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Sightless Lightning
Nought we know, dies. Shall that alone which knows 

Be as a sword consum'd before the sheath 

By sightless lightning?--the intense atom glows 

A moment, then is quench'd in a most cold repose.



“Adonais”, Stanza 20, 6-9, Shelley (1821)

Poetry is a sword of lightning, ever unsheathed, which consumes the scabbard that would contain it.




“Defense of Poetry”, Shelley (February and March, 1822)


When I first read Stanza 20 of “Adonais”, I was stopped cold, wondering what Shelley just said to me.  Nought we know, dies – does this mean that whatever we can know will never die?  But then, what is that alone which knows? It cannot be any of us - mortal, and aware of our mortality.  The poet asks: is this unique knowing consumed by sightless lightning? My head swirled with the image of a sword struck by lightning, a bolt of lightning that did not look where it was going, but struck without aiming, striking straight at its target.  But if nothing we know dies, then we understand, before we see the sword being struck by lightning, that whatever the sword represents shall not die. 
Then how is it the intense atom glows, yet is quenched?  Is the sword being consumed, after all, by the lightning?  And what does the lightning represent?  I knew I did not have the context to understand Shelley’s lines, but my soul rejoiced in the beauty of the image and the perplexing questions he posed.  


A gratifying search on http://scholar.google.com turned up two wonderful notes on Shelley’s lines.  Both were published in Modern Language Notes; the first in 1909, the second in 1954.  In the first, Albert Cook explains that “[t]he word ‘sheath,’ or ‘scabbard,’ is used as a metaphor for ‘body’ as early as Dan. 7.15.”  He cites the Aramaic lexicons of Buxtorf and Levy that include two examples of “sheath” being used in reference to the return of the soul to the body.  While even the educated reader of Shelley may not have known these particular Biblical parallels, it might be assumed he would make the association of soul/body for sword/sheath.  In the second note, Earl Wasserman explains that Shelley’s metaphor “is making use of an ancient tradition that was in the public domain and that can be traced to Seneca’s description of a special kind of lightning by which ‘A sword is melted while the sheath remains.’” Wasserman includes a charming reference to a kind of folk-science about this special kind of lightning: it “burneth man inwards, and consumeth the bodie to ashes, without harming the garments, it stayeth the yongling in the wombe, without harme to the mother, it consumeth money, the purses remaining whole, it melteth the sworde the sheath being whole.”   Cook also drew my attention to the place in “Defense of Poetry” where Shelley equates poetry with a sword of lightning that consumes ever “the scabbard that would contain it.” 

Verses read without context; verses which paint scenes in motion while simultaneously stating abstract truths: this is pure, raw poetry to the naïve ear.  The reader needs no further justification for these lines; they stand alone, beautiful.  But when the curious reader starts to understand some of the allusions, the initial tumultuous images become more clear, like a fuzzy full-color film coming into focus.  I wonder who read “Adonais” when it was first published: the educated, monied tourists, or the working-class dreamers?  Surely both.  Were these disparate groups aware of the other’s reactions to “Adonais”?
