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By Louis F. Groarke, York University

This modestly-priced edition of Percy Bysshe Shelley(s translation of Plato(s Symposium, introduced and edited by David O(Connor, is an attractive little volume.  The cover features a colourful neoclassical painting by Petr Basin (1793-1877) which illustrates an incident Alcibiades recounts towards the end of the Symposium. (220d-e) In the midst of an ancient battle scene, we see a bronzed and vigorous Socrates with an upraised spear defending a reclining, wounded Alcibiades, a young man with flowing hair and Greek profile in a rich military costume.  The image, like the story, bears witness to Socrates( courage and military prowess but the contrast between the masculine figure of the philosopher and the pale and languid, not to say feminine, figure of the younger Alcibiades also hints at rumours of a sexual relationship, rumours which Plato did his best to dispel.

O(Connor divides the book into three sections: a 33-page introduction, the Shelley translation and a substantial though not overly long collection of glosses on the text.  The font is large and easy-to read; the Stephanus numbers are included inside the body of the text, and the notes expand upon the context and correct minor inaccuracies in the translation.  There is, however, no index.

In his introduction O(Connor explains the provenance of the translation and explores Shelly(s exegesis of Plato(s philosophy.  The tone of the discussion is more literary than philosophical.  Shelley completed the translation in a mad rush of inspiration in July 1818.  It took him only ten days to complete, was not published in his lifetime, and owes it preservation to the devotion of his second wife Mary Shelley who later published a severely altered (not to say bowdlerized) edition, removing or obscuring references to Greek homosexuality.  O(Connor discusses themes such as (obscurity,( (evanescence,( (wandering,( and (vacancy( as they relate to Shelley(s translation and to his poetical work in general.

Mary Shelley wrote: (The English language boasts no more brilliant composition than Plato(s praise of love translated by Shelley.(  Shelly himself was more modest.  He worried about producing nothing but (an imperfect shadow of the language and sentiment of [Plato(s] astonishing production.(  The truth is somewhere in between.  In a casual age, those who find Shelley(s neoclassical sensibilities somewhat strained and overwrought may be surprised to find much of the prose clear, flowing and eminently readable.  If, however, the translation is a worthwhile read, but, on the other hand, it is not the most accurate, the most accessible, or even the most felicitous translation.  Shelley tends to use a passive (even languid) voice.  He is fond of archaic usages.  He  relies, at times, on some stilted phrasing, and his choice of words tends toward the indirect and the oblique.

Shelley has Eryximachus introduce his own speech: (Since Pausanius, beginning his discourse excellently, placed no fit completion and development to it, I think it necessary to fill up what he has left unfinished.  He has reasoned well in defining Love as of a double nature.( (186a)  Compare this to Benjamin Jowett(s translation of the same passage:  (Seeing that Pausanias made a fair beginning, and but a lame ending, I must endeavour to supply his deficiency.  I think that he has rightly distinguished two kinds of love.(  Jowett(s work has a freshness and a down-to-earth quality that all-too-often escapes Shelly.

Shelley translates a question by Agathon:  (And who will claim that the divine poetry, by which all living things are produced upon earth, is harmonized by the wisdom of love?( (197a)  Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff translate the same passage: (And as to the production of animals(who will deny that they are all born and begotten through Love(s skill.(  In contrast to Shelley, Nehemas and Woodruff are able to communicate the rhetorical intent of the question and express the claim about biology and love in a more vivid and concrete way.

Again consider how Shelley renders Diotima(s argument about the neophyte lover: (If [the youthful lover] ought to pursue that which is beautiful in form, it would be absurd to imagine that beauty is not one and the same thing in all forms, and [he] would therefore remit much of his ardent preference towards one, through his perception of the multitude of claims upon his love.( (209e-210b)  Compare this to Harold North Fowler(s translation (in the Loeb edition): (It is gross folly not to regard as one and the same the beauty belonging to all; and so, having grasped this truth, [the youthful lover] must make himself a lover of all beautiful bodies, and slacken the stress of his feeling for one by contemning it and counting it a trifle.(
Finally, consider Shelley(s version of Agathon(s story about the way the god Love (really, Eros) seeks out the most delicate hiding places: (Love . . . having established his habitation within the souls and the inmost nature of Gods and men, not indeed in all souls (for wherever he chances to find a hard and rugged disposition, there he will not inhabit, but only where it is most soft and tender.  Of needs must he be the most delicate of all things.(  (195e)  

Compare this to Jowett(s tour de force: (In the hearts and souls of both god, and men, which are of all things the softest: in them [Love] . . . makes his home. Not in every soul without exception, for where there is hardness he departs, where there is softness there he dwells; and nestling always with his feet and in all manner of ways in the softest of soft places, how can he be other than the softest of all things?( 

Not to be unfair, Shelley(s translation has its moments.  His discussion of poetry is touching and there are high points of accomplished lyricism.  Diotima(s speech about the mystical ladder of beauty contains some lovely phrasing and his treatment of Alcibiades( larger-than-life, Byronesque personality is delightfully done.  Shelly captures well the sense and sentiments expressed in Alcibiades( speech and in his conversational banter.

If this edition seems intended for new readers (perhaps in English departments), there is one central aspect of Shelley(s translation (and of translations of the Symposium in general) that may escape the novice reader.  Shelley presents the Symposium as a discussion about love.  In fact, the conversation revolves around the Greek word (eros( ((ρως).  If each occurrence of the word (love( were to be replaced  with the phrase (erotic love,( this might change considerably the sense and the poetic overtones of the text.  To be sure, the phrase (erotic love( is not intended in any exclusively sexual manner, but it is important to emphasize that the Symposium is a discussion of love and desire.  To overlook the erotic component (with its sexual overtones) is to misunderstand the text. 

In his introduction, O(Connor does explore Shelley(s interest in the erotic content of the work.  And yet, for all the discussion about erotic hopes, erotic prototypes, erotic heroes, erotic idealism, erotic self-involvement, autoeroticism, etc., O(Connor does not openly address the issue of sexuality as it relates to either Shelley or the Greeks.  A more candid discussion would remove a distraction, eliminate misunderstandings, and provide the intended reader with a better understanding of the dialogue. 

John Lauritsen, the editor of a rival edition of Shelley(s translation of the Symposium (Pagan Press, 2001) has argued that Mary Shelly reconstructed a Shelley myth carefully concealing his homosexual proclivities and adventures.  In an essay intended as a preface to the Symposium, Shelley himself takes an explicitly negative attitude towards active homosexuality, but Shelley, the person, led such a disordered and undisciplined (not to say self-indulgent) life, it is hard to know what to think.

The Greek practice with respect to homosexuality or, more accurately, pederasty is well understood.  An older lover, an erastes (ερωστής), would take on a younger man, an eromanos ((ρωμεvoς), as his partner and undertake to school him in the ways of the world.  Pausanias, the older lover of Agathon, explicitly defends such practices in the Symposium.  On the other hand, both Plato (and Socrates( less illustrious pupil Xenophon) go to great lengths to insist on Socrates( purity.  In his Memorabilia, Xenophon insists that Socrates (was the strictest of men( in the matter (of his own passions and appetites,( so much so that it would be inconceivable that he could (have led others into impiety, crime, gluttony, lust, or sloth.( (II.1-3, Marchant)  For his part, Plato presents Socrates as someone who never loses control.  He ignores his appetite for food (175c); he goes without sleep (220c-d, 223d); he can resist inclement weather ( 220b,223c); he is never intoxicated (220a); he is impervious to sexual temptation (218b-c, 219d), and so on.  Diotima, the woman who teaches Socrates about love, does not enter into a physical relationship with him.  Together, they discuss philosophy.  Socrates himself argues that the ultimate object of love is  (supreme beauty itself, simple, pure, uncontaminated with the intermixture of human flesh and colours and all other idle and unreal shapes attendant on mortality.( (211e)

Plato intends, in part, to repudiate the received view of Socrates as a corrupter of youth.  Socrates, who is proverbially ugly, in comparison to Agathon(s youthful beauty, elevates the discussion to another level.  Erotic love is, in some sense, turned on its head.  The highest form of eroticism is, in a word, chastity.  This is erotic love as it is expressed in the Canticle of Canticles; this is not Boccaccio.  This is Augustine, not the Marquis de Sade.  

Notions of modern sexual liberation(do what feels good(are foreign to Plato.  Tthe argument and the plot of the Symposium are designed to show how erotic love can be transformed and transmuted into a virtuous love for that which is intellectual and eternal.  In an ironic and clever twist, Plato has Alcibiades, the unsavoury pupil, by his disappointment, prove the innocence of Socrates.  Alcibiades mistakes his relationship with Socrates for a relationship between an erastes and an eromanos and is befuddled and frustrated when Socrates, who displays no interest in sex, ignores his advances.  O(Connor needed to address these issues in his introduction.  

As O(Connor correctly points out, Shelley himself was not able to achieve the cheerful equanimity of Socrates.  His poetry, at times so urbane and light-hearted, is punctuated by the most bleak and heart-rending passages.  In Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples, Shelly writes: 

Alas! I have not hope nor health,

Nor peace within nor calm around,

Nor that content surpassing wealth

The sage in meditation found.

Shelley(s personal discontent derives from two separate sources.  His disordered, tumultuous life with its scandals and lack of discipline is in direct contrast to the regular, orderly existence of the unassuming Socrates.  In addition, Shelley(s own world-view is more existential than Platonic.  A self-conscious modern man who made a public display of atheism, Shelley cannot take the Platonic metaphysics seriously.  He has to reinterpret the Platonic message in a way which drains it of its ultimate significance.

Socrates describes a meeting with some higher Objective Good which exists over and above and outside himself.  Shelley(s poet, on the other hand, in the moment of supreme inspiration, comes face-to-face with an (idealized prototype( of himself.  O(Connor quotes lines from Shelley(s poem Alastor in which the Poet (images to himself the Being whom he loves.( (Preface 69) 

He dreamed of a veiled maid

Sate near him, talking in low solemn tones.

Her voice was like the voice of his own soul.  (151-53)

But the rapture quickly dissolves into nothingness as the vision vanishes.  The poet is berift, abandoned.

His wan eyes

Gaze on the empty scene as vacantly 

As ocean(s moon looks on the moon in heaven (200-202)

The Being he loves is, after all, only fancy, only an image, only a mere reflection of the moon on the surface of the ocean, not the real moon itself.

As O(Connor explains, Shelley(s account provides another reading of the Symposium.  Socrates is not seeking a metaphysical reality but a poetic vision of a better world (deprived of all we condemn or despise.(  Hence the predicament of Alicibiades who experiences ambivalent feelings of love and hate, delight and disappointment, pleasure and chagrin towards Socrates.  On the one hand, he discovers an image of his better self in Socrates and is immediately enraptured.  On the other hand, he cannot rid himself of an ever-present awareness of his own imperfections.  He is left cruelly suspended between two images, the ideal, unattainable self proposed by Socrates, and the real, self represented by his real-life personality. 




Mary Shelley wrote that Shelley (loved to idealize reality.(  And again, that (Shelley resembled Plato; both taking more delight in the abstract and the ideal than in the special and the tangible.(  But there is a crucial difference.  Shelley condemned the distinction between poets and philosophers as a (vulgar error,( but Plato was not merely a poet but also a metaphysician.  He did not set out to invent a world of noble but imaginary images.  He was intent on revealing the truth about objective reality.


In the final analysis, Shelley is not a Platonist or a neo-Platonist, or even a true mystic.  He is a romantic author who is searching among the forms of the archaic civilization for a vehicle of poetic inspiration.  His reinterpretation of Plato(s ideas may have literary value but it does not, in any philosophical sense, do justice to Plato.  At his best, Shelley is a marvellous word-smith.  Although his translation of the Symposium has its charms, in some deep sense, he does not take the ideas that motivated the dialogue seriously.  He is not truly interested in Platonism.  He champions a world-view and an aesthetic creed which more closely resembles modern liberalism.  

Platonism is hardly a popular view today, but Socrates articulates a perennially compelling account of beauty.  In comparison, there is something disturbing about Shelley(s aesthetic vision.  The quest for an ultimate beauty outside oneself is subverted.  It is given a narcissistic twist.  The poet/philosopher/lover meets, not with a supreme reality, but with an idealized prototype of himself.  We may imagine a better world, but the envisioned possibility loses considerable force when we realize that it is only an image and an extension of oneself.

In Shelley, the erotic vision enchants but then immediately vanishes; in Plato, it has the hard feel of reality.  In Shelley, the lover (whatever the appearances to the contrary) unites with himself; in Plato, the lover unites with a higher principle.  In Shelley, erotic fulfilment is a fleeting climax; in Plato, it is an ordered way of life.  Shelley, with his self-serving campaign against marriage, eagerly pursued erotic adventures of all sorts; Plato(s Socrates eagerly pursues chastity.
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