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“Only the Good Die Young:” 

Shelley’s Adonais and the Making of a Romantic Star 

the Romantic roots of Modernism. Harold Bloom and Lionel Trilling observe, “We have been, 

and still are, in a phase where our poets are Romantic even as once poets were Chris tian, that 

is, whether they want to be or not” ( Romantic Poetry and Prose 6).  

The inception of the artist as a work of art arguably resides in the second generation of 

High Romantics: Byron, Shelley, and  Keats, who all cultivated their own artistic personae. Byron 

was recognized for both his poetic talent and his personal life, ostracized from English society 

for his sexual exploits that continued as he traversed Europe. Shelley, the most prolific 

mythmaker among them, created the paradigm for the modern artist through his own 

sensational life and art, and eventually through his remarkable mythopoeic makeover of Keats, 

himself and Byron, in his elegaic tribute, Adonais (1821). Shelley himself has always been a 

divisive poet.

1 In 1954, when a young Harold Bloom replied to critic F. R. Leavis’s query that his 

dissertation topic was Shelley, Leavis insisted, “I have settled Shelley.” Bloom bristled: “Shelley 

always buries his own undertakers” (Take Arms Against a Sea of Troubles 185), echoing William 

Michael Rossetti’s 1891 observation: “Adonais is a composition which has retorted beforehand 

 
1 As Frederick A. Pottle observes in “The Case of Shelley,” the critical controversy regarding Shelley’s place in 
English letters began during his life, sparked by his radical political beliefs and his unconventional lifestyle as much 
as it was by his poems (English Romantic Poets 291). 
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upon its actual or possible detractors” (“Preface” to Adonais). 

Byron achieved fame as a poet, but in their own lifetimes Keats and Shelley struggled for 

recognition, and it was largely because of their impact on ensuing generations—from Tennyson, 

Browning, Arnold, the Rossettis, Swinburne, Hardy, and Yeats, for instance—that they gained 

posthumous fame. This trio of Romantic poets died young—Keats at 25 in 1821, Shelley at 29 in 

1822, and Byron at 36 in 1824. Remarkably, the three most famous poets of the prior 

generation—Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge—all outlived them. A premature demise, then, 

contributed to the mythology of the younger generation of High Romantics, and the glamor 

created by an early death that surrounds them has endured. The heavy mythologizing of 

matinee idols (e.g., James Dean and Marilyn Monroe) and pop icons such as Brian Jones and 

others among the “27 Club,” a group of musicians who died at that age, suggests the romantic 

legacy of the artist who encounters an early death. As we shall see, Jones, the talented founder 

of the Rolling Stones, serves as an especially apt example of the modern artist whose life has 

been transformed into a romantic myth.  

Despite the discrepency between the known facts of Keats’s death and Shelley’s 

sensational reckoning of those facts, their mythic potency has persisted in other surprising ways 

as well. In Shelley: The Man and the Poet, Desmond King-Hele insists on the celebrity-building 

impact of Adonais: “The persistent exploitation of Shelley’s imagery in the cinema world has at 

least proved its viability . . . . Shelley was doing the job of publicity-agent, providing a build-up 

for a new poetry-star—a ludicrous yet logical comparison” (308-09), showing the Modernist 

myths which inform contemporary perceptions of the artist in cinema and music owe a debt, 

indirectly, to Shelley’s image-building poem. Like Bloom and Trilling, King-Hele asserts that the 



 

 



 

 
European Studies Conference Selected Proceedings (2023): 4 

 

see in his transformation of Keats’s death in Adonais.  

To understand how Shelley’s elegiac tribute to Keats contributed to the mythology of his 

fellow poet and to his own posthumous image, one need only examine a few ways Adonais 

deviates from the known facts of Keats’s demise. Keats became seriously consumpitve in 1820. 

When Shelley learned of his illness, he wrote to Keats inviting him to join his own entourage in 

Pisa. Keats did not accept this offer, but Shelley’s concern was merited;  Keats spent his last 

months in Rome, accompanied by the painter, Joseph Severn, where he died on February 23, 

1821. Shelley did not learn this sad news until April, when he immediately began to compose an 

alternative demise for Keats in Adonais, a poem in fifty-five stanzas that he completed in a few 

months.
 

   In his elegy >>BDC 0 Td
[(fi)-( )10..
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wonder its young flower was blighted in the bud?” In stanza six, Keats is “Like a pale flower by 
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trembling throng / Whose sails were never to the tempest given . . . I am borne darkly, fearfully 

afar” (55.488-492). On July 8, 1822, one month before his thirtieth birthday, Shelley drowned 

accidentally with his two companions, Edward Williams and a young boat-hand, Charles Vivian, 

when their sailboat was caught in a storm in the Gulf of Spezia located off  the northwestern 

coast of Italy. Elsewhere (e.g., in Alastor and  more obscurely in “Stanzas Written in Dejection”) 

Shelley also intuits his impending death, an event that, in turn, became heavily mythologized by 

the century’s end.6 

 Shelley’s mythmaking, then, in Adonais contradicts the facts of Keats’s life and death. 
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Shelley, and Keats. Certainly, the proximity of their births (within seven  years of each other) 

and their untimely deaths on or near the Mediterranean between 1821 and 1824, fostered the 

myth. However, biographers and acquaintances have observed that, while Keats and Shelley 

were friendly, theirs was not an intimate relationship. Keats remained wary of Shelley, finding 

annyoing his propensity to offer unsolicited advice about his verse and sensing their rivalry, one 

reciprocated by Shelley, who thought little of most of Keats’s verse with the exception of 

Hyperion which he especially admired (Holmes 359-62; 613). Furthermore, Keats and Byron had 

little tolerance for one another, Keats repelled by Byron’s satirical bent, Byron critical of Keats’s  

sentimentality and effusiveness.  

 In Adonais—and  in the circumstances of his own life—Shelley presents us with a series 

of historical binary oppositions between established political and social institutions and the 

revolutioanry spirit he embraced, many of which also anticiapted the “generation gap” and its 

consequences in the 1950s and 1960s. Both periods featured political unrest, experimentation 

in the arts, and the rise of a youthful counter-culture. Possessed of superior sensibilities, these 

Romantics died young, feeling alienated by a jaded generation of elders. Certainly, Shelley’s 

aversion to his own privileged class, his criticism of parliamentary laws, and especially of 

established religion shows a generational divide. He disdained all patriarchal authority. Shelley 

and Byron, who lived unconventional lives, were alienated from their culture and became 
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menagerie of exotic pets, and his heroic death have contributed to modern conceptions of a 

certain artistic and heroic image.9 Even the young Keats, less eccentric than the other two, was 

described by his acquaintance, Henry Stephens, as having adopted a bohemian demeanor, 

dressing “a la Byron. The collar turned down & a ribbon tied round his neck without any 

handkerchief. He also let his moustachios grow occasionally” (quoted in Walter Jackson Bate 

131). 

 After his death, Shelley’s reputation as a subversive grew, but this made him strangely 

attractive. Moreover, Holmes assserts that out of remorse for their estrangement, the widowed 

Mary was determined to rescue Shelley’s image, “to make a cult of him in death” (Footsteps: 

Adventures of a Romantic Wanderer 197). These efforts to mythologize Shelley as an “angel” 

had the reverse effect. For instance, Matthew Arnold lamented Shelley’s demonic side, yet then 

echoed Mary’s words: “The man Shelley, in very truth, is not entirely sane, and Shelley’s poetry 

is not entirely sane either. The Shelley of actual life is a vision of beauty and radiance, indeed, 

but availing nothing, effecting nothing. And in poetry, no less than in life, he is ‘a beautiful and 

ineffectual angel, beating in the void his luminous wings in vain,’” (quoted in Footsteps 198) an 

image that has influenced valuations of Shelley as a poet.10 

 The artist as a work of art embodied by Shelley and his circle continued through the 

century. The Pre-Raphaelite poet and painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s fame rests on his 

 
9 Byron, who lived to the age of 36, died of a fever on April 19, 1824, in Greece, and his remains were sent to 
England where he was buried in Nottinghamshire, mourned by the Greeks and English alike. It is true he was 
engaged in a fight for Greece’s liberation from Turkey,  yet a popular myth remains that he died in an actual battle 
rather than from a lingering illness. 
10 Holmes quotes Mary Shelley’s letter to Jane Williams a few months after Shelley’s death, expressing she herself 
was “blessed by an elemental spirit’s company & love—an angel who imprisoned in flesh could not adapt himself 
to his clay shrine & so has flown & left it” (Footsteps 197). Despite her good intentions, the result of Mary’s 
mythologizing was “to prove a disaster” (197) as Arnold’s quote demonstrates. 
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sensational life as well as his art. His 
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asthma inhaler was found at the side of his pool. He was a heavy drinker, but an autopsy did 

not show a remarkable alcohol content in his bloodstream. Those with him the night he died 

tell wildly inconsistent stories. Some maintain Brian Jones was murdered, fuelling the dark and 

persistent rumors about his untimely death. Brian Jones represents the modern incarnation of 
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fueled the myth of “The 27 Club,” with an ensuing list of musicians who died the same age—

among them, Jimmi Hendrix and Janis Joplin (1970), Jim Morrison (1971) and more recently, the 

sensational demise of both Curt Kobain (1994) and Amy Winehouse (2011).  

Two days after his death in 1969, during a Rolling Stones concert in Hyde Park, front 

man Mick Jagger payed tribute to Jones. Strutting onto the stage, he hushed the audience, 

paused, and then recited a passage from Adonais 
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---. Shelley: The Pursuit. Harper Perennial 2005. Originally published 1974


