Shelley composing ‘Prometheus Unbound’ in the Baths of Caracalla, Joseph Severn, 1845, 
Oil on canvas
The largest painting in our collection, this work looks back at the wildest spirit of English Romanticism, but from an early-Victorian perspective. 
Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, composed after Aeschilus’s partially lost trilogy known as Prometheia, tells the story of the titan who, after having been punished by Jupiter for stealing fire from the gods and giving it to humankind, is finally released from his chains. However, unlike Aeschylus’s classical version, Shelley presents no reconciliation between Prometheus and Jupiter, his oppressor. In his Preface Shelley states that ‘the moral interest of the fable, which is so powerfully sustained by the sufferings and endurance of Prometheus, would be annihilated if we could conceive of him as unsaying his high language and quailing before his successful and perfidious adversary.’ So in Shelley’s take on the story, Prometheus’s liberation occurs only once Jupiter loses his power. 

Twenty-three years after Shelley’s death in Italy, Joseph Severn – John Keats’s death-bed companion and a professional painter interested in historical subjects and contemporary (though idealised) Italian genre scenes, or scenes from everyday life – accepted a commission from Shelley’s family to represent the poet during a specific moment of his voluntary Italian exile. The composition of Shelley’s lyrical drama in four acts Prometheus Unbound took place in 1819, amidst the “flowery glades, and thickets of odoriferous blossoming trees” of the Baths of Caracalla in Rome, as Shelley himself described the process in the Preface to his work. 
Shelley had not been a respected poet during his lifetime: his atheism and radical fervour alienated him from the esteem of conservative reviewers and the philistine public. When his devoted second wife Mary Shelley began to build the poet’s posthumous reputation, therefore, she focused on his love of mankind and sought to suppress from record the more scandalous aspects of his life. In fact, it was only through the expurgation of his political potential that the Victorians came to enjoy his poetry. Severn’s painting – which is part portrait, part genre scene – with its picturesque mingling of nature with ruins and the reproduction of Shelley’s almost feminine, feline features as seen in Amelia Curran’s celebrated portrait of him, can, to some extent, be seen as part of the process of de-radicalising Shelley for mainstream Victorian aesthetic tastes. 
However, as Sue Brown points out in her 2009 biography of the artist, Mary Shelley, who commissioned Severn to produce the painting after the poet’s father, Sir Timothy Shelley, died in 1844, was primarily driven by a desire to have an accurate, satisfactory likeness of her beloved Shelley, and she made Severn work hard to get the poet’s delicate, elusive features right, urging him to rework details including his nose, mouth and face, and asking the opinions of Leigh and Marianne Hunt, who were only too eager to help. The hard work paid off and Mary and her son, Percy Florence, were very pleased with the final result, which hung in the dining room of Mary’s Putney home from January 1845. 
The painting that hangs in the Keats-Shelley House, however, was not the one once owned by Mary, which still belongs to descendants of the Shelley family. Severn in fact painted two versions of the same work, with the second exhibited at the prestigious Royal Academy Exhibition in London. And it is this second version that dominates the eastern portion of the Salone of the Keats-Shelley House, having been a treasure of our permanent collection since Severn’s son Arthur presented it to the Keats-Shelley Memorial Association during the official opening ceremony of the House as a museum in 1909.
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