. Many, though certainly not all, of the 

relevant aspects of color phenomena have been applied to 

Shelley's poem in order to discern its meaning expressed in 

the form of color. The result of this inquiry has led to 

the conclusion that there does in fact exist a certain trans-

mutative harmony among the various media of communication. 

With specific regard to the color language employed by Shelley 

in this poem, it is asserted that there exists recognizable 

correlation between meaning and color. 

Shelley's story of Prometheus's self-inflicted bondage 

is the story of one mythic man—and all mortal men. Incar-

cerated by internal conflict, his release is impossible except 

from within. When the Titan is able to effect the conditions-

necessary for freedom he is re-united with love and its fullest 

potentialities, and the universe is bathed in the splendor of 

unlimited freedom. 

The language of color discerned from this poem bears 

striking similarity to this interpretation. Within the first 

lines of the drama Prometheus is portrayed imprisoned and 

tortured on-a black mountain (line 21), shackled by the bright, 

but self-imposed, chains of internal conflict (line 32). 
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"Black"--not a color so much as a condition—is the presence 

of darkness, or the absence of light. 

Yet the predominant color of the drama is white. And 

white is also a condition—the condition of hope afforded 

through light and love. The antithesis of black bondage-

white prevails. And it signifies the poet's hope for mankind, 

According to Shelley, Prometheus was unbound—like white, set 

free in the universe. 



APPENDIX 

The Munsell System of Color Notation 

The Munsell System of color notation is one of the most 

widely-recognized and competent plans of color organization 

in current use. Describing color according to its surface 

appearance, the Munsell System asserts a three-dimensional 

concept of color phenomena: hue (name of a color); value 

(lightness of a color; and chroma (strength of a color), re-

lated spatially as seen in Figure 1. A somewhat different 

hrom 

Figure A-l 

52 
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presentation of the Munsell dimensions of color shown in 

Figure 2 relates these dimensions to their effects and also 

Dazzling 

Dark 

Figure A-2 

to designations of the Munsell color solid shown on the 

following page. 

By the implementation of the central vertical axis, 

there is made possible the construction of a color solid 

which can contain and describe the singular identity of 
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every possible Munsell designation of hue and chroma. Visual 

representation of this system is shown in Figure A-3. 

. Figure A-3 

The color standards devised by Munsell include all 

colors recognized and defined by his plan. The primary hues 

are evenly spaced around the equator of the color solid, 

using red, yellow, green, blue, purple as the complete, equi-

distant series. Halfway between each of these five major 

hues is the hue formed by their combination. It is indicated 

by a two-word name. These ten are called the major hues, and 

each one is assigned ten consecutive divisions around the 

equator of the color solid, making a total of one hundred 
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points. Each hue Is located in the center of its division 

(or at the position marked "5"). There are ten secondary 

hues located between the major hues and placed at the point 

"10". The Munsell value scale indicates ten visually equal 

steps ranging from black (notation N 0/) and white (notation 

N 10/). The intermediate steps are composed of varying 

shades of dark to light gray. Munsell chroma is the degree 

of difference in a color from a "gray" of the same value. It 

is designated by numbered steps out from the neutral central 

axis. 

The Munsell color charts, derived from the solid, show 

points at 2.5 and 7-5 between the major and secondary hues. 

Each chart consists of color rectangles, all of identical 

Munsell hue. Arranged in rows and columns, dark is near the 

bottom, gray color to the left, and strong color to the 

right. A portion of one chart is seen in Figure A-4. 
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Figure A-4: Portion of Munsell color chart SR-9R 



56 

The Munsell method of notation is shown in the order: 

Hue Value/Chroma. One such example might be 5R 6/3, which 

would indicate a hue of red of value 6 and chroma 3. The 

determination of color classification for each name was made 

under fixed or standardized conditions: "average daylight" 

(CIE Source C), illuminating the sample at 45° while its sur-

face is viewed perpendicularly on a gray background. 
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234 
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gray gray 2 3 mountains H 2 5 1 Earth s 
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snowy white 24 hill H 317 lone • c 
golden yellow 9' sandled A 319 lone c -
purple purple 19 dye E 320 lone c 

*Allce Edwards Pratt, The Use of Color in. the Verse of 
the English Romantic Poets ("Chicago, 189SJ, p. 110. 

**A. H. Munsell, A Color Notation (Baltimore, 1946), 
pp. 55-57. 

***A, man; B, dress; C, manufactured articles; D, animals; 
E, minerals; F, flowers and fruits; G, the sky; H, the land; 
I, the water; K, objects miscellaneous and indefinite; X, color 
as color; Z, abstractions. (Pratt, Appendix, p. 113.) 

****P, Prometheus; S-C I, Semlchorus I. 

single color term; C, more than one color term. 
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TABLE A-II--MODES OF APPEARANCE OF COLOR** 

Attributes 

I
l
l
u
m
i
n
a
n
t
 

(
g
l
o
w
)
 

I
l
l
u
m
i
n
a
t
i
o
n
 

(
f
i
l
l
s
 
s
p
a
c
e
)
 

S
u
r
f
a
c
e
 

(
o
b
j
e
c
t
)
 

V
o
l
u
m
e
 

(
o
b
j
e
c
t
)
 

F
i
l
m
 

(
a
p
e
r
t
u
r
e
)
 

1. Hue * * * * * 

2. Saturation * * * * * 

3. Brightness * * * 

4. Lightness * * 

5. Duration * * * * 4fr 
6. Size * ( *) * * 

!*! 
7. Shape * \ *) * « * (*) 
8. Location * I * J * * not in 

depth 
9. Texture * * 

10. Gloss (lustre) 
(*) 

* * 

11. Transparency (*) * * * 

12. Fluctuation (flicker, 
sparkle, glitter) * * * * 

13. Insistence * * * * 

14. Pronouncedness * * * * * 

**The attributes or dimensions of perceived color classi-
fied with respect to the principal forms of color perception . 
or modes of appearance. 

•Indicates attribute available by this mode of appearance. 
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Experience 

Other 
experience 

Visual 
experience 

Auditory 
experience 

Extent 
Size 
Shape 
Location 
Texture 
Glare 
Transparency 
Number 

Color Duration 

I 

Fluctuation 
Flicker 
Sparkle 
Glitter 
Movement 

iue Saturation Brightness 

Figure A-5: Psychology of Total Human Visual Experience 



66 

BLUE 

Figure A-6: The Focus of the Eye to Red and Blue 

Red causes the lens to become convex in order to pull the 
farther red image forward. Thus, red seems nearer and larger. 
Blue flattens the lens, pushes the color back, and causes it to 
appear smaller and farther away. 
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