
Ozymandias by Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 
 
Ruins of the statue of the Egyptian 
pharaoh, Ramesses II, known as 
Ramesses the Great 

Background and Context 

 Percy Bysshe Shelley lived from 1792 – 1822. 

 Romantic poem, published in 1818. Common ideas of 
Romanticism include freedom, equality, the importance of 
emotion over reason and the beauty of nature. 

 Ozymandias was the Greek name for the Pharoah 
Ramesses II 

 The poem was written as a statue of Ramesses II was being 
brought to the British museum from Egypt. 

 The work of the sculptor has endured whilst that of the 
Pharoah has not. Supports the Romantic view of the power 
of the artist. 

 The Romantics felt that science was trying to make man 
above nature. Ozymandias shows that man remains mortal 
no matter how great he perceives himself in his lifetime. 

Synopsis of the poem 

 The narrator imagines a meeting with a traveller who tells 
of a ruined statue in the desert. The poem is about the 
fragility of human power and the effects of time. 

Form and Structure 

 Sonnet, but with an unconventional structure. Shows that 
form (being man-made) can be disrupted reflecting the 
destruction of Ramesses’ achievements 

 Naming the poem after the ruler emphasises power and 
domination. Reflects his belief in his own importance. 

 The description of the statue is in parts, like the ruin. 

 A frame narrative – the main story is told within another 
story. There are three voices: the narrator, the traveller 
and Ozymandias. 

 Iambic pentameter is used but it also disrupted 

Vocabulary 

 visage - face 

 sneer – curling the lip in disgust 

 trunkless – without a body 

 colossal– enormous 

 boundless – without end 
 

Quotations 
‘king of kings’: Biblical reference. Ozymandias thinks himself above God, suggests his downfall may be 
punishment for this 
‘sneer of cold command’: verb suggests arrogance and the adjective heartlessness and lack of 
compassion in ruling 
‘trunkless/shattered/decay/wreck’: images of destruction that reflect how fragile and temporary 
power was  
‘Look on my works’: Imperative verb is used showing the power of Ozymandias. However, this is used 
ironically by Shelley as ‘nothing beside remains’. No matter how powerful Ozymandias was, time has 
destroyed his achievements.  
‘despair’: use of irony. Ozymandias means they should despair because he is so ‘mighty’ but despair is 
actually fitting because time has destroyed everything that Ozymandias thought was permanent. 

Poetic Techniques 
Alliteration – ‘cold command’, ‘lone and level’, ‘boundless and bare’ 
Semantic field of destruction – trunkless, shattered, decay, wreck  
Juxtaposition of ‘colossal’ and ‘wreck’ – shows the futility of the aim for immortality 
Caesurae – line 2, line 3, line 12. ‘Nothing beside remains’ is a short sentence that stands alone, much like the ruins of the 
sculpture. This contrasts with the longer, complex sentences used in the rest of the poem. 
Irony – Ozymandias uses the imperative ‘look’ to command you to observe what he has created, but ‘nothing beside 
remains.’  
 

Links 
London 
Storm on the Island 
My Last Duchess 

Tone 
Ironic, rebellious, questioning authority 



 

 


